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INTRODUCTION 

* 

This thesis will argue that sport and physical education plays a crucial role within the 

curriculum and hence needs to be a necessary part of educational institutions as much as 

any other subject area. If we are serious about an integrated view of the human person, 

then physical education is a necessary part of a well-balanced education. A central and 

reoccurring theme throughout my thesis is that we become aware of our embodiment 

through a family of physical activities in physical education that rebalances the 

disproportionate emphasis on the development of the mind and restores to education a 

balance that has been previously missing. Anyone disposed to regard the body lightly 

needs to recognise that the primacy of perception elucidates that the basis of our 

cognition is through bodily experience. This claim is a powerful one because it reasserts 

that human beings are not dualistic entities consisting of a mind and a body. More 

importantly it emphasises how human beings actively interact with their environment to 

make sense of the world, not from some passive contemplative perspective outside the 

world, but through being a part of the world. Greater recognition, then, needs to be 

given to the role embodiment and corporeal movement plays in student learning, 

particularly since our engagement with the world is not just limited to the cognitive 

domain and a large part of our interest in the world is emotional, practical, aesthetic, 

imaginative and so on. Consequently, I will argue that embodiment in education should 

be taken seriously because movement experiences in and through physical education 

can provide opportunities that are humanising and provide authentic opportunities to 

concretely reinforce the point that a person’s essential being is more than just his or her 

rationality; he or she is a being-in-the-world. 

Physical education has an ancient and rich heritage. It has featured in most 

educational curricula in some form or another continuously from the time of Plato. With 

the exception of ancient Greece, physical education has little to offer those looking for 

historical examples of significant practice. A brief historical glimpse will show that 

physical education has reflected changing concepts of health, science and education. 

Additionally, the plurality of aims sought within the physical education curriculum 

demonstrates the dominant philosophical ideologies of time and place. It has been an 

unfortunate heritage of physical education to conceive of its programmes within the 

curriculum in either strictly physical terms or in intellectual and academic terms. In the 

former case, physical education was unmistakably an education of the physical and 
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subsequently considered by some to be devoid of any intellectual element, since 

learning how to do things was considered to merely be a matter of knack or habit. 

Conversely, in the latter case, in order to counter such criticisms a relatively new trend 

in physical education is to justify itself within the curriculum as academic study.1 This 

is evident by the growth of examinable physical education2 and the widespread 

acceptance of physical education in educational institutions as an academic subject, 

particularly in senior schooling and tertiary institutions.3  

This in turn has inadvertently led to a greater emphasis being placed upon the 

mastery of the theoretical knowledge component of school physical education as a 

means of justifying its place in the educational mainstream. The problem with such an 

approach is that teaching and learning experiences in physical education have become 

disproportionally theoretical and academic in nature and disconnected from the central 

tenets of physical education, which are concerned with employing physical means to 

develop each person’s whole being. More importantly, it neglects the important role the 

body plays in how we perceive ourselves, other persons and other things in the world. 

Put simply, without my “lived body” I cease to consciously experience the world. For 

example, without eyes, we could not see, without limbs we could not act and so on. But 

this is not enough, as we also need the brain in order to have any experience at all. It 

follows then, if every experience embodies reaction to and interaction with the whole 

organism and his or her environment, the experience cannot be just “physical” or 

“mental” because such views continue to perpetuate unaltered dualistic views and 

prejudices that are detrimental to the place of physical education in education. Because 

the educational benefits of the physical experience are not just limited to the traditional 

understanding of the term “physical”, a broader understanding is sought that integrates 

                                                           
1 An example is the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) Study Design for Physical Education 
(Victoria, Australia) which has an external end of year examination worth 50 per cent and two prescribed 
school-based pieces of assessment worth 25 per cent respectively. Contrary to what is claimed in the 
rationale (“integration of theoretical knowledge with practical application through participation in 
physical activity”) it is not until much later in the prescription of “School-based Coursework (Units 3 and 
4)” do we see that practical activities are only used as a means to an end, such as collecting data to be 
used in laboratory reports, data analysis and so on in written assessment tasks. 
2 See B Carroll, ‘Examinations and curriculum change in physical education’, Physical Education 
Review, vol. 5, no. 1, 1982, pp. 26–36; B Carroll, ‘The emergence and growth of examinations in physical 
education’, in K Green & K Hardman (eds.), Physical Education: A Reader, Meyer and Meyer, Germany, 
1998, pp. 314–332; K Green, ‘Examinations in physical education: A sociological perspective on a “new 
orthodoxy”’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, vol. 22, no. 1, 2001, pp. 51–73; and, K Green, 
‘Examinations: A “new orthodoxy” in physical education’, in K. Green & K Hardman (eds.), Physical 
Education: Essential Issues, SAGE Publications Company, London, 2005, pp. 143–160. 
3 See R Brooker & D Macdonald, ‘Mapping physical education in the reform agenda for Australian 
education: Tensions and contradictions’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 1, no. 2, 1995, pp. 
101–110; D Macdonald, D Kirk & S Braiuka, ‘The social construction of the physical activity field at the 
school/university interface’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 5, no. 31, 1999, pp. 31–52. 
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the mind with the body and includes such areas as the cognitive and affective domains. 

Such an approach is significant to physical education because each student is treated as 

a whole being, and this permits the person to experience him or herself as a holistic and 

synthesised acting, feeling, thinking being-in-the-world, rather than as separate physical 

and mental qualities that bear no relation to each other.  

According to Thorburn, physical education has lost its connection with practical 

learning environments, and in the process has lost a way of grasping subject knowledge 

that is significant for the students’ learning in that it is not purely intellectual or 

cognitive.4 Part of the problem has been that movement activities of physical education 

are looked upon as objects of disembodied academic study. But this, Merleau-Ponty 

would say, is to ignore the nature of experience and to consider the cognitive aspects of 

our perceptual experience in isolation from the personal meaning gained when looked at 

from the “inside” or participatory perspective of the moving agent. In this sense, this is 

why physical education has lost meaning for some of these students, because our 

embodied relationship with the world is not an external or contemplative one. Rather, 

our bodies are the means by which we are “in the world”. There is no suggestion in this 

account that there are “minds” and “bodies” being developed, but only human beings. 

The implications for physical education are significant because a Merleau-Pontian 

account of phenomenology highlights what it is like to be embodied. If we do this we 

shall see that we do not, except in special circumstances, experience our own bodies as 

objects at all because our embodiment is a sine qua non of our existence and 

consciousness. Embodiment also allows students to learn about themselves and the 

world in which they live. What makes this account educationally significant for physical 

education is that the whole person should benefit by the experience, as it includes an 

emphasis on all three educational domains: the psychomotor, the cognitive and the 

affective. Somewhat paradoxically these benefits cannot be formally planned for, but 

are invaluable by-products that naturally arise out of engaging students in, by and 

through movement in physical education. 

In order to provide a coherent apology for sport and physical education I will 

critically discuss what I consider to be the main philosophical arguments contravening 

its alleged educational value or significance as a means to construct a cogent 

philosophical apology of sport and physical education. This critique is long overdue and 

                                                           
4 M Thorburn, ‘Articulating a Merleau-Pontian phenomenology of physical education: The quest for 
active student engagement and authentic assessment in high-stakes examination awards’, European 
Physical Education Review, vol. 14, no. 2, 2008, pp. 263–280. 
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will transcend the in-house bickering and conflict found in the profession, particularly 

in relation to its nature and status.5 As I will argue throughout this thesis, and especially 

in chapters I and II, if sport and physical education is to be given a legitimate place 

within education it needs to challenge prejudicial attitudes toward the body first, before 

attempting to develop sophisticated philosophical justifications for its inclusion within 

educational institutions. A natural starting point is R. S. Peters’ earlier work on 

educational activities and their justification within the curriculum.6 He criticises 

physical activities as lacking a wide-ranging cognitive content because they are merely 

a matter of “knack”. This account privileges intellectual activities as superior due to 

their cognitive content, whereas physical activities which are inherent features of 

physical education programmes are only part of the school curriculum because they 

serve purposes other than educational ones, such as maintaining students’ health 

through fitness. Although this work was published some time ago, his views were 

consistent with those adopted by some policy makers or institutional leaders of such 

programmes, particularly in theory laden educational institutions where the academic 

mind reigns supreme and strives for promotion at the expense of other modes of inquiry. 

The effect of this has been to relegate the body to “unthinking” learning, not to mention 

failing to acknowledge that a person’s essential being is not just confined to his 

rationality, but involves an embodied dimension. Certainly, this view by no means 

denies the importance of intellectual education but seeks to restore a balance in 

education that recognises the important role embodiment and corporeal movement plays 

in learning, in, by and through physical education.  

Part of the reason why practical pursuits within the curriculum like sport and 

physical education are often undervalued is due to the concept of practical knowledge 

being misunderstood, plus a general unwillingness to count any non-theoretical 

knowing as important. This is understandable taking into consideration that the concept 

of practical knowledge or “knowing how” is located in an area of constant philosophical 

dispute of an epistemological kind. Compounding the issue further is the 

epistemological implication that the physical or “doing” is somehow set apart from 

cognitive development and anti-intellectual. In Chapter III, I argue that part of the 

reason why such assumptions continue to exist is the powerful influence of the 

“intellectualist legend” that permeates educational thinking. For instance, generally 

speaking, “knowing that” is commonly associated with intellectual operations and 

                                                           
5 See Chapter I, footnote number 3.  
6 RS Peters, Ethics and Education, Allen & Unwin, London, 1966. 
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conceptions of cognition, whereas, to the layperson, “knowing how” is considered to be 

devoid of any cognition, and performance is just a matter of conditioning or habit. Such 

a view is problematic in the sense that intelligence as understood in “knowing that” is 

not equivalent to “knowing how”. In order to challenge this dualistic conception of 

mind and body I draw on Polanyi’s work on knowing by tacit inference to emphasise 

that coming to know cannot occur without an embodied existence. The claim Polanyi 

makes that all knowledge is grounded in tacit knowing is a powerful one, because it 

reasserts – as does the phenomenologist, Merleau-Ponty – that human beings come to 

know and understand through a process of internal integration that cannot be verbally 

articulated. I argue that we need to reconsider our understanding of human knowledge 

because we possess a practical knowledge of our bodies that is personally meaningful 

and can be cultivated in physical education over a period of time. Since physical 

education predominantly deals with practical knowledge, Ryle’s conceptual account of 

intelligence concepts or epithets is particularly apt to accommodate descriptions and 

evaluations of performance which are applicable to practical pursuits within the 

curriculum. Firstly, Ryle’s account dispels with the absurdity of the intellectualist 

doctrine that tries to treat actions or “know how” as the same as intellectual (cognitive) 

operations. Secondly, when intelligence epithets are applied to someone we ascribe an 

ability to do something, not what they may know in terms of intellectual operations of 

cognition. The relevance for physical education is significant because we can judge the 

quality of single actions and skills and compare one person’s skills with those of 

another, or evaluate whether the skills of a person have improved or worsened. 

Although Ryle does not specifically discuss how every action that requires “know how” 

can be evaluated, his views are consistent enough to gain a deeper appreciation of 

evaluative concepts that apply both to actions and “know how” that have serious 

implications for judging performance in physical education. Sorting out the conceptual 

confusion that surrounds our thinking about embodied understanding in its various ways 

of knowing in physical education represents only one part of my apologia. I argue, 

however, that in order to promote change in, by and through physical education we not 

only need to make students’ personal experiences meaningful, but also educationally 

meaningful. To do this we need to locate the body as the focal point in the production of 

the lived experience, and also recognise the role corporeal movement and embodiment 

plays in learning, in, by and through physical education. 

In Chapter IV, I outline how in physical education the conscious decision by the 

profession to promote and utilise play, games and sport as a mechanism for transmitting 
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educational ends brought with it unforeseen problems. Although this brought about a 

kind of theoretical legitimacy for physical education that was greatly desired, it 

presented new problems like the conceptual confusion surrounding the interrelationship 

of play, games and sport (the so-called tricky triad) in physical education. In a way, this 

confusion has been the source of many problems in physical education because there 

has been a general tendency to view physical education as sport (or games), physical 

education as play or any other combination. I argue that it is a conceptual mistake to 

view each in isolation because it decontextualises the multifarious nature of movement 

activities found in physical education, but most importantly, it neglects to highlight the 

educative intent which neither play nor sport in isolation can provide. I argue that 

contemporary Western culture has failed to acknowledge an appropriate philosophical 

foundation surrounding the phenomenon of play because we have misunderstood its 

nature and at the same time failed to recognise that each form of play in essence is a 

human activity which has transcendental possibilities derived from the experience that 

are not possible elsewhere. I argue that within the context of the hermeneutic–

phenomenological framework physical education attempts to make the subjective and 

interpersonal process meaningful. This is why physical education should be treated as a 

necessary and vital part of education, because physical education activities offer 

opportunities to explore alternative modes of awareness and to develop insights into and 

new modes of being and possibilities perhaps not readily available elsewhere in the 

curriculum.  

In the final chapter, I revisit the claim that playing certain games and sports can 

provide opportunities to develop moral character and hence qualify for inclusion within 

the curriculum based on its moral education potential. Historically there has been strong 

educational support for the role of competitive games and sports in the physical 

education curriculum. Even though the games playing ethic that originated in the public 

schools of Britain in the nineteenth century was considered to be antiquated and in 

decline by the early twentieth century its resilience as an educational ideology had not 

diminished, but had been recast as a new version of physical education. Part of the 

reason why this occurred was due to the profession being quick to capitalise on sports’ 

universal popularity and the similarities competition has with some of the most basic 

themes of life such as success and failure, good and bad behaviour and so on. But most 

importantly, during a time when physical education was attempting to align itself with 

broader educational aims it was easy to reconstruct a version of physical education that 

had been around almost a century by the mid 1950s. Understandably, when combined 
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with the popularity of sport within Western culture and the symbolic value attached to 

it, it is not surprising that this became one of the central philosophical features of 

physical education from the mid twentieth century onwards. Although in Chapter V, I 

argue that the cultivation of character can be encouraged in physical education and 

provide an arena for practising moral behaviour that is supported by a moral community 

with a commitment to that practice, I caution that it is misleading to imply or expect the 

inculcation of certain qualities to directly accompany the practise of certain competitive 

games and sports in physical education. I emphasise that this possibility is not unique to 

sport and we should not overstate its role, but in saying this, games and sport in physical 

education provide opportunities for practising habitual modes of conduct. Since school 

communities are moral habitats in which young people spend considerable time it seems 

reasonable to argue that sport and physical education are also moral habitats in which 

young people belong and can also influence moral character.  

While each of these chapters illustrates the diverse array of issues currently 

facing sport and physical education within the curriculum, the continuities between 

them also suggest a certain level of commonality across countries. My intent in this 

thesis is to systematically deal with what I consider to be the most serious and 

convincing arguments against the inclusion of sport and physical education within 

educational institutions as a means to construct a cogent philosophical apology of sport 

and physical education. A central and reoccurring theme throughout my thesis is that we 

become aware of our embodiment through a family of physical activities in physical 

education that rebalances the disproportionate emphasis on the development of the mind 

and restores to education a balance that has been previously missing. Greater 

recognition, then, needs to be given to the role embodiment and corporeal movement 

play in student learning. This can only be achieved through physical education that 

provides a multiplicity of experiences and behaviours in different spaces and 

environments by physical means, in contrast to learning about movement in a 

theoretical, disembodied way. It follows that if we are serious about education, we need 

to be interested in physical education. It is a necessary part of the curriculum, as per 

Chapters I–V, because it is the whole person – not just the mind – that goes to school. 

The thinking, feeling and acting facets of a person are combined to give a person an 

experience of what it is to be a moving being that goes further than other forms of 

education that have a particular focus on propositional forms of knowledge. In essence 

physical education is vital to a meaningful curriculum because the primacy of 

perception illuminates that the basis for our cognition is through bodily experience. 
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CHAPTER I 

ON JUSTIFICATIONS OF SPORT AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION: ARE 

THERE GOOD REASONS FOR THE INCLUSION OF SPORT AND 

PHYSICAL EDUCATION WITHIN EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS? 

* 
In this chapter, I aim to revisit and explore some of the philosophical arguments 

contravening educational value or significance that seem to persistently beset that group 

of educational activities that we generally associate with the conceptual term “Physical 

Education” (PE).1 I begin by identifying and critically discussing what I consider to be 

serious and convincing arguments against the inclusion of sport and PE within 

educational institutions as a means to construct an apology and a coherent 

conceptualisation of sport and PE. Therefore, my task at hand requires a philosophical 

justification to the perennial question: Are there any good reasons for the inclusion of 

sport and PE in educational institutions? The conclusion, towards which I argue, is that 

the reasons why these arguments are so prominent and pervasive is the product of, 

firstly, misleading philosophical–educational views that are ambivalent towards play, 

traditional justifications that are flawed, and educational discourses that encourage and 

favour theory over practise, mental skills over physical skills, extrinsic over intrinsic 

values, and high culture over low culture as a result of dualism’s elevation of the mind 

over the body; and, secondly, from a failure in part with philosophers of education and 

physical educationalists to elucidate rational educational justifications and conceptions 

of sport and PE that are cogent and defendable.  

There are legitimate reasons why the PE profession, its practitioners and 

academics ought to be concerned with, and strive for a more secure professional status. 

Historically, the discipline area has struggled for legitimacy at most, if not all, 

educational levels due to the damaging claims made by critics who argue that PE is a 

trivial pursuit and thereby non-serious compared to other forms of knowledge and 

understandings that are considered to be educationally worthwhile. It is clear to me that 

there appears to be a general consensus within the relevant literature that PE is suffering 

from a crisis of legitimisation within education, particularly in relation to its nature and 

                                                           
1 I will refer to “Physical Education” throughout by its commonly used acronym “PE” for convenience 
and ease. Philosophically, the use of this term is contentious; however, I use it here due to its universal 
standing in most educational systems to identify a learning area and all the associated derivations that 
may be available, such as Health and Physical Education (HPE), Personal Development, Health and 
Physical Education (PDHPE) and so on.  
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status.2 The reasons why this has occurred are multifaceted and complex, however, the 

PE profession and its practitioners have to accept most if not all of the blame for not 

counteracting with coherent reasons against such serious claims. Consequently, a lack 

of credible promotion has severely impeded the discussion of the educational aims, 

ideas, values and so on that sport and PE contributes to the point where its mere survival 

within the curriculum is at stake. Kretchmar reinforces this viewpoint further by arguing 

that physical educationalists lack sufficient passion for their profession, because:  

 

... we do not care enough. When we do care it is not with a deeply rooted, 

reasoned, consistent, durable, reliable passion ... In the absence of deep 

commitments, I sense that there is a real cause for worry about the expected 

lifespan of the profession.3  

 

Furthermore, for a contemporary example, the decision in 2009 to exclude PE4 within 

phase one as one of the core curriculum areas by the Australian Curriculum, 

                                                           
2 For relevant literature, see J Parry, ‘Physical education under threat’, British Journal of Physical 
Education, vol. 18, no. 6, 1987, pp. 243–244; J Evens, ‘Defining a subject: The rise and rise of the new 
physical education’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, vol. 11, 1990, pp. 155–169; L Locke, 
‘Changing secondary school physical education’, Quest, vol. 44, 1992, pp. 361–372; R Tinning & L 
Fitzclarence, ‘Postmodern youth culture and the crisis in Australian secondary school physical education’, 
Quest, vol. 44, no. 3, 1992, pp. 287–303; A Sparkes, T Templin & P Schempp, ‘Exploring dimensions of 
marginality: Reflecting on the life histories of physical education teachers’, Journal of Teaching in 
Physical Education, vol. 12, no. 4, 1993, pp. 386–398; S Stroot, C Collier, M O’Sullivan & K England, 
‘Contextual hoops and hurdles: Workplace conditions in secondary physical education’, Journal of 
Teaching in Physical Education, vol. 13, no. 4, 1994, pp. 342–360; R Tinning, D  Kirk, J Evans & S 
Glover, ‘School physical education: A crisis of meaning’, Changing Education, vol. 1, no. 2, 1994, pp. 
13–15; D Macdonald & R Brooker, ‘Moving beyond the crisis in secondary physical education: An 
Australian initiative’, Journal of Teaching Physical Education, vol. 16, no. 2, 1997, pp. 155–175; D Kirk, 
‘Making the present strange: Sources of the current crisis in physical education’, Discourse: Studies in the 
Cultural Politics of Education, vol. 15, no. 1, 1994a, pp. 46–63; D Kirk, ‘Thanks for the history lesson’: 
Some thoughts on a pedagogical use of history in educational research and practice’, Australian 
Educational Research, vol. 22, 1995, pp. 1–20; D Kirk, ‘Educational reform, physical culture and the 
crisis of legitimation in physical education’, Discourse: Studies in the cultural politics of education, vol. 
19, no. 1, 1998b, pp. 101–112; A Laker, Beyond the boundaries of physical education, Falmer Press, 
London, 2000; J Marshall & K Hardman, ‘The state and status of physical education in schools in 
international context’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 6, no. 3, 2000, pp. 203–229; S Thorpe, 
‘Crisis discourse in physical education and the laugh of Michel Foucault’, Sport, Education and Society, 
vol. 8, no. 2, 2003, pp. 131–151; D Kirk, The Idea of Physical Education and Its Discontents: An 
Inaugural Lecture, Leeds Metropolitan University, 2006, pp. 1–18; K Hardman, ‘Promise or reality? 
Physical education in schools in Europe’, Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International 
Education, vol. 36, no. 2, 2006, pp. 163–179; A Hawkins, ‘Pragmatism, purpose and play: Struggle for 
the soul of physical education’, Quest, vol. 60, no. 3, 2008, pp. 345–356; D Kirk, ‘The idea of the idea of 
physical education: Between essentialism and relativism in studying the social construction of physical 
education’, e Journal de la Recherche sur l'Intervention en Éducation Physique et Sport (eJRIEPS), vol. 
18, 2009, pp. 24–40; and D Kirk, Physical Education Futures, Routledge, London, 2010.  
3 S Kretchmar, ‘Values, passion and the expected lifespan of physical education’, Quest, vol. 42, 1990, p. 
97. 
4 A similar scenario occurred in Great Britain during the 1970s with the “Great Education Debate on 
Education” that produced the new National Curriculum proposals that excluded PE as one of the subjects 
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Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) that is responsible for developing the 

National Curriculum on behalf of the Commonwealth Government of Australia is 

significant for the profession.5 According to Meakin, if a subject’s inclusion cannot be 

justified it implies one of three things: (1) the subject is harmful to either students or 

society; (2) even if it does neither students or society any harm, it does them no good, 

or; (3) even if does students or society good, it does so in a less significant extent than 

other curriculum areas.6 Therefore, the question of whether PE can be justified as part 

of the curriculum is essentially a moral issue, particularly if the continuation of the 

subject is perceived to have no educational value or worth. Whatever the reasons may 

be for such a decision, we should not complain that it is unfair that we have to bother 

with the onerous task of justifying ourselves when other subjects do not. The reality of 

whether it is fair or unfair is irrelevant, because these other subjects have been 

successful in this task in the past or there is a general, albeit assumed, consensus as to 

their educational value. We need to be able to produce a reasoned account of our 

practice. This will involve a critical review of our own practice, which to some may be 

quite confronting, but if we are serious we need to be able to critically review the 

premises in which our practices are based. These may be concealed, even from 

ourselves, but unless these premises are revealed and identified there is the risk that they 

may continue to control and influence our practice without our reasoned consent. My 

point here is that most practical applications will be made from a philosophical position. 

Whether this can be expressed clearly will not be made clear to the apologist or even to 

the most ardent critic unless its philosophical justifications are articulated in such a way 

that they are coherent and accessible to all. Therefore, the reasons why we need 

justifying justifications for sport and PE are threefold: firstly, because it is a simple 

matter of necessity at the moment; secondly, we need to be able to offer cogent 

justifications as to why sport and PE should be included within educational institutions; 

and, thirdly, to identify what we are (or ought to be) so we can defend and further 

ourselves unashamedly. Consequently, we cannot, if we are serious, escape the task at 

hand, which is of an unavoidably philosophical nature. Subsequently, I intend to offer 

an apology for sport and PE by outlining philosophical justifications to the vexed 
                                                                                                                                                                          
chosen. As a result PE suffered extensively during the 1980s–1990s for legitimacy either due to 
inadequate justifications for PE as a school subject or an apparent unwillingness by the profession to 
show leadership in such a vitally important area. Understandably, the concern is that what happened in 
Great Britain is not repeated in Australia with our own “Education Revolution” that has produced a new 
National Curriculum. 
5 For a detailed account, refer to SA Stolz, ‘Physical education and the national curriculum’, Professional 
Educator, vol. 8, no. 4, 2009, pp. 44–47.  
6 D Meakin, ‘On the justification of physical education’, Momentum, vol. 8, no. 3, 1983, pp. 10–19.  
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problem of its educational value or significance. Some supportive philosophical 

positions are as follows: the importance of play in assisting deep learning; subjective 

(extrinsic and intrinsic) value; reconceptualising knowledge, reason and education; and 

integration of the whole body, borrowing heavily from the classical Greek ideals of 

balance and harmony as a means to avoid the tendency of contemporary education to 

view agents as dualistic entities (mind and body) and bring into focus the sometimes 

ignored and forgotten dimension of our corporeal embodiment in education. 

Furthermore, I intend to illuminate how the experience of movement gives meaning to 

our existence and constitutes what it means to be a human being. I will now open up the 

question and discuss each of these in turn as a means to constructing an apology and a 

coherent conceptualisation of sport and PE.  

 

(1) Preliminary philosophical considerations: ambivalence towards play, 

antiphysicalism, the problem of pleasurable activities and transcendental 

indifference 

The educational value of play has a long history in Western education. Plato in his 

discussion of the education of the philosopher makes the point that anything learnt 

under duress and without freedom is pointless as it “never sticks”, but if the lesson takes 

the form of play, the learner will learn more.7 Ideas about play in education have been 

extensively influenced by psychology, sociology, philosophy and education. Since play 

was considered to be a naturally instinctive process and engaged in by young people, 

the desire to connect with this experience and the natural capacities of the learner led to 

the introduction of play as an educational process. As a result, the acceptance of play, 

games and sport8 as a pedagogical method of achieving educational goals significantly 

transformed PE, particularly in the twentieth century. According to Mechikoff, the 

development, acceptance and promotion of play, games and sport as methods for 

imparting educational ideas is important as it reflected a profound change in 

philosophical focus due to the growing interest in the phenomenon of play as an 

educational mechanism of value.9   

                                                           
7 Plato, The Republic, 2nd edn, trans. D Lee, Penguin Books, London, 2007, 536e–537a.  Herein after 
cited as, The Republic followed by pagination in Bekker numbers.  
8 I will offer a detailed critique of the nature of “play, games and sport” in pursuing chapters. 
9 R Mechikoff, History and Philosophy of Sport and Physical Education, 5th edn, McGraw-Hill, New 
York, 2010, pp. 226–230. 
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The philosophical position of the body relative to epistemological considerations 

and the nature of human existence becomes an important issue.10 This type of 

discussion might seem irrelevant to an understanding of play theory in PE; however, our 

concept of human nature will have a direct bearing on how we think human beings 

should behave and be educated and, more specifically in this case, how we think 

someone should be educated physically. According to Fairs, the intellectual orientation 

of Western thought regarding PE and the body emerges from two opposing views about 

PE that have been significantly influenced by classical Greek culture.11 Each view of PE 

is the end product of a specific sociocultural perspective and its dominant philosophical 

and anthropological theory of humankind. The first concept of PE is based on the 

concept of a harmonised and integrated balance of mind and body as the only pathway 

to the development of all a person’s faculties and potentialities. Fairs goes on to add that 

this “naturalistic” viewpoint is commonly attributed to the Periclean Greeks because 

they epitomised and exemplified the practical expression of this ideal.12 For instance, 

Plato makes it clear in the Republic that PE is a balanced concept taking two forms – 

physical and intellectual (gymnastics for the body and music for the soul) – that evolved 

from the application of the “whole man” philosophy of education.13 In pursuit of this 

ideal, humankind had to resist the temptation to develop any particular part of the body 

at the expense of the whole, as this would distort both balance and harmony. In the 

second concept of PE, we start to see a diametrically opposed position of the “whole 

man” idea because the focus shifts to a distinctly one-sided viewpoint in which a 

person’s physical nature is denied and the world of sense is rejected in favour of the 

self-created world of pure reason. As a result the body is relegated to a low status and 

the mind elevated to a high status. Fairs comments that this “antinaturalistic” (or 

“antiphysicalism”) one-sided concept of humankind found its expression in Platonic 

anthropology and its fundamental doctrine that the body was a source of evil and 

corruption which keeps us from wisdom and acquiring knowledge.14 Due to Plato’s 

ambivalence towards the body and the paradoxical way in which he would sponsor two 

distinctly different philosophical concepts of the body: one being idealism, which 

                                                           
10 I will offer a detailed critique of philosophical and theological positions of the body in pursuing 
chapters. 
11 J Fairs, ‘The influence of Plato and Platonism on the development of physical education in Western 
culture’, Quest, vol. 11, no. 1, 1968, pp. 14–23. 
12 Ibid. 
13 The Republic, 404a–412a. 
14 Fairs, op. cit., pp. 14–23.  
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emphasises an ascetic and strict puritanical view of the body,15 whereas realism 

promoted humankind’s physical nature and approved the expression of one’s natural 

instincts through the guidance of reason.16 Unfortunately, it would appear that in order 

to improve the intellectual and academic standing of PE within the curriculum physical 

educationalists have been selective in choosing whatever suited them, particularly in 

relation to Plato’s realist position of the body; consequently, it would appear that 

idealism has come to be associated with the Platonic tradition and its noticeable 

influence on Western culture, especially in education. The history of education is 

characterised by a range of culturally dominant positions on reality and conceptions of 

human nature that have arisen to a position of dominance before being dissolved and 

replaced by another. In a sense, PE would appear to be in a constant state of flux due to 

the dominant fluctuating cultural mentality that exists at any given period of time, to the 

point where the history of PE is a representation of Western culture’s understanding and 

interpretation of the dominant position surrounding the body. Fairs confirms the 

foregoing conclusion when he writes: 

 

... during the past three thousand years only three centuries have been 

characterised by a cultural mentality which charged education with the 

responsibility of the harmonious development of the mind and body, whereas for 

twenty-seven centuries education has served the needs of homo asceticus and his 

degradation of the body or homo sensualis and his idolatry of the body.17 

 

According to Reid, the central Platonic-Cartesian tradition of Western philosophy draws 

a sharp distinction between the mind (or intellect) and body, which has been historically 

problematic for PE.18 For instance, from a Cartesian perspective, knowledge and 

understanding stem from the operation of pure reason as intellectual states or activities 

and when combined with Platonic idealism the goal of education necessitates the 

subordination of the physical appetites of the body due to the view that it not only keeps 

us from wisdom and acquiring knowledge, but is a source of all evil and corruption. 

Such a view is essentially rational because it places enormous emphasis upon 

                                                           
15 Plato, ‘Phaedo’ in DJ Allan & HE Dale (eds.), The Dialogues of Plato, 4th edn, trans. B Jowett, 
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1953, 66a–67e. Herein after cited as, Phaedo followed by pagination in Bekker 
numbers.  
16 The Republic, 431a–444e. 
17 Fairs, op. cit., pp. 18–19.  
18 A Reid, ‘The concept of physical education in current curriculum and assessment policy in Scotland’, 
European Physical Education Review, vol. 2, no. 1, 1996, pp. 7–18.  
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propositional forms of knowledge at the expense of other forms of knowledge. 

Consequently, given such assumptions, the very nature and meaning of PE seems 

problematic because the term “physical” seems to indirectly refer to the body, its nature 

and functioning, whereas the term “education” typically implies the mind and its 

development. This influence is significant for PE because it would appear to be based 

on dubious philosophical foundations and also the inability to reconcile the dualism of 

the mind and body that underlies Western culture and its philosophies of education. 

Reid argues that this problem has understandably become a preoccupation for physical 

educationalists due to the paradoxical nature it seemingly rests upon. This is further 

compounded by the subject’s concern with accepting the “doctrine of the educational 

primacy of theoretical over practical knowledge”, together with the assertion that 

physical activities can be systematically changed in order to meet certain theoretical 

knowledge requirements and thereby enable PE to satisfy the “epistemological 

dimension” of the official view of education.19 Certainly I think we can learn much 

from and at the same time gain some traction from ancient Greek culture, which 

managed to give PE an intellectual respectability because it avoided the tendency to 

view human beings as a dualistic entity (mind and body), a view which so often 

characterises modern education; and, unfortunately for PE, the acceptance of the “whole 

man” concept, either in theory or practice, has been one of the rarities in the history of 

Western culture.20 This is reinforced further by Van Dalen and Bennett when they 

articulate skilfully the Athenian ideals of complete harmony and beauty by stating: 

 

The Greeks gave physical education a respectability that it has never since 

achieved. They accorded the body equal dignity with the mind. They associated 

sport with philosophy, music, literature, painting, and particularly with 

sculpture. They gave to all future civilisations important aesthetic ideals: the 

ideals of harmonized balance of mind and body, of body symmetry, and of 

bodily beauty in repose and in action.21  

 

Therefore, it is my claim that if the body is considered to be integrated with the mind in 

a psychosomatic relationship, the body will have value and be esteemed, and 

                                                           
19  Ibid, p. 13.  
20 Except for Plato who was ambivalent towards the body and subsequently held two distinct 
philosophical concepts of the body that are paradoxical.  
21 D Van Dalen & B Bennett, A World History of Physical Education: Cultural, Philosophical, 
Comparative, 2nd edn, Prentice Hall, New Jersey, 1971, p. 47.  
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consequently, PE will be in harmony with intellectual education in the fullest sense of a 

person’s capacities and potentialities. It will be crucial to my argument to resolve the 

mind–body relationship by providing a resultant view of the body with a legitimate 

body focus in education so a subject like PE, which primarily deals with a special form 

of corporeal discourse, will achieve the recognition it desires. I will return to this 

argument again at the end of this chapter in more detail.  

Historically, antiphysicalism has been a repressive and perpetual undercurrent in 

the development of PE. To fully comprehend the cultural repression of the body and PE 

in Western culture, I think, it is necessary to understand how the development of the 

intellectualistic tradition and religious asceticism has been influential in shaping 

powerful prejudicial views of the body and PE in education. The basis of this 

development can be attributed to Plato’s dualistic anthropological position of 

personhood composed of an immortal soul (bearer of a person’s rational faculties) that 

temporally inhabits an evil body. The method whereby the soul can be released from its 

bodily corruption and the evil material world was through asceticism and the rejection 

of the body. Likewise, when Plato claims that a person’s rational faculty can be 

cultivated by separating and elevating the higher rational soul from its lower irrational 

part, we have the inspiration and the justification of the intellectual tradition in 

education. According to Fairs, the depreciation of the body and the low status of PE in 

Western culture would appear to have been further compounded when asceticism and 

intellectualism evolved in such a way to complement and supplement one another in 

their common degradation of the body and their systematic effort to form human beings 

into an “ascetic animal”.22 As a result this has had a considerable influence on the 

history and course of human thought, particularly in European religious traditions. For 

instance, it was long accepted by the Reformed churches that the body was considered 

as something unclean and inferior that represented the animal part of human beings, 

which needed to be controlled, managed and disciplined. Consequently the denial and 

rejection of bodily-type pleasures such as play, games and sport is just an extension of 

the attitudes towards the things of the body that can be linked to Calvinistic Puritanism 

and deeply rooted in Platonic thought. Basic to this puritanical mentality was a view 

that the body was the cause of our sinful nature and as a result the mind suffers from 

this contact. The Puritan work ethic (also commonly known as the Protestant work 

ethic) came to be promoted in various forms by intertwining moralistic aims of 

                                                           
22 Fairs, op. cit., p. 20.  
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education that instilled the traits of piety and honesty in the minds of children whilst at 

the same time emphasising the characteristics of the Protestant work ethic such as 

respecting hard work, material frugality, shunned idleness and frivolity, to the point 

where some adherents explicitly discarded the nature and purposes of play, games and 

sport in education as firstly a massive waste of time that needed to be redeemed; and, 

secondly, as a kind of bondage to gross bodily appetites that needed to be escaped in 

order to achieve wisdom. For the person in whom the Protestant work ethic is firmly 

established it is difficult, if not impossible to change such a mindset, particularly in 

communities where human and material resources are scarce, because the main focus 

becomes the bare preservation of life and understandably play, games and sport seem to 

be frivolous in comparison. Such views changed significantly in the nineteenth century 

and old world priorities rapidly changed to the point where Protestants viewed sport as a 

mere instrument that developed and built character, and that, as part of the curriculum, 

cultivated desirable social and moral values of courage, honesty, cooperation and so on. 

I do not think it is an exaggeration to say that to the Puritans it was work which also 

fulfilled the subsidiary role of exercise that accorded some seriousness to play, but if 

anything it is recreation that gives work its seriousness and a means to enjoy recreation 

or at least leisure activities.  

The influence of play theory in PE has historically been received with 

considerable ambivalence, particularly in isolation. For instance, Aristotle observed that 

to “... spend effort and toil for the sake of amusement seems silly and unduly childish; 

but on the other hand the maxim of Anacharsis, ‘Play to work harder’, seems to be right 

...”. 23 In this view, play, games and sport are a form of pleasure, which we need 

because we cannot work continuously. Therefore, we seek pleasure not as an end, but 

desire it because the activities of play are significantly different from our ordinary life. 

The notion of hedonism and the values commonly attached to our capacity for pleasure, 

enjoyment, or satisfaction derived from differing kinds of experiences and in particular 

those associated with play may conflict with other types of values considered to be 

educationally worthwhile. Misunderstandings surrounding the distinction between play 

and seriousness seem to threaten the status of PE because the language of PE uses the 

terms, “play”, “games”, “sport” and so on and these terms seem to reflect a concern 

primarily with pleasure, leisure, recreation and hedonistic values in general and as a 

result these also constitute a problem by those who are taken with what they deem to be 

                                                           
23 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. JAK Thomson, Penguin Books, London, 2004, 1176b30–35. 
Herein after cited as, The Ethics followed by pagination in Bekker numbers.  
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the seriousness of education.24 Furthermore, the attempt by physical educationalists to 

continually attempt to justify the hedonistic values of enjoyment, fun and so on as the 

prime objectives of PE has been counter-productive, misguided and destructive, as the 

promotion of pleasure in isolation is not normally regarded as of educational value. It is 

to be expected that any subject that bases its inclusion within the curriculum primarily 

on these grounds is liable to be excluded or at best relegated to peripheral or 

extracurricular activity; rather than form part of the educational mainstream. Whilst it 

may not be unusual to gain pleasure from being engaged in a subject, which is indeed a 

goal of most teachers’ practice across the curriculum, to place an emphasis on pleasure 

rather than on engagement or even mastery in PE reveals a misunderstanding of the 

connection pleasure has with an experience of a particular nature, and most importantly 

reveals a failure to identify the unique educational features that PE has to offer. 

According to Whitehead, physical educationalists have been reluctant to abandon the 

hedonistic justification even though it does a disservice to their case, and what they are 

really trying to articulate about physical activity is basically the pleasure derived from 

their successful liaison between their motile embodiment and the concrete features of 

the world.25 She goes on to add that pleasure can indeed be derived from this embodied 

experience; however, the real value of PE does not lie in this pleasure but lies in the 

development of a specific mode of “relating to the world”.26 Space does not permit me 

here to fully survey Whitehead’s existentialist and phenomenological viewpoints of the 

body and its stake in education. I will return to this argument again at the end of this 

chapter because I wish to continue my critique on the problems of pleasure in education.  

Even though pleasure is an important component of the good life, what gives 

rise to the idea that pleasure may on occasion be detrimental rather than beneficial is the 

view that it may conflict with values considered to be more important, such as preparing 

young people in the technical and vocational functions of work. It could be argued that 

work is instrumentally an economic process, for which education plays an important 

part in preparing young people for the adult world of work; however, it is the “work-

ethic” ideals that underpin work like – skill, discipline, conscientiousness, industry, 

service and so on – that represent in themselves a set of values that are powerfully 

influential and significant in education. The problem for PE, as Reid outlines, is that 

there is something deeply paradoxical about championing PE’s alleged economic value 
                                                           
24 Reid, op. cit., pp. 7–18.  
25 M Whitehead, ‘Meaningful existence, embodiment and physical education’, Journal of Philosophy of 
Education, vol. 24, no. 1, 1990, pp. 3–13.  
26 Ibid., p. 7.  
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as a potential vocation when PE is commonly associated with play, and play is 

fundamentally understood as pleasure and, consequently, these features seem at odds or 

even contradictory to most of the work-ethic values presented above.27 Therefore, the 

hedonistic characteristics of games and sports, which play a fundamental part in school 

PE programmes, are victims of the hedonistic fallacy in which play is a free activity 

standing outside of “ordinary” life as being “non-serious”.28 Consequently, it follows 

that playing games (which shares features with play) is also non-serious and a frivolous 

pursuit because players pursue and desire its hedonistic pleasures such as fun, fantasy, 

and physical challenge and so on at the expense of pursuits deemed to be worthwhile 

and perceived to be of educational value. The fact that there are many people who make 

a comfortable living from playing sport and hence take these activities seriously seems 

contingent upon an accidental fact that does not eradicate the conceptual argument that 

the activities found in PE are essentially non-serious activities. PE activities are 

considered to be subordinate to other ends and only considered to be serious if the ends 

are serious – insofar as they promote for instance health, which is accepted as serious – 

but play, games and sport unjustified against such serious purpose is just trivial. 

Although we commonly associate and acknowledge a class of things that are serious 

just because they are intrinsically worthwhile, there appears to be an assertion that 

playing games cannot be among these things. It is though the very structure of games 

renders them non-serious, which is conveyed by the adage “X is just a game”, as though 

there was something inherently trivial about games that makes them unimportant to 

other ends. According to Dewey, much of the ambivalence that surrounds play has to do 

with the psychological confusion that exists between play and work due to the economic 

distinction.29 The defining characteristic of play is freedom that does not specifically 

intend to produce any results, whereas work is serious in the sense that it brings greater 

attention to the specific labour involved in achieving an economic end. He goes on to 

add that play is psychologically selected for its own sake, rather than work which offers 

little to engage the emotions and the imagination due to its instrumentalist focus on the 

end product.   

The idea of play as an educational process is taken up by Dearden, who does not 

deny that play is a “non-serious” activity in the sense that it has no ethical value; 

                                                           
27 A Reid, ‘Value pluralism and physical education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 3, no. 1, 
1997, pp. 6–20.  
28 J Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 
1949, p. 13.  
29 J Dewey, Democracy and Education, The Free Press, New York, 1966, pp. 203–206.  
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however, it is chosen because it is free from the demands of the serious business of 

ordinary life and consequently it does have positive educational merit because play 

enhances our life and thereby gives it value.30 He goes on to add that play is “self-

contained” in the sense that it is set apart from serious duties like the work and projects 

that make up the purposes of our ordinary life and this is essentially why we play, 

because we are immediately released from these duties momentarily. Even though we 

pursue play because of these non-serious qualities there are some play activities that 

have a functional aspect. For instance, we don’t play a game in order to become fit. 

Rather we play because of the self-contained elements of the game that we are attracted 

to such as the pleasure of exercising some skill which may only be available in play, the 

physical sensation and experience of executing some skill, and so we can realise in 

ourselves capabilities not realisable fully in our ordinary lives. To some this may be a 

sophisticated way of drawing our attention to what is brought about by play; however, a 

cursory observation of young people playing would suggest that there is a great deal 

unintentionally being picked up and thereby play does have a possible learning function, 

particularly for children.31 Dearden argues that the traditional educational arguments 

towards play may appear at first glance to be logically flawless and seem to be 

preoccupied with its utilitarian and economic properties, but it was also involved in an 

“error which can be made explicit”.32 For instance, the argument goes that play is non-

serious, education is serious, therefore education cannot be play. However, what has 

been ignored is that play can have a serious function, and therefore an educational 

function. Play is meant to be non-serious or it would not be referred to as play and 

would not have a clear equivalent in ordinary life. For example, there is nothing in 

ordinary life which resembles cricket or Australian Rules football. A good cover drive 

in cricket is simply useless in any other human pursuit and this is exactly why people 

play games. Ordinary life does not provide enough opportunities at all for such pursuits. 

Furthermore, game playing allows its participants to explore in safety and learn from 

their experiences without the consequences of real life. The notion of “play” in the early 

growth of a child is educationally significant due to the impact it can have upon 

expanding a child’s life space. Playing sport is just another form of play, which can be 

invaluable to a young person as this can give them the freedom in which they are 

allowed to be children, to try out a quasi-adult identity, to be in control of the 
                                                           
30 See Chapter 5: Play as an educational process from RF Dearden, The Philosophy of Primary 
Education: An Introduction, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1968, pp. 93–105.  
31 Ibid., p. 103 ff.   
32 Ibid.  
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environment where adult power and presence is limited or not present at all, and where 

the everyday externals of the “normal” environment in which adult power operates are 

forgotten or at least suspended. The use of games in childhood development cannot be 

underestimated, particularly as a transitional mechanism for the education of the young.  

The idea that pleasure is a bad thing needs to be challenged. Aristotle argued 

that pleasure is closely linked to human nature and particularly important for the 

forming of a virtuous character.33 Pleasure is a powerful influence upon virtue and the 

happy life, because agents freely choose what is pleasant and avoid what is painful. 

Pleasure is a good, because every rational person seeks it and is attracted by it and 

therefore it is assumed that what is most desirable is best. For example, no one asks why 

someone is enjoying themselves because it is assumed that pleasure is desirable in itself. 

This is why people are drawn to games and sport. Hurka develops this idea further by 

emphasising that if a player is attracted to a game for this property, this is a good 

because the player pursues and takes pleasure in it.34 Therefore, when you play a game 

for its own sake because you enjoy rising to challenges presented by a worthy opponent 

through competition, not just in winning, you do something that is good and do it from a 

motive that connects directly to its good-making properties. For many people, PE is 

considered to be a serious activity that is more than just a fun activity or an optional 

recreational pursuit. Given the right conditions PE is educationally beneficial, because it 

can play a significant role in expressing and exemplifying our values. Some of these 

experiences are invaluable, ranging, for instance, from learning how to compete with 

friends, to playing with people one does not like, to persevering during hardships and so 

on.  

Most of the misunderstandings surrounding the nature of PE and its activities 

stem predominantly from prejudiced attitudes toward practical knowledge and its 

educational value, on a narrow and question-begging view of culturally and 

educationally “worth-while” activities. The use of the term “worth-while activities” 

owes much to Peters’ work on educational activities and their justification within the 

curriculum.35  He argues that activities classed as pleasurable are notoriously difficult to 

distinguish and provides four reasons why such a task would be unhelpful. The first 

problem has to do with claiming that an activity should be engaged in for the sake of 

                                                           
33 The Ethics, 1172a–1174a10. 
34 T Hurka, Chapter 2: ‘Games and the good’ in WJ Morgan (ed.), Ethics in Sport, 2nd edn, Human 
Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 2007, pp. 21–34. 
35 See Chapter V: Worth-while activities from RS Peters, Ethics and Education, Allen & Unwin, London, 
1966, pp. 144–166.  
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pleasure, or because of the pleasure it gives, which will vary from person to person and 

hence is notoriously subjective. The second problem has to do with the diverse range of 

activities that could be considered pleasurable and pursued for what they are, which 

upon closer inspection may be immoral, such as intentionally telling lies. Thirdly, it 

would be impossible to fully describe in detail pleasurable activities without specifically 

distinguishing the activity in question. Fourthly, the emotional states of pleasure and 

pain that follow actions may be inseparable from the complexities in which they occur. 

These arguments outline Peters’ position on the type of activities that belong to a 

general class we call “pleasures” and as a result those activities that do not meet this 

criteria cannot be “worth-while activities”. Therefore, pursuing worthwhile activities is 

good as long as they connect with a class of activities that are intrinsically desirable and 

judged to be worthwhile. It is from here that I now turn to a review of Peters’ reasons 

why certain educational activities ought to be “indulged” in to a considerable extent 

compared with other activities. Peters’ develops his ideas of what he considers to be 

educationally “worth-while activities” by posing a series of questions, “What ought I to 

do?” followed closely by the question “Why do this rather than that?”, to which he 

methodically responds with his own justifications.36 His response to the first question is 

heavily influenced by the “doctrine of function” and what he considers to be the “good 

for man”, which he goes on to add is to develop those faculties that separate us from 

other species, and so activities which involve or develop the use of reason are 

worthwhile as they can therefore be instrumental to or lead to other things that are 

good.37 Consequently, a person’s use of reason and its development features 

prominently throughout and underpins Peters’ “transcendental” argument because it is 

assumed that activities that appeal to a person’s reason are good or intrinsically 

worthwhile. In his response to the second question, Peters goes on to set down some of 

these transcendental activities by arguing that “science, history, literary appreciation, 

and poetry are ‘serious’ in that they illuminate other areas of life and contribute much to 

the quality of living” due to their cognitive content, which makes them distinctly 

different from games, which have a fabricated end, appear to be set aside from the 

ordinary aspects of life, and are limited to particular times and places.38 Furthermore, he 

adds that “skills” found in practical activities such as riding a bicycle, swimming and 

golf lack a wide-ranging cognitive content and are largely a matter of “knowing how” 
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rather than of “knowing that”. According to this account rational activities are superior 

to games due to their cognitive content whereas PE activities are devalued as a mere 

instrument commensurate with serious ends.39 For instance, to Peters, PE is only 

important because “without a fit body a man’s attempt to answer the question, ‘Why do 

this rather than that?’ might be sluggish or slovenly” and the act of “physical exercise” 

is worthwhile in itself because its by-products of a healthy body are considered to be 

serious.40 This only provides a limited justification for engaging in physical exercise, as 

it does not provide the grounds for superseding theoretical activities based on the 

argument that rational beings will always find theoretical activities intrinsically 

worthwhile in themselves and not take the same view of physical activities primarily 

due to their trivial nature. Consequently, Peters’ conceptual account of education 

implies the initiation into worthwhile activities must involve knowledge and 

understanding in some kind of cognitive perspective, which in this case effectively 

rejects and excludes PE activities.41 

The question then becomes whether there are any good reasons whether a range 

of PE activities ought to be regarded as educationally worthwhile compared to non-PE 

activities. Peters gives us his clearest insight into what he considers to be the 

determining factor in the value of curriculum activities when he responds to the self-

imposed question, “Why do this rather than that?”. His justification is that it is 

contingent upon the person making the assertion that the activity is worthwhile and 

consequently it would be irrational to go on asking why one valued this rather than that 

because to ask “why” would not be a serious question, since the worthwhile activity 

already helps them (or anyone else). According to Wilson, to ask whether a particular 

activity is worthwhile is subjective because what a person considers to be worthwhile 

and what will help the individual in their pursuit of it can only be resolved empirically 

and contingent upon the discriminable characteristics of the agent and of course the 

activity at a particular time and place.42 In addition there are many grounds on which 

some experiences or activities could be rejected on some occasions. He goes on to give 

                                                           
39 M McNamee, Chapter 1: ‘The nature and values of physical education’ in K Green & K Hardman 
(eds.), Physical Education-Essential Issues, SAGE Publications Company, London, 2005, pp. 1–20. 
McNamee argues that at an analytical level, to claim that X is education or not education on the grounds 
of a pre-eminent criterion (cognitive depth and breadth) neglects to recognise the fact that there are 
competing conceptions of education. He goes on to argue that despite the fact that these conceptions 
embody particular evaluative elements regarding the nature of persons and society they all share the 
formal notion that education is the development of man towards the living of full and valuable lives. PE 
therefore can contribute to the living of valuable lives and hence is of educational value.  
40 Peters, op. cit., p. 163.  
41 See chapters I, II and V from RS Peters, Ethics and Education, Allen & Unwin, London, 1966.  
42 P Wilson, ‘In defence of bingo’, British Journal of Educational Studies, vol. 15, no. 1, 1967, pp. 5–27.  
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the analogous example, that if we stop a child from having the experience of climbing a 

twenty-foot wall (which might well be a worthwhile activity), we may claim to have 

saved him from potential injury but failed to have educated him in any sense of why his 

life was protected and consequently missed the opportunity of his education later on.43 

Wilson adopts the position advocated by Dewey that education should promote 

“continued growth” or “education as growing” and argues that it is not the subject per se 

that is educative but the quality of the experience that is important because there “is no 

subject that is in and of itself ... such that inherent educational value can be attributed to 

it”.44 Therefore, the key to this argument is that it is not the activities or the things 

which certain curriculum areas ask young people to do which makes them educational, 

but in this case what makes them educational or intrinsically valuable is the experience 

being more or less conducive to “continued growth” in the long term. This is reinforced 

further when Wilson states, “certainly there must be ‘judgements about ends’, but there 

need be no absolute end to ‘ends’ ...” because education is concerned with the 

promotion of continued growth, “not growth towards a full stop”.45 Furthermore, to help 

someone to discover, engage in and determine what things may be worthwhile for them 

is the task of education and consequently, “it cannot be done at all if one assumes before 

one even starts that some things are always worthwhile for everybody, some ends fixed, 

some wants unchangeable”.46 As a child grows there will be a diversity of different 

wants at different times. For instance, he or she may be interested in drawing Manga 

cartoon characters, next time into abstract painting and by chance he or she comes to 

appreciate the theatre and begins to study the craft of acting. Now he or she is all for art 

in its various expressions; however, next he or she moves at a tangent from art 

altogether and starts to play chess and cricket. On the face of it this may appear to be a 

succession of random wants of a young person going from one activity to the next 

without any concern over what the extrinsic ends may be. Certainly, it is clear that 

Peters’ view of education constructs what he considers to be classically orthodox wants 

and worthwhile activities, but from a young person’s point of view these may also 

appear to be a matter of random wants too, not at all constructed from what a young 

person wants. Obviously, he or she will need to be as patient with our wants as 

educators as we are with his or her, but my concern has to do with insisting on imposing 

certain predefined activities upon children, like “poetry” in a certain place or time, 
                                                           
43 Ibid., p. 14.  
44 J Dewey, Experience and Education, Collier Books, New York, 1963, p. 46.  
45 Wilson, op. cit., p. 15.  
46 Wilson, op. cit., p. 16.  
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which could potentially destroy all educability in that direction in the future. This is 

why engagement is important in educational activities, as there is more likelihood of the 

experience being more or less conducive to continued growth in the long term rather 

than some arbitrary constructed extrinsic end that is value loaded and narrowly focused.  

According to Whitehead, it is not acceptable for Peters and Hirst to say that the 

nature and purposes of education needs to be the development of theoretical knowledge 

and understanding framed in a cognitive perspective, because our humanity is not 

confined to rationality but can be experienced as a being-in-this-world.47 She goes on to 

add that to neglect our embodied dimension is to deny our essential nature and the very 

foundation of our diverse existence in the world, not to mention to highlight prejudicial 

views of the body.48 She raises a valid point that Peters’ claims about educationally 

worthwhile activities, even though they have been variously expressed, basically centre 

on the following notions: firstly, an activity is seen as worthwhile if there are 

opportunities to practice “with more or less skill, sensitivity, and understanding”;49 

secondly, that it has the capacity to challenge an individual with “unending 

opportunities for skill and discrimination”; 50  thirdly, that its participants show respect 

to the internal standards of the activity; and, lastly, the activity is pursued purely for its 

own “sake” for the satisfaction it gives the individual.51 Even though these criteria are 

normally used to justify involvement in activities such as science, philosophy or history 

there is no reason that PE activities which focus on exploring and extending a particular 

mode of “operative liaison” like team games can also satisfy these same criteria.52 For 

instance, cricket can be pursued for its own sake, giving its participants the satisfaction 

in testing their “skill, sensitivity and understanding” by offering “unending challenges”, 

which in turn can “illuminate” the standards and conventions of its practices, which can 

all be achieved with an effective liaison with their surroundings. The movement-based 

experiences pursued in PE are indeed worthwhile activities, which is evident by the 

number of participants who are engaged in various forms of physical activities like sport 

in Australia53 and in many other cultures around the world. Consequently, participation 

                                                           
47 Whitehead, op. cit., p. 10.  
48 Ibid. 
49 RS Peters, ‘The justification of education’, in RS Peters (ed.), The Philosophy of Education, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1973, p. 248.  
50 Peters, op. cit., p. 157.  
51 Ibid., p. 160.  
52 Whitehead, op. cit., pp. 11–12.  
53 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Sport and Recreation: A Statistical Overview, Australia, 2011, 
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is an important part of the lives of many people, which extends beyond the simple use 

of our embodiment for utilitarian ends or instrumental ends such as good health and 

fitness. There is real desire to connect with our fundamental nature and engage in the 

capacities of our embodiment. According to Whitehead, because embodiment is 

“something of a mystery in its subtle, yet pervasive role in existence, that the 

intellectualist finds it difficult to come to terms with”.54 Furthermore, since PE is a 

practical subject in the curriculum it is often unvalued primarily because the concept of 

practical knowledge is not sufficiently understood. According to Carr, the main 

differences between theoretical and practical knowledge is the former’s concern with 

the discovery of truths that can be supported by reason and confirmed by experience, 

whereas the latter is concerned with the execution of purposes in action, conducted in a 

rational manner and confirmed by a reasonable degree of success.55 He goes on to add 

that knowing how is not to be understood in terms of a kind of theoretical reasoning that 

is associated with practical actions; nor should it, because practical reasoning differs 

from its theoretical counterpart in many ways. It is a mistake to analyse practical 

knowledge in reference to theoretical forms of knowledge since it is a function of 

practical rather theoretical reasoning. Consequently, PE does have educational value 

because its significance does not lie simply in the pursuit of propositional knowledge 

but in practical reasoning, which can be identified as a type of reasoning in its own right 

and which, like theoretical reasoning, has its own logical standards. I will return to this 

argument again in succeeding chapters because a brief survey of some of the traditional 

goods promoted by sport and PE are needed to determine whether these justifications 

will augment or diminish my defence.  

 

(2) Influential ideologies in PE: some traditional justifications 

According to Loland, “PE is a socio-cultural construction created by people for people 

and on the basis of particular human goals and values”.56 This is why views surrounding 

the meaning and values of PE are as old as ancient Greek culture and as diverse as 

environmental habitats. I believe it is worth examining the diverse views surrounding 

PE found in persons, groups and societies to determine if there are any core elements. I 

                                                                                                                                                                          
years and over reported that they had participated in sports and physical recreation 12 months prior to the 
census. 
54 Whitehead, op. cit., p. 12. 
55 D Carr, ‘Knowledge in practice’, American Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 18, no. 1, 1981, pp. 53–61. 
56 S Loland, ‘Morality, medicine, and meaning: Toward an integrated justification of physical education’, 
Quest, vol. 58, 2006, pp. 60–70. 
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present what I consider to be some of the primary justifications of PE: PE as health 

prevention and promotion, PE as character development and moral education, PE as art 

and beauty, PE as a mechanism for finding meaning through movement, PE as sport 

education, PE as preparation for leisure and PE as academic study. I discuss each briefly 

in turn. 

 

(3) Health ideology: PE as health prevention and promotion 

PE is inextricably connected with “health” in contemporary school curricula to the point 

where it is clearly identifiable in the formal subject title57 found in most states and 

territories in Australia. In this kind of relationship, PE is viewed as instrumental to good 

health. According to Wachter our traditional understandings of health (dynamic 

conception of health: fitness for activities) share a homeostatic kind of approach in 

which sport and PE activities are considered to be instrumental to the maintenance of a 

healthy organism, so we can adapt to the normal requirements of the life situation.58 He 

goes on to add that the instrumental view of health in contemporary culture has been 

superseded by a representational one (representational conception of health: the athletic 

body), in which the pursuit of fitness has become more than a mere biological necessity: 

it has now become a social symbol of prestige and social status in which good health is 

symbolised by the “athletic body”.  

The origins of current contemporary health justifications can be attributed to the 

rise of modern science, because it established the idea and provided empirical-scientific 

data to demonstrate the causal connection between physical inactivity and morbidity 

rates, and that an increase in physical activity levels can improve public health.59 

Combine these trends with a global obesity epidemic60 and all give force to the 

arguments for increased PE in school and its role as the “new public health”.61 In the 

emergence of the health ideologies within the PE profession, it has come to be accepted 

(albeit taken for granted) that it will fulfil a kind of preventative role. Why it is 

unquestionably accepted is primarily due to the overwhelming scientific evidence that 

physical activity can have positive health benefits. Additionally, the health crisis that 
                                                           
57 For instance, the term Health and Physical Education (HPE) is commonly used by most states and 
territories in Australia in P-10 except for NSW, which uses the term Personal Development, Health and 
Physical Education (PDHPE) to designate this curriculum learning area within schools.  
58 FD Wachter, ‘The symbolism of the healthy body: A philosophical analysis of the sportive imagery of 
health’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. XI, 1985, pp. 56–62.  
59 BE Ainsworth, ‘Movement, mobility and public health’, Quest, vol. 57, no. 1, 2005, pp. 12–23.  
60 M Gard & J Wright, The obesity epidemic: Science, morality and ideology, Routledge, London, 2005.  
61 R Tinning & T Glasby, ‘Pedagogical work and the “cult of the body”: Considering the role of HPE in 
the context of the “new public health”’, Sport, Education and Society, vol. 7, no. 2, 2002, pp. 109–119. 
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has gained momentum in the media surrounding the prevalence of hypokinetic risks 

associated with inactivity such as obesity and other kinds of conditions in some ways 

has provided a legitimate justification for incorporating a health-based approach in PE 

curricula as a means toward health prevention and to improve public health. The idea is 

that such an approach taken with young people in schools may positively influence and 

affect lifetime involvement in health-related exercise and therefore negate any future 

burden on the already struggling public health system. Whether or not this approach is a 

secure foundation on which to build a justification for PE is questionable, because 

improved health seems to become the primary end toward which everything else matters 

at the expense of the means. The PE-as-health justification becomes instrumentally 

open ended and inaccessible to most people since Western culture’s ideas about health 

are indistinguishable from the symbolic image of the sporting body, which are based on 

extreme ideals that are virtually unattainable. Loland makes the point that contemporary 

justifications of health provide knowledge of efficient means to reach other means, but 

with no clear idea of the goal these means are supposed to serve, and consequently it 

renders the health justification ethically irresponsible at the same time.62 He goes on to 

add that health as a justification for PE is not totally irrelevant, but PE could act as a 

counterbalance against the dominant discourses of medicalisation of modern life and the 

pursuit of the unattainable body.  

 

(4) Traditional games ideology: PE as character development and moral education 

The cult of athleticism was influential during the British public school system during 

the second half of the nineteenth century. According to Mangan, the educational 

ideology was based on the widely held conviction that participation within physical 

exercise (particularly team games) was an instrument for moral and character training.63  

He goes on to add that this belief was manifest in the form of compulsory physical 

activity through games as a means of inculcating valuable instrumental and expressive 

goals such as physical and moral courage, loyalty, cooperation and the ability to both 

command and obey. At the same time the notions of the “dutiful Christian” and 

“muscular Christian” came to be associated with athleticism because the value system 

of games became a vehicle and reflection of the ideals of Christian excellence, and took 
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on new significance when it became linked with an imperialist rationale that advocated 

for educational institutions to prepare “manly” self-confident, “hardy soldiers”, 

administrators and missionaries who were capable of enduring the physical and 

psychological rigors of duty in the ever-expanding empire.   

According to Mangan, it would be purely fanciful to assume that every student 

played games for their moral attributes; nevertheless, the declared ideological position 

and widespread acceptance of athleticism as an educational ethos allowed and justified 

the determined focus on games ideology and the discussion about games above all 

else.64 Athleticism as a moralistic ideology came to be increasingly questioned in the 

early years of the twentieth century due to changing educational priorities and the ascent 

of both intellectualism and vocational preparation, and by the second half of this 

century a new ideology of individualism had emerged which excluded service, physical 

courage, loyalty and so on. However, from the 1950s, games and traditional team sports 

experienced a rapid increase in popularity to the point where they took up the largest 

part of school PE programmes and were considered by some practitioners to be the core 

of PE. According to Kirk, the invention of the games-based approach in PE can be 

attributed to the large number of male teachers post-war era who were influenced by the 

alleged benefits associated with team games in public schools and were keen to 

replicate this approach into the new secondary schools.65 The shift away from physical 

training to more of a concern with PE can be attributed to the belief that competitive 

team sports and the range of physical activities inherent within its practice provided a 

positive means of developing moral virtues, and as part of the curriculum contribute 

significantly to moral education. It is my claim that the traditional games ideology has 

been, and still is, one of the most powerful influences in contemporary PE programmes 

revolving around the predictably homogenised form of team sports, games and skill-

based pedagogy.  

Such a position views PE as an instrument that contributes to moral ends that are 

external to PE itself. Much has been written about the educational value of the games 

ideology and this moralist justification for sport and PE is no stranger to modern 

society.66 However, the claims made by such a position have been brought into question 
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and take three forms. Firstly, if we accept the argument that participating in sport 

cultivates character, then at the same time it is reasonable to assume that morally 

undesirable qualities such as gamesmanship, meanness of spirit, a win at any cost 

attitude, a tendency to violence and so on that occur in competitive sport are also likely 

to be transferred into an agent’s moral life. In this case the competitive side of sport 

may actually be morally miseducative and do more harm than good. Secondly, the 

critical factor seems to depend on the pedagogical methodologies applied in practice 

rather than on the particular subject matter of PE. Thirdly, PE academics who reason 

from statements of belief to fact (these are only “true” values) to normative ends (this is 

how PE ought to be practised) are consequently guilty of the naturalist fallacy. The 

justification of PE as an uncritical instrument for moral education is problematic, but 

there is the possibility of justifying PE from a communitarian ethic in which moral 

virtues may develop through historical and sociocultural practices.67 

 

(5) Aesthetic ideology: PE as art and beauty 

PE includes a diverse array of physical activities that can range from competitive 

games, gymnastics, athletics and swimming, to dance and so on. However, within this 

wide range of activities, there exist all sorts of differences according to the practical 

aims or means in which ends are to be achieved, and consequently some activities are 

deemed to have more aesthetic merit according to their expressive elements. For 

instance, games come at one end of a kind of spectrum in which competition is 
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assumed; at the other end there is gymnastics, diving, ice skating or ice dance, in which 

the “manner” of the activity seems to be the central feature of importance. Sometimes it 

is the aesthetic character of “form” in games that is emphasised – like, grace, economy, 

speed, style, drama and so on – derived from the experience of the specific movement 

that is assigned the significant aesthetic value and therefore intrinsically part of its 

game’s purpose. According to Louis Reid, when distinguishing between the nature of 

the aesthetic and of art he argues that there are many human movements in games or 

athletics that have great positive aesthetic value, but it is wrong to jump to the 

conclusion that they are art, any more the flight of a bird is art.68 He cautions us that 

when we are talking about art as distinct from aesthetics we must be firm in insisting 

that in art an artefact has been purposefully made with an essential idea of producing an 

object in some aesthetic medium.69 He continues by arguing that the central concept of 

the aesthetic is not just expression but embodiment of a unique kind in which the 

expression that there is in art is altered in its embodiment. Anderson makes a valid point 

when he says that human movement is a place where we can express our identity, 

experience what it means to be embodied beings and make sense of the world around 

us.70 He goes on to add that human movement of various kinds is both art and techne 

because skills allow us to be something like a golfer, sculptor and so on; however, such 

movement has the capacity to also move beyond skilfulness to become art in the more 

contemporary sense. This is highlighted when he comments that there is obviously a 

loci of beauty in movements such as ballet, gymnastics and ice skating or ice dancing, 

but they are exemplary of the aesthetic possibilities found in all human movement and 

there are times in sport when athletes cross the border from skilfulness to aesthetic 

beauty – such as Michael Jordan driving to the basket – and consequently such artistry 

and creativity constitute another way that movement and sport can bring us home to our 

humanity.71 According to Kunz, on the level of physical action something happens 

physiologically and psychologically between performer and spectator and, as a result, 

when it is said that PE is educationally valued because of the aesthetic qualities of 

human movement being explored, appreciated, experienced from a kinaesthetic 
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perspective and so on, we can precisely understand what this means.72 Consequently, 

any given performance can have qualities of the aesthetic for both the performer and the 

spectator, whether intended or not, because the aesthetic quality of the movements is 

contingent upon the response of the performer or spectator. As Kunz suggests, “sport is 

a truly human form of art, for it is not just the product of man’s abilities which is on 

display; it is man”.73  

Unfortunately, in considering the relationship of art and the aesthetic to PE, the 

influence of the obviously expressive aspects of movement such as ice skating or ice 

dancing, artistic gymnastics and so on that are comparable to dance are considered to 

have aesthetic value and this has led to a tendency in PE to distinguish between 

functional or non-art-type activities and artistically expressive activities. The reason 

why such a distinction has arisen in PE has more to do with the difficulty and confusion 

in distinguishing the obvious aesthetic elements that are found in games and sports that 

are competitive and, subsequently, it is claimed that any aesthetic element is more a by-

product to the uncomplicated main aim of scoring points to win. The view that a 

connection exists between PE activities and aesthetic values has a long history dating 

back to ancient Greece; however, the claims made by such a position have been brought 

into question and take three forms. The first concern has to do with the subjective nature 

of appraising activities in aesthetic terms, since they are open ended for us to appraise 

and, consequently, whether an activity is aesthetic is merely a subjective notion 

according to an agent’s judgements, which as a result weakens the educational value of 

these activities in PE. The second concern is that sport is not art, even though some 

activities may share a family resemblance74 at times, like ice skating or ice dancing, 

however, I do not think we could go as far as to call them art, rather than sport just 

because there are artistic elements inherent in the activity.  Best argues that certain 

sports would seem to have an intrinsic aesthetic element and therefore intentionally 

performed to give aesthetic satisfaction, but this does not justify them as art forms.75 He 

goes on to add that it would be difficult to imagine a gymnast who included in her 

sequence of movements that expressed her view of war, love or of any such issue, and if 

she did so it would detract from her own performance, unlike art. The third concern, has 

to do with a general misunderstanding of the value of aesthetic activities on some 
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narrowly definition of what it means to be a skilled athletic performer and as a result 

such attitudes are highlighted by the trend at the moment in PE programmes to focus 

predominately on team sports, games and skill-based pedagogy which essentially 

exclude aesthetic type activities.  

 

(6) Phenomenological ideology: PE as a mechanism for finding meaning through 

movement 

The justification of PE as a mechanism for finding meaning in movement and what this 

means in practice has a more sophisticated theme to it as it deals with existential 

questions such as: Who am I? What can I do? Who are we? What can I achieve? This 

justification is linked to what is often called the humanist tradition. The best way to 

view this approach is to come from the perspective that as humans we search and 

construct meaning for ourselves to better understand our own lives.  The brilliant text by 

Arnold illustrates this approach as it views PE as a sort of experience, in which we 

explore the possibilities and limitations of our bodies in the curriculum via three 

conceptual dimensions, “about, through and in”.76 He characterises “about” movement 

as the theoretical knowledge that can be academically studied, whereas education 

“through” movement has to do with the justifiable application of a family of physical 

activities, which are normally found in PE and finally education, “in” movement brings 

together the view that movement activities when experienced from the perspective of a 

moving agent permits the actualisation of the agent in a set of distinctive and bodily- 

orientated contexts that provides opportunities for the agent to learn about themselves 

and the world they live.77 According to Loland, the meaning in movement justifications’ 

focus is not so much in the instrumental outcome of the activity rather in the abstract 

ideas of what these experiences mean in practice.78  

The problems encountered in such a justification of PE surround the link 

between phenomenology and existentialism. For instance: Are these experiences good 

or bad? Can there be any value assigned to a movement? Are the movement experiences 

that occur in PE justifiable in the context of human life?  Obviously, there are aspects of 

PE such as competitive games in which the end is quite clear, however, the experiential 

qualities claimed by this account may be more shaped by socialisation rather than “in” 

the experience of exploring the possibilities and limitations of embodied movement. 
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77 Ibid., pp. 168–179.  
78 Loland, op. cit., p. 65.  



Do sport and physical education have an important role to play in educational institutions? 

Steven A. Stolz  41 

Even though this account has been criticised for being contextually and sociologically 

naive there are certain aspects of the humanistic tradition such as the exploration of our 

humanity that are its redeeming qualities that I will pick up on in my account. 

 

(7) PE as sport education: preserving elite sporting success 

The use of elite sport as a frame of reference for PE is not new. For some sections of the 

media and for some politicians, it seems a short step from advocating for more PE based 

on the claims that young people are less active now then at some unspecified period of 

time in the past and that the causal link in this decline can be attributed to the quantity 

of PE, particularly school sport.79 For instance, The Crawford Reports80 findings made 

by an Independent Sport Panel, Chaired by David Crawford recommended “reuniting” 

and “reinvigorate[ing] sport and PE in the education system” so we can maintain future 

sporting success. The language and thematic representation of the Crawford Report 

clearly represented a heavily biased conceptualisation of PE pedagogy within a sport 

education framework. According to Kirk, the place of games and competitive sport has 

historically been the driving force behind the creation and development of PE as a 

formal learning area in Australia.81 He goes on to add that PE was, and continues to be, 

an invention, which has served to legitimatise the practise of competitive sport in 

schools, and which can be understood by the pyramid metaphor most commonly used to 

conceptualise the place of sport in PE.82 There are many differing versions of the 

pyramid model, however, they are all ideologically the same, where PE forms the base 

of the structure where the majority of young people participate in school and learn the 

fundamental motor skills that can be applied within an ascending scale of competitive 

contexts with elite sports competition at the top. Furthermore, the success of such an 

approach is contingent upon widening the base of the pyramid, thereby increasing the 

potential of greater elite sporting success. Obviously, there are serious flaws to such a 

geometrical model, for instance if students are taught poorly at the base and therefore 

cannot ascend the pyramid basically renders the group as poor performers. Even if, they 

are taught well, the pyramid model systematically excludes young people, at various 

stages no matter how good they may be. This leads me to my second point of concern, 
                                                           
79 D Kirk, ‘Framing quality physical education: The elite sport model or sport education?’, Physical 
Education and Sport Pedagogy, vol. 9, no. 2, 2004, pp. 185–195.  
80 Australian Government, Independent Sport Panel, The Future of Sport in Australia, October, 2009.  
81 D Kirk, ‘Making the Present Strange: Sources of the Current Crisis in Physical Education’, Discourse: 
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, vol. 15, no. 1, 1994, pp. 46–63.  
82 D Kirk & T Gorely, ‘Challenging thinking about the relationship between school physical education 
and sports performance’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 6, no. 2, 2000, pp. 119–133.  
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irrespective of how young students are taught, the pyramid model does not seem to be 

an educationally sound process or even offer genuine experiences of sport for young 

people. Ennis provides compelling evidence that the experiences in and perceptions of 

PE in its sports-based form can be a harrowing experience, particularly (though not 

solely) for girls.83 My concern is that the label of PE is being used for nothing more 

than a rhetorical convenience for justifications for sport education. There already exists 

enough confusion about what constitutes PE as opposed to sport education and vice 

versa and I would argue that this has more to do with competing discourses.84 This is 

further reinforced by Penny and Chandler when they make the penetrating observation 

that while physical educationalists may be in agreement about what the subject “is not”, 

there still appears to be no clear idea of what the core aims of the subject are and 

subsequently this is the source of noticeable tension.85 Normally we associate sport with 

an emphasis on competition and as a result its purpose is quite a narrow one compared 

to the multiplicity of learning objectives commonly pursued by PE. It is not that I wish 

to do away with competitive games and sports in school PE because there are cases in 

which participation within competitive sporting activities can have a positive 

educational value given the right conditions.86  However, I am firstly concerned with 

the sport education model failing to take into account other aspects of practice which are 

equally relevant to PE. Secondly, I am cognisant of the fact that an over-emphasis on 

winning or even the “win at any cost” mentality that is so prevalent in elite sport can 

have negative educational implications. Rather than frame PE within a seriously flawed 

pyramid structure in which the range of physical activities are only limited to the 

preparation and development of prerequisite skills required for participation in elite 

sport, we firstly need to identify the elements in sport that are educationally worthwhile 

so that quality PE can be replicated in school.  

 

(8) PE as preparation for leisure: we work so we can play 

The idea that PE is primarily concerned with the initiation of young people into the 

various forms of physical play is known as the “recreational” or “leisure” view because 

                                                           
83 CD Ennis, ‘Creating a culturally relevant curriculum for disengaged girls’, Sport, Education and 
Society, vol. 4, no. 1, 1999, pp. 31–49.  
84 SA Stolz, ‘Health, physical education, sport: What’s the main game?’, Teacher, January/February, 
2010, pp. 24–26. 
85 D Penny & T Chandler, ‘Physical education: What future(s)?’, Sport, Education and Society, vol. 5, no. 
1, 2000, pp. 71–89. 
86 See D Siedentop, Sport Education: Quality PE through positive sport experiences, Human Kinetics, 
Champaign, Illinois, 1994.  
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the development of prerequisite skills considered important in leisure pursuits is 

emphasised. Therefore, PE conceived in this way is closely linked with leisure 

education. According to Scraton, by the mid-1980s, “preparation for leisure” became to 

be emphasised in the teaching of PE due to the increased leisure time that was 

associated with economic changes of the period.87 According to Roberts, during this 

period there was a significant shift in PE teaching ideologies away from the traditional 

games approach that stressed the importance of competition through a limited repertoire 

of team games to the identification and connection with youth trends with the express 

purpose of adapting school PE programmes to young people’s changing leisure styles.88 

Subsequently, by providing an alternative form of PE the intent was to redress the 

growing body of literature surrounding the negative experiences of young people in 

PE89 and school PE that is irrelevant or boring for adolescents.90 

PE as preparation for leisure is an extension of the idea that the main purpose of 

education is the preparation of young people for work and/or leisure; in this sense the 

representation of leisure is the same as vocational skills. For example, if a student’s 

skills are lacking then they need to be re-skilled in preparation for leisure and thereby 

trained to be fit for life. However, the problems encountered with such an approach are 

varied and numerous. For instance, the constant tension between the activities of PE 

compared to certain educational activities deemed to be worthwhile is most noticeable 

in Peters’ account of education, which I have already alluded to. Secondly, the 

ideological shifts made by PE teachers to accommodate recent trends may be worthy 

aims, but educationally questionable. Thirdly, my concern is that this is only a 

representational ideological shift and to suggest that the traditional games ideology that 

emphasises competition and a limited range of team games has been weakened in any 

way is a fallacy.   

 

(9) Academic ideology: PE as academic study 

PE as academic study has a distinct focus on the “study” of sport, particularly the 

utilisation and application of scientific principles in this study, rather than the practice 

                                                           
87 S Scraton, ‘“Boys muscle in where angels fear to tread”-girls’ sub-cultures and physical activity’ in C 
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of sport itself.91 According to Reid, if PE wants to justify its place within the education 

mainstream and if academic credentials are the means to gain entry into the mainstream, 

then “... PE must fulfil this requirement by making increased demands of pupils in terms 

of mastery of propositional knowledge ...” and so the focus shifts to an explicit form of 

theoretical knowledge rather than the teaching and learning of physical activities that 

are considered to be problematic.92 He goes on to add that this has been evidenced by 

trends in PE, such as, the growth of examinable PE,93 the increase in PE/sports science 

degrees94 and widespread acceptance of the “academicisation” of PE in contemporary 

curriculum and assessment polices.95 Certainly, some traction has been gained by such a 

justification of striving for academic status, particularly within the senior schooling 

structures, by attracting students who are seeking credentials to work in the health or 

tertiary sectors. By doing this, it resulted in securing the profile of PE, albeit in a limited 

capacity in the academic realm. There are considerable advantages in such an approach, 

particularly in senior schooling systems which require all learning to be assessed and 

moderated, compared to what some consider to be the problematic and subjective nature 

of many physical activities that take place in PE that are difficult to assess. According to 

Brooker and Macdonald, having bought into the “credentialing cycle”, PE can justify 

itself as a worthwhile activity on par with other academic subjects on offer primarily 

because it contributes towards senior certificates that are considered valuable under the 

rationalists’ microscope.96 The problem with such an approach is that, with greater 

emphasis being placed upon the mastery of the theoretical knowledge component of 

senior school PE, this in turn has inadvertently led to a significant decrease in the 

amount of time in the physical activity component of the subject. There is no question 
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that this approach has set in motion some devastating consequences for PE, even though 

in fairness they may have been unintended at the time and born out of a desire for PE to 

both survive as a subject and gain mainstream status. The problem with such an 

approach is that teaching and learning experiences in PE have become 

disproportionately theoretical in nature, to the point where PE has become disconnected 

from its central tenet, which is concerned with employing physical means to develop 

each student’s whole being.  

I will now turn my attention to an account in direct response to some of the 

serious criticisms levelled against sport and PE detailed in earlier points of discussion. 

 

(10) The id2 of PE: cutting through the rhetoric and identifying what we are (or ought 

to be) 

I think it is clear from my review of what I consider to be influential PE ideologies that 

they vary in specificity, explicitness and scope. According to Paul, PE has historically 

experienced what he calls a “grandfather clock syndrome” that has caused the ideas of 

PE to swing from one extreme position to another, to the point where the pendulum 

never stops in exactly the same place nor stays near the middle.97 He goes on to add that 

many of the swings have made the field of PE appear as a paradox, as one that is ever 

changing and yet returning to what it discarded. Understandably, these pendulum 

swings and their resultant movements have led to serious philosophical conflicts that 

leave us as a field of “fractured identities”. He cautions us that the history of PE is much 

like a popular song where the same chorus is continually played over and over again; 

and consequently after each swing of the pendulum, there are signs that we may be 

actually writing our own obituary.98 One of the main reasons why the PE profession has 

been in a constant state of flux has to do with the problems surrounding the place and 

purposes of PE within educational institutions and its continual preoccupation with 

reinventing itself in order to remain current and thereby accrue status by redefining 

knowledge as a means of entering the academic mainstream. Kirk reinforces this 

viewpoint by arguing that school PE is a socially and culturally constructed concept in 

the sense that it is a human invention rather than an occurrence in nature, and when in 

the school curriculum it is the product of competing discourses vying for dominance in 

different places and times, to the point where the label of PE is nothing more than a 
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rhetorical convenience in which anything goes.99 Central to Kirk’s idea is the concept of 

the “idea of the idea” (shortened to id2 for succinctness), which he borrows from 

Sheldon Rothblatt’s book The Modern University and Its Discontents,100 as a means to 

distinguish “physical educationness” from the vast and diverse array of practices 

claiming to be PE. The id2 of PE requires some explanation, as a solid grasp of the 

concept is important to unleashing the power of Kirk’s insights on PE.  As a result the 

id2 of PE is best understood as a mechanism that functions as an organising principle 

that recognises the essential characteristics of PE found in institutionalised practices 

(irrespective of place and time). Although Kirk acknowledges that there can be no 

immutable or transcendental essence of PE, there are, however, family resemblances 

that can be found in institutionalised practices, which can deal with the extreme 

relativist position in which anything goes in the name of PE.  

The reason why Kirk adopts what he calls a “social epistemological approach” 

in his characterisation of the essence of PE is to put an end to the ideological discourses 

competing for dominance in what he considers to be fundamentally the same versions of 

knowledge. As Kirk so skilfully explains, the form of school PE (since the 1950s) 

primarily deals with a special form of corporeal discourse which he refers to as 

“physical culture”; learning that occurs in school PE can transfer to life beyond the 

school, which he refers to as “transfer of learning”; what are the purposes of practical 

activities, particularly in relation to “ability” and how it is to be assessed and judged, 

which he refers to as “standards of excellence”; and lastly, how PE reproduces and 

expresses the significant values of our sporting cultural heritage, which he refers to as 

“cultural transmission, reproduction and renewal”.101 He goes on to add that school PE 

such as the multi-activity programmes influenced by the current dominant discourse of 

“PE-as-sport-techniques” may appear to be “forward-looking” in relation to growing 

cultural relevance and feature the use of games and sport to fulfil these aims; however, 

upon closer inspection these programmes are nothing more than “backward-looking” 

and built on archaic notions of sport and pedagogy that have been resistant to reform. 

This situation as a result has inadvertently lead to unintended consequences that have 

contributed to reinforcing social inequality and injustice and reproduced privilege, in 

direct contradiction to the explicit and implicit claims made by PE.  
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According to Kirk, there are consequently three potential PE future scenarios if 

the current dominant discourse of “PE-as-sport-techniques” cannot be radically 

reformed and the id2 of PE is not properly understood instead of viewed as a rival idea 

of PE.102 The first scenario and the most likely short-term outcome is more of the same. 

In the second scenario, Kirk passionately advocates for radical reform to secure the 

long-term future of PE; however, this may be too confronting for some who have a 

vested interest in maintaining the status quo which, when combined with the allure and 

powerful influence of the dominant discourse of “PE-as-sport-techniques” approach, 

may be too difficult to overcome. In the third scenario, while the “more of the same” 

scenario is likely, Kirk warns us that without radical reform there is the real potential 

that in the long term PE may become extinct due to a multitude of factors accumulating 

and conspiring against it.  

There is no question that PE is inextricably linked to the practical body, and 

consequently the philosophical position of the body and our concept of human nature 

will have a direct bearing on how we think human beings should behave and be 

educated and, particularly in this case, how we think individuals should be educated 

physically. You would think that a field calling itself PE (or human movement 

studies/science, human kinetics and so on) would have sophisticated discourses about 

the human body, but the predominant influence in PE is a reductionist view of the body 

as machine and restricted almost totally to the atomistic, instrumental and mechanistic 

approach adopted by sports scientists, who have generally embraced a biomedical 

engineering model of the human body. According to McKay, Gore and Kirk, the body is 

seldom portrayed as a “... pleasurable site for ecstatic, aesthetic, vertiginous, autotelic, 

sensuous and holistic experiences”, but portrayed as a biomechanical object that must 

be managed, maintained, conditioned and repaired for instrumental reasons such as 

improving performance or physical appearance.103 Kirk reinforces this point further 

when he argues that there is a tendency by PE to consider only or mainly the body in 

nature (biological and mechanical) and to ignore or dismiss totally the body in culture 

(signifying and symbolising).104 Therefore, if we are serious about enhancing the status 

and value of PE we need to develop an educational justification for PE that celebrates 
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rather than denigrates its practical body-work focus because its current marginalised 

status hinges upon the low value accorded to young peoples’ embodiment in education.  

 

(11) Challenging prejudicial attitudes toward the body and PE in education: schools 

are not just places that educate the mind 

The history of PE is a testament to the perennial influence of Plato and Platonism, 

which I argue still poses a powerful influence in Western culture, particularly on our 

understandings of corporeal experience in education. Consequently, when corporeal 

experience is disparaged and ridiculed it renders PE to a lower status than intellectual 

education in a hierarchy of educational values, which Peters’ position clearly outlines in 

his discussion of “intrinsically worth-while activities”.105 In a way Peters’ account of 

education is guilty of compartmentalising education into the education of the mind and 

education of the body which are symbolic and representative of contemporary 

education’s tendency to view the body as a dualistic being composed of two separate 

entities: superior mind and an inferior body. However, it is my thesis that when the 

body is considered to be integrated with the mind in a psychosomatic relationship and 

balanced between spiritual, intellectual and physical aspects, such an approach is 

advantageous in that it can have significant impact in re-establishing equanimity, 

thereby giving PE greater harmony with intellectual education in the fullest sense of 

achieving human beings’ capacities and potentialities.106 Aristotle has much to say 

about the body and soul in education. He ponders whether priority should be given to 

the soul or the body. His response is that the “two modes of training” must be in 

harmony with each other to the highest degree because we may fail to reason the best 

principle and likewise may be lead astray by our habits.107 He goes on to add that reason 

may be our “ultimate end of our nature”, which will develop naturally over time through 

the educational process, but even before we pursue these aspects in our education we 

need to make sure our bodies are in good condition so the soul will benefit. 

Subsequently, the health of the soul/mind is contingent on the health of the body, for 

which PE has a necessary part to play in the curriculum. St Thomas Aquinas further 

develops Aristotle’s position that the nature of personhood is an integral composite of 

body and soul whereby the soul needs a body to acquire knowledge, thereby validating 
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our sense of personal psychosomatic relationship and of corporeal and spiritual 

(hylomorphic) unity.108 

The ancient Greeks, amongst other great minds, well knew that the experience of 

movement gives meaning to our existence and constitutes what it means to be a human 

being, and so the real value of PE as Whitehead asserts lies in the development of both 

embodied and intellectual faculties so that students can achieve effective liaison in 

progressively more complex and demanding situations.109 In direct contrast to the 

Platonic–Cartesian tradition of understanding the relationship between the body and 

mind, Merleau-Ponty does not view the body as a special kind of object separate from 

the mind that can only comprehend the world via the reasoned mind, but views the body 

as “being-in-the-world” in the sense that our embodiment precedes reflective thought.110 

Anderson reinforces this point further by arguing that the “... experience of movement is 

thus humanizing, just as is the reading of Shakespeare or Willa Cather – and just as are 

Cather’s and Shakespeare’s acts of writing” and to denigrate our experiences of 

movement is to misunderstand the important of non-theoretical knowledge.111 The 

implications here are significant because such a position implies that there no longer 

exists a philosophical division between the object and subject because the world begins 

from the body and provides the means in which we can develop a sense of our own 

identity and at the same time come to know the world via physical action. This is 

confirmed by Merleau-Ponty, who emphasises that our body is a “meaningful core” 

which engages with the world through the body, which in turn provides the “... link 

between here and a yonder, a now and a future ...”.112 

According to Schilling, traditional notions of education which have an exclusive 

intellectual knowledge focus are mistaken because schools are not just places that 

educate the minds of young people – they are also concerned with the bodies of young 

people both biologically and socially.113 Consequently, the low status of PE is linked to 

the low value accorded to young peoples’ embodiment and corporeal experiences in 

education. Therefore, it seems clear to me at this juncture that PE could benefit 

significantly from the establishment of a legitimate understanding of the body in 

                                                           
108 T Aquinas, ‘Summa Theologiae’, in The Collected Works of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. English 
Dominican Fathers, electronic edn, InteLex Corporation, Charlottesville, Virginia, 1993, First Part, 
Question 75–78. Herein after cited as ST followed by the part, question and article. 
109 Whitehead, op. cit., p. 8. 
110 M Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. C Smith, Routledge, London and New York, 
1962. Herein cited as MP followed by pagination.  
111 Anderson, op. cit., p. 94.  
112 MP, op. cit., p. 162. 
113 C Schilling, The Body in Social Theory, Sage, London, 1993, p. 21. 



Chapter I: On justifications of sport and physical education 

50   Steven A. Stolz 

education before attempting to develop philosophical justifications for its inclusion 

within educational institutions. According to Armour, if a legitimate body focus can be 

argued for in education then it is more likely that a “body-linked” subject like PE will 

achieve the recognition it aspires to.114 She goes on to add that there are four arguments 

why the body should be a concern for education and therefore a legitimate concern for 

PE. These are: (1) pupils are embodied; (2) embodiment is increasingly central to self-

identity; (3) numerous social factors influence pupils’ embodiment; and, (4) PE can 

have a significant role in the establishment of pupils’ embodied identity.115 

Furthermore, acknowledging the primacy of the body in PE has many practical and 

theoretical advantages. It is not a panacea, but at least it becomes difficult to envisage 

the “embodied pupil” in a dualistic sense. Anderson makes the strong point that we 

should not apologise to academics and intellectuals for having an essentially practical 

and overtly physical subject. However, we should celebrate and promote this feature 

directly as an intrinsic value of being human.116 In essence this is the advantage PE has 

over other subjects. 

In this chapter, I provided a brief overview of the main philosophical arguments 

contravening the educational value or significance of PE as a means to construct an 

apology and coherent conceptualisation of sport and PE. I argued that the reason why 

PE has struggled for legitimacy within the curriculum at most levels is due to a variety 

of damaging claims made by critics who have argued that PE activities within the 

curriculum are basically trivial compared to other forms of knowledge that are 

considered to be educationally worthwhile. Probably, the most serious criticism levelled 

against the nature of PE can be attributed to R. S. Peters’ earlier work on educational 

activities and their justification within the curriculum. To counter such arguments I 

argued that it is not the activities or what certain curriculum areas ask young people to 

do which makes such activities educational. What makes them educationally valuable is 

the experience per se, not the subject, because education ought to be concerned with 

continued growth and about helping someone to discover, engage in and determine what 

things are worthwhile for them. Furthermore, I also argued that it is a mistake to just 

view the nature and purposes of education to be the development of theoretical 

knowledge and understanding in a cognitive perspective because it represents an 

impoverished view of the nature of personhood. My point being that a person’s essential 
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being is not just confined to his or her rationality, but also involves an embodied 

dimension. In essence this is one of the unique educational features that PE has to offer 

because it has the potential to develop both embodied and intellectual capacities so as to 

enhance an individual’s understanding of the world in which they interact. Such an 

approach is significant to PE because each student is treated as a whole being, 

permitting the person to experience him or herself as a holistic and synthesised acting, 

feeling, thinking being-in-the-world, rather than as separate physical and mental 

qualities that bear no relation to each other. Subsequently, the philosophical position of 

the body and our conception of human nature will have a direct bearing on how we 

think human beings should behave and be educated and, in this case, how we think 

individuals should be educated physically. 

So what has been the body’s place in history? Certainly, for the last 2000 years 

or more philosophical and theological positions of the body have had a profound 

influence on how we view human nature. According to Fairs the historical development 

of the body “testifies to the perennial influence of Platonic metaphysical dualism”, 

particularly in the shaping of religion and philosophy.117 Inevitably this has meant that 

an inextricably body-linked subject like PE has become devalued because the body has 

been considered to be an obstruction to knowledge, whereas subjects with a strong 

rational emphasise that can intentionally develop the mind through a wide-ranging 

cognitive perspective are valued as superior because they develop the natural rational 

tendencies of human beings through the cultivation of the intellect. To understand the 

basis for the development of the metaphysical dualistic tradition I will now turn to 

theological and philosophical accounts of human nature from the medieval period 

because both theologians and philosophers from this era considered the nature of human 

beings’ relationships of the soul to the body and so on. This is why it is to this period I 

now turn to investigate the changing concepts of the body, particularly its influence 

upon the attitudes concerning the education of human beings physically. 

 

                                                           
117 Fairs, op. cit., p. 21 ff. 
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CHAPTER II 

PHILOSOPHICAL AND THEOLOGICAL POSITIONS OF THE BODY: 

CHANGING CONCEPTS OF THE BODY AND ITS INFLUENCE UPON 

SPORT AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION1 

* 
If we believe the works of some philosophers and theologians, the body is our link with 

the embarrassing animal part of man that must be mastered, forgotten and schooled so 

as not to lead us away from divine salvation. On the other hand, in educating man the 

Athenians of the Periclean Age were dedicated to balance and harmony to the point 

where much attention was given to it, along with philosophy, in the good life.  

However, with the collapse of the Roman Empire such ideals were forgotten as society 

gradually became feudalistic and consequently sport and PE during this period was 

nonexistent. The Christian Church was one of the few remaining institutions left intact 

and consequently exerted a powerful and profound impact upon the development of 

European civilisations; so the period beginning with the tenth century (Middle Ages) is 

noteworthy as we see the re-emergence of the metaphysical questions that were almost 

always linked to the religious beliefs of the time. The early medieval philosophers 

recognised and incorporated the works of Greek philosophy, in particular Plato and 

Aristotle’s metaphysical concepts, to form a philosophy uniquely Christian in purpose. 

According to Copleston, the two great ancient Greek philosophers – and later, neo-

Platonism – exercised a great influence on the formation of Christian ideas and as a 

result the early Christian writers were interested in linking the intrinsic value and 

relevancy of ancient Greek philosophy with Christian theology.2 This means that 

medieval theologians were also students of philosophy as they tried to resolve deep 

metaphysical questions surrounding the Triune God. According to Mechikoff, the 

subject of the corporeal nature of Jesus Christ, the influence of neo-Platonism and the 

position of the Church combined to create a distinct but inconsistent Christian view of 

                                                           
1 It is important at the beginning to introduce a qualifying note. At times I have used nouns and pronouns 
of the male gender like “men”, “man”, “he” and so on in this chapter. My intention is not chauvinistic, 
prejudiced or even sexist. Rather, my decision not to use neutral terms such as “human beings”, 
“humankind”, “human existence” and so on was based solely on the desire not to produce unfortunate and 
counterproductive confusion with the unique denotations of the specific terms used in most of the 
literature called upon in this paper. Hopefully, the benefits will clearly outweigh any unintended offence 
that they may generate.  
2 F Copleston, A History of Philosophy: Volume I Greece and Rome, Doubleday, New York, 1993, pp. 
10–12. 
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the body and its worth.3 Generally speaking, the philosophical views of the body during 

the Middle Ages reflected theological beliefs and as a result this period is significant to 

my thesis because no other period considered the nature of man so extensively, 

especially the perceived worth and value of the body, which in turn directly influenced 

the nature, development and scope of sport and PE. The influence of Greek philosophy 

had a profound influence on how Christians viewed the body and soul during the 

Middle Ages. For instance, some factions in the Christian Church came to embrace 

Plato’s view of the body as a corruptible influence on the soul and therefore not to be 

trusted. As a result, some Christians came to regard the body as an instrument of sin. 

This can be seen in the monastic life of early Christian monks who sought 

enlightenment by rising above all thoughts of the body, even to the extent of ignoring 

and neglecting essential physical needs. With such an attitude toward the body it would 

appear that PE and sporting activities are altogether absent from the Middle Ages; 

however, this was not entirely the case. The Scholastics on the other hand, and 

particularly St Thomas Aquinas, disagreed with the majority viewpoint (ascetic 

dualism) because they argued that the body is for the soul’s good and therefore 

happiness requires the wellbeing of the body.4 Aquinas was influenced by Aristotle’s 

view of man as an integral composite of body and soul whereby the soul needs a body 

to acquire knowledge. According to Mechikoff, the theory of the unity of man was 

adopted by the Scholastics of the thirteenth century and supported by Orthodox 

Christians who argued that because God was omnipresent (including the body) therefore 

the body was good and consequently was not an instrument of sin.5  

The reason why theology and philosophy during the Middle Ages is so 

important has to do with the close connection the two enjoyed – not to mention the 

extensive literature of the body and soul – so that it is only natural to review the 

influential works of this period. For instance, theology during this period contained 

philosophical elements and the history of medieval philosophy is predominantly found 

within medieval theology. According to Pasnau, the history of medieval philosophy is 

the history of medieval theology, without the theological content.6 This is further 

confirmed by Kenny who states:  

                                                           
3 R Mechikoff, History and Philosophy of Sport and Physical Education, 5th edn, McGraw-Hill, New 
York, 2010, p. 111 ff. 
4 T Aquinas, ‘Summa Theologiae’, in The Collected Works of St. Thomas Aquinas, electronic edn, trans. 
English Dominican Fathers, InteLex Corporation, Charlottesville, Virginia, 1993, First Part of the Second 
Part, Question 4, Fifth Article ff. Herein after cited as ST followed by the part, question and article. 
5 Mechikoff, op. cit., p. 115.  
6 R Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2002, pp. 1–22. 
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... the greatest medieval philosophers were theologians first and philosophers 

second, it is to their theological treatises rather than to their commentaries on De 

Anima that one turns for their insights into philosophy of mind.7 

 

Consider the telling passage by Aquinas from the prologue to his treatise on the body 

and soul: “Now the theologian considers that nature of man in relation to the soul; but 

not in relation to the body, except in so far as the body has relation to the soul.”8 

Therefore, both theologians and philosophers of the medieval period did not see a 

division between theology and philosophy, which is why they took human nature 

seriously as their central focus and hence both studied the soul, the relationship of the 

soul to the body and so on. This is why it is to this period I will turn to investigate the 

changing concepts of the body, particularly its influence upon the attitudes concerning 

the education of man physically. 

The history of philosophy will attest to a vast array of complex and intricate 

difficulties in attempting the momentous task of illuminating and resolving the mind–

body problem. Shaffer comments that the problem remains a “source of acute 

discomfort” for philosophers, as considerable attention has been given to resolving this 

problem but yet there is still no solution that stands out as markedly superior.9 Likewise, 

this same problem has become a preoccupation for some philosophers of sport 

concerned with corporeal embodiment and the question of the relationship of mind and 

body and its application to or expression in sport, and as a result it has been actively 

pursued in the relevant literature.10 However, philosophical efforts concerned with 

embodiment in education by physical educationalists to my knowledge are scarce and 

antiquated. In particular, attempts to overcome the dominant discourse that seems to 

compartmentalise education into the education of the mind and education of the body 

are paradigmatic examples of contemporary education’s tendency to view the body as a 

                                                           
7 A Kenny, Aquinas on Mind, Routledge, New York, 1993, p. 20.  
8 ST, First Part, Q75. 
9 J Shaffer, ‘Recent work on the mind-body problem’, American Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 2, no. 2, 
1965, pp. 81–104.  
10 For relevant literature, see EW Gerber & WJ Morgan (eds.), Sport and the Body: A Philosophical 
Symposium, 2nd edn, Lea & Febiger, Philadelphia, 1979; J O’Neill, ‘The spectacle of the body’, The 
Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 1, 1974, pp. 110–122; KV Meier, ‘Cartesian and 
phenomenological anthropology: The radical shift and its meaning for sport’, The Journal of the 
Philosophy of Sport, vol. 2, 1975, pp. 51–73; L Belaief, ‘Meanings of the body’, The Journal of the 
Philosophy of Sport, vol. 4, 1977, pp. 50–68; and, WJ Morgan & KV Meier (eds.), Philosophical Inquiry 
in Sport, 2nd edn, Human Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 1995.  
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dualistic being composed of two separate entities: superior mind and an inferior body.11 

Subsequently, it seems appropriate to canvass anew the basis of contemporary 

perceptions surrounding the philosophical-anthropological positions of man because 

when the body is disparaged and made subservient to the mind in a relationship, then 

PE will be relegated and marginalised compared to traditional forms of intellectual 

education. The metaphysical dualistic tradition is one of the most damaging and 

significant events in the history of PE, in which Plato, as the chief architect of dualism 

and Descartes his accomplice, are the key symbols in the betrayal of the body in 

Western culture. Consequently, if we want sport and PE to be given a legitimate place 

within educational institutions it will be necessary to reconcile the dualism of the mind 

and body which lies at the foundation of Western philosophy and our culture from Plato 

to Descartes and on into the twenty-first century. Hence, it would appear to be logical 

given the multitudinous space in which humans move that sport and PE could benefit 

greatly from an understanding of man’s corporeal embodiment that is acknowledged 

and accepted in the phenomenological works of Merleau-Ponty and other existential 

phenomenologists who argue that man’s body is not simply another object in the world, 

but that our bodies are modes of meaningful communication and interaction with it. 

Therefore, for the purposes of this chapter I will be concerned with the critical 

discussion of four issues: firstly, I survey the philosophical and theological views of the 

body in the Middle Ages, in particular Aristotle’s position of the body that had a 

profound impact upon St Thomas Aquinas’ treatise on the body and soul; secondly, I 

review Rene Descartes’ Cartesian conception of man, which has been enormously 

influential in philosophy and Western culture; thirdly, I outline how Merleau-Ponty’s 

account of phenomenology is ideal for combating the Platonic–Cartesian tradition; and, 

lastly, I discuss the ramifications of shifting the two metaphysical positions for man’s 

engagement in sport and PE from “having a body” to the lived-body experience of 

“being a body” which emphasises the inherent unity of human beings. 

 

(1) Aristotle’s view of man: the soul as the actuality of the body 

Some factions of the early Christian Church embraced Plato’s view of man, some 

accepted Aristotle’s idea of a composite substance and some rejected Greek ideas 

altogether due to their pagan connection. However, it is Aristotle’s philosophical 

                                                           
11 Philosophically, the debate surrounding PE as “education of the physical” or “education through the 
physical” was and is still an important debate to be had in PE.  
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position of man that is in direct contrast to the views espoused by Plato in the Phaedo 

that is noteworthy since he emphasised the unity of man, which is important here to my 

thesis because it provides cogent justifications of the psychosomatic relationship 

between mind and body that sport and PE so desperately needs. By holding such a 

position we can overcome the tendency of contemporary education to view agents as 

dualistic entities and bring into focus the sometimes ignored and forgotten dimension of 

our corporeal embodiment in education, which values the worth of the body in 

conjunction with the mind in a unified and harmonious relationship. It is to Aristotle’s 

works that I now turn to gain a better insight into why his views of the body and soul 

were so influential.  

Aristotle at the beginning of De Anima points out that knowledge of the soul can 

make a significant contribution to understanding nature, because the soul is the “first 

principle of living things”.12 He goes on to argue that the problem about substance and 

what a thing is, is not easy to ascertain because each subject employs different methods 

and frames their definitions differently.13 To Aristotle some natural bodies have life and 

some do not; however, every natural body that partakes in life would be a substance in 

the way that a composite (form and matter) is.14 The body cannot be the soul because 

the soul gives the body life; and so the body, then, must be matter to the soul, whilst the 

soul will be the actuality of such a body. Therefore the soul is the realisation of the body 

and is inseparable from it even though there may be some parts that nothing prevents 

from being separable because they are not being the actualities of any body.15 Aristotle 

identifies having a soul with being alive and goes on to outline the various ways in 

which the soul is responsible for each of the ways of life in which the soul as a 

hierarchy of parts emerges. Even though Aristotle comments that he is unsure whether 

the soul is the “... actuality of a body in this way or rather is a sailor of a boat” he does 

not tell us whether “another kind of soul ... can be separated ...” from the body, and as a 

result he remains equivocal.16 According to Copleston, it is clear that Aristotle does not 

adhere to Platonic dualism in the De Anima, for he makes the soul to be the actuality 

(entelechy) of the body, so that the two form one substance.17 He goes on to add that 

Aristotle insisted that the Platonic School of thought failed to provide a satisfactory 

                                                           
12 Aristotle, De Anima, trans. H Lawson-Tancred, Penguin Books, London, 1986, 402a. Herein after cited 
as, De Anima followed by pagination in Bekker numbers.  
13 De Anima, 402a ff.  
14 De Anima, 412a ff.  
15 De Anima, 413a ff. 
16 Ibid.  
17 Copleston, op. cit., pp. 328–329.  



Do sport and physical education have an important role to play in educational institutions? 

Steven A. Stolz   57 

account of the soul’s union with the body, it seems to suppose that the soul can fit itself 

into any body. This cannot be the case, because Aristotle stated that every substance is 

spoken of in three ways: as form, as matter and as the composite which in this case is 

the ensouled thing. It is not that the body is the actuality of the soul, but that the soul is 

the actuality of some body and as a result the soul is neither without the body or a kind 

of body.18 Aristotle goes on to comment that the soul belongs to a body and for this 

reason is present in a body of an appropriate kind. Therefore, to the Aristotelian, it is for 

the good of the soul to be united with the body so that it can exercise all of its faculties. 

Such a position was adopted by the medieval Scholastics such as St Thomas Aquinas, 

who is considered as the representative of the medieval intellectual synthesis, 

particularly in relation to the evaluation of the body.  

 

(2) The body and soul according to St Thomas Aquinas: the essential bodily 

component in the unity of substances 

In addressing the topic of body and soul, Aquinas states quite clearly that man is 

composed of a “spiritual and corporeal substance” in his exploration of the nature of the 

soul.19 His reply is that the “... soul, which is the first principle of life, is not a body, but 

the act of a body ...”.20 However, there appears to be much confusion about whether 

Aquinas argues that the soul is one thing and the body another as per the opening of the 

prologue to his Treatise on Man. According to Pasnau, when Aquinas declares that 

human beings are composed of a spiritual and corporeal substance these are mere 

statements of a view and therefore not arguments in favour of substance dualism.21 The 

crux of Aquinas’ argument comes in Question 75, Article 4, where he concludes that “... 

a man is not a soul only, but something composed of soul and body”. This assertion has 

more to do with how we should demarcate where one object ends and another begins. 

Aquinas reasons that human beings must engage in sensation because sensation is 

plainly an operation carried out by the body and as a result man must be not just his 

soul, but soul and body.22 Certainly, this does not mean that sensation is the only 

operation that identifies human beings with their bodies as well as souls. There are still 

other operations that we attribute to man and which obviously require a body. For 

instance, what about playing cricket, football, walking and so on? It would be incorrect 
                                                           
18 De Anima, 414a ff. 
19 ST, First Part, Q75.  
20 ST, First Part, Q75, A1. 
21 Pasnau, op. cit., pp. 45–72. 
22 ST, First Part, Q75, A4. 
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to deduce that Aquinas is arguing that the body is a mere instrument. According to 

Pasnau, Aquinas is concerned not with those essential operations that every human 

being must engage in, but with operations that every human being is capable of 

engaging in, in order to count as human.23 Therefore, to Aquinas sensation and thought 

are essential human operations, whereas in this case playing cricket, football and 

walking are not essential to being human in this same sense, but the body is required 

because without the body we could not engage in sensation. This is further confirmed 

by Aquinas who argues in Question 75, Article 3, that: 

 

... sensation and the consequent operations of the sensitive soul are evidently 

accompanied with change in the body; thus in the act of vision, the pupil of the 

eye is affected by a reflection of colour: and so with the other senses.  

 

It is noteworthy to mention that Aquinas’ position (Q75, IV) totally rejects the notion 

that he is a substance dualist because his views depend on accommodating the idea that 

the capacity for sensation is an essential part of being human, which is contrary to 

Plato’s views espoused in the Phaedo. Furthermore, the capacity for sensation, even in 

its essential respects, requires the body, which is also contrary to Descartes’ conception 

of Cartesian dualism.  

After considering the nature of the soul in Question 75, Aquinas shifts his focus 

to the relationship of soul and body, particularly the soul’s union with the body in 

Question 76. In the first article of Question 76, Aquinas concentrates on how this union 

is accomplished by recounting Aristotle’s argument from De Anima, Book II, Chapter 2, 

“... that the soul is the actuality of some body”, immediately followed by the challenge 

that if the intellectual soul is not the form of the body, then some other account needs to 

be given that explains intellectual cognition as mine or yours.24 He goes on to add, that 

because the body engages in sensation, and sensation requires the body, the body must 

be part of me. According to Pasnau, the goal of Question 76, Article 1, is not to refute 

any of the popular theories directly that existed at the time like monopsychism and so 

on, but the goal was rather an indirect refutation that non-reductive theories cannot 

account for the unity of soul and body.25 In terms of coming to grips with Aquinas’ 

thinking about the unity of soul and body, the example offered by Aristotle of the 

                                                           
23 Pasnau, op. cit., pp. 46–47.  
24 ST, Q76, A1. 
25 Pasnau, op. cit., pp. 75–76. 
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material of an axe and its capacity to cut can be useful in a limited capacity.26 This 

example may be a convenient illustration of the hylomorphic theory of substance; 

however, Aquinas went to great lengths to emphasise that because the axe is an artefact, 

not a substance, the shape of an axe is an accidental form, not a substantial one. The use 

of artefacts may not be an entirely satisfactory guide to understanding Aquinas’ 

thinking about substances, because artefacts lack the unity that human beings and other 

natural substances have. Aquinas does make a distinction by arguing that substantial 

forms make a thing exist, whereas accidental forms make a thing be such.27 The same 

applies to the body and soul. The human soul does not change something that already 

exists, but brings it into being.28 Therefore, a substantial form is that which makes a 

thing be what it is and without which it could not exist. This is extended further by 

Aquinas when he argues that substantial form should be applied not only to the whole, 

but to each part of the whole.29 Here the parts are dependant on the survival of the 

human being as long as it exists. Consequently, a corpse is not a human being and so 

too for all the parts of the corpse. This assertion is consistent with Question 2, articles 1 

and 2, in which Aquinas establishes that the body is part of a human being since the 

body is needed for essential human functions as well as the establishment of the soul’s 

existence on the basis of its capacity for continued operation. As a result, a man’s 

existence is contingent upon his ability for ongoing function, which is confirmed at 

death since the body ceases to exist and therefore ceases to function. According to 

Pasnau, if we look at a human being and ask whether the body is separable from the 

whole person, it would appear to be the case because we can lose arms and legs without 

the person ceasing to exist.30 From such a perspective it certainly would appear as if the 

body can be separable from the whole person; however, Aquinas rather focuses on 

whether the living substances such as arms and legs could survive without the whole, 

which in this case they cannot. This is the insightfulness of Aquinas, because the soul 

exists throughout our body giving it life, rather than as some mysterious non-extended 

force located at some point within the body moving the body like a sailor piloting a 

ship. This account has the advantage that it explains the unity of soul and body in such a 

way to allow for the human soul’s unique independence relative to the body. Aquinas 

goes on to reply to Question 76, Article 1 by arguing that the only acceptable theory of 

                                                           
26 De Anima, 412b ff. 
27 ST, First Part, Q76, A4.  
28 ST, First Part, Q4, A3.  
29 ST, First Part, Q76, A8.  
30 Pasnau, op. cit., p. 93.  
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human nature is the principle “... by which we understand, whether it be called the 

intellect or the intellectual soul, is the form of the body”.31 Aristotle states that: 

 

Now that by which we live and perceive is spoken of in two ways, just as with 

that by which we know ... and in the same way by that which we are healthy we 

mean on the one hand health and on the other some part of the body or a whole 

body. Of these knowledge and health are indeed shape and a kind of form and an 

account, and as it were activity of the recipient, knowledge of the knowing 

faculty, health of the healthy faculty ... but the soul is that by which we primarily 

live and perceive and think.32  

 

Aquinas goes on to explain in his commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima that both body 

and soul are principles of life, but the soul comes before the body because the soul is the 

form of the living body and the primary principle of our life and feeling and movement 

and understanding.33 He goes on to argue that it is by the body that we come to know 

whether we are healthy: only insofar as the body has health are we said to be healthy. 

Likewise, just as our souls come to know insofar as they have knowledge, thereby 

knowledge itself is that by which the soul is said to be in a state of knowing. To 

Aquinas it seems reasonable to propose that the body and the intellect are a unified 

whole because our intellect makes use of the body as a means of obtaining information. 

However, Aquinas seems unsatisfied with the causal relationship and actually questions 

whether the intellect is united to the body as its “motor”, which he notes is Plato’s view 

of the soul–body relationship in Question 76, Article 3; and as a result Aquinas’ own 

type of hylomorphic theory seems able to give human beings the sort of unity required 

of a genuine substance. Aquinas in Question 76, Article 8, defends his claim that the 

soul, like all forms, exists as a whole in every part because every part is alive, and to say 

that a body has soul is basically to say that it has life. According to Pasnau the benefit of 

Aquinas’ account of the unity of body and soul is that it provides an explanation of the 

human soul’s “peculiar autonomy” relative to the body.34 

After Plato, the most famous exponent of dualism was Rene Descartes. His 

conception of man has been enormously influential in philosophy and Western culture. 

                                                           
31 ST, First Part, Q76, A1. 
32 De Anima, 414a ff. 
33 T Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s De Anima, trans. K Foster & S Humphries, Dumb Ox Books, 
Notre Dame, Indiana, 1994, pp. 85–89. 
34 Pasnau, op. cit., p. 94. 
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As a result, it will be necessary to review Cartesian dualism in order to discover its 

flaws and in turn offer cogent arguments rejecting the rigid Cartesian conception of the 

mind as a distinct and superior substance somehow controlling the body. I will argue in 

favour of a phenomenological anthropology in which man’s body is not simply another 

object in the world; rather, our bodies are modes of meaningful communication and 

interaction with it. I will now turn my attention to a critique of Cartesian dualism.  

 

(3) The mind–body problem according to Rene Descartes: the extreme bifurcation of 

man into both a body and a mind  

Descartes starts the Meditations with a clear statement that “... it was necessary ... to 

demolish everything completely and start again right from the foundations if I wanted to 

establish anything ... that was stable and likely to last”.35 According to Descartes, to 

reach knowledge it is necessary to eliminate all beliefs that could be doubted and keep 

only those of which we could be certain. Hence, calling everything into radical doubt is 

the method adopted by Descartes to reach certain truths because once the “... 

foundations of a building are undermined, anything built on them collapses of its own 

accord ...”; and so to cast doubt on the very foundations of one’s own beliefs we arrive 

at the absolute – as a result Descartes first considers his senses, which he believes are 

the origin of many of his ideas.36 His argument that all senses ought to be considered 

uncertain is confirmed when he states: 

 

Whatever I have up till now accepted as most true I have acquired either from 

the senses or through the senses. But from time to time I have found that the 

senses deceive, and it is prudent never to trust completely those who have 

deceived us even once.37 

 

Descartes makes it clear in the First Meditation that as long as there is doubt that some 

of our sense-based beliefs are inconclusive and that there is difficulty in determining 

what is true and what is false, then we ought to be cautious in trusting any particular 

sense-based belief. In the Second Meditation Descartes attempts to lay down the 

foundations that will allow him to reconstruct his own knowledge on a secure basis. He 

                                                           
35 R Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. J Cottingham, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1986, p. 12. 
36 Ibid.  
37 Ibid. 
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does this by recognising the one thing that cannot be doubted, which is that “I” certainly 

exist, and goes on to conclude that “... I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put 

forward by me or conceived in my mind”.38 Descartes continues to argue that thinking 

is “inseparable from me” and therefore it must be our essential nature to be a thinking 

thing; however, then he asks: “A thing that thinks. What is that?”, to which his response 

is that a thinking thing (mind) cannot be a body, as I can conceive of myself without a 

body, and as a result it must be a purely mental substance.39 It is not until much later, in 

the Sixth Meditation, when Descartes examines material things and the distinction 

between the mind and body, that we get a real sense of his radical view of the body. He 

continues his idea that the body “... is simply an extended, non-thinking thing ... in 

which I find in myself faculties for certain special modes of thinking, namely 

imagination and sensory perception”.40 Descartes goes on to add that there is great 

difference between the mind and the body because the body is by its nature divisible, 

while the mind is indivisible. His argument is based on the idea that when we consider 

the mind we are unable to distinguish any parts within a mind because we understand 

ourselves to be single and complete; whereas when it comes to the body, if a part of the 

body is removed such as a foot or arm, nothing has therefore been taken away from the 

mind and as result the mind is not affected by all parts of the body. In accord with such 

assertions, Descartes advanced a rather strict mechanistic physiological view of the 

body by regarding the body as a kind of “clock” or “machine” which obeys the “laws of 

its nature” when it completely fulfils the wishes of the clockmaker. This is further 

confirmed, when he states: 

 

... I might consider the body of man as a kind of machine equipped with and 

made up of bones, nerves, muscles, veins, blood and skin in such a way that, 

even if there were no mind in it, it would still perform all the same movements 

as it now does in those cases where movement is not under the control of the 

will or, consequently, of the mind.41 

 

Accordingly, Descartes viewed man composed of two distinct substances of mind and 

body, in which the essential characteristics differ radically. For instance, body is viewed 

as an unthinking, extended, material substance, whereas the mind was a thinking, 
                                                           
38 Ibid., p. 17. 
39 Ibid., pp. 17–19. 
40 Ibid., p. 54. 
41 Ibid, p. 58.  
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unextended, immaterial substance. In addition, the analogy of the body as machine 

further confirms the body as an unconscious machine that conforms to the laws of 

nature, but the true essence of man is the mind which is a conscious and free substance 

not disposed to the mechanical laws of nature. As a result, the mind and body are 

viewed to be radically distinct and independent.  

According to Meier, the presumption of such an extreme bifurcation of mind and 

body causes immediate difficulties when we reflect on lived human experiences because 

although specific human activities may be performed unconsciously and mechanically, 

such as reflex action, selected aspects of conscious perception – such as sensations like 

pain, hunger, thirst and the expression of emotions and passions – significantly 

challenge the dualistic structure as a result of the intimate union between mind and 

body.42 In this case, Descartes was aware of the sense experiences in the Sixth 

Meditation since he asserts the interrelationship of mind and body is intuitively obvious 

because of man’s ownership of clear and distinct notions of their union: 

 

Nature also teaches me, by these sensations of pain, hunger, thirst and so on, that 

I am not merely present in a ship, but that I am very closely joined and, as it 

were, intermingled with it, so that I and the body form a unit. If this were not so, 

I, who am nothing but a thinking thing, would not feel pain when the body was 

hurt, but would perceive the damage purely by the intellect, just as a sailor 

perceives by sight if anything in his ship is broken. Similarly, when the body 

needed food or drink, I should have explicit understanding of the fact, instead of 

having confused sensations of hunger and thirst. For these sensations of hunger, 

thirst, pain and so on are nothing but confused modes of thinking which arise 

from the union and, as it were, intermingling of the mind with the body.43 

 

In addition, to these “confused modes” of self-consciousness, numerous other occasions 

have highlighted the union of the mind and body. Of course, it is not unreasonable to 

argue that the mind has the ability to consciously suppress sensual appetites. However, 

Meier raises the interesting point that particular mental states, such as excitement, 

appear to have a noticeable physiological affect on the cardiorespiratory system and in 
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the intensity of performance of physical activities.44 To explain consciously directed 

action, Descartes clearly acknowledged that the body diverges from its mechanical 

function “under the control of the will”, which is contingent upon the mind; however, 

such assumptions can only occur if there is some form of structural unity of the mind 

and body. Meier goes on to comment that the admission that the mind indeed 

consciously influences the movements of the body, and conversely is affected by 

physiological states or activities, clearly demonstrates a crucial problem of Cartesian 

dualism: How can an extended material substance be influenced by a spiritual substance 

that has no extension and consequently no spatial location for interaction?45 Descartes, 

in a feeble attempt to resolve this problem, states that the mind is connected to the body, 

but the nature of this interaction is muddled and confused. Aware of the necessity to 

better explain his mind–body interaction more efficiently, Descartes goes on to state in 

imprecise and in non-specific general terms that man experiences a basically 

unexplained “primary notion” of the interaction of the mind and body, which is only 

vaguely understood, but is known by the senses.46 According to Meier, to resolve the 

problem Descartes asserts that the interaction of the mind and body is limited to one 

central and specific location of the body, “the pineal gland, situated near the top of the 

brain ... wherein the mind can exercise control of the body’s movements and conversely 

be affected by the animal spirits agitated by physiological change ...’, and as a result the 

question of how there be an interaction between a substance that is spiritual and a 

substance that is material was frustratingly not answered.47  

The problem with relating mind and body in the manner attempted by Descartes 

is that it appears to be artificially created. Meier makes the strong point that it is 

extremely difficult, if not a priori impossible, to meaningfully synthesise two elements 

of such discontinuous and diverse natures into a functioning, complex whole.48 

Consequently, any attempts to advance a position of man as composed of two radically 

distinct substances is simply a fatal error. Ryle, in his famous attack on Cartesian 

dualism, argues that “the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine” is “... entirely false, and 

false not in detail but in principle ... it is one big mistake and mistake of special kind ... 

namely a category-mistake”.49 He goes on to illuminate what is meant by the phrase 
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“category-mistake” by utilising a series of analogies such as the foreigner visiting 

Oxford or Cambridge University for the first time. The foreigner, after being shown the 

various colleges, libraries, faculties, playing fields and so on, asks, “But where is the 

University?”. To Ryle, the foreign visitor has mistakenly attributed the University as an 

extra part of the class in which these other institutions belong and as a result the 

problem arises from the foreigner’s inability to use certain concepts such as 

“University” and so on appropriately.50 Likewise the representation of a person as a 

ghost within a machine is just another example of the category mistake because to liken 

a human being’s thinking, feeling and purposive actions solely in a reductionist and 

atomistic way is to misunderstand the human body as a complex organising unit in 

which the mind must be another part of the complex organising unit, albeit made of a 

different “sort of stuff” and “sort of structure”. Ryle goes on to argue that the dogma of 

the ghost in the machine is as absurd as conjoining terms of different types such as a 

consumer who may say that they bought a left-hand glove and a right-hand glove and a 

pair of gloves. Consequently, the ghost in the machine problem maintains that there 

exist bodies and minds, physical processes and mental processes, mechanical causes of 

corporeal movements and mental causes of corporeal movements. I agree with Ryle that 

the contrast between mind and body can sometimes rest upon a category mistake, which 

is shown in linguistic expressions that seem to be logically absurd. This is further 

reaffirmed by Ryle who states: 

 

The ‘reduction’ of the material world to mental states and processes, as well as 

the ‘reduction’ of mental states and processes to physical states and processes, 

presupposes the legitimacy of the disjunction ‘Either there exist minds or there 

exist bodies (but not both)’. It would be like saying, ‘Either she bought a left-

hand and right-hand glove or she bought a pair of gloves (but not both)’.51 

 

According to Ryle, to use the linguistic expression that there “exist minds” and to say 

that there “exist bodies” does not mean that they are two different species of existence 

because the term “existence” is not some generic word like the use of the term “rising”, 

which has different senses such as “the tide is rising”, “inflation is rising” and so on.52 

He goes on to add that just as the differences between the mind and body were 
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represented in a common framework of categories of “things”, “processes”, “causes and 

effects” in which minds are “things”, but different types of “things” from bodies, similar 

to the way the foreign visitor expected the University to be an extra building, rather like 

the others but considerably different. Such an analogy is useful in that it highlights how 

Descartes’ theory represented minds as extra centres of causal processes rather like 

machines, but also considerably different because these occurrences (mental activity) 

signified non-mechanical processes and as a result minds must be non-spatial.   

Furthermore, Maslin goes on to highlight a variety of issues surrounding 

dualism from which I will only list three problems.53  Firstly, for the Cartesian dualist 

possession of a mind is all or nothing. There is no in between or due consideration given 

to ourselves and the diverse range of living creatures that exist. Secondly, the existence 

of minds basically has nothing to do with what takes place in the brain and nervous 

system generally and as a result existence is deprived of a function. Finally, probably 

the most piercing attack on dualism is attributed to Kant. Descartes claims that one and 

only one soul is associated with and acts through the human body, but Kant asks: how 

do you count souls? For instance, incorporeal substances don’t by their nature occupy 

an area of space at a given time and so this justification of identity cannot apply. For 

argument’s sake let’s assume that they did: How would we distinguish one soul from 

the next? As a result we are left with an incoherent mess surrounding the concept of the 

soul. Kant argues that just because we are self-conscious is not enough. Kant writes:  

 

The identity of the consciousness of Myself at different times is therefore only a 

formal condition of my thoughts and their connection, but it does not prove at all 

the numerical identity of my subject ...54 

 

According to Maslin, the point Kant is making is that any thought or mental state which 

is mine is indeed one and the self same “I” who has these experiences and at no time 

can they be used to prove that what I basically am is a simple, non-composite, 

incorporeal substance, a Cartesian soul.55 Subsequently, concepts that have no 

application within the realm of experience are empty of content and so the concept of a 

person as a non-bodily incorporeal soul would seem to be basically meaningless. 

However, if we think of people as familiar bodily entities from our experience then we 
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are more likely to have a genuine and meaningful concept of the person. This is 

primarily linked to the idea that when we think of embodied beings we can always 

differentiate one person from another at a given time or over a period of time primarily 

because embodied beings cannot occupy the same space at the same time or the same 

spaces at successive times.  

I will now turn my attention to Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological perspective 

of what it is to be human, which is in direct contrast to the Platonic–Cartesian tradition. 

The implications here are significant because such a position implies that there no 

longer exists a philosophical division between the object and subject because the world 

begins from the body and provides the means by which we can develop a sense of our 

own identity and at the same time come to know the world through our embodiment. It 

seems clear to me at this juncture that PE could benefit significantly from the 

establishment of a legitimate understanding of the body in education before attempting 

to develop philosophical justifications for its inclusion within educational institutions. It 

is to this I turn to now.   

 

(4) Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological perspective of the body 

Rather than emphasising and advocating an inherently dualistic distinction that is 

flawed, a hylomorphic approach that accounts for both consciousness and embodiment 

is significantly more productive in a subject like PE, which has a clear and distinct body 

focus. Subsequently, Maurice Merleau-Ponty focused his attention to a significant 

extent to resolving the Platonic–Cartesian problem of how man can experience himself 

as a “meaningful core” that makes sense of the world from “being-in-the-world” from a 

phenomenological perspective. Phenomenology to Merleau-Ponty is a search for a 

philosophy that can offer an account of “space, time and the world” as we “live” in it, 

rather than theorising about it.56  Central to what it is to be a human being is the idea 

that “... I am the absolute source ... of my existence ... for I alone bring into being for 

myself ...” my own personal engagement with the world, rather than as a detached 

subject or consciousness advanced by Descartes.57 Consequently, “I” has meaning 

because I cannot be aware of myself as a subject without also being aware of other 

subjects, and as a result, to accept the existence of other subjects as well as myself is to 

accept that there is a world in which all these different subjects experience, each from 
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their own perspective, that which provides the “permanent horizon” for all our 

experiences. Therefore, I am not as a subject, outside of time and space but necessarily 

“incarnate” or “embodied” in a certain historical situation. Merleau-Ponty reinforces 

this point when he writes:  

 

... it is necessary that my existence should never be reduced to my bare 

awareness of existing, but that it should take in also an awareness that one may 

have it, and thus include my incarnation in some nature ... The true Cogito does 

not define the subject’s existence in terms of the thought he has of existing, and 

furthermore does not convert the indubitability of the world into the 

indubitability of thought about the world, nor finally does it replace the world 

itself by the world as meaning. On the contrary it recognizes my thought itself as 

an inalienable fact, and does away with any kind of idealism in revealing me as 

‘being-in-the-world’.58  

 

Therefore, my experiences are experiences of the world, and the world is what gives 

meaning to my experiences. I cannot disconnect and filter out the world itself from the 

world as meaningful to me because a human being is a “being-in-the-world”. It is 

impossible to withdraw completely from the world, but we can change the way we 

perceive the world by no longer viewing the world in a scientific way. Instead Merleau-

Ponty urges us to train ourselves to perceive the world differently and in a sense create 

“a new cogito” between the thinking self and what it is like to experience ourselves 

from the first person perspective.59 Subsequently, the “essence of consciousness” is the 

rediscovery of our attempt to understand our own lives in the world and so in a sense 

the “essence” of phenomenology is to understand how perception actually works in our 

interactions with the world around us; and as a result our “essence” cannot be 

segregated from our “existence”.60  

According to Matthews, phenomenology as Merleau-Ponty sees it combines a 

form of subjectivism with a form of objectivism in the sense that it acknowledges that 

all experience is someone’s experience because “how things appear” means “how they 

appear to a particular ‘subject’”.61 Since the being of subjects is being-in-the-world, an 

account of a subjective experience is not an account of “pure being” because my 
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experiences of the world are “inseparable from subjectivity and intersubjectivity” and 

therefore our engagement in the world exists independently of our experience in it, but 

in a sense it describes our existence in the world, our various modes of being-in-the-

world, which comes before conscious reflection and theorising. 

It is noteworthy at this juncture to mention that Merleau-Ponty viewed human 

beings as an “incarnate” subject, a unity not union of physical, biological and 

psychological processes. He asserted that the human body is not an “enclosed 

mechanism” or object subject to the inclinations of the soul; rather, the body is a subject 

in itself, gaining its subjectivity from itself as an embodied consciousness. Merleau-

Ponty reinforces this point further when he writes: 

 

To say that the soul acts on the body is wrongly to suppose a univocal notion of 

the body and to add to it a second force which accounts for the rational 

significance of certain conducts.62 

 

Subsequently, the human body is a fundamental unity, a single mode of being, which is 

both difficult to articulate and to examine. Meier makes the point that man seems to use 

his body as a type of instrument, but not in the same sense as he uses a chair.63 

Consequently, there is a real sense that the body is not simply another object in the 

world; rather, it is “anchored” in the world as man’s mode of communication and 

interaction with it. As a result, the rigid Cartesian conception of the mind as a distinct 

and superior substance somehow controlling the body, rather than being logically 

impossible, may be able to be resolved. Merleau-Ponty provides an alternative approach 

in dealing with the mind–body problem by arguing that an account of man and reality 

cannot be delineated with total lucidity, which is asserted in idealistic positions of man 

that argue that consciousness is different and separate from the extended, material body 

and the world. Merleau-Ponty states: 

 

Whether it is a question of another’s body or my own, I have no means of 

knowing the human body other than that of living it, which means taking up on 

my account the drama which is being played out in it, losing myself in it. I am 

my body, at least wholly to the extent that I possess experience, and yet at the 
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same time my body is as it were a ‘natural’ subject, a provisional sketch of my 

total being. Thus experience of one’s own body runs counter to the reflective 

procedure which detaches subject and object from each other, and which gives 

us only the thought about the body, or the body as an idea, and not the 

experience of the body or the body in reality.64 

 

Subsequently, an account of man’s incarnation and embodiment cannot be achieved 

solely from a priori grounds or even segregated into clearly demarcated aspects of 

being. Merleau-Ponty argues that when we study man as an embodied subject, we 

should study man as a unity of physical, biological and psychological relationships. He 

states: 

 

... matter, life, and mind could not be defined as three orders of reality or three 

sorts of beings, but as three planes of signification or three forms of unity. In 

particular, life would not be a force which is added to physio-chemical 

processes; its originality would be that of modes of connection without 

equivalent in the physical domain, that of phenomena gifted with a proper 

structure and which bind each other together according to a special dialectic.65  

 

The body is the primary mode of communication in the relationship with the world and 

is the central locus of expression and meaning-producing acts. This is further 

highlighted and reinforced by Merleau-Ponty who states that: 

 

My body is the seat or rather the very actuality of the phenomenon of expression 

(Ausdruck), and there the visual and auditory experiences, for example, are 

pregnant one with the other, and their expressive value is the ground of the 

antepredicative unity of the perceived world, and, through it, of verbal 

expression (Darstellung) and the intellectual significance (Bedeutung). My body 

is the fabric into which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in relation to the 

perceived world, the general instrument of my ‘comprehension’.66 
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Through man’s corporeality we are open to the world and it is by means of this 

“dialectic” communication that meaning arises. For instance, man cannot be reduced or 

broken into specific component parts to be studied without important loss of 

significance because the body is a “meaningful core” in the world and as a result must 

remain united for it to have meaning.  

Consequently, “meaning” in this sense is constructed and constituted by the 

body’s engagement in the world and hence must always be worldly, because there is no 

world without the body. Matthews makes the point about Merleau-Ponty’s work that to 

be an embodied subject, is to be an active being in a world with needs, which in turn 

motivate actions in relation to which elements in the surrounding environment are 

meaningful.67 He goes on to add that to be in the world is in part a world of one’s own 

since we do not create the things in the world in the sense of bringing them into 

existence, but one’s needs and thoughts about the world are embedded in one’s nature 

as a biological organism, which give a unity of meaning to those objects which make 

them into a single world. It is noteworthy at this juncture to mention that contrary to 

Descartes, the burden of meaning is not caused by a universal consciousness but by 

bodily experience and as a result Merleau-Ponty rejected the argument that the body is 

merely a passive receiving station for objects. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological 

account of man was radically different from the extreme bifurcation adopted by 

Descartes, which depicted man ontologically as two diverse and distinct substances with 

the body predisposed to the control of the mind. According to Meier, the theory of the 

body is implicitly a theory of perception because human beings can only learn to know 

“expressive unity” by being engaged in the body’s action as it relates to the sensing 

world.68 He goes on to add that the characteristics of man as embodied consciousness 

have no clear points of demarcation because the distinction between the subjective and 

objective extremities is clouded in the experience of living in the world and the 

meaning-woven body. Consequently, man through his engagement in the world 

develops personal meaning in the process of actively embodying himself.  

Although my critique of phenomenology as Merleau-Ponty sees it has not been 

exhaustive, it was nevertheless my intent to provide a philosophical account of the 

mind–body problem that unifies the body and at the same time recognises the body as a 

“meaningful core” as a means to establishing a legitimate understanding of the body in 

education so that an inextricably body-linked subject like PE will achieve the 
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recognition it so desires. It is my assertion that “being a body” is radically different to 

“having a body” or “using a body”. For instance, my body is more than a mere machine 

or set of physico-chemical systems; it is something I could not do without because as a 

living being my body is not a mere object in the world but something I live, something I 

inhabit and the means of my own subjective experience. Phenomenology according to 

Merleau-Ponty combines a form of subjectivism with a form of objectivism in the sense 

that all my experiences are my own experiences in terms of how they appear to me and 

therefore must be descriptions of subjective experience. At the same time as an 

embodied being-in-the-world it means that a description of subjective experience is not 

a description of some inner thought process but of our engagement in a world which 

exists independently of our experience of it. According to Matthews, phenomenology in 

this sense is a kind of “anti-philosophical” philosophy because it does not try and rise 

above our practical involvement with the world in order to understand why the world is 

the way it is, but “describes our existence in the world, our various modes of being-in-

the-world, which comes before conscious reflection and theorizing”.69 The 

ramifications of this radical shift is significant to my thesis because man’s embodiment 

is more often objectified and reduced when it should be expressed or celebrated as a 

meaningful form of knowledge. As a result the phenomenological conceptions of 

Merleau-Ponty and others like Whitehead are significant for three reasons. Firstly, such 

ideas are critical to resolving the mind–body problem persistently besetting sport and 

PE. Secondly, it permits man a unique environment in which to experience his full and 

meaningful humanity as incarnate consciousness. Lastly the power of this kind of 

knowing is in harmony with important principles commonly pursued in education: 

freedom to explore, discover, express, invent and create.70 Taken from this viewpoint 

our body and its motility can be seen to have equal claim for attention in education 

alongside other activities which give life meaning.  

 

(5) The meaning of the radical shift in the two metaphysical positions for man’s 

engagement in sport and PE: “being a body” rather than “having a body” 

There is no question that PE is inextricably linked to the body and consequently the 

philosophical position of the body and our concept of human nature will have a direct 

bearing on how we think man should behave and, be educated, and particularly in this 
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case how we think man should be educated physically. In much of contemporary sport 

and PE theory and practice, there appears to be an almost implicit form of Cartesian 

dualism, despite occasional claims to the contrary. Of particular interest to this present 

study is Weiss’ dualistic conception of man. For instance, he repeatedly emphasises that 

the fundamental task of the athlete in sport is to “correct the disequilibrium between the 

mind and body” so that athletes becomes one with their bodies in training and comes to 

“accept their bodies as themselves”.71 Weiss goes on to emphasise throughout his 

analysis that the mind has power over the body, by arguing that “to be fully a master of 

one’s body ... man uses his mind to dictate what the body is to do” until it proceeds in 

accord with the mind’s expectations.72 The dualistic structure is evident in the preceding 

statements and demonstrates rather a common tendency to view the body as an entity 

that needs to be restructured, disciplined, managed and conquered, and that clearly 

depicts man as “having” a body rather than fully “being” a body. Furthermore, in 

accordance with such an orientation science seems to have an exclusive sanction to 

analyse, examine and manipulate man’s corporeal nature and so it is not a surprise that 

the approach adopted by sport scientists is almost totally atomistic, instrumental and 

mechanistic as a result of the human body being viewed from a biomedical engineering 

model. This is further reinforced by McKay, Gore and Kirk who argue that the human 

body is seldom portrayed as a “... pleasurable site for ecstatic, aesthetic, vertiginous, 

autotelic, sensuous and holistic experiences”, but portrayed as a biomechanical object 

that must be managed, maintained, conditioned and, repaired for instrumental reasons 

such as improving performance or physical appearance.73 Subsequently, the athlete is 

regarded as an instrument or reduced into parts to be studied from a biological– 

scientific perspective with the express purpose of altering or controlling his corporeal 

aspects.  

However, as my review of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body in the 

previous section demonstrates, it is incorrect and impossible to provide an account of 

man’s incarnation and embodiment solely from a priori grounds or even to attempt to 

segregate the body into two distinct and independent substances. By rejecting the 

Cartesian conception of man, which depicts the body as a machine or instrument that 

needs to be mastered, the phenomenologist perspective permits man to experience the 
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depth and richness of the central feature of his humanness and in a sense “create a new 

truth” about his active corporeal existence. Anderson makes the point where movement 

to sport and PE is analogous to the practice of music in the study of music, and so sport 

and PE without engagement in movement is like a music programme without musical 

instruments.74 Consequently, human movement is the place where we can both find 

meaning and express our own particular identity and our uniqueness because the body is 

actively involved in the world, it is the central locus of expression and meaning-

producing acts. This is further reinforced by O’Neill, who argues that “... nothing is 

more expressive than the human body, our hands and fingers, our dancing feet, our 

eyes, our voice, in joy and sorrow”.75 Embodiment and expression should not be taken 

lightly because the experience of movement is not only humanising, it provides a more 

authentic means of making sense of our world and the power of expressing our being-

in-the-world. Furthermore, the educational implications of Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological account of human experiences connects strongly with the notion that 

learning also involves the exploration of the world from where one is, as well as coming 

to a clearer understanding of how things relate to each other and to ourselves in the 

world. It is an ongoing process. The key here is that we “come to” understand 

something (if successful) from our own point of view as a result of experiencing it. To 

use Merleau-Ponty’s own analogy, we come to know “what a forest, a prairie or a river 

is” because we have already experienced the countryside as a place in which we have 

explored, not because of the abstract symbols of the geographer’s map.76 These 

meaningful movement experiences can be captured by man’s actions in sport and PE 

and in short represent, express and confirm his capabilities, intentions and means of 

being. Therefore engagement in sport and PE should be chosen purely because it is set 

apart from serious duties like work and projects which make up the purposes of our 

ordinary life and this is essentially why we play, because we are immediately released 

from these duties momentarily. The reason why playing sport and engaging in PE 

activities can have a serious function and therefore an educational function has more to 

do with the fact that there is no clear equivalent in ordinary life. For example, there is 

nothing in ordinary life which resembles cricket or Australian Rules football. A good 

cover drive in cricket is simply useless in any other human pursuit and this is exactly 

why people play games. Ordinary life does not provide enough opportunities at all for 
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such pursuits and as a result engagement in sport and PE activities permits man to attain 

an insight into the depth of his basic existence, an avenue of discovery and self-

expression, an awareness of his capabilities and limitations so he becomes conscious of 

what he is and what he is not. Whitehead reinforces this point further when she argues 

that our embodiment affords us two almost inseparable modes of continuous liaison 

with the world, that our body responds through movement according to the demands of 

our environment and is also perceptually sensitive to the nature of this environment.77 

Borrowing from Merleau-Ponty, she goes on to add that beneath the intentionality of the 

act our motility plays a significant part in giving meaning to objects (operative 

meaning), and when the actual interaction occurs there is “at one and the same time, a 

reaffirmation of the operative meaning of the object, and an actualisation of a mode of 

the individual’s motile capacity”; and since we are essentially a being-in-the-world our 

continuous liaison is basically a form of “operative liaison” that gives us an appreciation 

of our environment and a realisation of our capacities. She argues that operative 

meaning and operative liaison have been neglected and ignored both in what 

contribution they can make to perception as a whole and in their potential for 

developing an enriched interaction with the world that could be nurtured by education. 

Such a position was also advocated by the ancient Greeks, who accorded the body equal 

dignity with the mind in a psychosomatic relationship by educating the whole person. If 

a similar position was adopted today a radical change in the curriculum would 

subsequently be needed and the dominant educational discourse that disproportionately 

focuses on and favours intellectual development at the expense of other forms of 

knowledge would give way to a much broader curriculum programme in which 

intellectual development would be only one of a whole range of balanced activities 

intended to enrich our interaction with the world. This is where sport and PE has real 

value because it has the capacity to develop a specific mode of relating to the world. 

This value is conveyed by Whitehead when she writes: 

 

This involves building from the pre-reflective operation of the embodiment that 

provides the essential ground for our interaction with the world, towards an ever 

more articulate operative liaison – one that is not lived with the usual casual 

presumption, but in which the mover is acutely aware of the totality of his 

                                                           
77 M Whitehead, ‘Meaningful existence, embodiment and physical education’, Journal of Philosophy of 
Education, vol. 24, no. 1, 1990, p. 4. 
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embodiment in its reciprocal interaction with the patterns of force and resistance 

in the world.78  

 

It is only in pre-reflective lived embodiment that the mover becomes more aware than 

usual of their conscious relationship with the environment and it is in this “fusion”, as it 

were, that embodiment is lived on two levels: pre-reflective and the reflective. 

According to Whitehead, the aim of PE should be to develop these embodied faculties 

so that students can achieve effective liaison in more complex and demanding 

environments.79 She goes on to add that the development of innate human 

characteristics from their habitual use to their cultivated and multifaceted use is similar 

to the concerns of intellectual education. In this case, just as certain mental capacities 

are nurtured and challenged to operate in increasingly more complex contexts the 

development of both embodied and intellectual faculties also share the capacity to 

enhance an individual’s understanding of the world in which they interact.  In a sense 

we come to be “more-at-home” in our embodied capacities because the experience gives 

rise to a greater awareness of the intimate relationship we have with the world and the 

development of a general self-confidence in these abilities. Likewise, in the intellectual 

realm, acquiring knowledge such as scientific concepts and principles gives an 

individual a sense of “being-at-home” in the scientific realm. The nurturing and 

fostering of innate intellectual capacities and the self-assurance gained from the mastery 

of knowledge is seen to be valued in education and there is no reason why the 

development of embodied linked subjects like sport and PE should not be viewed the 

same way. Both (intellectual and embodied) advance the development of distinctly 

human capacities, thereby enriching our being-in-the-world, mastery and progress 

towards understanding the fundamentals of an area of knowledge; and of course 

promoting self-assurance. Whitehead goes on to argue that what she means by the term 

“development” in this context is similar to and includes attention to depth and breadth 

in the progress towards mastery and understanding of the fundamentals of both of these 

areas. Both types of capacities can be developed singularly or in a diverse array of 

combinations; however, if we focus on the mastery of just one narrow area at the 

expense of broadening our understanding of other bodies of knowledge and therefore 

become too narrowly specialised in just one area I think quite rightly we would be 

hesitant to call ourselves “educated” or even “intellectually educated”. Conversely, it 

                                                           
78 Ibid., p. 7.  
79 Ibid., p. 8.  
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too would be problematic to call someone “educated” or “physically educated” if they 

were highly skilled in one narrowly specialised area like cricket but closed off from 

developing a broader understanding of other physical activities or bodies of knowledge. 

Such a view is merely an extension of Peters’ conception of education, which opposed 

both a narrow specialisation and an instrumental view of knowledge by arguing that an 

“educated man” is someone who has breadth of understanding but is also capable of 

“connecting up these different ways of interpreting his experience so he achieves some 

kind of cognitive perspective”.80 In reference to the use of the term “cognitive 

perspective” in this context, it certainly does not mean that a person views all things 

from a cognitive perspective. For example, to view all things from just a mathematical 

perspective would be too narrowly focused; this certainly does not mean that we cannot 

have a mathematical appreciation of the world but it should be balanced alongside other 

modes of viewing the world. By adopting such an approach we can come to appreciate 

more fully the complexities of our environment. It is interesting and somewhat ironic to 

note that Peters’ claim that “... ‘education is of the whole man’ is a conceptual truth in 

that being educated is incompatible with being narrowly specialised ...” exposes the 

lopsidedness of the dominant view of education as being concerned with the 

development of the mind at the expense of the body.81 If education is to be “of the 

whole man” it needs to be concerned with all man’s faculties and capacities which, to 

borrow from Merleau-Ponty, is to promote man’s existence as an embodied being-in-

the-world. The body is not just another object in the world; rather, it is “anchored” in 

the world as man’s primary mode of meaningful communication and interaction, and 

hence must always be worldly and human. If we are serious about achieving a well-

balanced education that is not defective we need to develop the embodied being 

alongside the intellectual and other innate human capabilities. We can present a strong 

case for our cause because the primacy of perception indicates that the basis for our 

cognition is through bodily experience. As Merleau-Ponty reveals, perceptual capacities 

underpin all intellectual capacities, which is reinforced further when he writes: 

 

... we can only think the world because we have already experienced it; it is 

through this experience that we have the idea of being, and it is through 

                                                           
80 RS Peters, ‘The justification of education’, in RS Peters (ed.), The Philosophy of Education, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1973, p. 240.  
81 RS Peters, ‘Education and the educated man’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 4, no. 1, 1970, 
pp. 5–20.  



Chapter II: Philosophical and theological positions of the body 

78  Steven A. Stolz 

experience that the words “rational” and “real” receive a meaning 

simultaneously.82 

 

Consequently, our embodied capacities warrant serious attention throughout education. 

By radically shifting from a Cartesian to a phenomenological conception of man, we 

provide a mechanism by which we can vigorously defend sport and PE as legitimate 

educational activities that are just as important as traditional views of education which 

emphasise intellectual development at the expense of other modes of inquiry. Certainly, 

this view by no means denies the importance of intellectual education, but it does not 

grant it a priori pre-eminence over every other mode of human inquiry or even seek to 

separate it from other modes in which it is interwoven. As I have argued in Chapter I, 

education should be of the whole man and develop all of man’s capabilities and 

faculties. Following an extended analysis of the mind–body problem, I concluded that 

Merleau-Ponty’s incarnated consciousness and Whitehead’s operative meaning and 

operative liaison are more compatible and commensurate with our understanding of the 

nature of man compared to Descartes’ dualistic conception. Therefore, to view the body 

as a machine and to segregate it into a mind and a body have been replaced by a radical 

shift of embodiment, from “having a body” to the lived-body experience of “being a 

body” which emphasises the inherent unity of man. 

If our embodied experience underpins all that we call “intellectual” then why is 

sport and PE marginalised within the curriculum? Its marginalisation would appear to 

arise from an unwillingness to count any non-theoretical knowing or “knowing how” as 

important. This is further reinforced by the traditional view of education, which 

emphasises cognitive development and as a result places a significant onus upon 

propositional forms of knowledge – or “knowing that” – that are prejudicial of the body. 

It is to this I now turn, to examine the unique place of PE within educational institutions 

and what it means to be “physically educated”.  

 

                                                           
82 M Merleau-Ponty, ‘The primacy of perception and its philosophical consequences’, in JM Edie (ed.), 
The Primacy of Perception and Other Essays, trans. JM Edie, Northwestern University Press, Evanston, 
Illinois, 1964, p. 17.  
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CHAPTER III 

THE UNIQUE PLACE OF PHYSICAL EDUCATION WITHIN EDUCATION: 

THE FLUID CONCEPT OF EDUCATION AND THE PROCESS OF BEING 

“PHYSICALLY EDUCATED” 

* 

A precursory survey of traditional educational systems would show that the most 

familiar type of school curriculum offers both practical as well as academic-type 

courses and is just as concerned with learning in practical forms of knowledge or 

“knowing how” as it is with the initiation into theoretical forms of knowledge or 

“knowing that”.  Upon closer inspection it becomes clear that, for some teachers, 

parents, educational leaders and educational theorists, practical pursuits and activities 

are perceived to have less educational worth and status than academic-type subjects. For 

instance, it is not uncommon for some to associate practical pursuits and activities 

within the curriculum with the less academically able individual, who is alleged to be 

unable to cope with academic study but can manage to play cricket, paint, dance and so 

on. In education there are some who argue that education must necessarily involve 

experiences and activities of learning which involve some engagement with or 

acquisition of knowledge in some recognisable sense of that term. The question of 

knowledge and the curriculum in education as an issue owes much to the 1960s and 

1970s work of: R. S. Peters’, Ethics and Education,1 R. F. Dearden, Philosophy of 

Primary Education,2 P. H. Hirst, Knowledge and the Curriculum,3 and P. H. Hirst and 

R. S. Peters’, The Logic of Education.4 These classic texts are paradigmatic of the 

centrality of epistemological theorising that occurred in post-war literature on 

educational philosophy. Of these educational philosophers, Peters developed arguably 

the most powerful statement about the nature of education. Briefly speaking, his thesis 

was that education should transmit and initiate the unlearned into what are intrinsically 

worthwhile forms of knowledge that are constitutive of the rational mind.5 In addition to 

this significant epistemological contribution, his associate Hirst6 developed a “forms of 

                                                           
1 RS Peters, Ethics and Education, Allen & Unwin, London, 1966.  
2 RF Dearden, The Philosophy of Primary Education: An Introduction, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 
1968.  
3 PH Hirst, Knowledge and the curriculum, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1974. 
4 PH Hirst & RS Peters, The Logic of Education, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1970. 
5 See Chapters I, II and V from RS Peters, Ethics and Education, Allen & Unwin, London, 1966. I 
provided a detailed critique of Peters’ work in Chapter I of my thesis.  
6 Hirst, op. cit., 1974. 
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knowledge” thesis that had a tremendous influence not only on educational theorists 

thinking about knowledge and understanding in Britain and further afield in most 

English language speaking countries, but most pertinently on educational leaders, 

curriculum policy makers, curriculum decision-makers and so on. Despite the time that 

has transpired since this work was published, its immense significance has been highly 

instrumental in casting PE out into the educational wilderness. As a result it is relevant 

to my task to revisit the forms of knowledge thesis to better understand how or perhaps 

how not to think philosophically about PE as an educational process.  

The primary reason, of course, for all of this philosophical uncertainty has to do 

with the concept of “knowing how”, which is located in an area of constant 

philosophical dispute of an epistemological kind. It is difficult, then, to know quite 

where to start in order to deal with such complex and diverse areas of philosophical 

inquiry, particularly given the ambiguity of the conceptual term “knowing how”. My 

thesis is that practical subjects within the curriculum like sport and PE7 are often 

undervalued because the concept of practical knowledge is not appreciated and 

ultimately misunderstood, as well as there being a general unwillingness to count any 

non-theoretical knowing as important. This is further reinforced by the traditional view 

of education, which places a significant onus upon propositional forms of knowledge in 

the development of the mind, to the point where practical pursuits in the curriculum are 

deemed to have no serious part to play in this development and relegated to the 

periphery in education. For instance, the argument goes that the nature of play, games 

and sport which are central features of PE practice and utilised as an educational 

mechanism are not concerned with the attainment of theoretical knowledge, because 

they are only concerned with “knowing how” in the form of practical knowledge. 

Hence, the very nature of play, games and sport renders it non-academic and non-

educational. At the risk of labouring the point, as I have argued in earlier chapters, such 

an approach seems to be based on a narrow and question-begging criterion that only 

seems to reinforce a form of Cartesian dualism that is severely problematic. It is 

noteworthy to mention at this juncture that we seem to easily forget that PE has featured 

in most school curricula in some form or another continuously from the time of Plato 

and Aristotle and so we should not doubt its educational pedigree. Its educational 

longevity in the curriculum, I think, has more to do with the fact that PE is an 

                                                           
7 In this case I will argue the case for practical pursuits in the curriculum like sport and PE; however, I am 
cognisant of the status of other practical pursuits in the curriculum like drama, dance, art, manual arts and 
so on which also experience prejudicial attitudes.  
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inextricably body-linked subject that directly deals with the brute actuality of our 

embodiment in education, which should be taken seriously because movement 

experiences in and through PE can provide opportunities that are humanising and that 

provide authentic opportunities to concretely reinforce the point that a person’s essential 

being is more than just his or her rationality; he or she is a being-in-the-world.  

Therefore for the purposes of this chapter I will be concerned with the critical 

discussion of three issues: firstly, I outline some of the most well-known post-war 

accounts of practical knowledge that have been influential in the literature surrounding 

the conceptual term “knowing how”; secondly, I review a well-known educational 

philosophical theory of the curriculum commonly known as the “forms of knowledge” 

thesis, which won widespread post-war popularity and basically cast PE into the 

educational wilderness and because of this dominance such accounts have attracted 

much criticism from postmodern and poststructuralist sources about the value of 

traditional epistemology in education. Furthermore, I intend to draw upon some of these 

accounts to argue for an alternative conception of education, one which can 

accommodate practical as well as theoretical or academic-type pursuits. Lastly, I 

consider the question of whether there actually is a claim for there being a unique place 

for PE within education and what form this may take.  

 

(1) Some well-known post-war accounts of knowledge: the epistemology of “knowing 

how” and “knowing that” 

The philosophical language when referring to knowledge forms varies considerably. For 

instance, we talk of knowing that 2 + 3 = 5, how to get to Flinders Street Train Station, 

how to bowl the various deliveries of off spin in cricket, who the current Prime Minister 

of the Australian Commonwealth is, that I have feelings of pain and so on. Despite 

certain overlaps in linguistic structure these expressions can take three basic forms that 

have entered the parlance of philosophy. First, those expressions in which what is 

known is fact – such as 2 + 3 = 5 or who is the current Prime Minister of the Australian 

Commonwealth – are normally referred to as propositional forms of knowledge and 

commonly referred to as “knowing that”. Second, expressions which make reference to 

how to carry out a practical activity of some kind like – how to get to Flinders Street 

Train Station, how to bowl certain variations of off-spin bowling in cricket – are usually 

referred to as practical knowledge or “knowing how”. In the third form, what is known 

as an object of some kind – such as a train station, cricket ball or Prime Minister, as 
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well as feelings of pain – is commonly known as “knowledge with an object” or 

“knowledge by acquaintance”. The problem with such an approach is that there now 

appears to be three quite distinct mutually exclusive forms of knowledge; however, the 

relationship between the three forms is complex and a brief glance at each will have to 

suffice at this point. Traditionally, epistemology has focused almost exclusively on 

propositional forms of knowledge because it aims at an objective truth whereas practical 

knowledge has suffered since the latter emphasises what an agent is able to actually do, 

which is why it is often expressed as “knowing how” as opposed to what people know 

in a propositional sense. This kind of one-dimensional approach owes much to the 

empirical philosophers of Hobbes8 and Locke9, who provided an atomistic conception 

of the world. Such ideas of the world have come to be challenged because such accounts 

are not the only possible model for knowledge and are quite limited in their 

understanding of the various senses of knowing that relate to our own experiences. 

Some of these experiences could range from knowing how to ride a bike or how to play 

cricket to knowing the meaning of a joke and so on. Furthermore, Ayer makes the point 

that we are misled by the term “knowledge” because it features both in theoretical and 

practical knowledge.10 He goes on to argue that propositional knowledge has become 

the paradigm to the point where practical knowledge has come to be explained in 

theoretical terms as well. My thesis is that we need to acknowledge that there are certain 

implied or inferred elements of human knowledge that cannot be verbally articulated 

and so my position can be strengthened considerably by expanding on Polanyi’s 

understanding of knowing by tacit inference or “tacit knowing”.11 Polanyi argues that it 

is a futile task to seek strictly impersonal understandings of knowledge, which some 

accounts of science (positivism) strives for, because the act of knowing exercises a 

personal dimension in relating evidence to an external reality. He goes on to add that we 

need to seriously reconsider our understanding of human knowledge by starting from 

the premise that “we know more than we can tell”.12 For instance, we can know and 

identify a person’s face amongst a vast sea of people but at the same time we usually 

cannot verbalise how we recognise a face we know. For Polanyi, knowledge is personal 

because the knower relies on a framework, or a set of “subsidiaries”, that is essentially 
                                                           
8 See Chapter IX from T Hobbes, Leviathan, electronic edn, McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario, 
1999. 
9 See Book I, Chapter I–III from J Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, electronic edn, 
Batoche, Kitchener, Ontario, 2001.  
10 See Chapter 1: Philosophy and Knowledge from AJ Ayer, The Problem of Knowledge, Penguin Books, 
London, 1956, pp. 7–35.  
11 M Polanyi, The Tacit Dimension, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1966.  
12 Ibid., p. 4.  
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unknown to the knower. Such a framework is unknown not because we can’t identify 

and analyse it at some point in time but because it has more to do with its function in 

knowing. This is further confirmed by Polanyi and Prosch who state, “... subsidiaries 

are – for this reason and not because we cannot find them all – essentially 

unspecifiable”.13 To Polanyi, this framework is central to his overall theory of personal 

knowledge and his theory of meaning. For instance, in his earlier works he uses the 

concept of “dwelling in” to describe the application of his framework by using the 

function of the human body as a metaphor, which he states as: “When we accept a 

certain set of presuppositions and use them as our interpretative framework, we may be 

said to dwell in them as we do in our own body”.14 He goes on to explain “dwelling in” 

as:  

 

Like the tool, the sign or the symbol can be conceived as such only in the eyes 

of a person who relies on them to achieve or signify something. This reliance is 

a personal commitment which is involved in all acts of intelligence by which we 

integrate some things subsidiarily to the centre of our focal attention.15 

 

According to Hawkins, the notion of “subsidiarily” and “focal” attention is significant 

here in this phrase because the knower uses this subsidiary to attend focally to the object 

of his attention and tacit knowing is an aspect that remains implicitly unexpressed and 

can only come to be known through engagement with that which we are focally 

attending to.16 According to Polanyi, much can be gained by using those aspects of 

Gestalt psychology that can provide a means to better understand tacit thought, 

particularly as it relates to how we know particulars without being able to identify these 

particulars, as presented in the case of physiognomy. To Polanyi, the restructuring of 

Gestalt to better understand the logic of tacit thought is further confirmed when he 

states: 

 

... I am looking at Gestalt, on the contrary, as the outcome of an active shaping 

of experience performed in the pursuit of knowledge. This shaping or integrating 

                                                           
13 M Polanyi & H Prosch, Meaning, The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1975, p. 39.  
14 M Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a post-critical philosophy, The University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 1958, p. 60.  
15 Ibid., p. 61.  
16 A Hawkins, ‘Pragmatism, purpose and play: Struggle for the soul of physical education’, Quest, vol. 
60, no. 3, 2008, pp. 345–356.  
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I hold to be the great and indispensable tacit power by which all knowledge is 

discovered and, once discovered, is held to be true. 17  

 

Such an approach gives us a better insight into the power of tacit knowing and changes 

how we come to know to the point where it improves the standing of the class of 

performative activities that have been previously marginalised like sport, PE and so on. 

Subsequently, to Polanyi “knowing” therefore covers both practical and theoretical 

knowledge, which we interpret through the use of “tools, of probes, and of pointers” as 

instances of the “art of knowing”.18 He goes on to add that certain psychological 

experiments in the 1940s and 1950s of note have demonstrated that tacit knowing 

always involves the relationship between two events, both of which we know, but about 

which we can only say that we “know” much more than we can articulate. For instance, 

in one of the experiments the subject quickly learned to connect a first term (shock 

syllables and shock associations) with what followed in a second term (electric shock) 

as a means to determine the shock producing particulars for the purposes of avoiding an 

electric shock. What this demonstrates about tacit knowing is significant, because it 

shows that we can come to know without being able to identify those aspects in which 

we know and illustrates the functional relationship that exists between the two terms or 

events of tacit knowing. This is further confirmed by Polanyi, who states: “we know the 

first term only by relying on our awareness of it for attending to the second” and as a 

result the functional relation between the two terms represent the first aspects of tacit 

knowing.19  

In the second aspect of tacit knowing Polanyi begins to introduce the language 

of anatomy to refer to a first term or event as “proximal” and a second term or event as 

“distal” as an explanation for how we attend to appearances and features of that thing. 

He states: 

 

We may say, in general, that we are aware of the proximal term of an act of tacit 

knowing in the appearance of its distal term; we are aware of that from which we 

are attending to another thing, in the appearance of that thing. We may call this 

the phenomenal structure of tacit knowing.20 

 
                                                           
17 Polanyi, op. cit., 1966, p. 6.  
18 Ibid., p. 7.  
19 Ibid., p. 10.  
20 Ibid., p. 11.  
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The relationship between the two terms of tacit knowing is important because it 

combines the functional and phenomenal aspects with a contextual meaning. For 

example, in the case of the experimental setting the sight of certain syllables prepares us 

for the electric shock which gives their meaning to us. To further expand his idea of the 

phenomenal aspects of tacit knowing, Polanyi uses the analogy of the blind man feeling 

his way by tapping with a stick as a means to explain how we interpret what would 

normally be in isolation meaningless feelings into meaningful ones. He goes on to refer 

to this as the “semantic aspect” of tacit knowing. According to Polanyi, from the three 

aspects of tacit knowing that he outlines so far (functional, phenomenal and semantic), 

it is only the fourth aspect, the “ontological aspect”, which tells us what tacit knowing is 

a knowledge of because it establishes a meaningful relationship between the two 

terms.21 Thus, the first term represents the particulars found in the proximal term so we 

can say that a person comes more and more to know by relying on his awareness of the 

particulars by “dwelling in them”, and in attending to their joint meaning they become 

meaningful.  

To Polanyi, our body is the “ultimate instrument” of all our external knowledge, 

irrespective of whether it is intellectual or practical, because we rely on our body to act 

as a type of transformative tool or stick – as a sentient extension of our body in the case 

of the blind man. Consequently, Polanyi’s work is significant to my thesis for four 

reasons: firstly, it demonstrates how we come to know more than we can articulate; 

secondly, tacit knowing makes intelligent use of our bodily elements and argues that we 

possess a practical knowledge of our bodies; thirdly, tacit knowing achieves a form of 

integration (proximal and distal) that takes on a more positive character that involves an 

active “dwelling in” what we are attending to as a means to understand joint meaning; 

and, fourthly, it provides an account of how we are able to perform quite complex 

bodily movements quickly, autonomously and what appears to be automatically with 

very little awareness or understanding of why we are able to do them. This is further 

confirmed by Polanyi and Prosch who highlight how we can easily “paralyze” the 

performance of a skill by focusing our attention away from the performance and 

attending to other less important matters than “dwelling in” the moment of the act: 

 

For the same reasons we cannot learn to keep our balance on a bicycle by trying 

to follow the explicit rule that, to compensate for an imbalance, we must force 

                                                           
21 Ibid., p. 13.  
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our bicycle into a curve – away from the direction of the imbalance – whose 

radius is proportional to the square of the bicycle’s velocity over the angle of 

imbalance. Such knowledge is totally ineffectual unless it is known tacitly, that 

is, unless it is known subsidiarily – unless it is simply dwelt in.22 

 

There is something to be said about those aspects of knowing that are not easy to 

explain, such as how a highly skilled batsman could possibly respond in action with a 

cover drive to a ball being bowled at him at 150-plus kilometres per hour.23 Such an 

example helps to challenge ideas about the philosophy of cognition as an inner process 

between input information and behavioural output. Instead it is important to understand 

that the batsman in question does not think then act as if they are independent steps in a 

process. As a result, such flexible, intelligent action in real time is less a matter of 

producing well-thought-out planned action based on perceptual input and then 

executing it, but more like a form of time-constrained prediction that does not contain 

an accurate perception of where the ball already is.24 According to Land and McLeod, 

elite performers “initial anticipatory saccade” (looking ahead of the ball to pick up 

advanced cues) starts earlier than novices, and the authors concluded that the better you 

are the less time you spend watching the ball and the more you leap into the future 

(predict the bounce).25 According to Sutton, this type of “know how” goes by many 

theoretical terms, from tacit knowing, to procedural memory, to kinaesthetic memory, 

but despite the contentious nature of the various literature, each basically takes into 

consideration the embodied skills which have been acquired in the past, and are retained 

and employed on cue in the present “to influence ourselves”.26 There is something about 

how we come to know through personal experience that cannot be explained that should 

not be underestimated, and it is interesting to note how our thoughts (attending to less 

important matters) can sometimes get in the way of successful performance. For 

instance, there is the often reported dilemma found in elite-level sporting activities that 

an excessive form of “proceduralization” (theoretical or technical aspects) can detract 

from skilful performance in the moment by trying to remember past or anticipate future 

                                                           
22 Polanyi & Prosch, op. cit., 1975, p. 41.  
23 Based on my conservative calculations, a delivery at 150-kilometres per hour travelling from bowler’s 
hand to bat equates to about 0.4828 seconds or 482.8 milliseconds reaction time (could be less due to a 
number of variables) and movement time in which a batsman has to complete a shot.  
24 J Sutton, ‘Batting, habit and memory: The embodied mind and the nature of skill’, Sport in Society, 
vol. 10, no. 5, 2007, pp. 763–786. 
25 M Land & P McLeod, ‘From eye movements to actions: How batsmen hit the ball’, Nature 
Neuroscience, vol. 3, no. 12, 2000, pp. 1340–1345.  
26 Sutton, op. cit., p. 765. 
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performances, particularly in situational contexts that require simplicity of performance 

and a specific focus on the perception–action cycle. In the case of the batsman, there is 

an assumption that the successful execution of skills required for batting involves 

considerable practice to the point where they become habitualised “embodied skills” 

that are independent of more explicit forms of knowing such as verbalising. This is 

further reinforced by Sutton who notes in the context of cricket: 

 

Having such batting skills and embodied memories, and being able to employ 

them, is utterly different from knowing about them, or being able to describe 

them, or even remembering your earlier exercise of them ... because the 

movements are in one sense new and fresh every time a shot is played, and 

because ... nothing in the occurrent activity refers in any straightforward way to 

its history or to the source of the skill ...27 

 

This highly peculiar kind of skilled performance demonstrates the complexity of skilled 

performance and exemplifies the importance of an interdisciplinary approach in the 

study of our embodied performance.  

From a philosophical perspective the most relevant critique to understanding this 

kind of embodied intelligence can be found in Hubert Dreyfus’ work, which combines 

the insights brought forward by Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment with 

dynamical approaches in neuroscience.28 Dreyfus argues that there can only be two 

distinct kinds of intentional behaviour: “deliberative, planned action and spontaneous, 

transparent coping”.29 He goes on to outline how in the first four levels of skill 

acquisition we need to consciously and deliberately follow rules in the initial stages of 

learning, particularly in the early novice stage (first stage) but the move through the 

stages to expertise status (fifth stage) is characterised by a gradual relinquishing of the 

                                                           
27 Ibid., pp. 767–768.  
28 For relevant literature, see: H Dreyfus & S Dreyfus, Mind Over Machine, Free Press, New York, 1986; 
H Dreyfus, ‘The current relevance of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment’, Electronic 
Journal of Analytic Philosophy, no. 4, 1996, viewed 3 March 2011, 
<http://ejap.louisiana.edu/EJAP/1996.spring/dreyfus.1996.spring.html>; H Dreyfus, ‘Intelligence without 
representation – Merleau-Ponty’s critique of mental representation’, Phenomenology and the Cognitive 
Sciences, vol. 1, no. 4, 2002a, pp. 367–383; H Dreyfus, ‘Refocusing the question: Can there be skillful 
coping without propositional representations or brain representations?’, Phenomenology and the 
Cognitive Sciences, vol. 1, no. 4, 2002b, pp. 413–425; and, H Dreyfus, ‘Overcoming the myth of the 
mental’ in The American Philosophical Association, Pacific Division Presidential Address, Berkley, 
California, 2005, viewed 3 March 2011, 
<http://istsocrates.berkeley.edu/~hdreyfus/pdf/Dreyfus%20APA%20Address%20%2010.22.05%20.pdf>. 
29 H Dreyfus, ‘Refocusing the question: Can there be skillful coping without propositional representations 
or brain representations?’, Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, vol. 1, no. 4, 2002b, p. 417.  
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associated rules and priorities of activities as we gain experience in coping with real 

situations.30 It is important to note here that to Dreyfus expert performers who have 

attained mastery do not rely on explicit reasoning behind their action or even have 

conscious control over or conscious access to the processes by which they act because 

“... an expert’s skill has become so much a part of him that he need be no more aware of 

it than he is of his own body”31, to the point where the expert “... not only sees what 

needs to be achieved: thanks to a vast repertoire of situational discriminations he sees 

how to achieve his goal”.32 Central to Dreyfus’ approach is Merleau-Ponty’s account of 

how human beings tend towards getting a maximal grip on an object without thinking 

about it according to their situation. According to Merleau-Ponty, maximum grip comes 

from perception and manipulation. For instance, when we are looking at an object we 

tend to move to the “optimum distance” to take in the whole and finer and finer 

discriminations (intentional arc) to aid perception. This is further confirmed when he 

states: 

 

For each object, as for each picture in an art gallery, there is an optimum 

distance from which it requires to be seen, a direction viewed from which it 

vouchsafes most of itself: at a shorter or greater distance we have merely a 

perception blurred through excess or deficiency. We therefore tend towards the 

maximum visibility, and seek a better focus as with a microscope.33 

 

In the sporting context, Dreyfus provides an interpretative description of the 

phenomenon in focus by using the example of a tennis swing. In the novice performer 

much of their effort is on acquiring (pre-reflective thought) and laying down some of 

the finer aspects of the movements (intentional arc) whereas for the expert, prior 

experience has sculpted his swing to the point where pre-reflection is no longer required 

and he can be more absorbed in the game because optimal maximum (muscular) gestalt 

has been achieved.34 He goes on to state that: 

 

                                                           
30 H Dreyfus, ‘Intelligence without representation – Merleau-Ponty’s critique of mental representation’, 
Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, vol. 1, no. 4, 2002a, pp. 367–383. 
31 H Dreyfus & S Dreyfus, Mind Over Machine, Free Press, New York, 1986, p. 30.  
32 Dreyfus, op.cit., 2002a, pp. 371–372.  
33 M Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. C. Smith, Routledge, London and New York, 
1962, p. 352. Herein after cited as, PP followed by pagination.  
34 Dreyfus, op. cit., 2002a, pp. 378–379.  
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... the final gestalt need not be represented in one’s mind. Indeed, it is not 

something one could represent. One only senses when one is getting closer or 

further away from the optimum.35 

 

This same holds for the final gestalt of body and racket in the example of the expert 

performer because the skilled agent through experience has sculpted his swing to the 

point where he cannot represent how he turns his racket when he returns the ball. At one 

stage in his skill acquisition he may have once recalled being told to hold his racket in a 

certain way and may have had some success in executing this but now experience has 

“sculpted” his swing to the contextual situation in a far more subtle and effective way 

than what he could have achieved as a novice or beginner. This is further confirmed by 

Merleau-Ponty who states: 

 

Whether a system of motor or perceptual powers, our body is not an object for 

an ‘I think’, it is a grouping of lived-through meanings which moves towards its 

equilibrium.36 

 

Subsequently, skilful coping does not require mental representations of its goal or even 

normally express what the optimum may be because the acting agent’s body responds to 

the environment by tending toward equilibrium with it. As Dreyfus argues, “it can be 

purposive without the agent entertaining a purpose”37; or as Merleau-Ponty puts it: 

 

A movement is learned when the body has understood it, that is, when it has 

incorporated it into its ‘world’, and to move one’s body is to aim at things 

through it; it is to allow oneself to respond to their call, which is made upon it 

independently of any representation. Motility, then, is not, as it were, a 

handmaid of consciousness, transporting the body to that point in space ...38 

 

According to Moe, the “background knowledge of the body” is a valuable alternative to 

the traditional (classical cognitivism) way of thinking about intentional movements in 

sport to the point where there may be some educational merit in exploring how 

movements are experienced, performed and evaluated from an accurate 
                                                           
35 Ibid., p. 379.  
36 PP, op. cit., p. 177.  
37 Dreyfus, op. cit., 2002a, p. 379. 
38 PP, op. cit., pp. 160–161. 
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phenomenological perspective.39 In a way, phenomenological methodologies in general 

complement learning aims rather than contradict them in educational discourse, 

particularly when experiential learning is linked with personal experience 

(personalisation) and based on the integration between performance and analysis of 

performance.40 The benefits of such programmes demonstrate a mix of practical ability 

and critical thinking that have been lacking in PE programmes in the past; such an 

approach enables students to “learn about what knowledge is useful and most 

importantly why it is useful” as well as develop our understanding of practical 

knowledge, most importantly in PE programmes.41 Subsequently, PE could profit 

greatly from a (re)conceptualisation of what it means to be “physically educated” from a 

Merleau-Pontian phenomenological perspective.  

Preoccupation by philosophers with propositional forms of knowledge as 

knowing has been to the detriment of other forms of knowing and understanding that 

deal with the “how” and “why”. Accounts that have this kind of limitation are 

incomplete because they neglect the question as to why there is both theoretical and 

practical knowledge and so I plan to limit my outline to post-war epistemological 

theories of knowing how and knowing that. One philosopher who paid attention to the 

distinction between theoretical and practical knowledge was Ryle.  

 

(2) Ryle’s positive account of knowing how: knowing how as a contradistinction to 

knowing that and understanding intelligent performance of a specific kind 

Gilbert Ryle in his seminal work, The Concept of Mind, brought these expressions to 

our attention through an extensive discourse on how to describe people as exercising 

qualities of mind.42 Ryle starts out by highlighting the important distinction between 

being intelligent and possessing knowledge, which we tend to speak of and treat as 

intellectual operations of cognition. He makes it clear that the object of his thesis is to 

illustrate how there are “... many activities which directly display qualities of mind, yet 

                                                           
39 V Moe, ‘A Philosophical critique of classical cognitivism in sport: From information processing to 
bodily background knowledge’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 32, no. 2, 2005, pp. 155–183. 
40 The principles of integration and personalisation in educational discourse can be found in the following 
examples: Queensland Studies Authority (QSA) Physical Education Senior Syllabus, Queensland Studies 
Authority, Brisbane, 2010 and Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) Arrangements Document for 
Higher Still Physical Education: Higher Level, Scottish Qualifications Authority, Edinburgh, 2004.  
41 M Thorburn, ‘“Is it real physical education today?”: Knowledge and understanding in standard grade, 
higher and higher still physical education’, Scottish Journal of Physical Education, vol. 27, no. 1, 1999, p. 
21.  
42 See Chapter II Knowing How and Knowing That from G Ryle, The Concept of Mind, Penguin Books, 
London, 1949, pp. 26–60.  
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are neither themselves intellectual operations nor effects of intellectual operations ...” 

and at the same time correct the “intellectualist doctrine” which tries to define 

intelligence in terms of acquiring truths.43 He goes on to add that “intelligent practice” 

is not secondary to theory; on the contrary, theorising is just one practice amongst 

others. Ryle goes on to state that:  

 

Theorists have been so preoccupied with the task of investigating the nature, the 

source, and the credentials of the theories that we adopt that they have for the 

most part ignored the question [of] what it is for someone to know how to 

perform tasks.44  

 

In ordinary life we are more concerned about the proficient operations of practices than 

with the truths a person may acquire and retain. For instance, we speak of learning how 

to ride a bike; and we can also learn that something is the case. Part of what it is to 

know how to perform an operation is that the agent must perform it well in the sense of 

correctly or successfully against certain standards or satisfy specific criteria. This point 

is significant as its means that intelligent performance is not just about satisfying some 

public criteria which a well-trained monkey could perform but applies to those 

individuals who detect and correct mistakes to improve on their performance to get 

them right. This is further reinforced by Ryle when he states: 

 

This point is commonly expressed in the vernacular by saying that an action 

exhibits intelligence, if, and only if, the agent is thinking what he is doing while 

he is doing it, and thinking what he is doing in such a manner that he would not 

do the action so well if he were not thinking what he is doing.45 

 

It follows then that the agent in performing the operation characterised by intelligent 

performance must be preceded by certain propositions about what can be done and put 

into practice what these propositions are, but Ryle cautions his audience that this 

certainly does not mean the double operation of considering and then executing. Ryle 

goes on to criticise the “intellectualist doctrine” as absurd due to the endless regress 

required to show that an operation must be controlled by a prior intellectual operation, 

                                                           
43 Ibid., p. 27.  
44 Ibid., p. 28.  
45 Ibid., p. 29.  
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because “... ‘thinking what I am doing’ does not connate ‘both thinking what to do and 

doing it’ ...” in some pattern of interconnected processes but thinking about what I am 

doing to Ryle is the same as “doing one thing and not two”.46 Why is it that people are 

so drawn to the idea of doing and then theorising about doing? According to Ryle, part 

of the answer he attributes to the dogma of the “ghost in the machine”, because doing is 

an overtly physical act and cannot itself be a mental operation and as a result this has 

contributed to the mythical bifurcation of “unwitnessable mental causes” and their 

“witnessable physical effects”.47  

According to Winch48, Ryle was concerned with the intellectualist claim that all 

intentional action is caused by mental events in a non-material medium and to avoid this 

he argued that knowing how and knowing that should be distinct.49 Ryle contends that 

the intellectualist legend must be rejected and goes on to add that “... when a person 

knows how do things of a certain sort (e.g., make good jokes, conduct battles or behave 

at funerals), his knowledge is actualised or exercised in what he does”.50 Although it is 

commonly believed that knowing how to do something is somehow reducible to a set of 

“knowings that” – such as principles, rules, reasons and so on that govern performance 

– this is not always the case. In Ryle’s words, “... intelligent application in practice of 

principles, reasons, standards, etc., is not a legatee of the consideration of them in 

theory; it can and normally does occur without any such consideration”.51 

Consequently, the evaluation of how good someone is at performing an action depends 

on how well they actually perform the action, rather than on what they may know.  

Does this mean that Ryle holds the untenable position of behaviourism, that 

knowing how to do something exhibits some type of mental operation and thereby is the 

same as intelligence? Certainly one could gain this impression when he describes a 

person by one or other of the epithets such as “clever” or “silly”, “prudent” or “rash”, 

imputing in the person the ability to do certain sorts of things and thereby according 
                                                           
46 Ibid., p. 32.  
47 Ibid., pp. 33–34.  
48 C Winch, ‘Ryle on knowing how and the possibility of vocational education’, Journal of Applied 
Philosophy, vol. 26, no. 1, 2009, pp. 88–101; and, C Winch, ‘Vocational education, knowing how and 
intelligence concepts’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 44, no. 4, 2010, pp. 551–566. 
49 Stanley and Williamson (SW) set out Ryle’s argument against the intellectualist claim that knowing 
how is a species of knowing that using reduction ad absurdum. According to SW, Ryle’s argument can be 
set out as follows: 

(1) If one Fs, one employs knowledge of how to F. 
(2) If one employs knowledge that p, one avows the proposition that p. 
(3) Knowledge how to F is knowledge that, for some proposition ϕ (F). 

Refer to J Stanley & T Williamson, ‘Knowing how’, Journal of Philosophy, vol. 98, no. 8, 2001, pp. 411–
444. 
50 G Ryle, ‘Knowing how and knowing that’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 46, 1945, p. 8.  
51 Ibid., p. 11. 
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knowledge or ignorance as a result of his actions.52 Although Ryle at times may appear 

to be unclear, he does make it clear that some intelligent performances “... are not 

controlled by any interior acknowledgements of the principles applied in them”.53 

Subsequently, his view is consistent with the claim that there are many different types 

of actions and that when someone knows how to do something we can evaluate whether 

or not they have indeed performed, but also entails how well they have been performed.  

If intelligent performance is to do one thing (not two) and apply certain criteria 

in the operation of a performance, the question then becomes how we can tell or even 

characterise that an agent is acting skilfully or with intent and not by accident or good 

fortune? Ryle responds by arguing that to determine whether the performer was lucky or 

skilful we need to take into account his subsequent record, explanations offered or 

excuses, plus other information to build a picture of “heterogeneous performances” that 

could assist in deciding whether the performance was a matter of sheer good luck or due 

to mastery of a skill. He states: 

 

The boxer, the surgeon, the poet and the salesman apply their special criteria in 

the performance of their special tasks, for they are trying to get things right; and 

they are appraised as clever, skilful, inspired or shrewd not for the ways in 

which they consider, if they consider at all, prescriptions for conducting their 

special performances, but for the ways in which they conduct these 

performances themselves. Whether or not the boxer plans his manoeuvres before 

executing them, his cleverness as a boxer is decided in the light of how he fights 

... Cleverness at fighting is exhibited in the giving and parrying of blows, not in 

the acceptance or rejection of propositions about blows ...54 

 

Such an example illustrates what is normally classed as intelligent performance and 

highlights how an agent does not execute some additional intellectual operations. 

Furthermore, the learning of the simplest tasks requires some form of intellectual 

capacity that requires the agent to have the ability to understand operations and 

instructions of a propositional nature. Just as a spectator who does not understand how 

to play chess also cannot follow the play of others, understanding is part of knowing 

how of a specific kind. The use of the terms “understanding” and “following” in this 

                                                           
52 Ryle, op. cit., 1949, p. 26.  
53 Ibid., p. 31. 
54 Ibid., p. 48.  
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context are different exercises of knowing how, which may be executed without having 

to be performed. Therefore to Ryle, knowing how then is a disposition, but not a one-

way disposition like a reflex or habit because knowing how not only involves 

intentional acts of doing and in correcting mistakes according to specific kinds of 

criteria but also in imaging how to do things correctly, in instructing others, in 

criticising and appreciating movements that performers make and so on indefinitely.55 

For the purposes of this chapter, I will now turn my attention to the work of Franklin, 

who provides the most notable criticism levelled against Ryle’s conception of knowing 

how.   

 

(3) The ambiguity of knowing how: a misleading explanation of practical knowledge 

According to Franklin, Ryle’s distinction between knowing that which is clearly meant 

to represent theoretical knowledge about how the world in fact is, and knowing how as 

presented as practical knowledge involved in actually doing things, is not actually a 

distinction between knowing that and knowing how because the latter can be theoretical 

as well.56 Franklin’s argument rests on a linguistic analysis of the terms. For instance, 

“We know how volcanoes operate” is quite different from “We know how to operate”. 

These examples suggest that the distinction between theoretical and practical knowledge 

might “... not be the conjunction (that versus how), but whether there is a finite verb or 

an infinitive (operate versus to operate)”.57 He goes on to argue that the paradigmatic 

form of practical knowledge would seem to consist mostly of “wh-forms”58 plus an 

infinitive in which “how to” covers a variety of cases in which two conditions are 

central: (1) knowledge of the principles suitable to some activity; (2) the actual physical 

or mental capacity to exercise a skill. The problem is that these two conditions do not 

necessarily correspond deftly or even accurately, as the following example will attest. 

For instance, to use the expression “I know how to speak German” must mean that I 

have knowledge of how to exercise the language skill according to the second 

condition, whereas a champion swimmer who is left a paraplegic after an accident still 

knows how to swim theoretically, as in the knowledge of the principles associated with 

swimming, and as a result must satisfy the first condition. Therefore, to Franklin, 

expressions such as “I know how to drive a car” are ambiguous because they could be 
                                                           
55 Ibid., p. 54.  
56 RL Franklin, ‘Knowledge, belief and understanding’, The Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 31, no. 124, 
1981, pp. 193–208.  
57 Ibid., p. 194.  
58 This is a linguistic term that applies straightforwardly to know. Two of them being, how and why.  
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either (1) or (2) and in a way condition (1) is in a sense between (2) because theoretical 

knowledge is closely familiar with (1), because the agent may know (theoretically) the 

principles appropriate to the activity of how to drive a car but may not to be able to 

perform them.59  

Wright argues that a failure to recognise that knowing how is an ambiguous 

concept could be detrimental to a coherent understanding of what actually is practical 

knowledge, particularly as it relates to PE.60 She goes on to add that the knowing how 

that is exhibited in performance is not necessarily referring to just propositional 

knowledge in the form of knowing what the procedure is, because it does not 

necessarily follow that one can carry out the procedure. For instance, knowing how to 

bowl off spin in cricket could be simply explained away in terms of knowing that 

certain procedural aspects are true, but in this case it would be a mistake to refer to this 

verbal account as practical knowledge because it lacks a performative element. It may 

well be the case that a student comes to a strong theoretical sense of knowing how from 

learning how to bowl off spin, to the point where they share the same amount of 

knowledge as the teacher or coach and could explain and teach the technical aspects, but 

what is mainly of interest in PE is whether and to what degree of success the student has 

according to recognisable standards. In this case a strong theoretical understanding is 

not a sufficient or even logically necessary condition of good performance because we 

wouldn’t “define a good chef as one who cites Mrs. Beeton’s recipes, for these recipes 

describe how good chefs cook, and anyhow the excellence of a chef is not in his citing 

but in his cooking”.61 In the case of practical pursuits within the curriculum such 

knowledge would not be considered necessary for effective performance because the 

focus shifts towards evaluation in relation to knowing how, particularly for complex or 

non-basic performances relating to specific tasks. The problem for practical pursuits 

within the curriculum has been how to evaluate the diverse array of circumstances that 

may differ according to the contextual situation. This issue becomes apparent in 

intellectualist accounts of knowing how that are reductive, and it abstracts away from 

our understanding of knowing how as practical modes of presentation in a contextually 

relevant way. Although person A may know that X is a way to F, it does not follow that 

person A can use their own judgement and discretion to successfully perform X and F, 

let alone F-ing well. For example, person A may well know that X is a way to bowl off 
                                                           
59 Ibid., p. 197.  
60 L Wright, ‘Practical knowledge, performance and physical education’, Quest, vol. 52, no. 3, 2000, pp. 
273–283. 
61 Ryle, op. cit., 1945, p. 13. 
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spin in cricket and demonstrate this in a practical mode in a contextually relevant way 

but may fail to bowl successfully because they have misjudged the type of wicket, 

ignored relevant field placements set by the captain for a specific batsman, failed to 

react to the batsman and make adjustments accordingly and so on in a game context. In 

one sense person A knows how to bowl off spin in cricket but there is more to bowling 

off spin in cricket than knowing that X is a way to bowl off spin. We need to be able to 

distinguish between someone knowing the procedure or technique for a way of doing 

something and from the judgement and discretion to respond to the exigencies of 

particular contextual situations. Consequently, I think there is a need to acknowledge 

that some accounts given by certain theorists used to explain practical knowledge have 

been unsuccessful or incomplete and in a way reaffirm the importance of theoretical 

knowledge. Such a position, for instance, can be found in Powell, who denies practical 

knowledge is a form of knowledge at all.62 He argues that to be able to engage in 

“practical skills” like surgery, plumbing, hurdling and ship-handling requires a 

sufficient familiarity with “factual, logical and procedural” features so that the thinker 

“knows what he is talking about” and therefore has a close acquaintance with sets of 

knowledgeable “particulars” rather than the possession of a skill of wide applicability. 

To Powell, theoretical knowledge is valued only because it can notice errors and at the 

same time say how they should be corrected, particularly if a person’s thinking is 

subject to the “context-bound character of the intellectual skills” of that field of inquiry. 

Therefore in such an approach theoretical knowledge only becomes practical in its 

application. For instance, this is a common occurrence in the applied sciences (like 

exercise science), which have traditionally valued the knowledge gained from scientific 

experimentation so it in turn can be used for improving performance. The assumption 

behind this approach is based on the idea that there must be a connection between 

practical and theoretical knowledge. As a result explaining practical knowledge then 

becomes a question of extrapolating this connection. Indeed, to adopt the extreme 

position that there is no such thing as practical knowledge would be problematic, as this 

eliminates entirely the bodily movements which are required to execute what theoretical 

knowledge demands be done.  

                                                           
62 J Powell, ‘On learning to be original, witty, flexible, resourceful etc’, Journal of Philosophy of 
Education, vol. 2, no. 1, 1968, pp. 43–49.  
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If practical knowledge cannot be explained according to propositional forms of 

knowledge, how can it then be explained?63 In this case there are other accounts of 

knowing how which may be understood in terms of practical reasoning as a basis for 

practical knowledge.  

 

(4) The logic of practical reasoning: knowledge in movement 

When it comes to the arguments surrounding practical reasoning, most take their 

starting point from Aristotle’s practical syllogism. Some of his general comments are of 

great interest to philosophers primarily because they identify a peculiar character of 

practical reasoning which others have either tended to ignore or misrepresent. 

Unfortunately, most of Aristotle’s passages on this topic are fragmented and his 

treatment could be described as being unsystematic; however, his fullest example of a 

practical syllogism can be found in the Nicomachean Ethics.64 Aristotle presents two 

premises: “... all sweet things should be tasted” and since “𝑥 is sweet” (one of the 

particulars) and if the agent has the “... power and is not prevented, must immediately 

act” which leads to or ends in action. When the two premises are combined, “... if there 

are two universal judgements present in the mind ... and at the same time desire is 

present ... the desire carries his body forward”.65 To Aristotle, practical reasoning 

involves the agent acting under a general rule of action that, like theoretical reasoning, 

has to confirm to logical standards. As a result practical reasoning is valid only if the 

conclusion follows from the premises, which usually takes the following form: (1) a 

major premise which expresses some end, purpose, want, intention, desire and so on; (2) 

a minor premise setting out the means to achieve the end; and, (3) practical conclusion 

to be performed to achieve the end. It is noteworthy to mention at this juncture that 

practical knowledge (phronēsis) to Aristotle was generally aimed at a conclusion 

concerned with what to do (namely, its relation to action), as distinguished from 

theoretical knowledge and mere means-to-an-end reasoning or craft necessary of virtue.  

David Carr has written extensively about the conceptual problems surrounding 

the nature of human action and knowledge in movement and so his work is particularly 

                                                           
63 Practical knowledge may have an informative or explanatory function but I wish to review practical 
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64 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. JAK Thomson, Penguin Books, London, 2004, 1147a30. 
Herein after cited as The Ethics followed by pagination in Bekker numbers.  
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important to PE.66  His paper, “Knowledge in Practice”, provides a sophisticated study 

through his analysis of practical inference as the logic of knowing how.67 Carr starts out 

by arguing that it seems reasonable to assume that physical ability must be a necessary 

condition of knowing how to do something and paradoxical descriptions such as an 

elderly and arthritic piano teacher knowing how to do what they cannot perform still 

have meaning because to know how to do something such as playing a piano assumes 

that one should at some time have possessed the physical ability and so the present 

possession of the ability does not appear to be necessary.68 Carr goes on to outline two 

general conditions governing the logic of knowing how which are considerably more 

complicated than that of physical ability (possession of the physical power to ϕ): (1) 

with respect to simple tasks or actions; (2) with respect to complex or non-basic actions. 

In condition (1) even though a person may be able to (has the physical power to) 

perform a simple or basic action such as raising an arm or opening their mouth, it would 

seem unusual to describe such actions as movements of knowing how, and therefore 

these would not be commonly associated with the term knowing how. In condition (2), 

even though we may again say that a person is able to (has the physical power to) 

perform complex or non-basic actions, these performances must satisfy certain 

standards before they can be accurately described as actions of knowing how. For 

instance, a beginner to basketball may get a basket at their first attempt from the free-

throw line but it may be questionable whether this can be attributed to knowing how, 

rather than accident or good fortune. In this case, he or she does “know how” in one 

sense, but as Ryle’s account of intelligent performance outlines, to determine whether 

the performance was a matter of sheer good luck or due to mastery of a skill requires an 

historical account of past performances to gain a full picture of “heterogeneous 

performances” and so what seems to be missing is the notable evidence of the mastery 

of certain specific practical standards.  

Carr argues that the distinction between knowing how and physical ability is 

misleading because it rests somewhere between knowing how that is “mental” and 

                                                           
66 For relevant literature, see D Carr, ‘Practical reasoning and knowing how’, Journal of Human 
Movement Studies, vol. 4, no. 1, 1978, pp. 3–20; D Carr, ‘Practical pursuits and the curriculum’, Journal 
of Philosophy of Education, vol. 12, 1978, pp. 69–80; D Carr, ‘The logic of knowing how and ability’, 
Mind, vol. 88, 1979, pp. 394–409; D Carr, ‘The language of action, ability and skill: Part I – The 
language of action’, Journal of Human Movement Studies, vol. 6, 1980, pp. 75–94; D Carr, ‘The language 
of action, ability and skill: Part II – The language of ability and skill’, Journal of Human Movement 
Studies, vol. 6, 1980, pp. 111–126; D Carr, ‘On mastering a skill’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 
vol. 15, no. 1, 1981a, pp. 87–96; and, D Carr, ‘Knowledge in practice’, American Philosophical 
Quarterly, vol. 18, no. 1, 1981a, pp. 53–61. 
67 D Carr, ‘Knowledge in practice’, American Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 18, no. 1, 1981a, pp. 53–61. 
68 Ibid., p. 53.  
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knowing how that is “physical” and is far from clear; however, the expression “knows 

how” has connections with “... sophisticated mastery of complex rule-governed 

practical procedures ...” which is different from that of “is able to” and “can” and so is 

best restricted to such contexts.69 He goes on to argue that there are two senses implied 

in physical ability: a strong and weak sense. For instance, a person may come to know 

how to play football (soccer) in the sense of becoming familiar with the laws 

(theoretical underpinnings) and the acquisition of the physical abilities necessary to play 

football. In this case, knowing how in the weak sense to play football would apply to an 

understanding of the laws (theory), whereas knowing how in the strong sense means 

both an understanding of the laws and having mastered the relevant physical abilities. 

Therefore, to Carr practical knowledge cannot be analysed according to theoretical 

knowledge since it is a function of practical (directed towards action) rather than 

theoretical reasoning. This is further confirmed when he states: 

 

... reasoning presupposed to knowing how is reasoning about what to do rather 

than about the way things stand in the world and that, in consequence, practical 

knowledge is quite wrongly construed as concerning theoretical knowledge.70 

 

Carr goes on to identify a set of conditions that we can use to describe a person as 

knowing how to do something or other. He then goes on to argue that a simple common 

sense response to any investigation into the nature of knowing how in the strong sense 

would have to involve a description of knowing how to the point where, if the agent in 

question intended to perform whatever he said to know how to do, he would have some 

success in satisfying his intention.71 This of course would not be enough since we 

wouldn’t normally describe a simple or basic action as knowing how, as we would need 

to include performances of non-basic actions of some sophistication and complexity in 

our explanations of knowing how. So what conditions would justify a claim of an agent 

as knowing how? According to Carr, in the standard case, the following three conditions 

need to be met:  

 

 A knows how to ϕ only if: 

(1) A may entertain ϕing as a purpose 

                                                           
69 Ibid., p. 54.  
70 Ibid., p. 55. 
71 Ibid., p. 58.  
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(2) A is acquainted with a set of practical procedures necessary for successful 

ϕing 

(3) A exhibits recognisable success at ϕing.72 

 

By formalising his argument Carr’s intention is to demonstrate how there is a logical 

connection with the three conditionals of knowing that.73 For instance, knowing that p 

presupposes a belief that p, and likewise an application of knowing how to ϕ normally 

follows from ϕing having been intended as a purpose. Likewise he goes on to add the 

second suggested condition of knowing how is analogous to the third premise of 

knowing that. Obviously, there are going to be some differences in making such a 

claim. For instance, characteristics of knowing how normally involve actions rather than 

propositions, and to some, actions are physical occurrences and as a result it is mistaken 

to regard them as capable of being used in inferential statements. Carr responds to such 

claims by stating: 

 

Since that which an agent knows how to do is not a proposition but an action, it 

can be neither true nor false, although a truth value may be assigned to a report 

of his knowing how to do something. Nevertheless, I believe it possible to view 

the remaining conditions of knowing that and knowing how ... as formally 

analogous.74  

 

It is noteworthy to mention at this juncture that Carr’s conception of practical reasoning 

strives to make use of practical inferences as a means to find truth rather than discover it 

in a world of complex human purposes and as a result he calls on the conceptual term of 

“satisfactoriness” found in Kenny’s work on practical inference as a cogent validating 

principle.75 Carr acknowledges that coming to know or performing complex tasks is 

essentially a matter of learning to reason practically, just as teaching someone is 

similarly a matter of practical reasoning and showing how certain ends are logically 

                                                           
72 Ibid. 
73 Three conditions of knowing that p, must include the following: 
A knows that p only if: 

(1) A believes that p 
(2) p is true 
(3) A had reasonable grounds for holding that p. 

74 Ibid., p. 59.  
75 J Kenny, ‘Practical inference’, Analysis, vol. 26, no. 3, 1966, pp. 65–75. The term “satisfactoriness” 
can best be described as the most satisfactory plan which will best serve our purposes and gratify our 
desires.   
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related to specific means. Carr finishes by emphasising the point that knowing how 

should not be understood in terms of a kind of theoretical reasoning that precedes or 

accompanies action, but rather as practical reasoning that differs from theoretical 

reasoning in a number of different respects. Theoretical knowledge strives for truth that 

is supported by reason and confirmed by experience, whereas practical knowledge is 

primarily concerned with the employment of purposeful actions, performed in a non-

rational way, which can be confirmed by a reasonable degree of success according to 

the standards of the activity. In addition, knowing how in the strong sense of playing 

football is more than the knowing of the laws of the game in some theoretical way, but 

is rather a “... description of a set of constitutive rules of a practice ...” which brings 

with it more than a theoretical understanding of an activity.76 Carr finishes with a 

notable analogy to make his point that it would be a profound mistake to assume that 

the best way to transform an apprentice into a master plumber is through say the 

teaching of hydraulics, because the practical knowledge that the apprentice requires 

comes from the initiation into and mastery of practical not theoretical knowledge.  

The relevance of Carr’s account of practical reasoning is significant to PE, 

primarily because it demonstrates how practical knowledge cannot or should not be 

explained as a form of propositional knowledge because it would dispense with the 

performative criteria that is such a crucial feature of practical knowledge. Likewise, it 

would also be a mistake to assume that practical knowledge can be reduced to mere 

physical ability, which would remove the need to learn how to reason practically. It is 

also noteworthy to mention at this juncture that one needs to be cautious not to overstate 

the logical status of practical reasoning as a form of practical knowledge because 

technically it is not strictly a valid form of reasoning according to propositional forms. 

For instance, there is no logical fault in acknowledging the premises but an agent may 

decide not to “taste all sweet things” or pursue some end. The idea that the conclusion 

of the argument is an action should not be taken too far, and as I have outlined, practical 

knowledge should not be explained in propositional terms or even an applied theory but 

can be used in an analogous way that is rational but not truth functional. According to 

Winch, dispositional accounts of knowing how only offer a partial explanation of what 

it is to be an expert practitioner as much more can be gained by judging performance 

when actions are subject to both constitutive norms (what makes them action of type X 

rather than type Y) and evaluative norms (what makes X graceful, efficient and so on) 

                                                           
76 Carr, op. cit., p. 60.  
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in a contextually relevant way.77 Knowing how to do something in most cases is to 

know how to act in such a way that intelligence concepts like “clever” or “silly”, 

“prudent” or “rash” are applicable to the action and the know how that it expresses.78 

Judging whether a person knows how to do something involves a good deal more than 

the mere acquisition of procedural knowledge or skill. It also involves episodic accounts 

of judgement that have taken account of the particular context in “order to act well or 

expertly”.79    

According to Reid, in reference to Carr’s account of theory and practice in 

physical activities, propositional knowledge usually functions as technical knowledge or 

as the technical component of practical knowledge.80 Wright makes the point that being 

able to reason in a practical way is a process that normally happens in PE anyway, 

particularly as it relates to understanding “how” and “why” certain movement patterns 

fit into games.81 She goes on to add that there is considerably more to understanding 

practical knowledge than the ability to reason effectively because one may still lack the 

necessary skills to carry out an action. This would be problematic because physical 

skills are just one feature that characterise the inherent nature of PE; as a result it would 

be a serious mistake to place too much emphasise on practical reasoning to justify PE, 

because it neglects firstly the common features of practical knowledge such as practical 

performance, mastery of techniques specific to the activity and some degree of success 

in the performance and, secondly, neglects the richness and diversity of PE activities 

that do not fit neatly into a means–end account. Certainly, I am not arguing or denying 

that those engaged in PE-type activities do not reason practically with respect to 

complex or non-basic actions. As I alluded to earlier in my critique of Ryle’s account, 

intelligent performance is to do one thing not two and to determine whether a 

performance can be classed as intelligent according to certain standards specific to the 

task requires the accumulation of heterogeneous performances that can assist in 

deciding whether the performance was a matter of sheer good luck or due to mastery of 

a skill. Therefore, to single out practical reasoning as the central feature of practical 

knowledge is to only look at one part of the picture instead of the whole. Practical 

knowledge I think can apply to simple tasks or actions just as much as those that 

demand a great deal, like complex or non-basic actions. It is only when one views the 
                                                           
77 Winch, op. cit., 2010, pp. 563–564. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
80 A Reid, ‘Knowledge, practice and theory in physical education’, European Physical Education Review, 
vol. 2, no. 2, 1996, pp. 94–104.  
81 Wright, op. cit., p. 278.  
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diversity of each activity say from individual to team sports that one gets an 

appreciation of the different skills and techniques required to participate in them, and as 

a result an understanding of the activity will be necessary. Williams makes the point 

that it is impossible to define exhaustively the nature of knowledge because it is not just 

the case that we think, act, and so on as separate entities, but rather that all of these 

aspects are logically interwoven.82 Subsequently, when it comes to practical knowledge 

a comprehensive view has to be considered if we are going to acknowledge the diversity 

of physical activities that take place within PE.  

So what are the common features in practical knowledge that could be used to 

distinguish propositional knowledge from practical reasoning? Borrowing from the 

accounts presented on practical knowledge it appears to me that there are three features 

implicit in physical performance. These are as follows: (1) intention to act out ϕ as a 

purpose; (2) mastery of the means or methods adopted for successful ϕing; (3) being 

judged as consistently successful and flexible according to special criteria in the 

performance of ϕing that is context specific to the social practices (normative practices) 

of ϕing.83 I am the first to acknowledge that there is an implicit element that simply 

cannot be verbally articulated or explained when it comes to practical knowledge such 

as creative or expressive forms of movement and cannot be easily reduced to technical 

or propositional form. I think it is important to realise that there are many aspects to 

practical knowledge that should not be segregated in case we seriously alter our 

understanding of it. I am in agreement with Wright, who argues that when practical 

knowledge is viewed holistically it is “... the performance that is all important in 

assessing whether people have practical knowledge or not ...”, and it means more than 

“can do” and involves aspects such as “... agency, intentionality, and initiation into 

valued social practices ...”.84 Therefore, we cannot and should not rule out certain PE 

activities such as simple tasks or actions because they are deemed to have no 

educational value compared to intellectual or academic pursuits in the curriculum 

according to some question-begging account. These attitudes are prejudicial to theory 

                                                           
82 K Williams, Chapter 14: ‘Assessment and the challenge of scepticism’ in D Carr (ed.), Education, 
knowledge and truth, Routledge International Studies, London, 1999, pp. 221–237.  
83 I have listed three features as I believe there is considerable overlap and repetition in some accounts. 
From my review of the literature I have recognised three common features. Others such as Wright (refer 
to pp. 279–281) uses the term “criteria of practical knowledge” in which she lists four kinds of criteria: 
(1) performance is the result of intentional human action; (2) performance has normative aspects because 
it implies success according to performance criteria that is not based on truth criteria; (3) success is 
context specific; and (4) acknowledgement of success is dependent upon acting intentionally not based on 
simple good luck.  
84 Wright, op. cit., p. 281. 
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against practice and basically lack understanding of the complexities of practical 

knowledge, not to mention an understanding of the nature of theoretical or propositional 

knowledge and its place in education. For instance, one of the key features of any 

education is to obtain a level of competence so we can say that person A knows how to 

do X, but this is not enough because we should also introduce and initiate students into 

the standards and excellences of that activity. This cannot be done if we do not have 

available to us the conceptual framework in which to talk generally about the 

differences between a novice and expert performer in the particular area of activity in 

which we are concerned about. 

According to Sutton, the distinction between knowing and doing, explicit or 

conscious thought and embodied or kinaesthetic memory which underlies skilled 

performance may seem to reinstate the old dichotomies of dualism, but we should not 

be “blinded” by the claimed independence of habit and thought because genuine 

expertise requires “sculpting” and “shaping” (practice) as well as a need for some 

theoretical understanding of more complex kinds of integration and links between 

knowing and doing.85 He goes on to add that the primacy of embodied performance and 

the secondary role of thought (and talk) may seem to be incidental by-products of being 

actively immersed and embedded in the moment of the task rather than a contributing 

factor of that skill; however, this is not the whole story because experts too require 

concentration, mental focus, conscious effort and so on. As a result the focus here is on 

the embodied intelligence and the diverse forms of interaction and mutual influence that 

occur between thinking and doing from a phenomenological and cognitive science 

perspective. Sutton concludes that what is central to for example the skill of batting 

requires both developing and exerting high levels of skill – skill that does not restrict 

and close off the intellect from our embodied performances, but establishes networks 

that allow the flexibility to “ink thought and action, knowledge and motion, conceptual 

memory and procedural memory”.86 Since practitioners, coaches, scientists and so on do 

not understand fully the specific mechanism about how exactly we respond in real-time 

embodied performance, it would be a conceptual mistake to compare theoretical 

knowledge with practical knowledge or vice versa. To appreciate the place of practical 

knowledge requires an understanding of human achievement in gaining practical 

knowledge. For instance, a simple task or action does not mean that it was necessarily 

easy to master and have consistent success at, and so an appreciation of these qualities 

                                                           
85 Sutton, op. cit., p. 772.  
86 Ibid., p. 779.  
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often necessitates personal experience and, in the end I think, is essential to an 

understanding of practical knowledge.  

I will now turn my attention to a review of a well-known educational 

philosophical theory of the curriculum commonly known as the “forms of knowledge” 

thesis, which won widespread post-war popularity and led to PE being cast out into the 

educational wilderness. As a result of the dominance of this thesis such accounts have 

attracted much criticism from postmodern and poststructuralist sources about the value 

of traditional epistemology in education. Subsequently, I intend to draw upon some of 

these accounts to argue for an alternative conception of education that can accommodate 

practical as well as theoretical or academic-type pursuits.  

 

(5) Post-war educational epistemology: the “forms of knowledge” thesis and the 

inadequacies of the post-war conception of PE in education 

P. H. Hirst in his paper titled “Liberal education and the nature of knowledge”87, is 

attributed with providing a philosophical theory of curriculum commonly referred to as 

the “forms of knowledge” thesis, which went on to become the endorsed or accepted 

position – albeit with a few modifications – of a host of philosophers of education 

associated with the London Institute of Education.88 Firstly, for the purposes of this 

chapter, and secondly for convenience, I shall refer to supporters of some kind of forms 

of knowledge view as “the liberal education paradigm”. The central tenet of this 

paradigm view education as the pursuit of knowledge that is determined “... objectively 

in a range, in structure, and in content by the forms of knowledge itself ...” and in the 

development of the mind in “... rational knowledge, whatever form that freely takes”.89 

The basic elements of this liberal conception of education consisted of students being 

initiated and inculcated into seven main areas of knowledge90 that form the mind and 

can be clearly distinguished because of their logical form and can be tested against 

experience and therefore have distinct verification procedures according to particular 

                                                           
87 See Chapter 1: Liberal education and the nature of knowledge from PH Hirst, Knowledge and the 
curriculum, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1974, pp. 30–53.  
88 As alluded to earlier in this chapter, Hirst’s close colleague Peters also had a profound dominance on 
the philosophy of education but it is common knowledge by now that both played an equal part in 
influencing educational thinking about knowledge and understanding particularly from the 1960s to the 
mid 1980s.   
89 Hirst, op. cit., pp. 31–43.  
90 These are as follows: (1) understanding formal logic and mathematics; (2) understanding of the 
physical sciences; (3) awareness and understanding of our own and other peoples’ minds; (4) moral 
judgement and awareness; (5) objective aesthetic experience; (6) religious understanding; and, (7) 
philosophical understanding. Refer to PH Hirst & RS Peters, The Logic of Education, Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, London, 1970, pp. 63–64. 
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public criteria.91 Hirst’s earlier forms of knowledge thesis delineated a set of 

epistemological criteria that clearly focused exclusively on modes of purely theoretical 

or intellectual understanding, which basically excludes physical activities.92 Likewise, 

so did Peters, who basically labelled the content of sport and games as largely a matter 

of “knack” with limited educational use in his sophisticated account of educationally 

worthwhile activities.93 Carr makes the pertinent observation that the liberal education 

paradigm resulted in theorists of PE attempting three possible responses for the 

justification of PE activities within the curriculum. These are as follows: (1) agree with 

the liberal education paradigm and concede that physical activities have no educational 

value and subsequently provide non-educational justifications for the inclusion of 

physical activities within the curriculum; (2) argue that the liberal education paradigm is 

fundamentally sound and attempt to adapt the content of PE programmes to meet the 

paradigm; and, (3) argue that the liberal education paradigm is partially or completely 

flawed and provide an alternative conception of education which can accommodate 

practical as well as theoretical pursuits.94 Carr goes on to comment that the first option 

has usually been considered by theorists of PE to be quite damaging, and undermining 

of its professional status within educational institutions. What is interesting to note is 

that around the 1970s and 1980s it appeared that the second option seemed to gain 

popularity as it brought forward sophisticated attempts to demonstrate that some or all 

forms of physical activity could be justified as moral or aesthetic education.95 However, 

as noted above, it is not surprising that the third option came to be the most attractive 

course of action for most of the more seriously minded theorists of PE.96 Carr makes the 

                                                           
91 Hirst, op. cit., pp. 44–45.  
92 Ibid., pp. 43–46.  
93 See Chapter V: Worth-while activities from RS Peters, ‘Chapter V: Worth-while activities’, Ethics and 
Education, Allen & Unwin, London, 1966, p. 159.  
94 D Carr, ‘Physical education and value diversity: A response to Andrew Reid’, European Physical 
Education Review, vol. 3, no. 2, 1997, p. 196. 
95 The two most notable attempts are as follows: (1) D Aspin, ‘Ethical aspects of sport and games and 
physical education’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 19, no. 1, 1975, pp. 49–71; and, (2) R 
Carlisle, ‘The concept of physical education’, The Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 3, no. 1, 
1969, pp. 5–22. 
96 For some of the more notable authors on this topic refer to D Carr, ‘Practical pursuits and the 
curriculum’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 12, 1978, pp. 69–80; P Arnold, Meaning in 
Movement, Sport and Physical Education, Heinemann, London, 1979; K Thompson, ‘The justification of 
physical education’, Momentum, vol. 8, no. 2, 1983, pp. 19–23; D Meakin, ‘On the justification of 
physical education’, Momentum, vol. 8, no. 3, 1983, pp. 10–19; D Meakin, ‘How physical education can 
contribute to personal and social education’, Physical Education Review, vol. 1, no. 1, 1990, pp. 108–119; 
D Kirk, ‘Physical education, discourse and ideology: Bringing the hidden curriculum into view’, Quest, 
vol. 44, no. 1, 1992, pp. 35–56; M McNamee, ‘Physical education and the development of personhood’ 
Physical Education Review, vol. 15, no. 1, 1992, pp. 13–28; D Siedentop, ‘Thinking differently about 
secondary physical education’, Journal of Physical Education, Recreation and Dance (JOPERD), vol. 63, 
no. 7, 1992, pp. 67–68, 73; A Reid, ‘The concept of physical education in current curriculum and 
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point where the liberal education paradigm drew the distinction between educational 

and non-educational activities in the wrong place, and without doubt this can be 

attributed to the confusion surrounding the distinctions between education and training, 

intrinsic and extrinsic value, theory and practice, the liberal and the vocational and so 

on.97 Carr even acknowledges that his views are close to the liberal education paradigm, 

particularly in relation to epistemological issues to do with the development of the 

rational mind; however, he goes on to identify the two flaws in the liberal education 

paradigm pertaining to the education/non-educational and theory/practice dichotomies: 

first, such an approach presents an artificial separation of the theoretical and practical 

which does not seem to be supported by experience; and second, it preserves a kind of 

dualism which has been heavily criticised by Dewey, Ryle and others. He goes on to 

add that these dichotomies are so “coarsely woven” that it may be more convenient to 

review the pragmatist charge that advocated for a liberal prejudice against a range of 

practical activities in favour of traditional epistemological sympathies of an academic 

nature. Carr’s position about the longstanding problem of the place of PE within the 

curriculum becomes clearer when he argues that it may be easier to resolve this issue by 

not demonstrating the educational value of certain physical activities within PE 

programmes that appear to be directed towards a range of goals, not all of which are 

strictly educational. He states: 

 

Clearly the skills of shorthand typing or swimming do not have the same 

educational value of history or geography – they are not, that is to say, included 

in the curriculum for reasons of ‘personal illumination’ – but they have all the 

same a valid place in any school curriculum concerned to equip pupils for after-

school life.98  

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
assessment policy in Scotland’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 2, no. 1, 1996, pp. 7–18; A 
Reid, ‘Knowledge, practice and theory in physical education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 
2, no. 2, 1996, pp. 94–104; A Reid, ‘Value pluralism and physical education’, European Physical 
Education Review, vol. 3, no. 1, 1997, pp. 6–20; J Parry, ‘Reid on knowledge and justification in physical 
Education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 4, no. 1, 1998, pp. 70–74; J Parry, ‘Physical 
education as Olympic education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 4, no. 2, 1998, pp. 153–167; 
J Parry, Chapter 2: ‘The justification of physical education’ in K Green & K Hardman (eds.), Physical 
Education: A Reader, Meyer & Meyer, Germany, 1998, pp. 36–68; RS Kretchmar, ‘Moving and being 
moved: Implications for practice’, Quest, vol. 52, 2000, pp. 260–272; RS Kretchmar, ‘Movement 
subcultures: Sites for meaning’, Journal of Physical Education, Recreation and Dance (JOPERD), vol. 
71, no. 5, 2000, pp. 19–25; D Kirk, Physical Education Futures, Routledge, London, 2010.  
97 D Carr, ‘Physical education and value diversity: A response to Andrew Reid’, European Physical 
Education Review, vol. 3, no. 2, 1997, p. 197. 
98 Ibid., p. 203.  
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Instead, Carr’s argument rests on a distinction between education and schooling that 

post-war liberal traditionalists such as Peters and Hirst did not acknowledge. He goes on 

to add that by recognising that “... schools have a plurality of goals and purposes – only 

one of which is educational ...” we come to the point where PE activities need to be 

“redistributed” because of their “heterogeneous” nature across the educational/non-

educational distinction which will no doubt raise some serious questions, not only about 

the “point and purpose” of teaching PE activities, but more importantly the ways in 

which it should be taught.99  

According to McNamee, accounts by Reid100 and Carr101 failed to confront the 

liberal education paradigm and to give an account for the specific epistemological 

aspects of the activities of PE.102 He goes on to add that a more useful starting point in 

responding to the liberal educational paradigm is to challenge the claims made by 

Peters’ account of “seriousness” which is used to differentiate knowledge considered to 

be of educational value versus those forms which are not. In taking up this challenge, 

McNamee asks the question: “Why ... should a wide-ranging cognitive content similarly 

be viewed as a logically necessary condition of educational activities?”.103 In a way, 

claims of “seriousness” are some of the same justifications made by theorists of PE for 

the subject, as are its transformative qualities which can contribute to a quality of life. 

As a result they fail simply because these are hypothetical arguments, contingent upon 

satisfaction derived by those who participate in these practices. Of course, one needs to 

acknowledge that some people despise and loathe sport and PE, just as we have those 

who are passionate participants, and hence this explains why such justifications break 

down. In order to overcome some of these differences McNamee provides what he 

considers to be the strongest philosophical case for what it means to be physically 

educated when he states: 

 

                                                           
99 Ibid. 
100 He is referring to a series of papers written by Reid, which are as follows: A Reid, ‘The concept of 
physical education in current curriculum and assessment policy in Scotland’, European Physical 
Education Review, vol. 2, no. 1, 1996, pp. 7–18; A Reid, ‘Knowledge, practice and theory in physical 
education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 2, no. 2, 1996, pp. 94–104; and, A Reid, ‘Value 
pluralism and physical education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 3, no. 1, 1997, pp. 6–20.  
101 He is referring to the following written by Carr: D Carr, ‘Aims of physical education’, Physical 
Education Review, vol. 2, no. 2, 1979, pp. 91–100; and, D Carr, ‘Physical education and value diversity: 
A response to Andrew Reid’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 3, no. 2, 1997, pp. 195–205. 
102 M McNamee, ‘The nature and values of physical education’, in K Green & K Hardman (eds.), 
Physical Education-Essential Issues, SAGE Publications Company, London, 2005, pp. 6–8.  
103 Ibid., p. 7. 
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... what one knows must characterise the way one acts in the world, then as 

physical educators, it is our duty to both habitualise children into patterns of 

activity and engagement with social practices such as hockey and basketball, and 

to open up to our students the significant sporting inheritance of our cultures so 

that they too may come to savour its joys and frustrations and to know a little 

about the aspects of the cultures which sporting practices instantiate (for no one 

would seriously deny their enormous significance in modern societies).104 

 

Such a position is influenced by a MacIntyrean account of philosophy, which can be 

identified from the use of terms such as “social practices” and “cultures/traditions”.105 

Such views essentially preclude the identification of universal and/or objective forms of 

knowledge and here we start to see the demise of the traditional epistemological account 

once preferred by philosophers of education in resolving issues surrounding questions 

about the structure of knowledge and its educational significance and a move towards 

postmodern and poststructuralist accounts of education.  

 

(6) The demise of post-war educational epistemology: the postmodern and 

poststructuralist challenge  

What is of interest to my thesis is the one-time pro-rationalist position held by Hirst in 

the mid 1970s to the 1980s now appears to have been radically revised to the point 

where he acknowledges that the rationalist approach to knowledge was a “great 

mistake”, as it viewed “... theoretical knowledge as the only type of knowledge ... in 

determining both the ends and means of rational practice ... of the good life”.106 There 

can be no doubt that postmodernism and poststructuralist critiques have led to 

widespread scepticism among philosophers of education about the value of traditional 

epistemology in education. In a way it almost seems de rigueur by some postmodernists 

and poststructuralists to be intentionally distrustful and suspicious about any absolutist 

discussion of objective knowledge and truth and to prefer relativist or at least pluralist 

ideals clothed in the language of “rival traditions”, “social practices”, “narratives”, 

                                                           
104 Ibid. 
105 A MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 2007. 
106 PH Hirst, Chapter 10: ‘Education, knowledge and practices’ in R Barrow & P White (eds.), Beyond 
Liberal Education: Essays in honour of Paul H. Hirst, Routledge, London, 1993, p. 193.  
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“social construction” and so on.107 For instance, postmodernists and poststructuralists 

would argue that there is no objective truth, because it is an intractable concept in which 

truth is better understood as something that is socially constructed due to our 

interpretation of our environment as a meaningful being-in-the-world. As a result 

human beings are the absolute source of our experience of knowing in the world, which 

comes to us in many different forms as different agents make sense of world. This 

school of thought has been greatly influenced by the phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty. 

It would appear that Hirst’s defection from his rationalist transcendental approach to 

education seems to have occurred under the influence of certain postmodernist and 

social constructivist philosophical trends in favour of an appeal to a kind of relativism. 

This picture starts to emerge when he makes reference to education as primarily an 

initiation into certain substantive social practices in which such practices “... are 

rationally engaged in ... individually or collectively which have been socially 

constructed ...” and deemed significant by some social group.108 He goes on to state that 

education will involve practices in at least three distinguishable domains: (1) varied 

basic practices necessary for any individual to be rationally viable in their given 

everyday physical, personal and social contexts; (2) there will be practices from a wider 

range of optional practices available for the construction of each individual rational life; 

and (3) critical reflection of the first two categories (second order).109 According to 

Parry, the language of “practices” used by Hirst in his modified account of education is 

still a type of rationalism, albeit in reduced form to his earlier accounts, and does 

nothing to resolve or justify the place of PE within the curriculum.110 He goes on to 

make a sharp observation about Hirst’s usage of the term “rational practices” and asks:  

 

Is a rational practice one which contributes to the development of rationality; or 

simply a practice that can be engaged in rationally? If the former, then the case 

remains to be made for PE activities; and if the latter, then it is not clear what is 

excluded, so that no educational justification is forthcoming.111 
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Like any philosophical thesis of education, one may challenge the liberal education 

paradigm by searching for inconsistencies or incoherence within it. Likewise, one could 

totally abandon the paradigm and in doing so (re)conceptualise some or all of the 

conceptual accounts to find an approach to PE more conducive to its educational claims. 

Despite the ongoing battle surrounding the contentious nature of knowledge I think the 

postmodern and poststructuralist critiques of traditional epistemology in education have 

highlighted significant questions about the nature and meaning of knowledge and truth 

that by no means have been finally settled. The importance of and significance of 

embodiment in education in its various ways of “knowing” and “doing” I think could 

offer credible philosophical conceptions and justifications for the inclusion of sport and 

PE within educational institutions.  

 

(7) The unique place of PE within education: (re)conceptualising the idea of PE and 

what it means to be “physically educated” 

Postmodern theories, particularly the broad philosophical school of thought known as 

continental philosophy, have unquestionably been significant in renewing an interest in 

sport and PE discourse surrounding the crucial role embodiment can have in educational 

institutions. This scholarly interest in the “meaning” of movement in sport and PE 

discourse have been limited to the influential work of Metheny, Movement and 

Meaning,112 Gerber and Morgan, Sport and the Body: A Philosophical Symposium,113 

Best, Philosophy and Human Movement,114 Arnold, Meaning in Movement, Sport and 

Physical Education115 and Kretchmar, Practical Philosophy of Sport and Physical 

Activity.116 Unfortunately, the current literature and its status within PE discourse is 

scarce and has not been widely established; however, some of the recent and more 

notable authors who have made contributions to the literature of phenomenology in PE 

have taken thematic approaches varying from “operative meaning and liaison” to 

“physical or movement literacy”.117 According to Brown and Payne, the literature has 
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demonstrated several themes, which they name as contextualisation of historical work; 

meaning and meaning-making; issues of language and symbolism of movement; and, 

intersubjectivity or intercorporeality.118 Other discipline areas, particularly philosophy 

and sociology, have also addressed this topic – often using quite different terms and 

concepts – and so I will limit my critique to the following philosophical conceptual 

approaches in PE discourse: Arnold’s three dimensions of movement in education,119 

O’Loughlin’s embodied intelligence and practice in education,120 Egan’s somatic 

understanding121 and Merleau-Ponty’s lived experience.122 Therefore, for the purposes 

of this section I plan to outline some of the significant conceptual insights made by such 

works, in an attempt to ascertain whether PE could benefit from these understandings 

within the curriculum and if so what form this may take. I discuss each briefly in turn.  

 

(8) The three dimensions of movement in education: education “about” movement, 

education “through” movement and education “in” movement 

Arnold in his seminal work proposes three conceptual dimensions of movement as a 

justification for its legitimate place within general education as a response to Peters’ and 

Hirst’s claims made against PE’s contentious place within the curriculum.123 He has 

some success in setting forth a legitimate account of PE as a stand-alone subject to be 

studied within the curriculum with his three conceptual dimensions of movement. To 
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Arnold, education “about” movement is best understood as a specific subject that draws 

upon on a diverse array of discipline areas such as physiology, psychology, sociology 

and so on, and comprises its own theoretical body of knowledge, and is regarded as a 

serious area of research that can be applied in practical situations.124 A practical 

example could be: How can I train in order to delay the onset of fatigue in a physical 

activity? The solutions to such a problem can be found in the various disciplines 

engaged in and subsequently “about” movement, which is predominantly concerned 

with the theoretical foundation in which coherent understanding can take place about 

what is performed. In the second dimension of education “through” movement, 

movement can best be understood as a family of physical activities that are normally 

found and associated with the conceptual term “PE”. Accordingly, PE can be justified 

within the curriculum as long as its activities are instrumental in serving directly and 

indirectly the aims and purposes of education. For example, there is considerable 

scientific evidence to suggest that physical activity can have positive health benefits, 

and since PE activities include some form of physical activity its value rests in the 

contribution it can make to the improvement and maintenance of healthy students in the 

school context. In the third dimension, education “in” movement brings together the 

view that physical activities when experienced from the “inside” (or participatory 

perspective) permit the actualisation of themselves in a set of distinctive and bodily-

orientated contexts which ultimately provide opportunities for the agent to learn about 

themselves and the world in which they live in a meaningful way. Education “in” 

movement involves the engagement of the agent in physical activity itself so that the 

lived experience can enrich and bring greater understanding of and meaning to what the 

agent does by appropriate means. The key aspect of education “in” movement that is 

pertinent in this case is the point that movement activities should not be viewed as 

“objects” studied in isolation as a means to other ends, but rather participated “in” and 

pursued because they are full of meaning that has personal intrinsic value worth 

pursuing for its own sake.  

The problem with Arnold’s three dimensions of movement in education is that 

the “about” and “through” dimensions have tended to dominate at the expense of the 

“in” dimension in school programmes. As a result this turns PE into a theoretical 

subject, thereby legitimising it according to a theoretical model of education but 

delegitimising it as practice. Kretchmar confirms this point when he argues that 
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theorists of PE have long agreed that meaning has a significant role to play, but there 

exists considerable scholarly disagreement over which model is perceived to be the 

most successful pedagogical method in practice.125 Thorburn confirms that most school-

based PE programmes characteristically lack the integration of practical activity with 

subject knowledge. He goes on to add that this has basically resulted in students being 

disengaged in the learning process due to the limited number of practical opportunities 

afforded students to learn from personalised experience.126 To overcome these problems 

Thorburn argues that a Merleau-Pontian phenomenological framework could improve 

what he refers to as “authenticity” issues surrounding students’ learning in PE by 

integrating more effectively students’ lived-body experiences with experiential learning. 

It would appear that the benefits of the phenomenological route have educational 

potential. What makes phenomenology educationally desirable in this case is its 

capacity to take an explicitly body-linked subject like PE and describe how our 

embodiment has a significant role to play in student learning.  

 

(9) Bodies in education: practical consciousness and multisensorial education 

According to O’Loughlin, there has been a tendency in postmodern conceptualisations 

to firstly view the subject of the body as a conceptual object of discourse and secondly 

to misunderstand the significance of the social dimension of embodiment.127 She goes 

on to add that if we want the body to be taken seriously within education we need to 

shift education’s focus within research, practice and curriculum by helping individuals 

access the realm of “practical consciousness” and in the process also assist agents in 

understanding how it is they react somatically to others. To O’Loughlin, practical 

consciousness refers to the complex but usually ignored circumstances of awareness of 

the “... embodied subject’s attention to the habituated space ...” of themselves and 

others.128 For agents to come to an awareness of this realm requires an understanding of 

a “myriad of bodily positioning, gestures, orientations and verbal and non-verbal 

expressions” which are not explicitly part of discourses.129 At the moment education 
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seems to ignore the body altogether or render the body problematic, which can be seen 

by a “disembodied/embodied” divide that exists in the curriculum. For instance, 

education seems to privilege knowledge that is disconnected from human experience 

against those subjects seen to be connected with bodily activity. O’Loughlin 

acknowledges that sport (assuming PE as well) is often assumed as providing the best 

opportunity for realising a practical consciousness due to it being one of the most 

corporeal of the curriculum areas.130 Furthermore, the body in PE seems to be confined 

within a relatively narrow set of disciplinary parameters that seem to focus on the body 

as a biomechanical object that must be managed, maintained, conditioned and repaired, 

and which establish routines of exercise, diet control and so on for instrumental reasons 

to improve performance. To redress the imbalance of knowledge as disembodied she 

argues that an embodied and multi-sensorial approach needs to be taken to the 

curriculum and to pedagogy by providing a diverse array of opportunities for exploring 

the multiplicity of experiences and behaviours through different spaces and 

environments. Embodiment in education has tended to be relegated to the margins of 

educational research, particularly surrounding what it means to be become educated. 

Why this is the case has more to do with the body being ignored altogether or 

considered to be problematic, particularly in accounts of how we come to understand 

knowledge.  

 

(10) Somatic understanding: the crucial elements of mimetic culture and its 

implications for education 

Egan argues that the somatic is a distinctive kind of understanding. It begins only prior 

to language development and continues to be developed and modified by other modes 

of understanding for the rest of our lives.131 Egan borrows from Donald’s 

characterisation of mimetic cultures, due to the similarities that exist with somatic 

understanding.132 He argues that mimetic representation (cultural forms and mental 

characteristics) and somatic understanding have survived to the present day either 

through evolutionary coding or by cultural transition because “memesis” forms the core 
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of an ancient root that is distinctly human.133 He goes on to add that memesis is 

distinguished from mimicry and imitation because it involves the invention of 

intentional representation and performance of such acts which communicate complex 

intentions beyond what is comprehensible of other animals. Crucial to any 

understanding of mimetic culture is an agent’s own body and how it moves in space. 

Therefore the main elements of somatic understanding can be summarised by six 

descriptions and will yield a particular kind of distinctly human understanding that, 

once developed, is a form of non-linguistic understanding. These are as follows: (1) 

intentionality: purposeful action; (2) generativity: actions that can be broken into 

components and then reused for other purposes to represent something new such as a 

child in the process of imitational practice of the basic actions of lifting, laughing, 

waving and so on of a parent which can then be used in a different sequence to re-enact 

these events; (3) communicativity: mimetic acts are normally performed publically to 

communicate; (4) reference: an ability to distinguish between play-acting and a real 

event; (5) unlimited objects: no limits on the events that can be represented; and (6) 

autocueing: internally generated cues that are voluntary.134 The importance of 

emphasising somatic understanding is significant to my thesis because most 

postmodernist theories of education are built on assumptions that student understanding 

is essentially linguistic understanding. Egan rejects the postmodern position of an 

“essentially linguistic” conception of human experience and argues that from a very 

young age (pre-language) children have an understanding of the world which is not the 

same as a biological (animal) understanding, but we are human beings before we 

acquire language. The ramifications here are significant given the postmodern 

conception of educational theories asks for the fullest possible development of each 

understanding; and so it becomes even more important to develop and preserve somatic 

understanding due to the unique insights that can be gained from embodied experience. 

Furthermore, the mimetic skills that can be exemplified by games due to their universal 

structure – such as modelling social strata, acting out certain roles through imitation, 

support ritual, cooperation and so on – could be used for pedagogical practices; 

however, once developed they take on the unique human characteristics of 

intentionality, generativity, communicativity, reference and so on.  
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(11) The philosophy of Merleau-Ponty and its significance for PE 

In direct contrast to the Platonic–Cartesian tradition, Merleau-Ponty does not view the 

body as a special kind of object separate from the mind, but views the body as “being-

in-the-world” in the sense that our embodiment precedes reflective thought. Anderson 

reinforces this point further by arguing that the “... experience of movement is thus 

humanizing, just as is the reading of Shakespeare or Willa Cather - and just as are 

Cather’s and Shakespeare’s acts of writing” and to denigrate our experiences of 

movement is to misunderstand the importance of non-theoretical knowledge.135 The 

implications here are significant because such a position implies that there no longer 

exists a philosophical division between the object and subject, because the world begins 

from the body and provides the means in which we can develop a sense of our own 

identity and at the same time come to know the world via physical action. This is 

confirmed by Merleau-Ponty, who emphasises that our body is a “meaningful core” that 

engages with the world through the body, which in turn provides the “... link between 

here and a yonder, a now and a future ...”.136 

The body has posed a significant problem and challenge with educational 

theorists, particularly with explicitly body-linked subjects like PE. According to 

O’Loughlin, embodiment has been for the most part absent from educational research 

specifically in those areas that focus on the process of “becoming educated”, mainly 

because we have tended to accept that the body does not play a part in the construction 

of knowledge.137 She goes on to argue that to fully understand what is really involved in 

the making of different types of epistemic subjects requires a concentrated focus on the 

body as a multidimensional locus of all possible action. Unfortunately, the current trend 

in the social sciences and regrettably to some point even in PE discourse138 has focused 

on the discursively constructed body139 as an object of scrutiny. For example, in its 
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current educational form the latter stresses the health of the body through the 

development of healthy habits, the establishment of regular exercise routines and so on. 

While there is some recognition of the socially constructed nature of experience, what is 

missing in this case is how pre-reflective experience of our corporeal nature enables 

meaning to develop. As we have seen, on Merleau-Ponty’s view of phenomenology 

human experience is essentially meaningful. As Merleau-Ponty puts it, we are 

“condemned to meaning” and as a result our involvement with our natural and human 

milieu implies that we cannot regard this milieu as value or meaning free.  

To say that PE is inextricably linked to the body is, to some, is to state the 

obvious, but the philosophical position of the body and our concept of human nature 

will have a direct bearing on how we think human beings should behave and, be 

educated, and particularly in this case how we think they should be educated physically. 

As argued earlier in Chapter II, much of contemporary sport and PE theory and practice 

would appear to rest upon subtle forms of Cartesian dualism, despite claims to the 

contrary. This is evident by the way the body is treated as a disembodied object of study 

in most PE programmes within schools. This is further reinforced by McKay, Gore and 

Kirk who argue that the human body is seldom portrayed as a “... pleasurable site for 

ecstatic, aesthetic, vertiginous, autotelic, sensuous and holistic experiences”, but 

portrayed as a biomechanical object that must be managed, maintained, conditioned and 

repaired for instrumental reasons such as improving performance or physical 

appearance.140 Subsequently, the performer is regarded as an instrument or reduced into 

parts to be studied from a biological–scientific perspective, with the express purpose of 

altering or controlling his corporeal aspects.  

Rejecting the Cartesian conception of personhood, which depicts the body as a 

machine or instrument that needs to be mastered, permits human beings the opportunity 

to experience the depth and richness of our humanness (that being a “lived body”) and 

in a sense creates a “new truth” about our active corporeal existence. Anderson makes 

the pertinent point that movement to PE is analogous to the practice of music in the 

study of music, and so sport and PE without engagement in movement is like a music 

programme without musical instruments.141 Consequently, human movement is the 

place where we can both find meaning and express our own particular identity, because 
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the body is actively involved in the world and also the locus of expression and meaning-

producing acts. 

Embodiment should not be taken lightly, because the experience of movement is 

humanising, providing a meaningful way of making sense of being-in-the-world. These 

meaningful movement experiences can be captured by our actions in PE and in short 

represent, express and confirm our capabilities, intentions and ways of being. PE 

activities can have a serious educational function in that they provide human beings 

with an insight into the depth of their basic existence, an avenue of discovery and self-

expression, and an awareness of their capabilities and limitations so they become 

conscious of what they are and what they are not. The power of this kind of knowing is 

in harmony with important principles commonly pursued in education: freedom to 

explore, freedom to discover, freedom to express, freedom to invent and freedom to 

create.142 Whitehead reinforces this point further when she argues that our embodiment 

affords us two almost inseparable modes of engagement with the world: our body 

responds through movement according to the demands of our environment; it is also 

perceptually sensitive to the nature of this environment.143 

If education is to be of the whole person it needs to be concerned with all of a 

person’s faculties and capacities. Merleau-Ponty’s view of phenomenology 

complements this view because it is the whole human being that experiences the world, 

not just the mind or the brain, even though I need a functioning mind or brain in order to 

experience at all. Unless human beings were embodied, we could not experience the 

world. As Merleau-Ponty reveals, perceptual capacities underpin all intellectual 

capacities, for as he says: 

 

... we can only think the world because we have already experienced it; it is 

through this experience that we have the idea of being, and it is through 

experience that the words “rational” and “real” receive a meaning 

simultaneously.144 
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 At the heart of Merleau-Ponty’s account of phenomenology is a description of 

“perception”, or the world perceived from our experiences of being-in-the-world. In this 

context, to have being-in-the-world necessarily involves the unified whole in which the 

elements have no separate existence from each other, but contribute to a whole in a 

meaningful way. According to Merleau-Ponty, if we understand perception properly as 

the experience of an embodied subject, we assign meaning or value to objects perceived 

based on our practical and emotional relation to them, which is just as real as the 

objects’ properties.145 For instance, to a frightened child who has been burned the light 

of a candle changes its “appearance” and he or she becomes “literally repulsed” by it, 

just as the candle is “bright”.146 The educational implications of Merleau-Ponty’s 

phenomenological account of human experiences connects strongly with the notion that 

learning also involves the exploration of the world from where one is as well as coming 

to a clearer understanding of how things relate to each other and to ourselves in the 

world. It is an ongoing process. The key here is that we “come to” understand 

something (if successful) from our own point of view as a result of experiencing it. To 

use Merleau-Ponty’s analogy, we come to know “what a forest, a prairie or a river is” 

because we have already experienced the countryside as a place in which we have 

explored, not because of the abstract symbols of the geographer’s map.147  

This is further reinforced by Hughson and Inglis, who attempt to understand and 

capture the corporeal experiences of soccer players’ movements through language, 

while recognising that the phenomenon of corporeal movement is essentially non-verbal 

in character.148 They go on to add that Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of corporeal 

movement makes a “... profound contribution to a very vexing problem, both within the 

philosophy of sport and philosophy in general ...” because it captures the “evanescent 

qualities” of corporeal experience in concepts and of language.149 According to 

Hughson and Inglis, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy presents a more nuanced account of 

particular modes of corporeal experience, one that seems to grasp the uniqueness of 

experience in a concrete way rather than discredit it under other less 

phenomenologically sympathetic philosophies. Subsequently, Merleau-Ponty’s 

philosophy makes a significant two fold contribution: firstly, it grasps the nature of 

experience in general and locates the body as the focal point in the production of the 
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lived experience; and secondly, it captures the uniqueness of embodied experience in 

the language of the philosopher.150 Hughson and Inglis, after an extensive and 

complicated critique of Merleau-Ponty’s terminology of “body-subjects” go on to apply 

this approach with the view of demonstrating how the “player-body-subject’s”, 

experience of soccer play might be reconstructed through philosophical analysis. On the 

basis of their critique they proceed to outline a phenomenological model for exploring 

the relationship that holds for, and underpins, forms of soccer play in general. This 

relationship is framed by three fundamental components in which each part is 

interdependent and represents a totality: (1) body-subject; (2) practical knowledge and 

actions; and, (3) spatial form of the activity.151 Although the triadic relationship was 

originally intended for soccer play, its structure has considerable application in other 

areas like PE discourse. The important point to take away from this framework is how 

the performer makes sense of his or her embodiment from a phenomenological 

perspective. For instance, an expert or proficient tennis player has a greater affinity with 

his swing than a novice or beginner as he has already achieved maximum grip and is 

able to understand kinaesthetic feedback more efficiently and adjust more quickly in a 

refined way.152 In this case, incorporating the educational aspects of teaching tennis 

with the phenomenological perspective for learning has more to do with providing 

experiences with the phenomenon such as the tennis swing (spatial form), with the 

overarching aim of increasing the body-subjects’ (students’) skilful understanding 

(knowledge and action) of the situation. These experiences enable the student to become 

familiar with the spatial form of the activity and at the same time come to understand 

how kinaesthetic feedback is crucial in obtaining maximal grip in his or her situation. 

Merleau-Pontian phenomenology places the body as the central focal point in the 

production of the lived experience and provides the means to capture the phenomenon 

of the non-verbal characteristics of movement and their meanings in, by and through 

PE. 

 

                                                           
150 Ibid., pp. 6–7.  
151 Ibid., p. 8.  
152 Hubert Dreyfus seeks to combine the insights brought forward by Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology 
with dynamical approaches in neuroscience in the sporting context. Dreyfus provides an interpretative 
description of intentional arc and maximal grip by using the example of a tennis swing. In the novice 
performer much of the agent’s effort is on acquiring (pre-reflective thought) and laying down some of the 
finer aspects of the movements (intentional arc), whereas for the expert, prior experience has sculpted the 
agent’s swing to the point where pre-reflection is no longer required and the agent can be more absorbed 
in the game because maximum grip (muscular gestalt) has been achieved. Refer to H Dreyfus, 
‘Intelligence without representation – Merleau-Ponty’s critique of mental representation’, 
Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, vol. 1, no. 4, 2002a, pp. 367–383.  
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(12) Phenomenology and PE discourse 

Van Manen’s approach to the “lived experience” share similarities with Arnold’s third 

dimension of education “in” movement due to the emphasis he places on understanding 

something “from the inside” as a means to gain a deeper appreciation of our everyday 

experiences from the first person perspective.153 In Van Manen’s approach, we have a 

good example of phenomenological study of human experience because he provides, on 

the one hand, a description of the quality of human experience and, on the other hand, a 

description of meaning as a being-in-the-world. For instance, phenomenology asks: 

What is this or that kind of experience like? It is important to realise that the basic idea 

of the lived experience could take two forms. First, it attempts to describe and interpret 

an immediate description of the agent’s lifeworld as a being-in-the-world, whereas, in 

the second, it attempts an intermediate description of the agent’s lifeworld involving a 

more active element of interpretation. Van Manen goes on to emphasise that the nature 

of the lived experience has a temporal structure that can never be grasped 

introspectively but rather only retrospectively, and thereby it has an interpretative 

element that relates the particular to the universal, part to whole, episode to totality. 

According to Van Manen, our lived experience can be described and interpreted by four 

fundamental “lifeworld” themes or “existentials” useful as guides in the reflective 

process: spatiality (lived space), corporeality (lived body), temporality (lived time) and 

relationality (lived other), by which all human beings experience the world, although 

not all in the same modality.154 He goes on to provide an example of a father and son 

going for a bike ride to highlight his point that the significance of the lived experience 

gathers meaning when the father assigns memory to the experience and interprets the 

quality of the space, mood and shared world associated with “going for a bike ride with 

my son” as something special and unique, and in the reflective act determinates it as a 

meaningful aspect of his life. Investigating experience as we live it aims at establishing 

a connection with the original experience.  

This is further reinforced by Thorburn who argues that the first step in 

implementing a phenomenological approach in PE is to recognise the distinguishing 

characteristics of the lived experience using an “autobiographical writing approach, and 

then analyse the criteria by which students’ learning can be measured following 

                                                           
153 M Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy, 
Althouse Press, London, Ontario, 1997.  
154 Ibid., p. 101.  



Chapter III: The unique place of physical education within education 

Steven A. Stolz   123 

practice”.155 Likewise to Connolly the lived experience is a place where we can 

conceptualise “a praxis that celebrates subjective lived experience, and that places the 

body as the centre of things” in which the body, body-subject, lived experience provides 

us with a method “for feeling, seeing, knowing, and understanding our lived 

experiences and the meaning(s) of those experiences”.156 According to Connolly, 

phenomenology and PE share a “common ground” through three sensitising concepts: 

lived experience, intersubjectivity and “insider” stories (or lived experience 

descriptions). She goes on to outline three ways in which phenomenology can be used 

effectively in PE: (1) when the body does something in PE we create opportunities for 

narrative descriptions (insider stories) which can generate a “voice of the body” that has 

a unifying potential about what the body does, or how it feels to do something; (2) 

eidetic features give significant meaning to the experience which when made explicit 

can be used heuristically as a pedagogical method in PE; and, (3) shifting the focus to 

the body as the integrating centre of things forces us to refute dualism and to realise that 

as humans we are at our best when we are consciously aware of our embodiment. It is 

important to note that neither PE nor phenomenology on its own can do this, but it is 

only through making the connection between PE and phenomenology explicitly clear 

that we can begin to see the value of using physical means to educate in PE. After all, 

PE offers us a means to discover the corporeal movement of the body and 

phenomenology offers us a means of articulating our relation to our own bodies, 

particularly from a Merleau-Pontian point of view. This is further confirmed by 

Connolly, who states:  

 

If we are to make the wisdom of the body intelligible, we must find ways of 

telling our stories, listening to our stories, and making our own stories 

meaningful for ourselves and others.157  

 

To ignore this dimension is to close off those embodied experiences of the world that 

arise naturally through bodily movement which Merleau-Ponty calls the “phenomenal 

body” and which refer to what “I” experience as a natural system of one’s own body 

taking place in the domain of the phenomenal.158 An example of this occurs when my 

                                                           
155 Thorburn, op. cit., pp. 272–273.  
156 M Connolly, ‘Phenomenology, physical education, and special populations’, Human Studies, vol. 18, 
no. 1, 1995, p. 27.  
157 Ibid., p. 39.  
158 PP, p. 123.  
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hand moves around the object it touches, anticipating the stimuli and tracing out a form 

which I am about to perceive visually. Our perception ends in objects because our own 

body as experienced by us “from the inside” makes contact with the object through 

touch, stimuli and tracing out its form from the first-person point of view. Simply put, 

we cannot come to understand our embodiment if we do not engage in the world as a 

being-in-the-world. The phenomenal body is what we experience as a first-person 

subject of experience and as a result we can only exist in connection with a lived body. 

We cannot make contact with the world just by thinking about it, but only through 

experiencing it with our senses and acting in it, in ways that range from the most 

complex to the most primitive unreflective movements. The student experiences and 

apprehends his body neither as an abstract object nor as an instrument, but as a “lived-

body” subject that senses and does the sensing in a meaningful way. Subsequently, 

movement becomes significant not by knowledge about the body or what it does in a 

disembodied way. It is through doing and being on the “inside” of PE that we become 

aware of our embodiment. The educational implications are that, because we have 

experienced our embodiment through a family of physical activities in PE, we can then 

come to know or learn about the various scientific (biomechanics, physiology and so 

on) analyses of the body and make sense of them in a meaningful way. Consequently, 

one of the primary roles of PE is about making movement experiences as significant as 

possible, by exploring different physical learning environments from the students’ 

perspective so students gradually come to understand how things relate to each other 

and to themselves. To do this we need to locate the body as the focal point in the 

production of the lived experience, and also recognise the role corporeal movement and 

embodiment plays in learning, in, by and through PE. 

Historically, the discipline area of PE has struggled for legitimacy at most if not 

all educational levels due to the damaging claims made by critics who argue that PE is a 

trivial pursuit and thereby non-serious compared to other forms of knowledge and 

understandings that are considered to be educationally worthwhile. For instance, the 

argument goes that the nature of sport and PE is not concerned with the attainment of 

theoretical knowledge because it is only concerned with “knowing how” in the form of 

practical knowledge. Hence its own nature renders it non-academic and non-

educational. The phenomenon of play poses some unique problems mainly because we 

are discussing something of which everyone has an intuitive understanding, but when it 

comes to explaining what it is and what it is for we come to much ambiguity. Despite its 

universality, scholarly investigations of its nature, structure and purpose have produced 
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a diverse array of ad hoc, occasionally antithetical characterisations that have either 

condemned or celebrated play. Therefore, it is hardly surprising to note the same 

diversity of theories which have attempted to explain the multifaceted, paradoxical and 

highly elusive phenomenon of play in educational discourse. Consequently, in the next 

chapter I discuss why philosophers talk so much about play and games as a means to 

make sense of play and its educational significance. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE PHENOMENON OF PLAY AND ITS EDUCATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE IN 

PHYSICAL EDUCATION: WHY DO PHILOSOPHERS TALK SO MUCH 

ABOUT PLAY, GAMES AND SPORTS? 

* 
The concept of play has a long history in Western culture to the point where it has 

influenced our philosophical views of education. Huizinga in the classical text Homo 

Ludens argues that play has a certain significance that existed before culture existed and 

continues to pervade our culture today.1 The concept of play poses some unique 

problems. The difficulty lies in the fact that we are discussing something of which 

everyone has an intuitive understanding but little or no way of conceptually articulating. 

Despite its universality, scholarly investigations of its nature, structure and purpose 

have produced a diverse array of ad hoc, occasionally antithetical characterisations that 

have either condemned or celebrated play. Therefore, it is hardly surprising to note the 

same diversity of theories which have attempted to explain the multifaceted, paradoxical 

and highly elusive phenomenon of play in educational discourse.  

Historically, PE has struggled for legitimacy at most if not all educational levels. 

One factor that has been significant in PE’s current status surrounds the diversity of 

activities found within its practice. For instance, the practice of PE within educational 

institutions are as diverse as environmental habitats in which activities can range from 

informal forms of play to more formalised versions of play that involve codified rules 

and skills. In one sense this is one of the reasons why PE has featured within the 

curriculum; however, at the same time this has led to a significant dispute about what 

we are (or ought to be) so that we can defend, further ourselves as a profession 

unashamedly and put an end to the “grandfather clock syndrome” that has caused the 

ideas of PE to swing from one extreme position to another to the point where the 

pendulum never stops in exactly the same place nor stays near the middle. When we 

compare the traditional view of education, which places a significant onus upon 

propositional forms of knowledge in the development of the mind, with the current 

status of PE it is not surprising that practical pursuits in the curriculum are deemed to 

have no serious part to play in this development and are relegated to the periphery in 

education. This is because education is deemed to be serious and play is considered to 

                                                           
1 J Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Elements in Culture, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 
1949, p. 4.  



Do sport and physical education have an important role to play in educational institutions? 

Steven A. Stolz  127 

be non-serious. It follows that PE is non-serious and so non-educational. In a sense, play 

is non-serious or it would not be play; however, upon further examination play cannot 

just be reduced to a closed set of systems due to the fact that the motives and reasons for 

playing are part of what it means to play. For instance, this could be for pleasure, a 

momentary break from common life and so on. Until we can understand the reasons 

why we play, I do not think we can understand their paradoxical nature or why in 

certain circumstances play can be very serious and at the same time have educational 

merit, given the right conditions. There are clearly elements within educational 

discourse which worship reason to the point of designating us as homo faber.2 As a 

result there exists a negative and sometimes quite vulgar interpretative view that 

perceives play to be an occasional and peripheral phenomenon that is allowed, albeit 

grudgingly, in a restricted sense in certain places. The adoption of play, games and 

sports as methods for imparting educational ideas is significant to my thesis as it reflects 

a profound change in philosophical focus due to the growing interest in the phenomenon 

of play as an educational mechanism of value, particularly as it relates to competitive 

games.  

Furthermore, it would appear that the transformation of PE away from the 

traditional health objectives early in the twentieth century toward PE as an educational 

process owes much to the influential legacy of Jesse Williams, who examined PE and 

asked two probing questions to obtain a new view of PE based on unity.3 These are: (1) 

Is PE an education of the physical? (2) Is PE an education through the physical?4 He 

argued that education through the physical would produce some distinct gains that had 

been previously neglected, such as the unification of the body and mind5, and that the 

physical experience is an extension of education that develops all the potentials of an 

individual’s physical, psychological, social and moral values (virtues) gained from 

participating in directed play and appropriate games.6  

For the purposes of this chapter I will be concerned with the critical discussion 

of four issues: firstly, I outline the multifaceted, paradoxical and highly elusive 

                                                           
2 Central to the concept of homo faber (man the maker) is the notion that the human mind (or reason) is a 
“tool” making and using faculty. Subsequently, the problem with homo ludens (man the player) is that it 
interferes with the development of the mind which is the main mechanism for constructing our own 
identities and the primary means of productivity. A fuller critique of homo faber follows in this chapter 
(see Chapter IV, Part 2).  
3 J Williams, ‘Education through the physical’, The Journal of Higher Education, vol. 1, no. 5, 1930, pp. 
279–282. 
4 Likewise, I would add: Is PE an education by the physical?  
5 Williams, op. cit., pp. 279–282. 
6 J Williams, ‘The physical as experience’, The Journal of Higher Education, vol. 22, no. 9, 1951, pp. 
464–469. 
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phenomenon of play. My intent is not to provide an exhaustive explanation of play but 

rather to come to a better understanding of the interrelationships among the concepts of 

play, games and sport and most importantly to determine when games and sports are 

also part of the play phenomena that occur in PE programmes. Secondly, I argue that 

homo faber in his pursuit of mastery and objectivity reveals a conception of human 

nature that basically rejects unique bodily subjectivity, is unreceptive and closed off to 

different modes of perceiving and relating to the world, and which has been detrimental 

to our understanding of practical pursuits. Thirdly, I highlight the ontological dimension 

of the play phenomenon by arguing that it deepens our experience of the world and is a 

distinct mode of being-in-the-world because it seeks to provide an understanding of the 

ways in which human beings subjectively experience the world and make sense of it. 

And lastly, I discuss how play, games and sport within PE programmes are an extension 

and enrichment of education that is uniquely different from other curriculum areas 

because these activities offer opportunities to explore alternative modes of awareness 

and to develop insights into and new modes of being and possibilities perhaps not 

readily available elsewhere in the curriculum. Furthermore, I illuminate how PE can 

benefit from using a hermeneutic–phenomenological framework as a methodological 

basis for linking students’ lived-body experiences with the acquisition of increasingly 

complex subject knowledge within the curriculum.  

 

(1) Making sense of play, games and sport in PE: the multifaceted, paradoxical and 

highly elusive phenomenon of play 

We all know what play is and what it feels like, but when it comes to articulating what it 

is and what it is for, we come to much ambiguity. The reason for this ambiguity has 

much to do with the diversity of play forms and experiences found within play. A 

review of the literature will illustrate the complexity of this venture.7 To provide an in-

depth analysis of the psychological, sociological or historical accounts of play is far 

beyond the scope of this thesis; and so for the purposes of this chapter my intent is not 

to provide an exhaustive explanation of play but rather to come to a better 
                                                           
7 For notable literature, see K Riezler, ‘Play and seriousness’, The Journal of Philosophy, vol. 38, no. 19, 
1941, pp. 505–517; J Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Elements in Culture, Beacon Press, 
Boston, 1955; E Fink, ‘The Ontology of Play’, in EW Gerber & WJ Morgan (eds.), Sport and the Body: A 
Philosophical Symposium, 2nd edn, Lea & Febiger, Philadelphia, 1979, pp. 73–83; S Miller, ‘Ends, 
means, and galumphing: Some leitmotifs of play’, American Anthropologist, vol. 75, no. 1, 1973, pp. 87–
98; K Schmitz, ‘Sport and play: Suspension of the ordinary’ in EW Gerber & WJ Morgan (eds.), Sport 
and the Body: A Philosophical Symposium, 2nd edn, Lea & Febiger, Philadelphia, 1979, pp. 22–29; KV 
Meier, ‘An affair of flutes: An appreciation of play’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. VII, 1980, 
pp. 24–45; and, B Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, Harvard University Press, London, 1997. 
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understanding of the interrelationships among the concepts of play, games and sports, 

and most importantly to determine when games and sports are also part of the play 

phenomena. I will now turn my attention to a critique of the multifaceted and highly 

elusive phenomenon of play as a means to make sense of play, games and sports in PE 

discourse.  

In our vernacular the word “play” is used in a diversity of contexts. For instance, 

children play in the playground, an actor plays a part, a footballer plays a certain 

position or game, the gods play with human beings, he plays by the rules, he is being 

played, he is a playboy and so on. The use of the word “play” will depend on the 

context in which it is used and, as a result, meanings can range from the peripheral to 

the superficial, from the extended to the metaphorical and so on. The sheer variety of 

play presents a significant problem in coming to a better understanding of the 

phenomenon of play. According to Sutton-Smith, the diversity of play is well illustrated 

by the varied kinds of play forms that can be found in the “menagerie of the play 

sphere”.8 He goes on to list those activities that are often said to be play forms or play 

experiences, to illustrate the great diversity of play phenomena that can range from the 

mostly private to the mostly public sphere. These are as follows: mind or subjective 

play, solitary play, playful behaviours, informal social play, vicarious audience play, 

performance play, celebrations and festivals, contests such as games and sports, and 

risky or deep play.9 It is noteworthy to mention that to Sutton-Smith the boundaries 

between each activity are not as discrete as they might imply, because some items 

typically go by other names, such as entertainment, recreation and so on. The ambiguity 

of play, as well as the great diversity of play forms have led to considerable problems in 

conceptualising what play is. Understandably, the elusive and ambiguous nature of play 

seems particularly problematic in contemporary Western culture and this has led some 

to ask: Why is it acceptable for children to play but not for adults? Why do children 

“play” but adults “recreate”? Why is play used to distinguish childhood from 

adulthood? Why is play considered educationally important in young children’s 

development and growth but considered a distraction for adults? According to Sutton-

Smith, the reason why ambiguities exist surrounding play has more to do with a lack of 

clarity about the “popular cultural rhetorics” that underlie the various play theories and 

play terms and has more to do with consciously or unconsciously being persuaded by 

                                                           
8 B Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play, Harvard University Press, London, 1997, p. 3. 
9 Ibid., pp. 4–5.  
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members of a particular affiliation of the worthwhileness of their ideologies.10 He goes 

on to add that popular cultural rhetorics are basically “ways of thought” in which most 

of us participate in one way or another, despite some dominant groups advocating for a 

particular rhetoric. Sutton-Smith goes on to outline seven rhetorics, characterised as 

follows: (1) the rhetoric of play as progress, which is usually applied to children’s 

development through play but not adults; (2) the rhetoric of play as fate, which is in 

total contrast to the prior rhetoric and involves gambling and games of chance; (3) the 

rhetoric of play as power, which is normally applied to sports, athletics and contests; (4) 

the rhetoric of play as identity, commonly associated with traditional and community 

celebrations and festivals as a means of confirming, maintaining or advancing the power 

and identity of the community of players; (5) the rhetoric of play as the imaginary, 

usually applied to playful improvisation of all kinds; (6) the rhetoric of the self, which 

involve solitary activities; and (7) the rhetoric of play as frivolous, which is normally 

identified with activities of the idle, however in modern times has come to signify a 

puritanic negative.11 It is interesting to note that we are normally not aware of these 

rhetorics most of the time and in a way we take it for granted that children learn and 

develop through play or that sports are contests in which people compete against each 

other or that contrary to all of these is the notion that play is a waste of time. Sutton-

Smith states that these are the rhetorics that “fill the airwaves of daily life, in churches, 

in schools, and in the community” to the point where people cannot live without them, 

even if they can’t stand some of them; they are a part of who we are and how we think 

we should live.12  

Wittgenstein was interested in the multifaceted way in which we use language, 

particularly when we use the same word that is “related to one another in many 

different ways”.13 He goes on to use the example of those things we call “games” to 

make his point that there is nothing common to them all, but there is a “complicated 

network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing” of activities with multifarious 

relationships that can best characterise these similarities as “family resemblances” in 

which “games” form a family.14 Unfortunately, the concept of a game does not have 

rigid limits compared to, say, the concept of numbers and so the use of the word “game” 

is unregulated and not “circumscribed by rules” in a rigid sense like in the logic of 
                                                           
10 Ibid., pp. 7–9.  
11 Ibid., pp. 9–11.  
12 Ibid., pp. 12–13.  
13 L Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. GEM Anscombe, Basil Blackwell & Mott, Oxford, 
1974, para. 65.  
14 Ibid., para. 66–67.  



Do sport and physical education have an important role to play in educational institutions? 

Steven A. Stolz  131 

mathematics.15 So the question then becomes: How should we explain to someone what 

a game is taking into consideration its complexity? Wittgenstein responds to his self-

imposed question by arguing that strict boundaries are not necessarily needed to come 

to an understanding of what a game is in terms of making the concept usable and so an 

inexact description is part of how a person might explain to someone what a game is as 

an expression of their knowledge. Midgley makes the useful point that we come to 

understand when we attach meaning to language on the occasions when we know what 

we are looking for.16 In a sense this is what Wittgenstein means when he comments, 

“Don’t think, but look!” in reference to finding examples of the multifarious features of 

games. For instance, something can be accepted as a chair provided that it is clearly 

made for sitting on, irrespective of whether it is a stool with three legs, a basket 

suspended from the ceiling and so on. The general point Midgley is making is that it is 

easy to come to understand the need for chairs, whereas the need for play is subtle and 

complex and something we don’t fully understand. In a sense this is what makes 

Wittgenstein’s point about having a “family of meanings” so attractive.17 What troubles 

me about entering the “language game” is that such efforts will reduce this chapter to 

that of defining play and detract from my task at hand, which is to reflect on our 

experience of play. In addition, proposing a formalised definition of play would render 

it susceptible to the same rules and limitations and as a result such a definition would 

immediately be identified as being too broad or too narrow. There is a distinct 

difference between the two tasks. For instance, definitions seek specific closure of a 

rigorous kind achieved by successful definitions, whereas reflection does not seek nor 

of course achieve this. With this in mind let me continue.  

According to Schmitz, play takes on four general varieties depending on 

whether they can be characterised as informal or formal along a continuum of 

activities.18 These are as follows: (1) The least formal form of play is simple 

spontaneous frolic and commonly associated with young children. It is an immediate 

and unreflective expression of a kind such as turning the hose onto the others washing a 

car which begins an impromptu battle with little or no object. (2) The second variety of 

play is that of make-believe or pretend and is normally associated with children, but in 

this form not exclusive to them. For instance, adults can pretend to be Santa Claus or 

                                                           
15 Ibid., para. 68.  
16 M Midgley, ‘The game game’, Philosophy, vol. 49, no. 189, 1974, p. 244. 
17 Wittgenstein, op. cit., para. 77–81.  
18 K Schmitz, ‘Sport and play: Suspension of the ordinary’ in EW Gerber & WJ Morgan (eds.), Sport and 
the Body: A Philosophical Symposium, 2nd edn, Lea & Febiger, Philadelphia, 1979, pp. 22–29. 
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even take on a theatrical role. In this case, the stage role is for the sake of presentation 

and said to be artistic creativity, whereas in make-believe the representation is for the 

sake of play. (3) The more formal varieties include sporting skills and involve aspects of 

knowing to perform a skill, like surfing, mountain climbing, throwing a ball and so on; 

(4) The final variety of play is completely formal and involves codified games like 

cricket, football, basketball and so on.19 Alternatively, in a more extended description 

surrounding the concept of play, Huizinga develops three general characteristics: 

voluntary activity; not “ordinary” or “real” in the sense that it is an activity that is 

transcendent and distinct from ordinary life; and lastly, it creates a distinct order.20 

Having said this there still is the issue of what play is and so my intent then is not to 

provide an exhaustive explanation of play but rather to determine when games and 

sports are also part of the play phenomena, to provide illumination and to legitimate 

discourse.21 

The philosophy of sport literature has developed a multitude of theories 

concerned with the interrelationships present among three forms of human activity: 

play, games and sport.22 Despite the extensive literature conducted in this area, apparent 

consensus is absent and the presumed results can best be described as inadequate. Most 

of the literature has specifically focused on the necessary features of what sport is 

compared to the other two members of the triad. Often play is analysed in terms of what 

it is not. For instance, play is perceived to be non-serious, separated from real life, 

disconnected, non-productive and so on, which has led to a negative perception of play 

that is not essential to sport. In addition, it is sometimes portrayed within the literature 

that play and sport are on opposite ends of a continuum and have nothing in common. 

                                                           
19 Ibid., pp. 23–24.  
20 Huizinga, op. cit., pp. 7–13.  
21 Generally speaking the common characteristics of play can take the following ten forms: (1) universal 
and cross-culturally prevalent; (2) freely chosen or voluntarily; (3) autotelic activity; (4) has a community 
element; (5) requires equipment or “playthings”; (6) has its own spacio-temporal parameters; (7) 
spontaneous and uncertain in the sense of not being planned; (8) unproductive in the sense that there is no 
commercial exchange; (9) governed by rules and conventions which suspend ordinary laws; and (10) 
make-believe or pretend.  
22 For notable literature, see R Caillois & E Halperin, ‘The structure and classification of games’, 
Diogenes, vol. 3, no. 12, 1955, pp. 62–75; B Suits, ‘What is a game?’, Philosophy of Science, vol. 34, no. 
2, 1967, pp. 148–156; D Roochnik, ‘Play and sport’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 2, 1975, pp. 
36–44; DA Hyland, ‘“And that is the best of us:” Human being and play’, Journal of the Philosophy of 
Sport, vol. 4, no. 1, 1977, pp. 36–49; B Suits, ‘Words on play’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 4, 
1977, pp. 117–131; B Suits, The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia, University of Toronto Press, 
Toronto, Canada, 1978; F D’Agostino, ‘The ethos of games’, Journal of Philosophy of Sport, vol, VIII, 
1981, pp. 7–18; B Suits, ‘Tricky triad: Games, play, and sport’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 
15, no. 1, 1988, pp. 1–9; KV Meier, ‘Triad trickery: Playing with sport and games’, Journal of the 
Philosophy of Sport, vol. 15, no. 1, 1988, pp. 11–30; and, B Suits, ‘The elements of sport” in WJ Morgan 
(ed.), Ethics in Sport, 2nd edn, Human Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 2007, pp. 9–20. 
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According to Meier, we can come to a better understanding of play if we consider the 

stance of the participants engaged in the activity.23 The idea is that by doing this, play 

would be perceived “simply and profitably, as an autotelic activity” because it is 

voluntarily pursued primarily for intrinsic reasons. This is further confirmed when he 

goes on to state: 

 

Consequently, if games or sports are pursued voluntarily and for intrinsic 

reasons, they are also play forms; if they are pursued involuntarily or engaged in 

predominantly for extrinsic rewards, they are not play forms.24 

 

In this case, the context will be more important than the content. The argument that play 

and sport are two exclusive entities at opposite ends of a continuum needs to be 

reconsidered because both play in general and games in particular can be serious. 

Midgley makes the point that the relationship between play and seriousness is always 

fluid.25 Just because it has the qualities of spontaneous frolic, pretend and so on does 

not prevent it from becoming serious because any game can at any time run away with 

the players. Consider the example of a boy walking down a street. By accident he 

stumbles across an aluminium can and decides to kick it to see how far it can travel. It 

just so happens that another boy approaches in the opposite direction just in time to 

observe the original kick and as he reaches the can, he kicks it back in the direction it 

came. After kicking the aluminium can back and forward for awhile between each other 

the boys decide to make a few modifications to make it more challenging, by adding a 

designated area, some extra players, and codifying a few rules and so on. This example 

illustrates how unsophisticated and serendipitous play can become sophisticated play 

and take on the qualities of games and sports; in a sense it represents the origins of how 

games and sports came to exist and change over time. To take this idea further and in a 

different direction it is perhaps noteworthy to mention how sports have metamorphosed 

from mere frolic play or recreational activities into highly institutionalised and distinct 

entities in contemporary Western culture. As a result this has brought about the demise 

of unsophisticated play due to increased commercialisation of contemporary sport. For 

instance, the advent of the professional sportsperson has led many to abuse sport by 

overemphasising the importance of victory, rigidly rationalising techniques that 
                                                           
23 KV Meier, ‘Triad trickery: Playing with sport and games’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 15, 
no. 1, 1988, pp. 11–30.  
24 Ibid., p. 25.  
25 Midgley, op. cit., pp. 241–242. 
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improve efficiency at the expense of autonomous freedom, alienating sport from its 

original play objectives and values, and ultimately reducing sporting performance to a 

commodity for commercial gain. As regrettable as this may be, this is more a reflection 

of the social conditions surrounding contemporary professional sport. Does this mean 

that all sport can be participated in without a “spirit of play”? On the contrary, one can 

participate in competitive sport and take a playful stance without compromising good 

performance in the contest. This is further reaffirmed by Kretchmar, who argues that the 

“competitive fullness of sport and the play gesture are, in a most fundamental sense, 

wholly compatible, but not coextensive” because sport is one of the ways in which we 

can engage in play, albeit at times in highly polarised ways.26 In this case, this is what 

Schmitz means when he refers to sport as primarily an extension of play, and resting 

upon the “spirit of play”.27 To Schmitz the spirit in which the contest is pursued is just 

as important as the outcome of the contest. For example, a player may engage in a 

contest in order to win and receive an extrinsic reward like money, or players may 

participate in the contest in order to test themselves against opponents of equal ability in 

order to learn more about themselves. Only the latter would be considered to be 

influenced by a spirit of play, due to its connection with an existential stance. Meier 

makes the compelling point that play is not a necessary or sufficient condition of either 

games or sport but it may well be an “element that enriches either or both pursuits”.28 

He goes on to argue that play or non-play occurrences depend upon the “contingencies 

surrounding or motivating participation” and so test match cricket may indeed be 

considered to be a non-play activity, however a game of backyard cricket which 

modifies many or even retains all of the same rules of cricket can be considered to be a 

play occurrence as well.29 Even though these cases represent two radically different 

orientations, the sport of cricket is in essence the same, independent of the motives and 

attitudes displayed by the participants who engage in the activity of cricket in various 

contexts or settings. However, such factors can be utilised to determine whether or not 

the sporting activity is also a form of play. These characteristics and relationships are 

best summarised by Meier in Figure 4.1, which shows the suggested interrelationships 

among the concepts of play, game and sport.30  

                                                           
26 RS Kretchmar, ‘Ontological possibilities: Sport as play’, Philosophic Exchange, vol. 1, 1972, pp. 113–
122.  
27 Schmitz, op. cit., pp. 27–29.  
28 Meier, op. cit., p. 25. 
29 Ibid., pp. 25–26.  
30 Figure 4.1 is taken from KV Meier, ‘Triad trickery: Playing with sport and games’, Journal of the 
Philosophy of Sport, vol. 15, no. 1, 1988, p. 26. 
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Figure 4.1 The interrelationships among play, game and sport. 

 

The following four points relate to the preceding diagram: (1) all sports are games; (2) 

not all games are sports; (3) sport and games may or may not be play; and (4) play may 

take forms other than games or sports. Meier goes on to add three more qualifying 

descriptions as a means to clarify his distinctions between play, games and sport. These 

are as follows: (1) play involves any activity voluntarily pursued for intrinsic rewards; 

(2) games are goal-orientated activities in which rules prohibit more efficient means in 

favour of less efficient means that are an accepted part of the activity persuaded; and (3) 

sport shares the same characteristics as games, however it requires the demonstration of 

physical skill and ability.31 

To better understand the relationship of the tricky triad in PE is important 

because it has been the basis for much confusion, particularly about whether play can be 

used in educational contexts that present work in the guise of play. There has been a 

general tendency to view each in isolation and as distinctly different, even though can 

also overlap in a unique way, as seen in Figure 4.1. As argued earlier, play in a sense is 

a highly organised and formalised form of play; however, sport also in a sense is never 

just play even though it can be approached with this intent, its overriding feature being 

its competitive nature. Consequently, the diverse array of movement activities found in 

PE goes a long way to highlight its multifarious nature, but what appears to be missing 

                                                           
31 Meier utilises aspects of Suits’ “Tricky Triad” in producing an outline of the interrelationships among 
play, game and sport which he considers to be more accurate compared to Suits. Both share similarities 
surrounding the concepts of play and games; however, the concept of sport is the basis for the greatest 
difference. Refer to B Suits, ‘Tricky triad: Games, play, and sport’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, 
vol. 15, no. 1, 1988, pp. 1–9.  
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from this account is PE’s explicit educative intent, which neither play nor sport in 

isolation can provide. For instance, play can be relaxing and reinvigorating without an 

educational end, just as sport can exist for its own sake without an educational end. My 

point is that play, games and sport can exist for pleasure, for education or for any other 

combination and should not be considered to be mutually exclusive entities but can and 

should exist together. 

Since play, games and sport are central elements in PE discourse the 

applicability of this analysis will provide the opportunity to vigorously reflect on the 

interrelationships of this tricky triad and at the same time determine those instances 

when play, games and sport are present and at times may disproportionately dominate at 

the expense of the others in practice. For instance, PE programmes that predominantly 

focus on pedagogical approaches such as sport education have a tendency in practice to 

inadvertently exaggerate and overemphasise competition and the outcome of “winning” 

in sport. Rather we need to consider sport as one of the ways in which we engage in 

play, by engaging in it voluntarily for intrinsic reasons, because it can provide students 

with the opportunity to experience human possibility not readily available elsewhere in 

the curriculum. Some of these opportunities may range from the freedom to try out 

quasi-adult identities, to being in control of an environment where adult power and 

presence is limited, forgotten or at least suspended.32  

What is noteworthy at this juncture is the profound and complex need for play in 

human life that seems to transcend cultural boundaries. Due to its strong universal 

appeal the things that satisfy this need do not necessarily share obvious characteristics. 

Midgley reinforces this point by arguing that we need play but at the same time we 

can’t say why.33 She goes on to argue that whatever the purposes or purpose of play 

may be, art shares equally with play a certain kind of paradoxical quality due to it being 

somehow set aside from the practical purposes of life and at times asserting a 

mysterious influence over it. In saying this, Sutton-Smith argues that the contentious 

nature and diversity of the theoretical approaches surrounding the concept of play that 

have entered mainstream culture may have more to do with dominant groups advocating 

more strongly for a particular rhetoric compared to others.34 This is supported by 

Armitage, who argues that play’s alleged frivolity may itself be a mask for denigrating 

                                                           
32 SA Stolz, ‘Why sport and physical education morally matter: Does sport have an important role to play 
in our moral lives after all or is sport of no special moral significance?’, Unpublished Master’s Thesis, 
Australian Catholic University (ACU), 2009. 
33 Midgley, op. cit., p. 248.  
34 Sutton-Smith, op. cit., pp. 7–17. 
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play by certain groups as has been done throughout history by those of higher status 

against those of lower status.35  

 

(2) Reflections on homo faber: the problem of play and its conflict with contemporary 

Western culture 

The problem of play is that as soon as we assign play as a “non-serious” activity it is 

extremely easy to refute when we proceed to an argument claiming that play is serious. 

In fact it is self-contradictory to claim that play is serious. According to Huizinga, the 

reason why play is so difficult to fully grasp is that it lies “outside the antithesis of 

wisdom and folly”, in which “folly” was greatly emphasised in the Middles Ages, 

which tended to express the opposition between Dionysius and Apollo or the “... two 

cardinal moods of life - play and seriousness - somewhat imperfectly by opposing folie 

to sense ...”.36 The term “play” does have positive connotations, which are usually 

associated with freedom and pleasure; however, when a culture is geared toward a 

strong “work ethic” ideology the possibility of play becomes a problem because 

individuals are more focused on working in order to make a good living rather than the 

possibilities of engaging in leisurely pursuits. Paradoxically, play is considered to be 

beneficial and even considered to be educationally worthwhile for young children 

because of its utilitarian function, as it teaches children skills and is a necessary prelude 

to socialisation and consequently justified because it is useful. But as soon as adults 

engage in play for an extended period of time and overdo it, it is commonly considered 

to be a diversion and treated with suspicion due to its power to distract us from the real 

business of life. This is further confirmed by Neale who argues that any culture 

orientated toward work will find the place of play to be incomprehensible and 

dangerous to the point where the vast majority will respond ambivalently to the 

possibility of play.37 He goes on to add that when play evokes ambivalence, play 

becomes a problem that leads most to overcompensate by working longer hours, taking 

fewer holidays and mixing work with leisure as a means to maintain their productive 

personality. In contemporary, achievement-orientated Western culture the strength of 

the work ethic ideology gives us “highly limited permission to be useless” as excessive 

emphasis is placed on human beings as labourer or producer in the process of work 

                                                           
35 J Armitage, Man at Play: Nine Centuries of Pleasure Making, F. Warne, London, 1977. 
36 J Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Elements in Culture, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 
1949, p. 6.  
37 R Neale, In Praise of Play, Harper & Row, New York, 1969, pp. 9–16.  
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toward the accomplishment and achievement of useful results, efforts, goods or 

services.38 For instance, pay rises are tied to productivity increases. According to 

Huizinga, the central reasons for this overemphasis can be attributed to the 

intensification of work and production that took place during the Industrial Revolution, 

which essentially became the ideal and then the “idol of the age” that was influenced by 

technological progress which was itself the consequence of rationalism and 

utilitarianism.39 In Huizinga’s view the spirit of play has been contaminated and 

exploited for political purposes behind the illusion of genuine play forms to the point 

where we have forgotten to free ourselves from this absurdity. Furthermore, the 

puritanic tradition of nineteenth century Protestantism was another source of 

antagonism, one that had a particular religious orientation that placed work and play at 

opposite ends of the spectrum and accorded a positive value and importance to the 

former and a negative value to the latter. Keen makes the point that the fourth and most 

popular form of “homo faber” is the most destructive because we come to associate the 

significance of work with our personal identity in a society which the secularised 

Protestant ethic of work continues to influence.40 He says: 

 

For homo faber there is no vocation except work because there is no God who 

can appeal to man. Man must manufacture his own dignity by working. Under 

the impact of industrialization, creativity gives way to work, occupation, and 

production. It is for this reason that we find the most concentrated points of 

identity crisis in our society where we find persons ostracized from the world of 

work – the preemployed, the unemployed, and the postemployed. Those who are 

excluded from the arena in which values and meanings are produced are exiled 

from full humanity. Work gives status and identity ...41 

 

Consequently, our contemporary understanding of the work ethic is deeply embedded in 

basic assumptions about the nature of humankind. These same presuppositions have 

begun to increasingly dictate our understanding of humanity, which has come to be 

expressed in common parlance and is evident when we meet people for the first time or 

                                                           
38 Ibid., pp. 14–15.  
39 Huizinga, op. cit., pp. 173–194.  
40 See Part V, Section 2: The Anatomy of Homo Faber from S Keen, Apology for Wonder, Harper & 
Row, New York, 1969, pp. 121–127. The four forms are as follows: (1) man is the animal who makes and 
uses tools; (2) the human mind, no less than the hand, is a toolmaking and tool-using faculty; (3) the chief 
of homo faber is man himself; and, (4) the image of homo faber signifies that man is a worker.  
41 Ibid., p. 123.  
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seek to relate to in some capacity and ask: What do you do? Basically, such a question 

is asking: What type of function in society do you fulfill? Keen goes on to argue that the 

influence of homo faber is rooted in our striving to become human to the point where 

human existence can only be won in action, by our fabrication, by our work.42 The 

general ideology of homo faber has contributed significantly to the assumption that our 

humanity should be nurtured by work with the understanding that we can manufacture 

our own identities according to what we fabricate and produce as a functional being in 

the work world. Subsequently, a culture which praises and considers work to be a 

necessity will regard play to be problematic. For example, “when a work ideology 

reigns what we fear the most of all is leisure’s promise of play” because play basically 

produces nothing which in essence is in direct contrast to the functional aspects of 

work; hence, play is often described as a waste of time that could rather be well applied 

towards some end.43 Since play lacks practical application in the work sense it is 

perceived to be worthless, wasteful and to be a non-serious activity which often gives 

rise to feelings of guilt and embarrassment that need to be rectified through work. 

According to Hyland, the reasons why play continues to be relegated to a relatively low 

status in the “serious business” of life has more to do with two competing ideas which 

have achieved dominance and which, in turn, have discouraged play and reduced it to 

the “subordinate status of aid”.44 These two competing ideas he calls the “stance of 

mastery” and the “stance of submission”. He goes on to add that the “stance of mastery” 

is the more dominant of the two stances because it attempts to “master nature”, and this 

is perhaps best exhibited in the literature of science and technology.45 The converse of 

the stance of mastery for those who have been unsuccessful at mastery is the “stance of 

submission”, which is articulated by the view that we must simply accept our place in 

the “movement of history” in which we “unwittingly participate”.46 Hyland goes on to 

make the point that the stance of submission functions in a kind of dialectic with the 

stance of mastery so that they simultaneously hold a “virtual hegemony” over our 

cultural experience. The dominance of these two stances has been significant in keeping 

play on the periphery of our culture, primarily because the climate has not been present 

for play to be taken seriously or even accorded significance by us. 
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45 Ibid., pp. 41–42.  
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According to Fink, there is a current and rather “vulgar interpretation” of play 

which states that it is nothing more than a phenomenon on the margins of human life 

that is used as an occasional break, a pause from the serious aspects of life in a 

legitimate but yet in a quite restricted sense that exists to keep individuals from 

succumbing to the rigours of the modern world of work by taking on a type of 

“therapeutic value against the ills of the soul”.47 To Meier there are three instances that 

provide support for the claim that play is treated as an instrumental service in the 

attainment of external ends.48 First, there are restricted features of play to be found in 

the approaches of many departments of recreation that seem to reinforce the dominant 

view of play. For instance, it is not uncommon to have departments charged with the 

task of making the child or labourer more productive in the school or work environment 

by providing play forms as a temporary diversion or a form of relaxation. Second, even 

faculties and departments of PE, human movement studies and so on are guilty of 

reducing the body to a biomechanical entity that needs to be disciplined through 

exercise and only valued because bodies increase labour production through the absence 

of fatigue. Finally, contemporary professional and elite sport does much to destroy the 

“play spirit” that can be found in sports, with its obsession with efficiency, reification 

and productivity in the pursuit of excellence to the detriment of the body, which is seen 

as a utensil to be appropriately directed and used.49 Consequently, all three occurrences 

produce outcomes that are mostly negative and detrimental in coming to a 

comprehensive view of our embodied dimension and the possibilities inherent in play. 

Both the remnants of the Protestant ethic of work and the ideology of homo faber in 

contemporary Western culture have reduced play to a form of recreation which is work 

free and used to reinvigorate the labourer so they can go back to work or as a type of 

reward for work accomplished. Furthermore, homo faber’s obsession with the 

production of physical labour and his attempts to free him or herself from the bondage 

of nature have lead to a renunciation of the lived body, repression of our sensuous 

corporeal dimension, quantifiable interpretations of the body to the exclusion of 

qualitative questions and desensitised movement experiences which have alienated the 

individual from his own body and made meaningful play impossible. This is further 

confirmed by Keen who fears that humanity seems to be moving toward a “machine 

                                                           
47 E Fink, ‘The ontology of play’, in EW Gerber & WJ Morgan (eds.), Sport and the Body: A 
Philosophical Symposium, 2nd edn, Lea & Febiger, Philadelphia, 1979, pp. 73–83. 
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culture”, which appears to be a subtle means of “dehumanizing man” because we are 

becoming increasingly more like “his products” by making ourselves over in the image 

of the machine.50 As a result individuals have become isolated and alienated because 

they no longer feel connected with mystery, wonder and a sense of the intrinsic 

significance of being lost. He goes on to state: 

 

For traditional man, leisure was bound up with the holy and the wonderful. On 

holy days he remembered and celebrated his kinship in an eternal order with the 

gods, and on ordinary days he paused to contemplate the mystery of meaning 

and order that pervaded the cosmos. For homo faber, leisure has ceased to mean 

the opportunity to celebrate or contemplate and has become time to be filled 

with games centering on copulation, consumption, and competition.51 

 

Subsequently, homo faber in his pursuit of mastery and objectivity reveals a conception 

of human nature that basically rejects his unique subjectivity, is unreceptive and closed 

off to different modes of perceiving and relating to the world and subsequently majors 

in “moulding and manipulation and neglects accepting and welcoming”.52 My thesis is 

that contemporary Western culture has failed to acknowledge an appropriate 

philosophical foundation surrounding the phenomenon of play because we have 

misunderstood its nature and at the same time failed to recognise that each form of play 

in essence is a human activity which has transcendental possibilities derived from 

experiences that are not possible elsewhere. The argument is developed as follows.  

 

(3) The ontological dimension of play phenomena: play deepens our experience of the 

world and is a distinct mode of being-in-the-world 

The approach adopted by PE discourse has commonly dealt with play and game playing 

from a distinctly sociological or psychological developmental point of view and says 

nothing specifically about the ontological dimension of play that is founded in human 

nature itself. According to Hyland, the play phenomena through the class of games and 

sports brings to light a heightened sense of our finitude in an especially striking way.53 

For instance, it brings to our attention that we are limited in our embodied capacities 
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and yet on the other hand provides an avenue in which we can express our embodiment 

in a physical way. To Fink, human play is always a process that has a “meaning” 

primarily because it is present in our daily experiences due to our lived experience.54 

The facticity of our embodiment is present throughout our lives because we are literally 

situated and cannot be in different places at once. Likewise our bodily limitations 

become even more evident in play occurrences like sport because our height, our 

strength, our speed, our skill and so on will be tested and thereby our bodies limit our 

possibilities. For instance, a person who is of average height may not consider 

themselves to be small, yet as soon as they step on a basketball court and come up 

against much taller opponents they discover and recognise that their height is a 

limitation. But part of what is revealed about our finitude is not just mere limitations. 

The reverse of finitude is possibility. Rules grant finite meaning to games and even 

though in this case the average heighted player may have limited possibilities in certain 

ways, his height may open up other possibilities to his advantage in basketball such as 

agility, speed and so on compared to his taller opponents. My point here is that we 

experience bodily possibility in various play forms and also experience in a direct way 

our embodiment as a limitation, as finitude, which also presents various opportunities to 

rise above our physical limitations. According to Fink, even though play may be a 

peripheral manifestation of human life it is not a phenomenon that emerges 

occasionally, but in essence comes under the “ontological disposition of human 

existence”.55 In his words: 

 

To oppose play to any other phenomenon is to risk misunderstanding it ... we 

must recognize that the fundamental phenomena which are decisive in human 

existence are all interlaced and intertwined. They never appear isolated or 

juxtaposed against one another. They interpenetrate, interinfluence. Each has a 

hold over the whole of man.56 

 

Since play is universally known and understood in its various forms our experience 

derived as player possesses a meaning and exclusive uniqueness of its own that is linked 

in some way to the other fundamental phenomena of existence, just as basic as death, 

work, domination, love and play. Fink cautions us that even though play may be in 
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essence an ontological disposition of human existence he does acknowledge that at 

times this disposition is perhaps less known in play than other fundamental phenomena 

of human life. He states: 

 

For in all action other than play – whether it be the simple “praxis” which has its 

ends in itself or the production of the artist (poiesis) where the end is the work – 

there is essentially implied a tendency toward the end of man, toward beatitude, 

toward Eudaimonía.57 

 

Even though we may be driven to attain eudaimonía we are not in agreement as to what 

it is. Likewise, it is one of the paradoxes of life that we never fully attain it and so we 

cannot be truly happy in the sense of complete achievement in this life; however, at the 

same time this desire carries us forward and is bound up with our fundamental character 

to find meaning in our existence. This is a deep-seated desire to better understand our 

source of beatitude as well as our misery. The place of play fits into this case in quite a 

different way compared to the other fundamental human activities and cannot be 

expressed in terms of its “architectonic complex” of ends. If we compare play to the rest 

of our life it takes on an “impetuous dynamism” which carries us forward and has its 

own “presence” with its own unique meaning in itself and is like an “oasis of happiness 

found in the desert of our questing ... momentarily freed from the daily grind and ... 

magically transported to another planet where life seems more light, more carefree, 

more happy”.58 He goes on to add that play is known perhaps less easily than in the 

other fundamental phenomena of human existence. Since we pursue play to be 

momentarily freed from the confines of the real world as a type of refreshment it is 

commonly associated with a gratuitous activity for the sake of our wellbeing, an activity 

in view of an end other than its own which never appears to end. Consequently, as a 

whole, the value of play is not easy to see in terms of ends extraneous to its nature. In a 

sense this is precisely why we play, because it represents and possesses a meaning to 

those who initiate it and take part in it. The value of play has more to do with 

understanding the creative quality of the experience, which is also accompanied by a 

pleasure that is difficult to equate with other joyous experiences. To Fink the pleasure in 

play is not only grounded in its creative and spontaneous features, it is also an “ecstasy 

which accompanies our entry into any ‘universe’ ...” that is not only the pleasure of the 
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play experience, but more a joyous attitude towards play.59 He goes on to add that the 

fundamental characteristic of play is its creation “through the medium of pleasure” that 

takes on an “appearance” of joy. In his words:  

 

Play is always characterized by an element of representation. This element 

determines its meaning. It then effects transfiguration; life becomes peaceful. 

We are freed little by little, and we eventually discover that we have been 

redeemed from the weight of real life. Play lifts us from a situation of fact, from 

an imprisonment depressing by nature, and by means of fantasy helps us enjoy 

passing through a multitude of “possibilities” without imposing on us the 

necessity of making a choice.60 

 

Play is one of those phenomena where we again and again can achieve the possibility of 

our embodiment that is grounded in play itself. Kretchmar makes the point that PE is in 

a unique position to provide, promote and give students the freedom to explore, freedom 

to discover, freedom to express thoughts or ideas, freedom to invent and the freedom to 

create.61 This view would suggest that the ideal of freedom has no limits and is present 

all the time. Such an account would appear to be problematic at first because when we 

think of play, we normally associate it with the spontaneous, relatively ungoverned free 

forms of play that children engage in. The irony is that in adulthood we try to recapture 

this spontaneity, albeit arbitrarily through game playing. For instance, most of us are 

eager to find free time in our daily schedules to participate in structured play, such as 

organised games like tennis, basketball and so on to provide a momentary break from 

our ordinary lives and at the same times reinvigorate ourselves. But is this not a 

paradox? We leave the relatively structured place of work to enter a rigorously 

structured, rule-governed sphere of games and sports that is both policed stringently and 

arbitrary in the sense that we would never tolerate the inherent restrictions such rules 

bring in our ordinary lives. Despite first appearances, it is not a paradox but an 

illustration of the deep complexity surrounding play and in particular the concept of 

freedom. Although it may be the case that too much limitation restricts freedom, it is 

also true that a moderate amount of finitude in the form of games and sports provides 

those occurrences in which we come to know the possibilities of our bodily limitations. 
                                                           
59 Ibid., p. 78.  
60 Ibid., p. 80.  
61 RS Kretchmar, ‘T. D. Wood: On chairs and education’, The Journal of Physical Education, Recreation 
and Dance (JOPERD), vol. 66, 1995, pp. 12–15.  
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 Two of the most obvious dimensions of this bodily limitation are the finitude of 

space and the finitude of time. The finitude of space is probably the most apparent in 

those play activities in which there is a clearly delineated space such as a tennis court, 

soccer field and so on, in which the spatial limitations are rigorously rule governed. For 

example, a soccer player who is in possession of the ball cannot move outside the 

confines of the playing area in order to avoid being tackled by his direct opponent. 

Likewise, temporal limitations are most obvious in highly structured games and sports 

such as basketball, rugby league and so on. For instance, in a rugby league game of 80 

minutes (two halves of 40 minutes) the limitations of time are most felt when a team is a 

few points behind and is attempting to catch-up in the last few minutes of the game. The 

significance of the finitude of space and time in all the previous cases is made obvious 

in play by view of the fact that rules give our actions in games and sports meaning 

because the rules force our bodies to confront our embodied dimension and our 

limitations, and in a sense enhance our embodied freedom. Consequently, highly 

structured games and sports are clearly the most obvious means by which to engage in 

those instances that focus our consciousness and our bodies in such a way to pursue to 

the end a set of possibilities; they are also a place to encounter freedom because in play 

there is an almost unlimited opportunity to be creative, establish freedom that is 

impossible in reality, explore in safety and learn from experience without the 

consequences of real life.  

According to Schmitz, the spirit of play with its own arbitrary objectives and 

formalities may be said to transcend the natural world and the world of everyday 

concerns by breaking “open a new totality”.62 This does not mean that the natural laws 

of the world are suspended, because players get tired, get injured and so on and in some 

forms of play such as surfing and mountain climbing these natural forces are 

deliberately pursued because of these natural challenges. He goes on to add that what is 

common in these and all forms of play is that the natural processes do not determine the 

significance of the play. For instance, this is highlighted by the player who may 

intentionally ignore tiredness, injury, time, hunger and so on as far as possible in the 

pursuit of play, whereas a worker would most likely acknowledge these and respond in 

different ways. To Schmitz the sign of the transcendent qualities of play is most 

apparent when a player makes a conscious decision to maintain the “play spirit” because 

play like religion and art shares similarities in the sense that religion celebrates the 

                                                           
62 Schmitz, op. cit., pp. 24–25. 
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physicality of our embodiment in the world and art brings to attention the beauty of our 

embodiment through aesthetic experience.63 In his words:  

 

Like art and religion, play is not far from the feast, for art celebrates beauty and 

religion celebrates glory, but play celebrates the emergence of the finite world 

that lies outside and beyond the world of nature while at the same time resting 

upon it.64 

 

Play has its own unique in-built finality and is an autotelic activity that, like art and 

religion, is not easily grasped; but yet play exemplifies a significant mode of being-in-

the-world. Its significance comes from the distinctive way our embodied action breaks 

open distinctive possibilities of our existence, meaning and freedom of the world, which 

can be accessed through the phenomena of play. According to Roochnik, there is a basic 

error in the current discourse surrounding play that equates the play world with an 

illusion.65 He goes on to add that play is the antithesis of illusion because it deepens our 

experience of the world and is a distinct mode of encountering the world, not a 

pleasurable divergence away from it. This is further confirmed by Roochnik, who 

states: 

 

If play is grounded upon illusion and the suspension of the natural world, then it 

is precluded from becoming a mode of being toward the world. At best it could 

be a thing that happens once in a while and might even be magnificent and 

beneficial, but it could never be a stance to be cultivated or pursued.66 

 

He goes on to explain that the unusual quality of secludedness that can be found in play 

is more a consequence of the player’s immersion that gives rise to its own distinctive 

temporality and spatiality. For instance, to the tennis player’s environment, the tennis 

court, the net, the ball, the opponent and so on have become intensified and the 

environment has meaning within itself. Therefore, immersion is more about a 

commitment of the body to the activity that is grounded in the here and now, that “does 

justice to the powers of man to encounter the world”.67 It is this so-called self-contained 

                                                           
63 Ibid, p. 25.  
64 Ibid. 
65 D Roochnik, ‘Play and sport’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 2, 1975, pp. 36–44. 
66 Ibid., p. 40.  
67 Ibid. 
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meaning that is commonly equated with play which is significant because play seems to 

stand in complete contrast to what we would consider to be non-play in the world or 

what we would normally refer to as the “real”, the “ordinary” or the “serious” side of 

life.  

Even though play is a phenomenon that has an indeterminate mode of being, 

many prominent philosophers like Plato have insisted on the importance of play.68 

Hyland develops the Platonic understanding of play as a primordial human phenomenon 

because it is a way of being in the world and so most fundamentally, “being a player” is 

a specific mode of being.69 He goes on to set out a certain conception of human nature, 

expressed in its broadest sense in the view that human beings are relational, have a 

heightened sense of incompleteness and strive for completeness in order to overcome 

our sense of incompleteness. For instance, if I am a philosopher, teacher, husband, 

father and so on, this confirms and makes clear the ways in which I have experienced 

my “partiality” and tried to overcome it because I choose how I shall relate and the 

objects with which I relate; subsequently, we are literally by nature relational.  

Furthermore, when we play we have a certain orientation toward those with 

whom we play, toward time, toward space, toward the world and so on. According to 

Hyland, this “orientation” toward things is a distinct mode of “comportment” which can 

best be described as a mode of being-in-the-world which is not necessarily strange or 

odd but noticeably unique from our everyday mode of comportment when we consider 

ourselves not to be playing.70 It is this “orientation”, “mode of comportment” or “mode 

of being” that he refers to as the “stance of play”, in which the play situation brings 

about a heightened sense of openness toward my environment. Take the example of a 

volleyball player: they need to be constantly aware of their environment and take into 

consideration crucial variables such as the location of the ball, whether the team is 

employing an offensive or defensive pattern of play according to the situational 

circumstance, the positioning of the other players and most importantly the ability to 

adapt to whatever possibilities open up in the game and so on. It is play situations like 

these, which require an ability to be open to and aware of the environment not present in 

non-play situations, that are a notable feature of play that Hyland refers to as 

“openness”.  

                                                           
68 Plato, ‘The Laws’ in DJ Allan & HE Dale (eds.), The Dialogues of Plato, 4th edn, trans. B Jowett, 
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1953, cf. 803c. 
69 DA Hyland, ‘“And that is the best of us:” Human being and play’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, 
vol. 4, no. 1, 1977, pp. 39–41. 
70 DA Hyland, ‘The stance of play’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. VII, 1980, p. 88. 
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The other nuanced feature of play is the ability to adapt and respond quickly to 

what is happening in the environment, which Hyland refers to as “responsiveness”. 

Responsiveness, in a way, is a second feature in Hyland’s stance of play; and when the 

two are combined this brings about the well-known experience of a being totally 

involved and immersed in our activity. In his words: 

 

... play is one of those phenomena where we again and again achieve that sense 

of totality, that intimation of completeness, and that the possibility of its doing 

so is grounded in the very stance of play itself, which I have called responsive 

openness.71 

 

The interpretation of play as the stance of responsive openness does not imply a strict 

dichotomy between play and non-play activities but places them on a continuum.72 For 

instance, anyone who is conscious could be argued to be open and responsive to their 

environment. The point is that there are various times in our lives when we experience 

situations that are more open and responsive than normal. In this case, play is one of 

those situations where we are mostly responsively open.  

In addition, it needs to be reiterated that Hyland is not arguing that activities A, 

B, and C are always play, whereas X, Y and Z are not play along a continuum but rather 

it is a unique stance, comportment or orientation of the player toward play which 

enables us to better understand the phenomenon. For example, two people may be 

exhibiting the same type of behaviour in hitting the ball to each other in a game of 

tennis and in a sense they are both playing tennis according to the constitutive rules of 

the game, but after awhile we come to realise the intentions of the two players, which 

leads us to conclude that only one of them is actually playing tennis, while the other is 

engaged in the sport of tennis, to win, to compete, to better his opponent and so on. 

Therefore, play in this sense has more to do with the specific ways in which players 

look toward those with whom we play, toward time, toward space, toward the world.73 

In the school curriculum, the stance of play may function more like a device in 

which individuals can make sense of their world through play, games and sports in a 

way that is radically different and perhaps not readily available elsewhere in other 
                                                           
71 Ibid., p. 90.  
72 Hyland makes the point that “responsive openness” is not meant to be a definitive definition of play but 
is meant to function as an “inductive generalization” to highlight those characteristics that we might 
consider to be playful from non-playful instances of responsive openness.  
73 Certain physical activities may have a natural affinity for this stance of responsive openness, such as 
mountain climbing, whereas others may inhibit it, such as boxing.  
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curriculum areas. As mentioned earlier, the relationship of the tricky triad to PE is 

unique because when viewed in isolation the three are distinctly different, yet they can 

overlap in a unique way. The diverse array of movement activities found in PE 

highlights its multifarious nature but what appears to be missing from this account is 

PE’s explicit educative intent that has shown that knowing in movement can have a 

distinct epistemological claim.74 This last point is significant to my thesis because 

knowing in movement is a unique synthesis of knowledge types, which is founded on 

the experimental process of movement in a diverse array of environments that is 

particularly important in relation to education.75 Therefore, what makes movement 

education significant is that it provides the opportunity for students to experience 

themselves in a sub set of bodily-orientated environments and thereby allows students 

to learn more about themselves and the world in which they live.   

Before going on to say something about the educational significance of play, 

games and sports in PE in the next section, it needs to be restated that education 

involves the development of the whole person. As a result it involves becoming 

acquainted with a diverse array of activities in an educational process that aims to 

nurture and promote the physical, intellectual, social, spiritual and emotional 

dimensions of a growing person through experiences that have an educational end.  

This is further reinforced by Van Manen who argues that the practical 

understanding of educational experiences finds its theoretical roots in the interpretative 

practices of the hermeneutic–phenomenological method, which attempts to make 

meaningful the curriculum as a subjective and interpersonal process.76 Freedom to 

create and act are possible only when we are open to these notions, and to neglect either 

is to accept the limits of our facticity and destroy our freedom, wonder and hope 

because “future possibility is not to be defined by already known limits; the past does 

not exercise an absolute tyranny over the future”.77 Meier makes the pertinent point that 

our being-in-the-world is an “indeterminate, open question, a ‘not-yet’ . . .” in which we 
                                                           
74 In some circles the epistemological claim of PE would be considered to be necessary if an educational 
value is to be attached to it.  
75 In Chapter III, I presented an extensive exposition outlining how knowledge is personal because the 
knower relies on certain implied or inferred elements of human knowledge we know but at the same time 
we usually cannot verbally articulate how we come to know through the tacit dimension. I argue that an 
understanding of our embodiment closely connected with the insights brought forward by Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment highlights that the act of knowing is not an end-product stripped 
bare of experience but closely connected to the lived body which emphasises that “I” am the absolute 
source of my knowing because I bring meaning from experiences of the world because the world gives 
meaning to my experiences. 
76 M Van Manen, ‘Linking ways of knowing with ways of being practical’, Curriculum Inquiry, vol. 6, 
no. 3, 1977, pp. 205–228. 
77 Keen, op. cit., p. 174.  
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have the capacity to transcend present modes of being by constructing our own choices 

and actions, and to commit to personal projects outside our everyday concerns and 

contexts – a capacity which is relatively unconstrained by external interventions.78 Play 

presents unique opportunities to perceive freshly, to experience novelty and to immerse 

oneself wholly. This is further reinforced by Keen who pointedly remarks that this 

ability is one of the defining features of our humanity. In his words:  

 

In those moments when I am able to rise above compulsion, need, and 

expectation and allow some novelty to refresh me, I am most certain of my 

freedom and my potency. I become gracefully free when I become convinced 

that I have the power to do a new thing.79 

 

Such a passage highlights the unrealistic demands which homo faber imposes upon all 

of us and at the same time illustrates how play can break open those moments that can 

accentuate our innocence and the spontaneous impulses, movements or actions that can 

be found in homo ludens.  

It is also noteworthy to mention at this juncture what Merleau-Ponty calls the 

“phenomenal body” and refers to what “I” experience as a natural system of one’s own 

body, which takes place in the domain of the phenomenal.80 For instance, when my 

hand moves around the object it touches, anticipating the stimuli and tracing out a form 

which I am about to perceive visually. Our perception ends in objects because our own 

body as experienced by us “from the inside” makes contact with the object through 

touch, stimuli and tracing out its form from the first-person point of view. Simply put, 

we cannot come to understand our embodiment if we do not engage in the world as a 

being-in-the-world. The phenomenal body is what we experience as a first-person 

subject of experience and as a result we can only exist in connection with a lived body. 

We cannot make contact with the world just by thinking about it, but only through 

experiencing it with our senses and acting in it, in ways that range from the most 

complex to the most primitive unreflective movements. The student experiences and 

apprehends his body neither as an abstract object nor as an instrument, but as a “lived-

body” subject that senses and does the sensing in a meaningful way.  

                                                           
78 Meier, op. cit., p. 31.  
79 S Keen, To a Dancing God, Harper & Row, New York, 1970, p. 30.  
80 M Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. C Smith, Routledge, London and New York, 
1962, p. 121. Herein cited as PP followed by pagination.  



Do sport and physical education have an important role to play in educational institutions? 

Steven A. Stolz  151 

As argued in earlier chapters, a body portrayed as a biomechanical object that 

must be managed, maintained, conditioned and repaired for instrumental reasons such 

as improving performance or physical appearance is drained of its humanity, devoid of 

ecstatic, aesthetic, autotelic, sensuous and holistic experiences. According to Meier, 

play liberates us from our confines, from the subordination to the impersonal demands 

and constraints of circumstance, from utilitarian demands and from objective-

achievement oriented Western culture, because play, games and sport in general 

heighten and bring into focus the interplay between possibility and actuality only when 

we immerse ourselves wholly into the activity to bring into “focus [our] subjectivity and 

to “luxuriate in the intense, full, lived experience of play”.81 This approach gives the 

play phenomena meaning in the hermeneutic–phenomenological sense because it seeks 

to provide an understanding of the ways in which human beings subjectively experience 

the world and make sense of it. As a result not much has been specifically mentioned 

about the educational significance of play, games and sport in PE from a philosophical 

perspective.82 

 

(4) The educational significance of play, games and sport in PE: learning through the 

physical as a paradigm case for understanding our “phenomenological body” 

The trend in attitudes surrounding the place of play in education in the twentieth century 

has been one of increasing acceptance that is important for cognitive, social and 

emotional development, particularly for children’s learning.83 As PE as a profession 

underwent significant reform during the first half of the twentieth century this also 

coincided with the development of play theory in education, which in turn had a 

profound influence in the debate about what methods would be appropriate for 

imparting educational goals in PE.84 According to Mechikoff, the conscious decision to 

                                                           
81 Meier, op. cit., p. 32.  
82 Unfortunately, space does not permit it but the “theology of play” warrants further investigation, 
particularly when contemporary sports share close similarities with natural religion. For instance, Michael 
Novak argues that “sports flows outward from a deep natural impulse that is radically religious”; and 
furthermore, that sports create “primal symbols, metaphors, and acts” of cosmic struggle which in turn 
can be perceived to be “rituals concerning human survival” or “liturgical enactments of animal perfection 
and the struggles of the human spirit to prevail”. Refer to Part One, Section 2: The Natural Religion from 
M Novak, The Joy of Sports: End Zones, Bases, Baskets, Balls, and the Consecration of the American 
Spirit, Basic Books, New York, 1976, pp. 18–34.  
83 P Smith, Chapter 1: ‘Play research and its application: A current perspective’ in P Smith (ed.) 
Children’s Play: Research Developments and Practical Applications, Gordon and Breach, London, 1986, 
pp. 1–14.  
84 Refer to Piaget’s three categories of play as an example of a play theory that was influential from this 
era in PE. These are as follows: (1) practice play that is characterised by activities pursued for their 
intrinsic pleasure; (2) symbolic play like make-believe that implies a representation of an absent object; 
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promote and utilise play, games and sport as a means for transmitting educational ends 

in PE is significant because it reflected a growing interest in the phenomenon of play 

which was also popular with the public at large and amongst the ranks of PE 

professionals.85 The idea of play serving as a means of cultivating cognitive, social and 

emotional development reflected the significant influence of the general trends in 

education that came to be accepted with fervour in the PE profession because they 

provided the theoretical foundations for PE and a level of legitimacy that had previously 

been missing. These trends blended the instinctive and natural interest that young 

people have with play, games and sport with educationally designed environments that 

provided learning experiences that produced specific changes in the physical, social and 

psychological aspects of individuals. These theoretical elements were expressed in PE 

through the following three ways: first, physical activity was considered to contribute to 

the health of the individual in a positive way; second, playing games and sports, 

particularly team-orientated ones, was considered to be major feature in the 

development of character and the inculcation of moral and ethical values; third, it 

focused on the integration of the mind and body through physical means.  

Generally speaking it is commonly accepted that when we educate a child he or 

she will transition smoothly from a being that plays into an adult that works. For 

instance, we present work to a child under the guise of play in which the workload 

increases little by little in preparation for the serious affairs of the adult world. This 

well-accepted pedagogical practice is based on the idea that play is an instinctive and 

natural part of our existence. The belief that children develop and learn best through 

play forms is a well-established educational position that is expressed in highly subtle 

and sophisticated ways in secondary schooling as students mature. If we take our idea of 

play from the world of a child in isolation we will be trapped by ambiguity. As a result 

if play is to have significance in maturity or adulthood it must have another dimension 

that is meaningful to the agent, particularly in a secondary school context. For instance, 

in the play of a child there are usually authentic elements of joy, happiness, fulfilment 

and excitement and so on which seem to get lost in the transition into adulthood. Take 

for example the following excerpt from Bannister’s book, The First Four Minutes: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          
and, (3) games with rules which are self-evident in highly organised and structured sports. Refer to 
Chapter VI: Explanation of play from J Piaget, Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood, Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, New York, 1951, pp. 147–169. 
85 R Mechikoff, History and Philosophy of Sport and Physical Education, 5th edn, McGraw-Hill, New 
York, 2010, pp. 220–236. 
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In this supreme moment I leapt for joy. I was startled and frightened by the 

tremendous excitement that so few steps could create. I glanced around uneasily 

to see if anyone was watching. A few more steps – self consciously now and 

firmly gripping the original excitement. The earth seemed almost to move with 

me. I was running now, and a fresh rhythm entered my body. No longer 

conscious of my movement I discovered a new unity with nature. I had found a 

new source of power and beauty, a source I never dreamt existed. From intense 

moments like this, love of running can grow ... This attempt at explanation is of 

course inadequate, just like any analysis of the things we enjoy – the description 

of a rose to someone who has never seen one.86 

 

Such an example is a paradigm case of the pleasure derived from kinaesthetic flow or 

patterns of feelings which are constituted as meaningful by the performer and 

emphasises that tacit knowing is important to my thesis for two reasons: (1) knowledge 

is personal because the knower relies on certain implied or inferred elements of human 

knowledge that is subjectively experienced as a being-in-the-world from an 

experimental perspective; and (2) because we come to know that we have a body.  

Within the context of the hermeneutic–phenomenological framework, PE 

represents the study of practical educational experiences that attempt to make the 

subjective and interpersonal process meaningful. As a result it should be treated as a 

necessary and vital part of education primarily because the diversity of these 

experiences offer opportunities to explore alternative modes of awareness and to 

develop insights into and new modes of being and possibilities perhaps not readily 

available elsewhere in the curriculum. This is further reinforced by Thorburn who 

argues that PE has lost its connection with practical learning environments and in the 

process has lost a way of grasping subject knowledge that is significant for the students’ 

learning in question in that it is not purely intellectual or cognitive.87 He goes on to add 

that by using a phenomenological framework, PE could improve the methodological 

basis for linking students’ lived-body experiences with the acquisition of increasingly 

complex subject knowledge within the curriculum. The emphasis is that learning 

environments that actively engage students in practical learning, where the integration 

of performance and subject matter is presented in a natural and feasible way that 
                                                           
86 R Bannister, The First Four Minutes, Putnam, London, 1955, pp. 11–12.  
87 M Thorburn, ‘Articulating a Merleau-Pontian phenomenology of physical education: The quest for 
active student engagement and authentic assessment in high-stakes examination awards’, European 
Physical Education Review, vol. 14, no. 2, 2008, pp. 263–280.  
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cultivates feelings and seeks to provide for an understanding of the ways in which we 

can come to know from subjective experiences, have substantially improved many of 

the authenticity issues surrounding learning experiences in PE.  

Dewey reinforces this point further when he argues that one important feature of 

the educative process is the establishment of special environments intentionally set up 

to consciously influence how students act and hence think and feel; however, he goes on 

to acknowledge that the educative process is rich with meaning and at times the direct 

method may be ineffective because we learn best “indirectly by means of the 

environment”.88 He goes on to argue that any environment is a “chance” environment in 

terms of its educative influence unless it has been consciously regulated with reference 

to its educative effect, which is one of the main features of the school as a special 

environment. It is not until Dewey broadens his ideas surrounding the nature of 

experience that we come to get a clearer picture of its value in education. According to 

Dewey, the nature of the experience can be understood by an “active and passive 

element peculiarly combined”.89 In the former phase this involves the experience of 

“trying” and in the latter phase it is “undergoing”. For instance, when we experience we 

do something to X, and undergo the consequences of X. In a sense X does something to 

us in return. To Dewey it is this connection of the two phases of experience that 

“measures” the value of the experience. He goes on to add that mere activity does not 

automatically equate to a meaningful experience unless it involves change in a 

meaningful and sustained way. In Dewey’s words: 

 

Experience as trying involves change, but change is meaningless transition 

unless it is consciously connected with the return wave of consequences which 

flow from it. When an activity is continued into the undergoing of 

consequences, when the change made by action is reflected back into a change 

made in us, the mere flux is loaded with significance.90 

 

It this meaningful change “made in us” which is “loaded with significance” that is 

important in this case, as PE activities are significant in the educative sense because 

they have respect for the person as an embodied consciousness and most importantly all 

three facets of a person (thinking, feeling and acting) are combined to give a person an 

                                                           
88 J Dewey, Democracy and Education, The Free Press, New York, 1966, p. 19.  
89 Ibid., p. 139.  
90 Ibid.  
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experience of what it is to be a moving being which is radically different from 

traditional forms of education that have a particular focus on propositional forms of 

knowledge.  

It is interesting to note that part of the issue with educational concepts of 

educational experience seem to reflect an empirical–analytical orientation that is 

dominant in Anglo–American educational systems in contrast to more hermeneutic–

phenomenological methods of the continental school of thought. In the latter context, 

experience refers to how we make sense of the world as an embodied subject, which we 

cannot do through simply thinking about it in an abstract way but only through 

experiencing it with our senses and acting in it, in ways that range from complex forms 

of movement to the most primitive of unreflective movements; most importantly, we 

must also have a feeling about it. This is further reinforced by Schrag who argues that a 

person lives through the mass of psycho-physical occurrences as an embodied 

individual and it is only by reflection that it is possible to distinguish between the four 

major modes the individual experienced at the time as a synthetic totality of oneness.91 

Although the lived body can be experienced in a multitude of different ways in 

everyday life, it is only through and in the movement experiences that PE programmes 

provide that its various forms can be and are most often intensely felt.  

Even though human movement is a fundamental feature of our existence it has 

significant educational implications in that it provides a rich source of experience of our 

embodiment, which also has ramifications for self-development and the formation of 

identity because both are affected by the way we experience and react to our lived body. 

This is further reinforced by Arnold who argues that our experiences become 

meaningful as a result of being grasped reflectively, particularly those “peak 

experiences”92 that are felt more intensely and remembered as moments of significant 

meaning in an agent’s life and which stand out in the memory because they are far from 

being mundane, but are extraordinary past experiences associated with strong positive 

and dynamic feelings of joy, happiness, fulfilment and so on.93 He goes on to add that 

meaning in movement from the point of view of the agent is not limited to being passive 

or private but on the contrary very much concerned with meaning that is intended to be 
                                                           
91 C Schrag, ‘The Lived Body as a Phenomenological Datum’, The Modern Schoolman: A Quarterly 
Journal of Philosophy, vol. 39, 1962, pp. 203–219. Each of the four modes of the lived body are as 
follows: (1) the lived body as self-referential; (2) the lived body as reference to others; (3) the lived body 
and human space; and (4) the lived body and human time.  
92 The earlier excerpt from Bannister’s book is an ideal example of a “peak experience” that can be found 
in movement and may be regarded as being meaningful because it brilliantly captures a rare moment in 
the conscious life of a person. 
93 P Arnold, Meaning in Movement, Sport and Physical Education, Heinemann, London, 1979, pp. 20–25.  
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public and shareable through three categories: (1) primordial meanings; (2) contextual 

meanings; and (3) existential meanings.94 Consequently, play, games and sport within 

PE programmes are important in education because these activities offer opportunities 

to explore alternative modes of awareness and to develop insights into and new modes 

of being and possibilities perhaps not readily available elsewhere in the curriculum.  

To Dewey, learning from experience is to make a “backward and forward” 

connection between “doing” and engaging in “what we enjoy” to the point where 

“doing becomes a trying”, like an “experiment with the world to find out what it is like” 

and in which the undergoing becomes “instruction-discovery” of the relationship 

between things.95 It is noteworthy to mention that Dewey considered dualism of mind 

and body to be an “evil” and argued that students have a body which serves as a 

conductor of experience and meaning to the point where we should never forget that the 

student brings their body to school along with their mind. He goes on to outline how 

education has failed to recognise that connecting and making relationships cannot occur 

without experience to the point where an “ounce of experience is better than a ton of 

theory because it is only in experience that any theory has vital and verifiable 

significance”.96 Experience is capable of generating and communicating theory, but 

theory in isolation from experience without application ceases to be fully grasped in the 

sense of meaningful significance. No experience that has a meaning is possible without 

some component of thought. For instance, when we do A and it fails, we try B and so on 

until we find a method that works, in which case we quickly apply it in subsequent 

procedures. There is a certain element in experience that can be difficult to articulate 

fully and as a result we can come to see that a certain way of acting is connected in 

some way to a consequence. Subsequently, in discovering the detailed connection of our 

activities and what happens in consequence, the idea of the two phases is meant to make 

the experience more explicit to the point where the quality of the experience is so 

significant that it causes a change.  

Furthermore, to Dewey the making of these connections constitutes thinking 

“par excellence” as a distinctive experience which can be cultivated in a positive way 

by securing conditions that engage in situations where activities “generate support and 

clinch ideas” that are full of meanings or connections. Educational institutions have a 

                                                           
94 Ibid., pp. 26–43.  
95 Dewey, op. cit., p. 140. Dewey draws two conclusions about experience important for education. These 
are: (1) experience is primarily an active–passive affair (not just cognitive); (2) the value of an experience 
lies in the perception of relationships or continuities it leads up to.  
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diverse array of places in which positive measures have been taken to develop 

reflective-type experiences (thinking) of a diverse nature that could range from the 

science and computer (ICT) laboratories, to music and drama studios, to sporting fields, 

the gymnasium and so on. The intent of different curriculum areas is to provide a well-

balanced education in the development of the whole person and PE does this by offering 

a radically different opportunity to experience our embodiment not readily available 

elsewhere in the curriculum. Play, games and sporting activities in PE programmes are 

central to its practice and utilised as an educational mechanism because they bring about 

a heightened awareness, a special meaning and significance to the participating agent 

that by no means is confined to physical activity but is more completely experienced in 

such movement forms and activities where the embodied person is most likely to 

become aware of their lived body in a meaningful way. This is further reinforced by 

Dewey who states that: 

 

The educative value of manual activities and of laboratory exercises, as well as 

of play, depends upon the extent in which they aid in bringing about a sensing of 

the meaning of what is going on ...Were it not for the accompanying play of 

imagination, there would be no road from a direct activity to representative 

knowledge; for it is by imagination that symbols are translated over into direct 

meaning and integrated with a narrow activity so as to expand and enrich it.97 

 

Consequently, these activities are not just the exclusive domain for enhancing qualities 

which make ordinary experiences appealing in education but they serve a purpose 

beyond themselves to reveal a depth and range of meaning in experiences which 

otherwise might be trivial if not seriously reflected upon. 

According to Arnold, the concept of a “meaningful lived experience” is based on 

the reflective process that can only occur after the action is over and the reflection 

draws conscious attention to my lived experience even after a considerable lapse of 

time.98 It is important to note that lived experiences simply do not become meaningful 

as a result of merely having been lived through. He goes on to add that it is incorrect to 

say that experiences have meaning because meaning does not lie in the experience as 

such, but experiences only become meaningful as a result of being interpreted by the 

agent as meaningful. Take for example the earlier case of Bannister running on the 
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beach.99 To Bannister, running means more to him perhaps because of the sheer joy 

derived from the experience. As such, it has individual meaning. It is not just efficient 

movement for the sake of moving from point A to B, but a specific experience which he 

emotionally values as a significant part of his life. It is important to note that an 

experience can take on many different meanings at the same time. Some of these 

meanings may be personal, as in the case of Bannister, but in general these same 

experiences can be shared with others even if not necessarily expressible in words. Even 

though movement is one of the most fundamental features of a human being’s 

existence, it is only in, by and through movement experiences that it can be and often is 

meaningfully felt. Consequently, within the context of the hermeneutic–

phenomenological framework, PE should be treated as a necessary and vital part of 

education primarily because the diversity of these experiences offer opportunities to 

explore alternative modes of awareness and to develop insights into and new modes of 

being and possibilities perhaps not readily available elsewhere in the curriculum. 

Furthermore, the educative value of practical subjects like PE has more to do 

with coming to know in movement that arises through direct participation in its diverse 

array of forms. It is founded on an experimental process that in no way should be 

equated with knowledge gained about movement in the academic study of movement. 

This is confirmed by Dewey who argues that practical experience gained from “manual 

activities” represents the concentration and consummation of “elements of good” which 

are otherwise incomplete, and as a result they are not “luxuries” of education but 

“emphatic expressions” of that which makes any education worthwhile.100 He goes on 

to argue with respect to educational value that as long as any topic makes an 

“immediate appeal” it is not necessary to ask what it is good for because some “goods 

are not good for anything: they are just goods” in which the proof of “goods” can be 

found in the fact that students genuinely respond and want to learn in the material, 

which is thus proof of value. Therefore, to value in a sense is to appreciate the 

experiences gained from the various opportunities found in the created environment.  

It is interesting at this juncture to note that to Dewey the issue of educational 

value is more about the unity or integrity of the experience and may have more to do 

with the organisation of schools, materials and methods which function to achieve 

richness of experience in which play, games and sport in PE has a special value that 

represents a heightened realisation of meaning or a particular mode of knowing by 
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means of sensations that cannot be found elsewhere. According to Williams, we 

misunderstand the nature of experience and tend to break experience into categories 

such as spiritual, social, moral, intellectual, physical and so on and rank these 

experiences, which usually results in the spiritual and mental being placed at the top and 

the physical at the bottom, especially in education.101 He goes on to argue that because 

every experience embodies reaction and interaction of the whole organism to and with 

its environment, the experience cannot be “purely physical” or “purely mental”. As a 

result, when we attempt to classify experiences we continue to perpetuate unaltered 

views and prejudices that are detrimental to the place of PE in education. These 

distortions of experience, whether they are of the spiritual, the mental or the physical, 

should not mislead us as a profession because we are advocates of the physical and 

should insist upon its universal and timeless essence in the sense that our human 

existence is intimately intertwined in play. We should never forget that we have a 

physical body wherein our whole understanding of the world is grounded in our 

corporeal nature to the point where we do not have to locate our hands in space before 

moving them because we posses certain potentialities of movement in us that have 

significant meaning because we are in the world.102 The claim Polanyi makes that all 

knowledge is founded on tacit knowledge is a powerful one and knowing from being on 

the inside in movement is basically a form of practical knowledge through which the 

person becomes aware of knowledge through the physical experience.  

It will serve the purpose of this chapter to reiterate and make clear that 

movement forms become educationally significant in PE not by studying knowledge 

about the body in some abstract way, but it is rather through doing and being on the 

“inside” that we become aware of and rediscover our most fundamental ontological 

existence and bodily facticity, which in turn brings to light a heightened sense of our 

finitude and presents a diverse array of opportunities to have peak experiences that are 

unique to human movement, and to develop insights into and knowledge of new modes 

of being in a safe environment without the consequences of the “real world”. As a result 

one of the primary roles of PE is to make this movement experience as meaningful as 

possible. This is further confirmed by Williams who states: 
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The physical can never be understood from an easy chair, and only the person 

whose physical experiences are superior can ever really know what excellence in 

the physical means. Man has always played. The forms vary, the penalties 

change, but the great athletic festivals of ancient Greece leave a bit of 

themselves here and there ...103 

 

He goes on to argue that the “whole man” goes to school and should be educated, not 

just the “speaking, seeing, writing and reciting person, but also the feeling, believing, 

doing and behaving person”, and he sets out four arguments to counter the traditional 

view of education which places a significant onus on propositional forms of knowledge 

in the development of the mind at the expense of the physical. These are as follows. 

First, every experience, particularly the physical cannot ignore our bodily facticity. 

Therefore, life has a tremendous qualitative range in which there will be an enormously 

diverse array of experiences too diverse to “pigeon-hole”. Second, the physical 

experience will be judged by the purposes to which it is applied. Consequently, when 

we use PE for instrumental ends we have failed to recognise the profound educational 

possibilities that can be posited in physical experience. Third, the physical experience in 

its broadest expression is one way of reconnecting those individuals with the place of 

the senses and restores a balance in our life that has been missing in our pursuit of the 

good life. Lastly, those who are seriously interested in education ought to be interested 

in PE not because of its claimed instrumental promises of development and so on in the 

lives of young people but for the extension and enrichment it has in education.104  

According to Smith, the essential features of movement education in its various 

derivations have lost sight of PE’s “experiential register” and need to be revitalised and 

guided towards what the body can do, where and how it comports itself and what it 

moves in relation to, in a structured way by providing pedagogical direction in sport, 

PE, dance and other movement experiences that explore and bring about the 

phenomenon of the “first rush of movement”.105 To Smith the educational value of PE 

is the “delineation of specific motions that can be cultivated and that comprise a 

developmental movement education”.106 Therefore, such curriculum considerations 

should accord with this phenomenology of movement consciousness that is rooted in 
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experiential knowledge of the body, because it turns our attention back to the 

communicative and expressive significances of our human experiences, which in turn 

contributes to the curriculum in a significant way by addressing our vital ontological 

and phenomenological connections to the world and to others. The profound connection 

between “vitality affects” and the “tactile-kinesthetic body” found in Smith’s conceptual 

understanding of the “first rush of movement” owes much to the work of Sheets-

Johnstone, who argues that anytime anyone moves, a “vitality affect” is present or a 

certain “qualitative dynamic” is evident through bursts, surges, swells, risings, 

undulations, waves and flows.107 She goes on to caution that we must not make the 

mistake that because we all move that movement consciousness is merely an “affect” of 

movement but the significance of these elemental gestures has more to do with the way 

we subjectively relate one experience with another and come to appreciate our 

essentially tactile–kinesthetic body and world in a phenomenological sense and more 

broadly in the experience of it. It is these hidden dimensions of play, games and sport in 

PE in terms of flows, experiences, moments of heightened awareness, transformed 

states of consciousness, peak experiences, fulfilled presence and so on that are all 

instances of full, free, joyous play and are all instances of the vital elements essential to 

open and full human existence.  

It has herein been argued in a sustained fashion that in a world dominated by 

homo faber in contemporary achievement-orientated Western culture, the phenomenon 

of play is alien and the recognition of its educational significance is all but precluded 

from the pragmatic world of instrumental concerns. According to Meier, play embodies 

and reflects a radical way of comportment to the world and in a sense functions like a 

“hammer” that breaks us free from our everyday preoccupations to experience the 

unquestioned relevance and significance of our extraordinary existence.108 He goes on 

to make the salient point that play is an “intrinsically rewarding, purposeless activity” 

that is characterised by a fluid “letting-be of life and meaning” that is unclear to “real” 

life. Ultimately, play is a fundamental feature of our humanity – both a distinct mode of 

encountering the world and an opportunity to experience human possibility.  

In conclusion, my thesis has been that contemporary Western culture has failed 

to acknowledge an appropriate philosophical foundation surrounding the phenomenon 

of play because we have misunderstood its nature and at the same time failed to 
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recognise the fluidity of play, which can be treated as both serious and non-serious 

according to the agent’s “stance of play”, which Hyland refers to as “responsive 

openness”.109 In this case, responsive openness is not arguing that activities A, B, and C 

are always play, whereas X, Y and Z are not play along a continuum, but rather it is a 

unique stance, comportment or orientation of the player toward play which enables us to 

better understand the phenomenon. For example, two people may be exhibiting the 

same type of behaviour in hitting the ball to each other in a game of tennis and in a 

sense they are both playing tennis according to the constitutive rules of the game but 

after awhile we come to realise the intentions of the two players which leads us to 

conclude that only one of them is actually playing tennis, while the other is engaged in 

the sport of tennis, to win, to compete, to better his opponent and so on. Therefore, play 

in this sense has more to do with the specific ways in which players look toward those 

with whom we play, toward time, toward space, toward the world.  

In addition, it is interesting to note that the standard oppositions of play and 

work as well as play and seriousness seem contrary to understanding play as responsive 

openness because we can both play and work with equal seriousness. In fact responsive 

openness as a stance toward play is not arguing for non-seriousness, or even a lack of 

work that in turn brings about seriousness and work, because in a sense these are false 

opposites. Part of the issue surrounding play, games and sport in PE seems to be a 

general tendency to assign either a positive or negative valuation based on whether most 

of its instances are affirmative and fulfilling or not. Of course this is problematic given 

that any occasion is thus precarious and can become at a whim either positive or 

negative. The stance of responsive openness is valuable particularly to those who 

commit and immerse themselves fully within the activity, because such a stance 

presents a multitude of opportunities to encounter the lived body through PE activities 

that are conducive to intensely felt and meaningful experiences. 

Finally, there is a need to explicitly revisit the educational benefits gained from 

an education in movement in light of what has been discussed in this chapter. PE’s 

inherent value is made manifest in movement because it has the capacity to provide an 

understanding of a unique form of epistemic knowledge (tacit knowing) and in doing so 

it permits the person to experience him or herself as a holistic and synthesised acting, 

feeling, thinking being-in-the-world. Arnold makes the relevant point that to deny 

“bodily action and meaning because of prejudice or neglect is to deny the possibility of 
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becoming more fully human”.110 Therefore, those who are serious about education 

ought to be interested in PE because the physical experience in its broadest expression 

is one way of reconnecting those individuals with the place of the senses and restores a 

balance in our life that has been missing in education. Greater recognition, then, needs 

to be given to the role embodiment and corporeal movement plays in student learning 

because the act of knowing is not an end-product stripped bare of experience, but 

closely connected to the lived body which emphasises that “I” am the absolute source of 

my knowing because I bring meaning from experiences of the world because the world 

gives meaning to my experiences. Subsequently, PE should form a necessary part of any 

educational programme that is concerned with the cultivation of the whole person 

because it is a body oriented and intimately connected to personal knowledge that is 

meaningful. 

Historically there has been strong educational support for the role of competitive 

games and sports in the PE curriculum to the point where it has become synonymous 

with the development of social and moral virtues, usually under the category of 

“character development”. Much has been written about the educational value of the 

games ideology and this moral justification for sport and PE is no stranger to modern 

society.111 This view came to dominance in the public schools of Great Britain during 
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the nineteenth century, which in turn had a significant impact on education in Australia, 

and can be expressed by the well-known analogy that “playing the game” particularly 

following the constitutive rules of games is somehow connected to the inculcation of 

socially desirable virtues and practices, which in turn can lead to success in the “game 

of life”. However, the claims made by such a position have been brought into question 

because if we accept the argument that participating in sport cultivates character, then at 

the same time it is reasonable to assume that morally undesirable qualities such as 

gamesmanship, meanness of spirit, a win at any cost attitude, a tendency to violence and 

so on that occur in competitive sport are also likely to be transferred into an agent’s life. 

In this case the competitive side of sport may actually be morally miseducative and do 

more harm than good. As a result, the justification of PE as an uncritical instrument for 

“character development” as moral education is problematic. Subsequently in the next 

chapter, I critically discuss whether sports can provide opportunities to develop moral 

character in PE and hence are worthy of inclusion within the school curriculum based 

on its moral educational potential. 

                                                                                                                                                                          
comments and reflections’, Sport, Education and Society, vol. 13, no. 3, 2008, pp. 337–349; and, SA 
Stolz, ‘Why sport and physical education morally matter: Does sport have an important role to play in our 
moral lives after all or is sport of no special moral significance?’, Unpublished Master’s Thesis, 
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CHAPTER V 

THE MORAL ASPECTS OF SPORT AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION: DO 

SPORT AND PHYSICAL EDUCATION PROVIDE UNIQUE OPPORTUNITIES 

TO DEVELOP MORAL CHARACTER? 

* 

The idea that there is some sort of connection between PE and moral character 

development is an ancient and persistent one. For instance, Plato makes it clear in The 

Republic that PE is a balanced concept taking two forms – physical and intellectual 

(gymnastics for the body and music for the soul) – that evolved from the application of 

the “whole man” philosophy of education.1 The idea being that the harmonious 

relationship between the physical and mental will produce a citizen who will more 

likely display a virtuous disposition of temperance and courage as opposed to the polar 

vices of licentiousness (excess) or insensibility (deficiency) for the former virtue and 

rashness (excess) or cowardice (deficiency) for the latter virtue. Likewise, Aristotle’s 

lecture on moral goodness in The Nicomachean Ethics clearly outlines that moral 

virtues like “crafts” are acquired by practice and are due to habituation.2 This was later 

extended by St Thomas Aquinas in his commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics (In Decem 

Libros Ethicorum Aristotelis Ad Nicomachum Expositio) and applied to the virtues as 

these are understood in On the Virtues in General (Quaestio Disputata De Virtutibus in 

Communi).3 Such an idea reoccurs in the educational theory of Rousseau who argues 

that good character development occurs through the inculcation of good habits.4 Ozolins 

continues this debate when he argues that schools are just one of various communities 

to which human beings belong and in which they live that can have an enormous impact 

on the formation of character. As a result the practice of virtue is aided by the support of 

a moral community that is committed to that practice and is crucial in moral education 

and in the development of moral persons.5 These are examples that highlight the 

                                                           
1 Plato, The Republic, 2nd edn, trans. D Lee, Penguin Books, London, 2007, 404a–412a.  Herein after 
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‘On the Virtues in General’, in The Collected Works of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. JP Reid, electronic 
edn, InteLex Corporation, Charlottesville, Virginia, 1993.  
4 See Book II from J Rousseau, Emile, trans. WH Payne, Prometheus Books, New York, 2003.  
5 JT Ozolins, Chapter 6: ‘Avoiding bad company: The importance of moral habits and moral habitat in 
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interwoven nature of the physical life and the development of character. Within this 

context, both sport and PE claim that there is a relationship between the playing of 

games and the formation of character, but if we are to understand this claim more fully 

it will be important to consider the rise of public school “athleticism”6 in the middle of 

the nineteenth century and in state schools during the twentieth century in Britain 

because this is where the idea of character development was revived as an educational 

ideology.7 According to Mangan, athleticism was once a powerful educational ideology 

that mixed physical exercise (particularly team games), the general aims of education 

and the formation of character as a highly effective means of inculcating instrumental 

ends such as physical and moral courage, loyalty and cooperation, and it became firmly 

established as a valued feature of public school education until the early twentieth 

century.8 Within this context, it was believed that team games were an important 

vehicle in developing “gentlemanly ideals”, “moulding the English gentleman” and so 

on, whereas physical activities for the working class were more likely to be gymnastics 

and military forms of drill (not team games) because it was believed that the working 

class had different attitudes, habits and morals to the higher classes.9 With the 

introduction of compulsory free schooling towards the end of the nineteenth century10 it 

became clear that there existed two very different perceptions of education for children 

from different social backgrounds and these were to have a profound effect upon the 

                                                           
6 It is crucial to recognise that the “cult of athleticism” was not an exclusive ideology during this era 
because other ideologies existed albeit explicitly or implicitly such as the “English gentleman”, manliness 
or “muscular Christianity”, “intellectual excellence and endeavour” and so on. These may have coexisted, 
openly competed and overlapped with athleticism; however, for the present critique highlights 
athleticism’s influence during this era for the purposes of this chapter and should not be considered to be 
an exclusive ideology. 
7 In the British tradition it is the elite non-government or independent schools that are sometimes referred 
to as “public schools”. The term “public school” (or “grammar school”) over time came to mean a school 
with certain characteristics such as having a very old foundation, a boarding facility, its own system of 
rituals, customs, traditions, terminology, prejudices and an accompanying ethos that favoured the strong, 
solely with the aim of better equipping men for the highest offices of the church, military and the State. 
The terminology can be confusing, particularly as the words have changed over the years. For example, 
today the terminology most commonly used by Australians in this context is to refer to public or 
government schools being managed and funded by State governments with the purpose of free education 
for all unconditionally, whereas in the alternative case, private or independent schools are autonomously 
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thesis, the term “public school” (or “grammar school”) is intentionally used in its historical context.  
8 JA Mangan, Chapter 9: ‘Athleticism: A case study of the evolution of an educational ideology’, in B 
Simon & I Bradley (eds.), The Victorian Public School: Studies in the Development of an Educational 
Institution, Gill & Macmillan, London, 1975, pp. 147–167.  
9 TW Bamford, Chapter 3: ‘Thomas Arnold and the Victorian idea of a public school’, in B Simon & I 
Bradley (eds.), The Victorian Public School: Studies in the Development of an Educational Institution, 
Gill & Macmillan, London, 1975, pp. 58–71. 
10 Between 1872 and 1895, all of the Australian colonies passed education laws that established a system 
of government primary schools but it wasn’t until 1939 that schooling was compulsory in most states for 
children between the ages of 6 and 15. In England, the Education Act in 1870 brought about compulsory 
schooling between the ages of 5 and 12. 
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underpinning ideological development of the role of team games in PE as a mechanism 

for children’s social and moral formation.11 Although PE in the public school and state 

systems initially developed along separate lines at the turn of the century, the 

importance of team games within PE had become synonymous with the development of 

social and moral virtues, usually under the category of “character development”. It is 

this notion of character development through team games in PE that is of particular 

interest to us; but I will not pursue this issue immediately, but will return to it later in 

another section of this chapter.  

From the ever-expanding literature concerning this topic there has been quite a 

diverse array of interest from those who have attempted to respond to the perennial 

question about whether games and sport can make a serious contribution to the moral 

education of those who participate.12 For instance, this can be expressed by the well-

known analogy that “playing the game” particularly following the constitutive rules of 

games is somehow connected to the inculcation of socially desirable virtues and 

practices, which in turn can lead to success in the “game of life”. As noted in the above 

analogy, implied in this claim is a causal relationship between the obligation to follow 

the constitutive rules of games and the inculcation of moral virtues that are considered 

to be important to “success” in life. Furthermore, the notion that a code of moral rules 

and concomitant behaviour patterns within the sporting context will be applied blindly 

within real life in the hope or even expectation that they will be unshakeably followed 

and lived by the agent is misconceived. Not to mention that it neglects the fact that 

sporting contexts have frequently been arenas for immoral rather than moral behaviour.  

                                                           
11 A Theodoulides & K Armour, ‘Personal, social and moral development through team games: Some 
critical questions’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 7, no. 1, 2001, pp. 5–23.  
12 For some of the more notable contributions in this area refer to the following literature: P Arnold, 
‘Sport, moral education and the development of character’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 18, 
no. 2, 1984, pp. 275–281; P Arnold, Education, Movement and the Curriculum, The Falmer Press, 
London, 1988; P Arnold, ‘Sport as a valued human practice: A basis for the consideration of some moral 
issues in sport’, Journal of Moral Education, vol. 26, no. 2, 1992, pp. 237–255; P Arnold, ‘Sport and 
moral education’, Journal of Moral Education, vol. 23, no. 1, 1994, pp. 1–14; P Arnold, Sport, Ethics and 
Education, Cassell, London, 1997; P Arnold, ‘Sport, moral development, and the role of the teacher: 
Implications for research and moral education’, Quest, vol. 53, 2001, pp. 135–150; D Carr, Chapter 7: 
‘What moral educational significance has physical education? A question in need of disambiguation’ in 
M McNamee & J Parry (eds.), Ethics and Sport, Routledge, London, 1998, pp. 119–133; D Meakin, 
‘Physical education: An agency of moral education?’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, vol. 15, no. 2, 
1981, pp. 241–253; A Theodoulides & K Armour, ‘Personal, social and moral development through team 
games: Some critical questions’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 7, no. 1, 2001, pp. 5–23; C 
Jones, ‘Character, virtue and physical education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 11, no. 2, 
2005, pp. 139–151; and, SA Stolz, ‘Why sport and physical education morally matter: Does sport have an 
important role to play in our moral lives after all or is sport of no special moral significance?’, 
Unpublished Master’s Thesis, Australian Catholic University (ACU), 2009. 
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The complexity of moral education has been an ongoing issue for philosophers 

of education for centuries and so it is not surprising that there has also been debate in 

the PE literature in which sophisticated arguments and counterarguments have been 

applied to the problem, but apparently to no avail. Carr summarises what he sees as the 

main arguments surrounding the contestable nature of the current debate that serve as a 

useful starting point for this chapter.13 They take the following three positions: (1) 

Physical activities present in PE programmes such as games and sports have the 

potential to be morally negative due to the corrupting consequences of competitive 

practices such as an overemphasis upon winning, commonly referred to as the “win at 

any cost” attitude. Consequently, the teaching of games and sports can only have a 

negative moral educational value and act against moral education rather facilitate it. (2) 

Physical activities present in PE programmes such as games and sports have the 

potential to be morally positive and reinforce socially desirable character traits such as 

cooperation, honesty and so on that are beneficial to society and transferable to one’s 

own moral life, and as a consequence the teaching of sports and games can have a 

positive educational value. (3) Physical activities present in PE programmes such as 

games and sports cannot clearly exhibit internal features of either positive or negative 

moral significance. As a result PE from a moral perspective can best be described as 

morally “neutral” and may or may not make a significant contribution to moral 

education. These three views represent an inconsistent set because they cannot all be 

true, but they present a useful starting point for my critical discussion to determine 

whether any of them is true. Most of the contemporary debate has been quite emotive in 

character and sustained by an intense love or hatred of sport and PE. For instance, most 

debates would seem to take place between supporters of the first claim who argue for 

the negative moral educational value of games and sports and those from the second 

claim who regard games and sports with morally positive educational characteristics 

and worth. Although such debates and arguments seem to be inconclusive the reason for 

this has more to do with the fact that they are moral arguments in themselves, and not so 

much about whether sport in PE or even PE is moral rather about how sport is practised 

in PE. Carr makes the pertinent point that even though the debate about the moral 

educational role of sport in PE seems to be unresolved this does not imply that such 

                                                           
13 The background of this paper is important as it puts into perspective Carr’s objections to the dominance 
of empirical–scientific research that claims to test the moral atmosphere of sport to determine whether it 
has important implications in moral (character) development. Refer to D Carr, Chapter 7: ‘What moral 
educational significance has physical education? A question in need of disambiguation’, in M McNamee 
& J Parry (eds.), Ethics and Sport, Routledge, London, 1998, pp. 119–133. 
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debates are a complete waste of time or not worth pursuing, but rather highlights how 

moral controversies like this debate are perhaps never resolved unequivocally.14  

For the purposes of this chapter I will be concerned with the critical discussion 

of four issues: firstly, I provide a brief historical overview of how the “games ethic” 

gained prominence within the education system during the middle of nineteenth century 

Britain and subsequently had a profound impact and influence on the development of 

PE during the twentieth century. More than ever, it is still prevalent and dominant 

within educational institutions. Secondly, I critically explore and challenge a range of 

complex issues involved in the moral dimensions of sporting participation in order to 

better understand the claim that there is a special causal relationship between PE and 

moral education or that team games contribute to students’ moral development. Thirdly, 

I argue that the kind of environment in which a child is raised will have a significant 

influence on the kind of moral person they will become and as a result the practice of 

virtue can be encouraged and supported by a moral community with a commitment to 

that practice (virtues). Since school communities are moral habitats I argue that they 

have an important role to play in the development of good persons, as places in which 

virtues can be practised. In addition, they will have a direct influence on the formation 

of moral habits needed to become good persons, to have well-rounded characters and to 

exhibit appropriate virtues according to the context. Lastly, I discuss how the role of 

sport and PE provides unique practical opportunities that lend themselves readily to 

influencing character development, which supports Carr’s second position of his trilogy. 

I argue that sport in PE along with other learning experiences in the well-balanced 

education of a student will provide opportunities for him or her to develop habitual 

modes of conduct in order to know what it means to be part of the that moral 

community. It is to this I now turn.  

 

(1) A brief historical overview: the enduring influence of the “games ethic” within 

education and PE 

According to Kirk, competitive team games and sports have played an exclusive role in 

the education of upper class males in British life since the middle of the nineteenth 

century.15 However, with the introduction of mass secondary schooling in the late 1940s 

                                                           
14 Ibid., pp. 120–121.  
15 See Chapter 5: The games ethic, mass secondary schooling and the consolidation of traditional physical 
education from D Kirk, Defining Physical Education: The Social Construction of a School Subject in 
Post-war Britain, The Falmer Press, London, 1992, pp. 84–124.  
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competitive team games quickly became the core of PE across all educational sectors to 

the point where the version of PE that had been the privileged domain of the public 

school as “traditional” became “traditional PE” for everyone, state and public schools, 

albeit with a few changes.16 The “cult of athleticism” and its accompanying “games 

ethic” are terms that still serve as the descriptive labels of this once powerful 

educational ideology in the literature. Mangan reinforces the point that athleticism was 

not a mere term signifying a certain liking for physical exercise, outdoor pursuits, 

games and so on but an operational educational belief that compulsory physical 

exercise, particularly team games, was a highly effective means of inculcating valuable 

goals such as physical and moral courage, loyalty, cooperation and so on that were end 

products of character development.17 The games ethic came to express quintessential 

bourgeois British qualities such cooperation, loyalty, self-control, perseverance, fairness 

courage and so on, and also produced a number of clichés like “play the game”, “it’s 

just not cricket”, “good sport”, “bad form”, “playing fair” and so on. This ethic had a 

profound influence on educational systems around the world, particularly British 

colonies. For instance, in Australia since the 1880s there has been an explicit intent to 

reconstruct a version of the English public schools games ethic but with a distinctly 

Australian ethos of games playing.18 The ethos surrounding games playing became a 

highly influential educational ideology that continued to reinforce the notion of 

“manliness” which was one of the central tenets of the games ethic as well as other 

more complex moral and civic purposes. While the games ethic was continually 

reinforcing a system of values its practice came to be underpinned by an increasingly 

different set of assumptions surrounding what some saw as the true spirit of the games 

ethic, based on the notion that competitive games and sports reflect inescapable 

characteristics of life.19 Despite the obvious tensions that existed, it was generally 

considered that sport exemplified a system of values, and it was widely held as an ideal, 

if not always in practice, that sport developed the “best in us” and should govern any 

decent “civilised” society and thereby was ideally suited as an educational mechanism. 

According to Mangan, there were three significant reasons for the widespread 

acceptance of games and the games ethic in both public and grammar schools in the 
                                                           
16 Ibid. 
17 Mangan, op. cit., pp. 147–167.  
18 D Kirk, ‘Making the present strange: Sources of the current crisis in physical education’, Discourse: 
Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, vol. 15, no. 1, 1994, pp. 46–63; See Chapter 5: Civilising 
bodies: The games ethic and sport in schools from D Kirk, Schooling Bodies: School Practice and Public 
Discourse 1880–1950, Leicester University Press, London, 1998, pp. 89–110.  
19 An expression of this notion is best understood by the adage: “the strong and dominant are destined to 
win and the weak and inferior are meant to lose”.  
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Victoria and Edwardian eras.20 First, games were seen as effective mechanisms of social 

cohesion and social control that fostered team spirit, provided a break from academic 

routine and also informalised relationships. Furthermore, games were also considered 

important catalysts for learning because they provided an outlet in which physical 

energy could be dissipated and as a result tired students so they were more manageable 

in the classroom. Secondly, games provided a mechanism in which “Englishness”, “fair 

play” and the “British way” could be inculcated in such a way that no other curriculum 

or classroom environment could do. In addition, it was considered that games players 

were visible symbols of “moral prophylaxis” and much was made of the relationship 

between games and being led to moral maturity through games. Thirdly, games playing 

and the resources required for their practice emphasised the disparate distribution of 

resources amongst the classes and hence demonstrated superiority. This is further 

reinforced by Mangan when he states: 

 

... playing fields were part of the social and cultural capital to be acquired in the 

struggle to maintain social position. In this process they served as a means of 

demonstrating image. They were at one and the same time emblems of similarity 

and separateness. But above all they were symbols of superiority – not merely 

social but moral. Schools without them were suspect. They were either inferior 

institutions of narrow vocationalism or anachronistic institutions of dangerous 

intellectualism.21 

 

Mangan provides a clear indication of the hierarchical nature of British society during 

the Victorian and Edwardian eras but also highlights how by the twentieth century 

games were not just attractive or valuable additions, they were sine qua non of these 

educational institutions subsistence. Although PE in the public school system and the 

state school system continued to develop along separate lines at the turn of the century 

the role of games and sport in PE was starting to be seriously considered in education 

because of its “educational effect”. According to Theodoulides and Armour, the 

publication of certain key syllabus documents22 towards the start of the twentieth 

century was important in reinforcing this “educational effect” because it was claimed 

                                                           
20 JA Mangan, ‘Grammar schools and the games ethic in the Victorian and Edwardian eras’, Albion, vol. 
15, no. 4, 1983, p. 328 ff.  
21 Ibid., p. 330.  
22 The key documents referred to are mainly syllabus documents that were produced by the Board of 
Education (England) in this case. 
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that team games were particularly effective in the formation of character and the 

development of moral qualities.23 It came to be seen that the pre-eminent place of PE 

was as a means of cultivating these virtues. Within this context it was argued that out of 

all of the school subjects found within the curriculum, team games taught children how 

their actions had implications for others more effectively when greater emphasis was 

placed on the concepts of sportsmanship and fair play gained through competitive play. 

Moreover, this was considered to have inestimable value later in life and hence it was 

given prominence as a rationale for PE in the curriculum. Arguing that the playing of 

games and sports was an invaluable means for developing social and moral character 

was a pivotal moment in PE because it provided an educational rationale that had 

previously been lacking. 

The role of competitive games and sports within the PE curriculum became 

consolidated through the late 1940s and early 1950s and quickly became an established 

and central part of PE programmes by the 1960s.24 It is important to note that the public 

school version of the games ethic that was highly influential as an educational ideology 

in the ninetieth century was modified and adapted simultaneously and reconstructed as 

“traditional PE” for the purposes of mass secondary schooling at all educational levels. 

Although this transformation of the games ethic took some time to become a practical 

reality for the lower middle and working class children in state schools, mainly due to a 

lack of resources to accommodate the masses, this still represented a significant 

departure from the use of games as a mechanism for reinforcing class superiority. It 

moved it towards a greater emphasis upon team games or sports as a means of 

developing character through concepts of sportsmanship and fair play. Even though the 

games playing ethic of the public schools (pre–World War I version) was considered to 

be antiquated and in decline, its resilience as an educational ideology had not 

diminished. This was due in part to sports’ universal popularity and the similarities 

competition has with some of the most basic themes of life such as success and failure, 

                                                           
23 Theodoulides & Armour, op. cit., pp. 10–14. 
24 See Chapter 5: The games ethic, mass secondary schooling and the consolidation of traditional physical 
education from D Kirk, Defining Physical Education: The Social Construction of a School Subject in 
Post-war Britain, The Falmer Press, London, 1992, pp. 95–96. The reconstruction of the games ethic for 
use in Australian schools can be seen to take effect around the same period (post–World War II) and was 
predicated on the same three reasons for their inclusion within the curriculum as in Great Britain. Firstly, 
games came to express the attitudes and ideas of the large majority of males infiltrating the PE profession 
after World War II that enthusiastically embraced competitive games and sports in general. Secondly, by 
adopting and championing competitive team games male physical educators inadvertently emulated the 
public school tradition of athleticism, which had enormous benefits for their status. Thirdly, the 
application of new scientific knowledge from the fields of physiology, biomechanics and skill acquisition 
in their teaching about competitive games and sports had a profound impact on establishing the newly 
arrived male physical educators with a ready-made educational “tradition” that was at least a century old. 
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good and bad behaviour, ambition and achievement and so on.25 Furthermore, at a time 

when PE was seeking to shift away from the term physical training (PT) towards the 

term physical education (PE) as a means of aligning itself with broader educational 

aims, it was an easy step to reconstruct a new version of PE based upon the growing 

influence of the games ethic that by the mid 1950s had been around almost a century 

and, when combined with the popularity of sport and symbolic values attached to it, it is 

not surprising that this became the central philosophical feature of the new conception 

of PE, albeit with some significant changes. This is further reinforced by Kirk who 

states: 

 

... reconstructing a traditional form of physical education as the tradition, the 

interests of the ruling group were selectively chosen and established ... None of 

this denies that games and sports have been played by people at all levels of the 

social system for well over one hundred years. The point is that it was a 

santitized version of the bourgeois males’ games ethic that formed the value 

structure on which competitive sports and games in the mass secondary schools 

in the 1950s were based and justified ...26 

 

With the focus in education shifting towards a more child-centred approach to teaching 

and learning during the 1960s and 1970s, PE also shifted its focus in order to stay 

relevant by aligning itself with the dominant educational ideas of the time. 

Subsequently, we start to see justifications for PE that claim games and sport are an 

integral part of the curriculum because they contribute considerably to social, moral and 

physical development of the whole person more effectively than other curriculum areas.  

Historically there was strong educational support for the role of games and 

sports, particularly team games, in the formation of character and moral growth.27 The 

                                                           
25 J Hargreaves, Sport, Power and Culture, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1986, p. 10 ff.  
26 D Kirk, Defining Physical Education: The Social Construction of a School Subject in Post-war Britain, 
The Falmer Press, London, 1992, pp. 103–104.  
27 Competitive team games have played a significance part in Australian schools since the 1880s, albeit 
through a reconstructed version of the English public schools games ethic that had a uniquely Australian 
flavour, particularly in the Australian public (private) school system. Although most this section has 
focused on the significant factors that lead to games and sport gaining an increased status within the 
school curriculum it is still applicable in this case due to the close historical relationship Australia shares 
with English life and the obvious imitation of English educational life in Australian public schools in the 
late nineteenth century to twentieth century. It is important to note that in Australia there was no formal 
time allocated to teaching games in schools until around the 1940s and 1950s, in which we start to see the 
subject of PE being formally part of the school curriculum thanks to the nexus between specialist 
teachers’ roles in the timetable, a move away from physical training (PT) to PE and competitive sport in 
schools.  
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post–World War II reconstructed notion of “traditional” PE that gained prominence 

across all educational systems represented a modified version of an educational 

ideology found in public schools covering competitive team games that had its origins 

in mid to late nineteenth century Britain. In Australia, sport was initially the province of 

males (and some females) of the privileged classes found in the elite public schools; 

however, over time sport became more established as an extracurricular activity for 

boys and girls in most government state schools, although the sports played differed 

significantly depending on the school and the gender of the student. In state schools 

medical inspection combined with drilling and exercising through physical training (PT) 

was not uncommon in educational policy early in the twentieth century up until the 

1940s, albeit with the addition of some other activities like swimming, calisthenics and 

minor games. The influence of the games ethic that originated in the public school 

system was to become a significant force in shaping the practices of state schools by the 

end of World War II in Australia.28 For instance, the growing popularity of inter-school 

sport in Victoria combined with the professed values of the games ethic provided a 

strong justification for games playing in state schools. As the influence of team games 

and the ideology that was embedded within it began to be consolidated in schools we 

start to see a distinct shift away from physical training (PT) as a narrowly conceived 

enterprise with no educational intent towards the term physical education (PE) and its 

broader educational intent and natural association with the development of the whole 

person. Consequently, the version of PE that had until the 1950s only been “traditional” 

to the public schools of Great Britain and Australia became reconstructed as 

“traditional” or “new” PE for everyone, to the point where competitive games and 

sports became the core philosophical component of and the largest part of PE 

programmes.29 Although Hargreaves30 and Kirk31 approach this topic from a distinctly 

sociological perspective and are quite critical of the intent of the games ethic in its 

overall role in reinforcing and consolidating certain bourgeois values in society, I am 

more concerned about the part that PE plays in character development and whether 

                                                           
28 D Kirk, Schooling Bodies: School Practice and Public Discourse 1880–1950, Leicester University 
Press, London, 1998.  
29 Kirk argues that PE from the 1950s has taken on the form of “PE-as-sport-techniques” to the point 
where it has become the dominant ideology for so long that it has become the way of thinking about and 
doing PE that has strong historical links to the practices that preceded it. Refer to D Kirk, Defining 
Physical Education: The Social Construction of a School Subject in Post-war Britain, The Falmer Press, 
London, 1992; D Kirk, Physical Education Futures, Routledge, England, 2010.  
30 J Hargreaves, Sport, Power and Culture, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1986.  
31 D Kirk, Defining Physical Education: The Social Construction of a School Subject in Post-war Britain, 
The Falmer Press, London, 1992. 
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there is enough evidence to support the claims made surrounding the hypothesis that 

team games are capable of building character.  

The critique so far has traced the historical influence of the games ethic as a 

justification for competitive games and sports in the PE curriculum from the rise of 

public school athleticism in the mid nineteenth century. This provides a background for 

the analysis of literature in order to identify some of the conceptual and practical 

complexities surrounding the terms “moral character”, “character or moral 

development” and how these relate to “moral education” in PE discourse. A quick 

review of the relevant literature will show a diverse array of contributors from 

psychology, sociology and philosophy of sport through to educational philosophy and 

theory. Due to the diversity of these contributions it is not surprising that there is both 

overlap and confusion in the use of key terms. One of the most significant problems to 

beset this debate is the sheer diversity of definitions attached to the use of the term 

“character”. In some cases such terms as “socio-moral development”,32 “ethical 

value”,33 “moral values”,34 “moral development”,35 “personal and social education”36 

and “psycho-social development”37 have been used at various times to describe a range 

of personal, social and moral characteristics claimed to be developed through PE. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that over the last twenty or so years there has been a 

growing trend in social scientific/psychological research that uses empirical data to 

draw conclusions about the role sport can play in moral development and hence its 

educational value.38 I am in agreement with Barrow, who argues that empirical–

                                                           
32 D Thomas, ‘A definitional context for some socio-moral characteristics of sport’, Journal of the 
Philosophy of Sport, vol. 6, no. 1, 1979, pp. 39–47; S Miller, B Bredemeier & D Shields, ‘Sociomoral 
education through physical education with at-risk children’, Quest, vol. 49, no. 1, 1997, pp. 114–129. 
33 A Reid, ‘Value pluralism and physical education’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 3, no. 1, 
1997, pp. 6–20.  
34 D Meakin, D ‘Moral values and physical education’, Physical Education Review, vol. 5, no. 1, 1982, 
pp. 62–82; A Theodoulides, ‘“I would never personally tell anyone to break the rules, but you can bend 
them”: Teaching moral values through team games’, Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, vol. 8, no. 
2, 2003, pp. 141–159. 
35 C Dennis & E Krebs, ‘The moral development objective in physical education: A renewed quest?’, 
Contemporary Education, vol. 57, no. 4, 1986, pp. 197–201; T Romance, M Weiss & J Bockoven, ‘A 
program to promote moral development through elementary school physical education’, Journal of 
Teaching in Physical Education, vol. 5, no. 2, 1986, pp. 126–136.  
36 D Meakin, ‘How physical education can contribute to personal and social education’, Physical 
Education Review, vol. 1, no. 1, 1990, pp. 108–119.  
37 M Lee, ‘Psycho-social development from 5 to 16 years’, in N Armstrong (ed.), New Directions in 
Physical Education, Cassell, London, 1996, pp. 337–347.  
38 D Shields and B Bredemeier dominate this area of literature. Most of their research findings can be 
found in their book: D Shields & B Bredemeier, Character Development and Physical Activity, Human 
Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 1995. For examples of their other work, refer to B Bredemeier & D 
Shields, ‘Divergence in moral reasoning about sports and everyday life’, Sociology of Sport Journal, vol. 
1, 1984, pp.348–357; B Bredemeier & D Shields, ‘Values and violence in sports today’, Psychology 
Today, vol. 19, 1985, pp. 23–32; B Bredemeier & D Shields, ‘Athletic aggression: An issue of contextual 
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scientific research in moral education is quite limiting in its capacity to provide a 

“richer, more imaginative, more subtle and more discriminate” account of complex 

human interactions, situations, relationships and so on, whereas philosophy and the 

humanities should be revered because they can provide us with an “incommensurably 

greater insight than the crudely hammered-out generalisation of the average academic 

surveyor” can hope to achieve.39 What is clear is that the interrelationship between 

personal, social and moral development is complex and not easily distinguishable. For 

example, to Shields and Bredemeier, who are firmly located in the cognitivist tradition 

of moral development, character is constructed around a complex model of moral action 

(rule-based moral theory)40 whereas a focus on character and virtue leads to further 

questions about how the self and identity are integrated in a person’s sense of who she 

or he is, what they aspire to be and so on.41 Space does not permit an extended critique 

of Shields and Bredemeier’s model of moral action because I wish to offer an 

alternative that is less reductive of moral character, unscientific in the sense that it not 

based on collated data but firmly located in the neo-Aristotelian tradition of virtues, to 

provide a framework in which to consider character development in and through sport. 

Although I am in agreement on the idea of character development, I argue for a virtue-

based account that provides a richer picture of moral character and emphasises the agent 

who performs actions, instead of a deontological approach where the rational moral 

agent is disposed to follow rules that govern right action. A virtues-based approach of 

moral character and moral education will differ significantly from a deontologist 

                                                                                                                                                                          
morality’, Sociology of Sport Journal, vol. 3, 1986, pp. 15–28; B Bredemeier & D Shields, ‘Moral growth 
among athletes and nonathletes: A comparative analysis’, Journal of Genetic Psychology, vol. 147, 1986, 
pp. 7–18; B Bredemeier, M Weiss, D Shields & R Shewchuk ‘Promoting moral growth in a summer sport 
camp: The implementation of theoretically grounded instructional strategies’, Journal of Moral 
Education, vol. 15, no. 3, 1986, pp. 212–220; B Bredemeier, D Shields, M Weiss & B Cooper, ‘The 
relationship between children’s legitimacy judgements and their moral reasoning, aggression tendencies, 
and sport involvement’, Sociology of Sport Journal, vol. 4, 1987, pp. 48–60; and, B Bredemeier, 
‘Children’s moral reasoning and their assertive, aggressive, and submissive tendencies in sport and daily 
life’, Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, vol. 16, 1994, pp. 1–14. For other examples, refer to M 
Lee & M Cockman, ‘Values in children’s sport: Spontaneously expressed values among young athletes’, 
International Review for the Sociology of Sport, vol. 30, no. 3, 1995, 337–352; M Guivernau & J Duda, 
‘Moral atmosphere and athletic aggressive tendencies in young soccer players’, Journal of Moral 
Education, vol. 31, no. 1, 2002, pp. 67–85; and, M Kavussanu, G Roberts & N Ntoumanis, ‘Contextual 
influences on moral functioning of college basketball players’, The Sport Psychologist, vol. 16, 2002, pp. 
347–367.   
39 R Barrow, ‘The poverty of empirical research in moral education: Beyond John Wilson’, Journal of 
Moral Education, vol. 29, no. 3, 2000, p. 320.  
40 According to this model, moral action involves four processes: (1) interpretation; (2) judgement; (3) 
choice; and, (4) acting. For more detail refer to D Shields & B Bredemeier, Character Development and 
Physical Activity, Human Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 1995. 
41 C Jones & M McNamee, Chapter 3: ‘Moral development and sport: Character and cognitive 
developmentalism contrasted’, in J Boxall (ed.), Sport Ethics: An Anthology, Blackwell Publishing, 
Oxford, 2003, pp. 40–52. 
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approach, which focuses on the development of rationally autonomous moral agents 

who dutifully live according to the requirements of rules and principles. For instance, a 

person of good character is not defined in relation to a system of rules or principles, but 

rather in relation to actions that correspond to particular virtues and by examining what 

a virtuous person would do according to institutional expectations and standards of 

practice. It is in this context of social practices that sport has the capacity to cultivate 

certain virtues like any practice that is neither synonymous with the rest of society nor 

separate from it. Following MacIntyre’s seminal work many philosophers of sport have 

come to view sport as paradigmatic examples of “practices” and hence the emphasis on 

the quality of initiation into sports practices and the balance between dispositions and 

internal and external goods of practices.42 Consequently, my account of moral education 

will be based on a general account of moral virtue, one that promotes those attitudes and 

dispositions I call virtues that establish long-lasting habits in young children or in this 

case develops character. I do not begin to assume that schools are the only means 

available in the community or the State by which children can learn to be good persons 

and be initiated into a certain way of life.43 To do this we need to consider the 

importance of moral habitat in character development, which is sometimes neglected or 

overlooked but is crucial in moral education and in the development of moral persons 

because the kind of environment in which a child is raised will have a significant 

influence on the kind of moral person they will become and subsequently the practice of 

virtue can be encouraged and supported by a moral community with a commitment to 

that practice.44 However, before I go on to set out my alternative account of character 

development and moral education I wish to challenge some of the influential arguments 

found in the literature surrounding sporting participation and the moral nature of sport 

itself.  

 

(2) Does sport and PE provide unique opportunities to develop moral character? 

The relationship between morality and sport in PE is complex. The notion that game 

playing in PE can function as an important instrument of moral education in the 

curriculum has a long history as noted earlier in this chapter. According to this view, if 

you had learned courageous behaviour in rugby or developed the discipline to adhere to 

                                                           
42 A MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn, University of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 2007.  
43 JT Ozolins, ‘Creating public values: Schools as moral habitats’, Educational Philosophy and Theory, 
vol. 42, no. 4, 2010, pp. 410–423.  
44 JT Ozolins, op. cit., 2007, pp. 107–126. 
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a strict training regime while training for a marathon then these qualities, which the 

game or sport helped you to show and develop, would somehow be developed in your 

life, in your professional life, in your family relations or even in how you dealt with 

moral dilemmas. In summary, PE was considered a good thing because it “... helped you 

later on and at the same time – but mostly later on – to lead the good life”.45  

The problem with the theory of “transference” is that it implies a causal 

relationship between participation in a physical activity and that certain qualities will be 

inevitably developed and necessarily available in other aspects of life. It is a mistake to 

expect the inculcation of certain qualities to directly accompany the practice of certain 

competitive games and sports in PE. Although PE may provide a multitude of 

opportunities for stimulating virtuous qualities considered important for engagement in 

sport, it must be remembered that we cannot directly cultivate specific qualities like 

courage, either in PE or out of it. Courage may be developed, but we must realise that it 

is not a necessary condition that courage will be developed, nor expect to accompany 

the practice of specific physical activities. Too much reliance has been placed on 

transference and to suggest that this is the case is misleading because it is based on a 

fallacy. The kind of opportunities afforded or the number of them evoked in sport and 

PE may well lead to the expression of certain desirable qualities; however, it may also 

be the case that they provide opportunity for the attainment of undesirable qualities as 

well. I am not saying anything new here (as outlined earlier in the chapter) because 

advocates against sport and PE have previously used this same line of argument to 

highlight the alleged morally negative features as reason why sport and PE should be 

excluded from the curriculum. This certainly may well be the case if there is no 

guidance because without guidance an agent will act in accordance with their nature, 

which may lead to vice. If we continue with the argument, that certain sports help bring 

out (assuming that they are latent) positive or negative qualities would seem strange 

because they cannot be good nor bad in themselves, but the way they are practised may 

be good or bad or positive or negative. To use an example, it could be argued the 

Hermann Goering was a courageous fighter pilot during World War I and this may well 

be the case but this is more a question about what courage is used for. Certainly the 

habitat in which he found himself may have not encouraged the exhibition of good 

character but this does not mean that the qualities that he displayed during war-time as a 

fighter pilot did not exist, it is just that they did not necessarily ensure that he became a 

                                                           
45 J Longland, ‘Physical education and character’, Physical Recreation, vol. 7, 1955, pp. 7–10.  
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person of good character. Courage and goodness of character are independent of each 

other because a person of good character will be motivated to act rightly, which may 

lead them to deliberately decide to disregard certain moral conventions they consider to 

be wrong according to the situational context, whereas, descriptions of courage are 

usually normative descriptions of behaviour. This is why educational institutions are 

important to the development of moral character because we are social beings that 

thrive on belonging. Since schools are part of the various moral habitats and 

communities in which young people belong, it is advantageous in the sense that the 

environment will be able to encourage and support the practice of those qualities we 

would like to see in adult life. I will return to this line of thought in greater detail in the 

next section, as more needs to be said about the theory of transference.  

Longland is right when he argues that we confuse things we regard as qualities 

of character with moral behaviour and then somehow feel disappointed and let down 

when the people we admire on the sporting field don’t display the same qualities in the 

rest of their lives.46 Normally when we talk of character we use fairly descriptive terms 

like “conscientious”, “courageous”, being a “bit of a character”, being of “strong or 

weak character” and so on to tell us how a person pursues certain goals. Of course there 

are different ways of talking about character and there is a close relationship with 

cognate fields but in this case I wish to draw attention to how the notion of character 

plays a critical function in a person’s life because the moral virtues are not innate but 

acquired through practice and habituation.47 This is why a person’s character is usually 

judged by his or her disposition to act in a certain way against some wider range of 

ascriptions for people’s moral and immoral action. For example, it would be 

inconceivable to describe or praise someone for being honest, or to say that they had a 

mature understanding of honesty and yet could not act honestly. The same applies to the 

sporting context. We are usually distrustful of the player who claims that they play 

fairly but yet continues to break the rules or has an atrocious tribunal record.  

According to Carr, the debate surrounding the issue of transference is something 

of a “red herring” about the moral aspects of sport and would appear to be based on the 

dubious assumption that there is some sort of gap to be bridged between sport and 

reality.48 For instance, the conceptual support for this distinction between sport and 

                                                           
46 Ibid., p. 9.  
47 The Ethics, 1103a ff.   
48 Carr, op. cit., pp. 124–125. 
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“real life” would appear to originate in the highly influential work of Huizinga,49 but the 

problem is that such an extreme dichotomy does not really exist in this way because 

when we participate in sport we do not leave the so-called real world and enter into 

another world. In a way Huizinga’s ideas surrounding play have been misrepresented. 

As mentioned in Chapter IV, the interrelationship of play, games and sport is complex 

and although play may share some qualities with games and sports, sport it is never just 

play. There has been a general tendency to view each in isolation, which in turn has 

propagated a misunderstanding that play is set apart from the everyday world and hence 

reinforced a fallacy that sport is also set apart from ordinary life. Although we may play 

sport with a playful (lusory) attitude this does not mean that games and sports are play. 

To think as such is to misinterpret the interrelationship of play, games and sport. Sport 

is simply part of life and just another form of human interaction. Although such a 

position can be easily confused by the vast array of sporting practices that seem at odds 

with the ethos of sport50, not to mention the sheer diversity of behaviour – much of 

which seems morally questionable – found in sport. We cannot avoid the vexed issue 

about the moral aspects of sport, not because it is all-pervasive in modern contemporary 

society and culture but because the moral evaluation of sport as separate or continuous 

with the rest of human life has serious implications for determining whether sport and 

PE can provide opportunities to develop moral character and hence qualify for inclusion 

within the school curriculum based on its moral educational potential.  

Although I am sympathetic about the debate surrounding both the nature of sport 

and how it is practised, my aim in this section will be to look closely at these arguments 

so as to disentangle and challenge some of these views that have misconceived not only 

sport and morality but also the relationship between them. In particular, I wish to 

challenge the notion that sport is somehow separate or discontinuous with other human 

interests and concerns. An excellent starting point is Simon’s influential analysis of 

“internalist” accounts of sport.51 According to Simon, “internalists ... hold that sport has 

a significant degree of autonomy from the wider society and supports, stands for, or 

expresses a set of values of its own ...” in contrast to “externalism”, which denies that 

                                                           
49 J Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Elements in Culture, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 
1949. 
50 A case in point is strategic fouling in basketball. This usually occurs when a competitor deliberately 
breaks the rules willingly (expecting to be penalised) in the hope of obtaining a strategic advantage. For 
instance, in a close basketball game the losing team that is not in possession of the ball will strategically 
foul an opposing player in the dying minutes of a game in an attempt to regain possession of the ball 
either after a free-throw or from a passing error when the ball re-enters play.  
51 R Simon, ‘Internalism and internal values in sport’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 27, no. 1, 
2000, pp. 1–16. 
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sport is a special source of values and simply mirrors, reflects or reinforces values that 

already exist in society found outside of sport itself.52 He goes on to set out his own 

version of internalism called “broad internalism”53 which, in addition to the rules of 

sports, proposes that there are certain norms or moral principles that are “neither social 

conventions nor moral principles” of sport, but which have a kind of internal ethic or 

what he refers to as an “internal morality of sport” that can be used to determine what to 

do in situations where the constitutive rules cannot be easily applied, as illustrated in the 

case of “racquetless Josie” as outlined in Butcher and Schneider.54 Butcher and 

Schneider use this case to highlight how we sometimes want certain important 

principles important to sport like “fair play” to be applied outside the rules of sport, 

particularly when the constitutive rules of play are not clear.55 They argue that rather 

than present ready-made solutions to issues surrounding fair play like rules, the player 

needs to be guided by the norms, values and traditions that are in the best interests of 

the game concerned. For instance, if a sportsperson is committed to the highest 

standards of play (individually and for his or her opponents) they will ask themselves 

the following questions: Do practices X, Y and Z enhance the playing of the game? Do 

they make for better sport? Do they test game-related skills? If not, on the grounds of 

the fair play framework presented by Butcher and Schneider they should be avoided. 

                                                           
52 Ibid., pp. 1–2.  
53 Simon provides three approaches to “broad internalism”. These are: (1) hypothetical social contract; (2) 
respect for and striving for the good of the game; and, (3) presupposed elements of the ethos of particular 
sports. Refer to Ibid., pp. 6–9.  
54 R Butcher & A Schneider, ‘Fair play as a respect for the game’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 
XXV, 1998, pp. 1–22. 
55 Central to Butcher and Schneider’s paper is the case study of “racquetless Josie”. Josie is a top amateur 
squash player who arrives at a national squash championship without her racquet, not because she was 
careless and intentionally lost it, but due to the airline which misplaced it. Josie’s main opposition for the 
tournament is Annaka who just happens to have a back-up set of racquets that are the same as those lost 
by Josie. What should Annaka do? Should she lend Josie her spare racquet so she can compete in the 
tournament? Can we discern an internal ethic of sport to assist us in finding a suitable solution for 
Annaka’s dilemma? At first glance it would appear obvious that the fair thing to do is to lend Josie the 
back-up racquet so she can compete. In this case there are no rules that can be used to provide a solution 
and it would appear that an appeal to constitutive rules does not help because Annaka breaks no rules in 
declining to lend Josie her racquets. The concept of fair play prescribes that you should let your 
opponents play and that you will only use legal means to frustrate their intended goals. This is all well 
and good; however, one must be cognisant that there is no obligation that you must be nice or even care 
for your opponent. In the case of the case of “racquetless Josie” Annaka’s contractual agreement is to 
play fairly, to keep the rules of the game. If Annaka decided not to lend her spare racquet, she breaks no 
rule, and consequently, breaks no promise, yet we want to say that fair play dictates that she ought to lend 
her racquet. But this move raises the question of how we are to understand the notion of the “spirit of the 
rules” and their central theme. The reality is that strict adherence to rule-following would appear to be 
quite limiting in this case because problems in sport that do not clearly fall under the domain of rules 
cannot provide a plausible account of how to proceed in certain situations arising in competition. Playing 
fair as a respect for the rules is understood as respecting the “spirit of the rules”; however, if there are no 
rules to apply it is unclear what to say about the matter and consequently, we are left in a state of 
uncertainty. Fair play as respect for rules cannot account for actions we take to be required by fair play 
but which are not directly covered by any rule.  
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Although Annaka acts altruistically if she lends Josie her racquet this is a 

supererogatory act, and hence morality does not dictate that she loans the racquet and 

this needs to be taken into consideration in such a case.  

On the face of it, the internal morality of sport and what Russell calls the 

“separation thesis”56 seem consistent with each other; however, in the same discussion 

about the applications of broad internalism Simon, on the one hand, wants to preserve 

the notion that sport has its own unique autonomous moral values and, on the other 

hand, acknowledges that there are important moral principles that can be found outside 

of sport that may in fact contradict well-established rules to the point where “we would 

be right to at least question the ethics of sport, not the traditional ethical theories”.57 He 

goes on to add that it may appear that internalism brings about its own set of moral 

principles that are unique to sport but only highlights important “ethical principles” that 

seem exclusive and inherent to sport. Simon’s sophisticated arguments for broad 

internalism seem convincing when he outlines how rules (formalism) and the ethos of 

the game (conventionalism) seem inadequate in dealing with difficult cases like 

racquetless Josie that are sports issues. The issues raised by internalism in general 

provide an interesting starting point between sport and what we traditionally think of as 

morality because if we argue that there are moral values inherent within the nature of 

sport it is only logical to enquire whether they are unique to sport or not. Interestingly, 

Russell argues that Simon’s broad internalism should be interpreted as embracing a 

“continuity thesis”58 that has an interpretative element as a means of maintaining and 

fostering the “lusory goal” of the game.59  

Much of the current literature in philosophy of sport seems to support an 

internalist approach to understanding the nature of sport. It presupposes certain moral 

duties that demand that the competitors pursue genuine competition and in turn assume 

a competitive duty to strive to win. Indeed, a preoccupation with the conditions of 

competition so that they are fair and the importance assigned to winning in competitive 

games and sport have been used as arguments for an internalist position. Even though 

                                                           
56 The “separation thesis” claims that sport supports, stands for or expresses a set of values that are 
uniquely its own. Refer to J. Russell, Chapter 4: ‘Broad internalism and the moral foundations of sport’ in 
WJ Morgan (ed.), Ethics in Sport, 2nd edn, Human Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 2007, p. 52. 
57 Simon, op. cit.., p. 13.  
58 The “continuity thesis” claims that moral values found in sport are expressions or reflections of the 
more basic moral values found outside of sport. Refer to J  Russell, Chapter 4: ‘Broad Internalism and the 
Moral Foundations of Sport’ in WJ Morgan (ed.), Ethics in Sport, 2nd edn, Human Kinetics, Champaign, 
Illinois, 2007, p. 52. 
59 J Russell, ‘Are rules all an umpire has to work with?’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 26, no. 
1, 1999, p. 35.  



Chapter V: The moral aspects of sport and physical education 

Steven A. Stolz  183 

these moral ideals may seem only unique to games and sports, there does not seem to be 

anything that is distinctive about sport that can support the claim for an internal 

morality of sport and, further, how sport may be supportive of moral education. For 

instance, the moral values associated with the context of competition are not merely 

limited to sport but are present, perhaps arguably, in most institutions that are seriously 

committed to the promotion and pursuit of human excellence. Likewise, the aim to win 

is certainly not just found in sport but seems part of framing a competitive context in 

which excellence can be measured. Pawlenka’s work complements this discussion 

because she questions the notion that fairness in sports has a set of morals all its own 

that cannot be transferred to other areas of life.60 Yet again we see the misguided notion 

of transference playing its part as a justification for why the sports-specific concept of 

fairness is not applicable to life in general. I agree with Pawlenka that fairness in sports 

should be positioned within the sphere of moral philosophy because there are certain 

general moral principles that are found in everyday life that are applicable in sport, 

albeit with a few contextual alterations (mutatis mutandis). To achieve this she sets out 

four arguments. Firstly, she argues that the idea that we have an obligation to follow 

rules is a “weak kind of obligation” because play can be deferred or suspended at any 

time, whereas morality demands that we acknowledge that there are certain absolutes 

that cannot be easily broken, like the intentional killing of innocent human beings. She 

goes on to argue that within the context of sports there are a diverse array of situations 

that can arise in which there is a moral duty to disregard the obligation to follow the 

rules in order to fulfil other duties like protecting oneself or others from serious injury. 

This is further reinforced by Kolnai who makes the pertinent point that only a restricted 

analogy can be established between the rules of a game and the moral rules that guide 

an agent’s life.61 Kolnai goes on to state: 

 

... moral rules, however relevant they are to the conduct of life, do not define 

life, which can be carried on with more or less success and enjoyment in 

occasional or systematic defiance of some or many moral rules; what they define 

is the person’s moral status in life which has no analogue in game. The concern 

of “being moral” or “being good”, no doubt intimately conjoined with many 

standard and focal purposes of life, itself constitutes one such paramount 

                                                           
60 C Pawlenka, ‘The idea of fairness: A general ethical concept or one particular to sports ethics’, Journal 
of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 32, no. 1, 2005, pp. 52–56. 
61 A Kolnai, ‘Games and aims’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, vol. 66, 1966, pp. 121–122. 



Do sport and physical education have an important role to play in educational institutions? 

184  Steven A. Stolz 

purpose whose service demands a great deal of thematic attention, thought, 

strategy and effort; whereas to abide by the rules of the game is not a thematic 

part of the game but merely a self-evident presupposition of playing it.62 

 

A second reason for the misguided notion that sport has its own unique set of morals 

revolves around the connection between the structural features of sports competition 

and the concept of fairness. For instance, it is often misunderstood that the agonal 

attitude to win allows or even expects competitors to refrain from behaving altruistically 

during sporting competitions. Therefore, the antagonist’s pursuit to strive to defeat the 

other has something to do with morals insofar as there is a conflict to balance the idea of 

playing fairly on the one hand and the determination to win on the other. For instance, 

on the face of it would appear that the concept of fair play seems only limited to the 

sporting context, but as a concept it cannot be made comprehensible without 

considering aspects of justice.63 Consequently, fairness should not just be limited to the 

sporting sphere as it is commonly understood in competitive sports but also should 

extend beyond the playing field because it shares similarities with aspects of justice and 

respect in ordinary life, albeit modified to fit the context.  

A third particularity of competitive sport is the impression that it appears to be 

governed by special morals because there is a relatively high tolerance for physical 

aggression and what counts as acceptable forms of aggression.64 Certain sports accept 

different levels of physical aggression and violence. Understandably, one might gain the 

impression, as an outsider looking in, that sports have their own unique set of moral 

values. After all, who can intentionally punch someone in the face in everyday life 

without being punished? For instance, ice hockey is infamous for tolerating certain 

levels of violence that would not be tolerated in other sports. It is interesting to note, 

however, both the McSorely and Bertuzzi incidents65 were clear examples of acts of 

                                                           
62 Ibid., p. 121.  
63 The concept of fairness within the context of the sporting sphere usually manifests itself in the 
following three forms: (1) consistent adherence to the rules; (2) accepting disproportionate advantages or 
disadvantages of the opponent during the competition; and, (3) to respect one’s opponent as a person or a 
partner. Refer to Pawlenka, op. cit., pp. 50–52.  
64 Pawlenka, op. cit., pp. 54–56.  
65 The McSorley incident of 2000 and the Bertuzzi incident of 2004 are well-known ice hockey cases 
because they involved serious assaults to an opponent that lead to criminal law proceedings. In the former 
case McSorley intentionally targeted the head of another player with his stick whilst he was unaware. The 
latter case involved an intentional and premeditated punch to the head of another player from behind. 
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violence against an opponent that were clearly condemned and, understandably, led to 

criminal convictions.66  

I will now consider Pawlenka’s last argument against the notion that fairness in 

sports is a concept that is exclusive to sports. One must be cautious not to buy into the 

fallacious argument that playing fair in sports as constituted as an obligation to rule 

following is somehow transferable to other areas of life such as driving on the road. As 

argued earlier, the theory of transference is altogether too easy and deeply questionable 

in how it is applied to different contextual situations. There simply is no comparison 

between, say, the illegal passing of another car in a risky situation, with giving away a 

free kick to an opposition player in Australian Rules football. In this case, we would 

tend to describe the driver’s behaviour as reckless, rather than unfair. Likewise, there is 

a certain level of ultimacy with breaking the road rules in such a reckless way that could 

have serious consequences in life, whereas giving away a free kick in football has a 

certain level of non-ultimacy attached. There is no question that when we speak of 

fairness in our ordinary lives, we equate this with a kind of equal opportunity and 

impartiality amongst other things that justice can give us.67 Our position differs 

somewhat from Pawlenka’s because we would argue that sport borrows from our 

everyday understanding of fairness that has its origins within justice, not the other way 

around.68 To us, equal opportunity and impartiality share similarities with the logic of 

what competitive sports calls for, and what the umpire attempts to guarantee. I am the 

first to acknowledge that despite the best endeavours of rules to achieve equality, the 

reality is that these efforts are not always totally successful due to unrealistic 

expectations, and disproportionate advantages like superior organisations, resources and 

even individual skill. This is further reinforced by Ingham and Loy who argue that we 

generally want sporting contests to have the semblance of equality but at the same time 

have a “structural tension” so the outcomes are uncertain and problematic.69  

Russell presents two key moral principles that are continuous with and 

represent, reflect, extend and reinforce basic moral values found outside of sport in 

                                                           
66 Just like in most sports there are formal and informal rules. In the case of ice hockey, certain levels of 
violence are tolerated and even expected, but the McSorely and Bertuzzi incidents clearly fell outside the 
boundaries of the game because vulnerable participants either cannot, or could not consent to such 
dangerous actions as being part of the game; as such, they are simply examples of everyday criminal 
assault. 
67 Justice is a complex concept that can range from a particular distribution of benefits and burdens in an 
equitable manner to retributive and rectificatory justice.  
68 Pawlenka argues that our everyday notion of fairness is borrowed from sports.  
69 A Ingham & J Loy, ‘The social system of sport: A humanistic perspective’. Quest, vol. 19, no. 1, 1973, 
pp. 3–23.  
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everyday life which he refers to as the “internal principle of games” and the “external 

principle of games”.70 It is important to note that Russell’s use of the term “internal 

principle” of sport is in no way the same as Simon’s use of the term “internal morality” 

of sport, which functions as a normative principle that governs participants’ behaviours 

in games that are derivative from and continuous with certain moral ideals for 

promoting human flourishing, whereas the “external principles of games” to Russell 

reflects the idea that games are institutions grounded in a principle of consent.71 He 

goes on to defend the continuity thesis by arguing that virtually all moral theories 

recognise either direct or indirect duties related to the promotion of respect for persons 

and of human flourishing, and these duties are also fundamental to the nature of sport.72 

Russell makes a strong case for sport being continuous with basic moral ideals found 

outside sport; however, this still does not resolve once and for all the issue of how 

games and sport can be morally practised (positively or negatively) and hence qualify or 

exclude PE from being included within the school curriculum.  

Carr makes the pertinent point that if we want games and sports to be part of the 

curriculum PE needs to fulfil two conditions: (1) be widely endorsed in society as 

morally beneficial; and (2) be amendable to contexts of formal institutional school.73 I 

am in agreement that some sporting practices will be automatically ruled out as being 

morally questionable within the context of formal schooling, such as mixed martial arts 

as can be seen in the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC). In most societies such 

practices will be quite rightly condemned as barbaric and, of course, excluded from the 

formal school context. In a sense, the same applies to other activities taught within the 

curriculum that are considered to be contestable. For instance, there are many who 

would be eager and ready to insist that religious education within the context of formal 

schooling, particularly to young children, is a sinister form of indoctrination within 

schooling or who disagree with certain aspects of how science is taught because it is at 

odds with certain religious beliefs and values.  

Education has a variety of aims that may be legitimately sought and that can 

range across habituation, attitude formation, knowledge and skill development, 

character development and so on. Normally we anticipate certain positive benefits 
                                                           
70 J Russell, ‘Moral realism in sport’, Journal of the Philosophy of Sport, vol. 31, no. 2, 2004, pp. 145–
148.  
71 Ibid.  
72 He cites Kantian deontology, utilitarianism and a version of neo-Aristotelian theories to highlight that 
they all recognise the moral importance of developing and actualising our human potentiality. Refer to J 
Russell, Chapter 4: ‘Broad internalism and the moral foundations of sport’ in WJ Morgan (ed.), Ethics in 
Sport, 2nd edn, Human Kinetics, Champaign, Illinois, 2007, pp. 58–62. 
73 Carr, op.cit., p. 127 ff.  
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associated with the teaching of certain sorts of subjects or activities to young people that 

we would not anticipate for others, which may mean “ruling in” science, religion, PE 

and so on and “ruling out” witchcraft, pornography, gambling and so on.74 This does 

not mean that science, religion, PE and so on can be regarded as moral pursuits in 

themselves or even that the way they are taught is beyond criticism. The point is that 

some things like games and sports, science and religious education within the context of 

formal schooling are not only continuous with the wider concerns of human life but are 

considered valuable because of their connection to truth, knowledge and human 

flourishing. Whether such features as competition or certain physical activities are 

conducive to the promotion of character development is both heterogeneous and 

complex.  

This is further reinforced by Putman who argues that we may disagree about 

which virtues or qualities may be important or desirable but the goal of character 

development either at home or at school is to establish deeply ingrained habits in young 

people so they become moral and upright citizens.75 For instance, if an adult does not 

possess justice as a character trait, it is doubtful whether they will be able to recognise 

rights or duties when they arise irrespective of the context. It is, therefore, the 

cultivation of good habits that we are seeking in general, and particularly in sport. The 

moral educational potential of PE rests on sport functioning as a place in which the 

virtues can be practised in a supportive environment. This possibility is not unique to 

sport and we should not overstate its role, but in saying this, games and sport in PE 

provide opportunities for practising habitual modes of conduct. To do this we need to 

consider how the moral habitat plays an important role in moral character development 

because the kind of environment in which a child is raised will have a significant 

influence on the kind of moral person they will become. Hence, if this line of argument 

is right the cultivation of character can be encouraged in PE and provide an arena for 

practising moral behaviour that is supported by a moral community with a commitment 

to that practice (virtues).  

In addition, to ask whether certain physical activities like soccer in PE are 

positive, negative or neutral seems disingenuous because the development of moral 

character is dependent upon imitation and initiation into the conventions, norms, 

standards and traditions of the practice amongst other things. The role of the teacher in 

                                                           
74 Ibid., p. 128. 
75 D Putman, ‘The primacy of virtue in children’s moral development’, Journal of Moral Education, vol. 
24, no. 2, 1995, pp. 175–183. 
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this process should not be underestimated because I take the view that a teacher, either 

directly or indirectly does have a moral influence upon the students with whom they 

come in contact. This is why all teachers are moral educators, whether they like it or 

not, in the sense that as part of their role within the school community they will 

continually tell students what to do, make evaluations regarding appropriate and 

inappropriate behaviours, apply suitable consequences in response to correct 

(reinforcement) or incorrect acts (punishment), monitor social interactions within the 

classroom and so on.76 In support of this Pring argues that teaching is a moral practice 

because teaching reflects the very moral divisions of the wider community and so 

teachers are inevitably caught in a moral debate that they cannot avoid, because 

decisions about what is worth learning and the best ways of pursuing it are essentially 

moral judgements.77 I do not assume that schools are the only place in which children 

can learn to be good persons but I would argue that due to the amount of time young 

people spend in educational institutions over their lifespan, such institutions can have a 

significant part to play in the kind of people children will become, and hence the moral 

habitat to which they belong, can influence moral character.  

Since games and sports represent a large proportion of PE programmes much of 

our action, particularly in sport, is habitual and often precludes the kind of rational 

reflection typified by cognitivist accounts of moral development and methodology used 

by social scientific/psychological research into the relationship between sports 

participation and character. Becoming a good person is a complex and multifaceted 

process and not exclusively about following certain kinds of rules unconditionally or 

even being concerned about consequences of particular actions.78 I turn now to consider 

the crucial role of the school community as a moral habitat in which the virtues can be 

practised, which in turn can influence the formation of moral habits.  

 
                                                           
76 From a pedagogical perspective, schools do provide an environmental habitat in which moral 
development can take place through the process of initiation and imitation. Therefore, teachers can have 
an influence on what it means to acquire virtues in at least four ways: (1) the teacher initiates the student 
into and is a guardian of sport and physical education for the student; (2) the teacher is a stimulator and 
leader of discussion about value-related questions in sport; (3) the teacher is a provider of pastoral care in 
relation to sport; and (4) the teacher is a good exemplar of the best sport can be. Refer to P Arnold, 
‘Sport, moral development, and the role of the teacher: Implications for research and moral education’, 
Quest, vol. 53, 2001, pp. 145–147. 
77 R Pring, ‘Education as a moral practice’, Journal of Moral Education, vol. 30, no. 2, 2001, pp. 105–
106.  
78 Theories of moral philosophy can be divided into three categories: (1) deontological; (2) 
consequentialism; and (3) teleological. Most of the social scientific/psychological research clearly falls 
into the deontological and consequentialist categories of moral philosophy because they focus on “doing”, 
whereas I am interested in accounts of moral philosophical thinking and practice that celebrate the 
situated nature of character and of virtue that focuses on “being” a certain type of person.  
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(3) The importance of moral habitat in the development of moral persons: the practice 

of virtue is aided by the support of moral communities 

When Ryle asks the self-imposed question “Can virtue be taught?” he makes the point 

that moral standards are not inborn but have to be learned by example, practice and 

critically supervised practice.79 He goes on to add that we learn to do by doing, with the 

added support from wiser people whom young people are likely to look up to. For 

instance, we remember the difference in gravity between the occasions when we were 

seriously punished and the occasions when we were routinely punished for minor 

offenses at school or by our parents. It is in this sense of “taught” that we are taught to 

treat certain things as important and hence taught to care more say about whether we 

cheated or not than whether we had won the game or lost it. Likewise, we come to 

acquire the virtues through habituation. For example, when a father gives his son his 

first bike as a present, the child of course cannot ride it at first. He has to learn to 

balance, steer, and brake when it is necessary. Neither can he learn to ride his bike 

didactically. He needs to be told what to do, to be shown what to do and most 

importantly allowed to practise what to do until he can ride the bike. These skills are 

inculcated in him by example and by doing and not just due to mere talk. According to 

Ryle, we know from our own experience that the same “holds true of conduct”.80 He 

goes on to add that if virtue is to be learnt we first need to learn from others, then by 

being trained by others and lastly by being trained by ourselves. Initially instinctive 

imitation is a sine qua non part of learning when a child is young but as the child grows 

this does not suffice to get the child to the higher stages of mastery. To do this the agent 

has to think for themself and decide to reproduce the right acts, for the right reason, at 

the right times while feeling appropriately about them.81   

The best way for young people to develop character is by imitation of those who 

exemplify good habits as opposed to bad habits. Character development does not occur 

in isolation but in social conditions that enhance or frustrate that development. As a 

result sport just so happens to be one place in which our moral character can be 

inculcated by example, by practice and by critical supervision. If we accept that moral 

education is about the inculcation of children to be good persons, well-rounded 

characters that exhibit virtuous dispositions and habits that are appropriate acts 
                                                           
79 G Ryle, Chapter 3: ‘Can virtue be taught?’ in RF Dearden, PH Hirst & RS Peters (eds.), Education and 
Reason: Part 3 of Education and the development of reason, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1975, pp. 
44–57.  
80 Ibid., p. 46.  
81 Ibid., p. 56.  
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according to the particular context and situation, then sport is an excellent tool of moral 

education. According to McNamee, Jones and Duda sport can play a more robust role in 

moral character development and therefore moral education if we consider more 

seriously the “tri-partite account” of moral action offered by Aristotle, which requires a 

greater emphasis on the importance of childhood learning, imitation, emulation and so 

on that is more powerful than commonly acknowledged.82 They go on to add that this 

means examining more closely patterns of normalcy as a “complex of perception, 

emotion and deliberation” which are more a product of a habituation into modes of 

perception and feeling that are not “precursors to, but rather constitutive of, mature 

moral action and reflection”.83 Therefore, it is the acquisition of virtuous dispositions 

and habits that I am seeking in general, particularly in sport.  

The notion of moral “habitat” owes much to Aristotle’s lecture on how we come 

to acquire moral goodness. According to Aristotle, moral virtues, like crafts, are 

acquired by practice and habituation and in his words: 

 

Virtue, then, is of two kinds, intellectual and moral. Intellectual virtue owes both 

its inceptions and its growth chiefly to instruction and for this very reason needs 

time and experience. Moral goodness, on the other hand, is the result of habit 

from which it has actually got its name, being a slight modification of the word 

ethos.84    

 

Much can be learnt from Aristotle’s teaching on moral virtues, particularly upon the 

process of how we should learn by doing. For example, a builder learns how to become 

a builder by building and to become a good builder is a result of building well as 

opposed to building badly. By analogy this applies to performing “just acts” and to self-

control (temperance) – by practising to be in control of ourselves and to perform other 

virtuous acts we learn to be good. Therefore, the type of environment in which a child is 

raised will have a significant impact on the kind of moral agent they will become. The 

opportunity to exercise how to be virtuous can only be sustained by moral communities 

or habitats that have a commitment to that practice of virtue.85 The importance of 

community in the moral development of young people cannot be underestimated 

                                                           
82 M McNamee, C Jones & J Duda, ‘Psychology, ethics and sports: Back to an Aristotelian “museum of 
normalcy”’, International Journal of Sport and Health Sciences, vol. 1, no. 1, 2003, pp. 61–75.  
83 Ibid., p. 71.  
84 The Ethics, 1103a ff. 
85 Ozolins, op. cit., 2007, pp. 107–126.  
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because we are social beings who need community in order to be fulfilled and to 

flourish. The need for community can have both a positive and negative influence on 

the practice of virtue. For instance, a moral community can provide a safe place in 

which to learn and practise good acts. Alternatively, a moral community can reinforce 

vice, such as learning to lie to deflect and avoid personal responsibility for a wrong act, 

for instance, this is evident by an agent choosing to thieve as a way of life.  

According to Ozolins, the practice of virtue on this perspective can be aided by 

both an active and passive support from the moral community in which the agent 

belongs.86 He goes on to add that belonging to a moral community provides passive 

support for the practice of virtue by providing the background beliefs and values that are 

taken as unquestioned influence and that are also provided by certain structural features 

like class distinctions that perpetuate and reinforce these; whereas, active support can 

best be understood as the approval and disapproval given to certain actions and a 

conscious effort to create a just and good society. Since we belong to multiple 

communities, the extent to which the virtues flourish or are undermined will depend on 

the reinforcement of the other moral communities to which the agent belongs, because 

they are all interconnected and dependent upon each other in quite explicit and implicit 

ways. 

Rather than referring to a “community” as an abstract concept, it is clearer to 

talk about the notion of community through concrete examples to which human beings 

belong and by which they are normally influenced like: (1) the family; (2) the extended 

family and friends; (3) for children , a child care centre; (4) primary school; (5) 

secondary school. Furthermore, a sporting club and more generally the neighbourhood 

in which people live, followed by regions and so on, are other communities.87 Just as 

human beings belong to many diverse communities, neither are such communities 

separate entities functioning in isolation. Rather, they are part of a much larger 

community, and dependent upon each other in various ways.  

Ozolins expertly uses the analogy of an ecosystem to explain the notion of moral 

communities, emphasising the interconnectedness that each community has with each 

other as a whole. For example, a tropical rainforest environment develops microhabitats 

within it and these in turn will be adapted to the general environment. Conversely, 

desert environments will be different from tropical ones and arctic environments as 

well. Certain species (such as polar bears) will struggle to survive in desert 

                                                           
86 Ibid., p. 108.  
87 Ibid., p. 109. I would also like to add religious communities as well.  
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environments. This analogy when applied to moral environments shows how there will 

be a variety of different moral habitats, such as a Judaeo-Christian environment that will 

differ from a Hindu environment and so on. This is, of course, an analogy, and so serves 

only a limited purpose of emphasising how it is possible for human beings to belong 

and adapt to different moral habitats. The analogy should not be taken too far.  

I agree with MacIntyre that the aim of education is to develop children to 

become reflective and independent members of their families and the political 

communities to which they belong; the aim also is the inculcation of those virtues 

needed to direct us towards the attainment of common and individual goods, which can 

only be achieved by learning how to act in situations in a virtuous manner or with 

practical wisdom.88 As argued earlier by Aristotle and Ryle, virtue, like skills, crafts, 

arts and so on, can be taught, not by didactic instruction alone, but by example, exercise 

and critically supervised practice that can only happen within a community with certain 

traditions, values and practices. For instance, it is not possible to practice the virtues 

without the presence of others because one cannot be courageous, generous and prudent 

or so on without being in a community.  

A school community like any other community provides a moral habitat in 

which the values of a particular community can be acted out and reinforced. For 

example, the values that young people learn from membership within a school 

community can be acquired through the creation of a safe environment. Schools are 

nurturing environments that provide various opportunities for the young to practise the 

virtues by reinforcing good moral habits acquired through performing virtuous acts and, 

conversely, using disciplinary measures for correcting acts of vice that do not reflect the 

values of the moral habitat. Undoubtedly, teachers have a significant role within this 

whole process in the school setting due to the influence they can have on young people. 

Teachers in their own training learn how to use pedagogical methods that reinforce 

good behaviours and punish bad actions. These are important means for forming 

virtuous dispositions, so that the young come to value right things and disvalue wrong 

things. This is why a central feature of virtue requires the development of an agent’s 

disposition to act in a certain way. Hence, the best way for young people to learn how to 

become moral agents is by imitation and acting like people who exemplify good habits 

as opposed to bad habits because the development of character occurs not in isolation 

but in social conditions that enhance or frustrate that development.  

                                                           
88 A MacIntyre & J Dunne, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre on education: In a dialogue with Joseph Dunne’, Journal 
of Philosophy of Education, vol. 36, no. 1, 2002, p. 2.  
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Applying these ideas to sport, it is evident that sport is a practice like farming, 

physics or architecture, because it is has certain goods internal to that activity that are 

realised in the course of trying to achieve the standards of excellence that characterise 

it.89 Although there is considerable divergence between sports, MacIntyrean practice 

highlights the importance of belonging to communities because it is both from current 

examplars and from the tradition of the practice that one must learn appropriate conduct. 

Acknowledging that sports are practices in this sense, then, is to recognise the 

essentially “social character of the activities in and through which goods definitive of 

the activity ... are required and developed”.90 Subsequently, the cultivation of virtue is 

both a necessary condition and consequence of proper engagement in sport. For 

instance, in sport a player is not called a “cheat” because they have broken some formal 

universal principle familiar from moral theories. Rather, this usually occurs as a result 

of the player’s undermining the commitment to that sport as a practice and disregarding 

the pursuit of excellence and what it means to play sport in the first place, and instead 

trying to win through unfair means. The point here is that such a judgement is made by 

reference to the ethos of a game and its current exemplars of the relevant traditions of 

sporting practice upon which it is based. Consequently, in this case it cannot be said that 

the cheat has been properly initiated into sport or is even playing the game in its true 

sense as they haven’t learnt the interlocking processes of judging, caring and acting 

(basis for moral education) for successful practice.  

It has been argued that educational institutions are important to the development 

of moral character because we are social beings that thrive on belonging. Schools are 

nurturing environments that provide various opportunities for the young to practise the 

virtues by reinforcing good moral habits acquired through performing virtuous acts and 

conversely using disciplinary measures for correcting acts of vice that do not reflect the 

                                                           
89 I use the word “practice” in a MacIntyrean sense to highlight how the goods internal to a practice can 
only be identified by first-hand experience in the relevant practice; it demands from the participant who is 
engaged in the practice in a strong and important way to conduct themselves in a moral way (uphold and 
pursue the internal goods and standards of excellence that characterise the practice) that advances the 
whole community of practitioners and makes possible the cooperative pursuit of the practice’s goals. 
When MacIntyre uses the examples of W. G. Grace and Turner, he is attempting to highlight those goods 
internal to the practice that first personifies the standards of excellence such as goals, skills, styles, 
products and so on; and, second exemplifies a certain kind of life that has advanced and enriched the 
relevant community in such a way as to justify the pursuit of a single calling to such a practice in 
question. Refer to Chapter 14: The nature of virtues from A. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn, University 
of Notre Dame Press, Notre Dame, Indiana, 2007, pp. 181–203. 
90 C Jones & M McNamee, Chapter 3: ‘Moral development and sport: Character and cognitive 
developmentalism contrasted’, in J Boxall (ed.), Sport Ethics: An Anthology, Blackwell Publishing, 
Oxford, 2003, p. 42. 
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values of the moral habitat. In this sense, games and sports in PE can provide unique 

opportunities to develop habitual modes of conduct.  

 

(4) The role of sport and PE in cultivating character: an opportunity for practising 

moral behaviour  

Earlier in the chapter I provided a brief historical overview of how the cult of 

athleticism and its accompanying games ethic gained prominence within the education 

system during the middle of nineteen century England and subsequently had a profound 

impact and influence on the development of PE during the twentieth century. I have 

argued that it still exerts a powerful influence in PE today. This is evident by the fact 

that competitive games and sport still represent a large proportion of most PE 

programmes in schools. The main reason why this has occurred is due to apologists of 

PE being quick to capitalise on the popularity of sport within society in general and 

claim that there is a causal relationship between certain physical activities and character 

development as moral education. For instance, the argument that competitive games and 

sports have moral educational potential and hence qualify for inclusion within the 

curriculum is misleading because they are often taught and practised in a wide range of 

morally suspect ways. I argue that much of this confusion has been due to a 

misunderstanding of the role sport can play in the development of moral character in 

PE, particularly within educational institutions.  

The role of sport and PE in cultivating character is really no different from any 

other realm of human practice. Since the virtues are not innate, my point is that the 

virtues can be learnt by example, practice and critical supervision. According to 

Putman, the development of character is one of the major goals of child-raising, which 

schools play a vital role in by providing moral exemplars for children to see and 

emulate.91 He goes on to add that even though it may be desirable to reason with 

students about rights or duties, the purpose of teaching children to control impulses or 

care about others in their behaviour is to build a foundation upon which later in life, the 

adult is ready, willing and able to apply this behaviour.92 This is why character 

formation is crucial in children’s development because without a good character, he or 

she will not be able to recognise rights or duties when they arise in adulthood. This is 

further reinforced by Ozolins who argues that the effects of belonging to good moral 

                                                           
91 Putman, op. cit., pp. 175–183.  
92 Ibid., p. 176.  
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habitats will eventually reinforce good moral habits and vice versa; however, it is not 

just good habits that we wish young people to have but also an “... ability to make 

reasoned, autonomous moral choices which result in virtuous action”.93 He goes on to 

add that routine and habit exert a powerful influence over our actions and should not be 

ignored in moral education because the inculcation of good moral habits is an important 

initial step in bringing young people to knowledge of virtue and hatred of vice. 

Becoming a good person embodies a wide range of virtues, which will determine both 

what an agent should do and be motivated to do according to the situational context. In 

the case of PE, when we use games and sport what we are trying to teach children to do 

is to play fairly, be gracious winners, accept losing and respect their opponent. This is 

further elaborated by Carr, who argues that when it comes to acquiring those 

dispositions we call virtues it is not about reasoning what is the morally right thing to do 

in some abstract sense but more about a child’s training in honesty, fairness and so on 

until he or she is old enough to make independent decisions.94 This can only be 

achieved when children have strong characters to exercise these virtues in concrete 

situations, and are not tempted by say cheating, lying, meanness and so on. Maraj 

makes the point that the claim of sport in PE in the development of moral character lies 

rather in the fact that there are not many activities in life that provide either the “kind of 

opportunities or the number of them for evoking the qualities which are considered 

desirable”.95 

I argue that moral education aims to inculcate habits of virtue that enable us to 

see, in a more general way, the goods that are served by our activities that direct our 

actions that both transform and build up just communities.96 Although Ozolins makes 

no specific reference to sporting communities as a moral habitat, however, I consider it 

to be consistent with the idea that human beings belong to a range of different 

communities that are interconnected and dependent on one another and are ideal places 

in which to practise the virtues in a supportive environment. To take this idea further, 

sporting communities or habitats are just one part of the many moral habitats to which 

we belong that have their own particular moral values, traditions, practices and so on 

and as a result the moral virtues that participants will learn and the practices to which 

they will become habituated will be those that are practised in their community. Acting 
                                                           
93 JT Ozolins, ‘Popper’s third world: Moral habits, moral habitat and their maintenance’, Educational 
Philosophy and Theory, vol. 42, no. 7, 2010, pp. 752–753. 
94 See Chapter 12: Education and the virtues: Objectivity, subjectivity and teaching from D Carr, 
Educating the Virtues, Routledge, London, 1991, pp. 251–269.  
95 JA Maraj, ‘Physical education and character’, Education Review, vol. 17, no. 2, 1965, p. 107. 
96 JT Ozolins, op. cit., 2007, p. 119. 
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rightly in sport (as elsewhere in life) is much a matter of habituation, practice and the 

support of morally committed communities in which the activity belongs. Arnold 

reinforces this point when he argues that to have a moral character in the context of 

sport entails both proper habit formation through initiation and a commitment to sports’ 

internal goods and standards.97 Such good and standards presuppose a set of ideals of 

what people within the sporting fraternity are meant to strive for and hold up as moral 

exemplars. For example, when we say that someone is a “good sport”, we are saying not 

only do they act according to the rules of the game but also more importantly that they 

exercise such virtues as honesty, courage, fairness and so on which “not only 

characterise sport as a practice, but which are indispensable elements that allow it to 

flourish”.98  

Although there continues to be doubt within the literature99 surrounding the role 

games and sports can play in developing moral character in PE this work is ill informed, 

as it attempts to turn the general normativity of education into a kind of quasi-science-

based technology that fails to appreciate that education and teaching is essentially a 

moral practice that is not conducive to conventional empirical–scientific research 

methods.100 Jones makes the point that our expectations of moral character through 

sport seem unrealistic in what we want it to deliver because it cannot deliver “athlete-

saints”.101 Such an idea of sport functioning in this way is problematic because the idea 

that a person of good character must possess all the virtues is flawed. Hence, it follows 

that a range of virtues needs to be cultivated, celebrated and rewarded through practice. 

Moral character development is not just about teaching children to know that X, Y and 

Z are right or wrong in some abstract sense, but more about teaching children to be 

good persons of moral character by learning to do, by performing good actions.102 It is 

important to note that an Aristotelian scheme of moral character development does not 

expect perfection; only that we strive toward being good, which can be accomplished by 
                                                           
97 P Arnold, ‘Sport and moral education’, Journal of Moral Education, vol. 23, no. 1, 1994, pp. 75–89.   
98 Ibid., p. 85.  
99 The PE literature continues to call for empirical–scientific evidence to determine whether to support or 
refute these claims by investigating what we are attempting to teach and why, what are the appropriate 
methods for teaching morality and testing whether they have been successful or not. Two notable 
examples of this trend are: A Theodoulides & K Armour, ‘Personal, social and moral development 
through team games: Some critical questions’, European Physical Education Review, vol. 7, no. 1, 2001, 
pp. 5–23; and, A Theodoulides, ‘“I would never personally tell anyone to break the rules, but you can 
bend them”: Teaching moral values through team games’, Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, vol. 
8, no. 2, 2003, pp. 141–159 .  
100 D Carr, ‘Educational philosophy, theory and research: A psychiatric autobiography’, Journal of 
Philosophy of Education, vol. 35, no. 3, 2001, pp. 461–476.  
101 C Jones, ‘Teaching virtue through physical education: Some comments and reflections’. Sport, 
Education and Society, vol. 13, no. 3, 2008, pp. 341–347.  
102 Ryle, op. cit., p. 47.  
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belonging to a moral habitat in which good moral habits can be practised or supported. 

Since human beings belong to a diverse array of moral habitats or communities that 

overlap and intersect, some of these will be more important than others in the 

cultivation of moral virtues. One such habitat in which young people spend considerable 

time in their formative years is the school or educational institution. Hence it seems 

reasonable to argue that sport and PE are also important moral habitats to which human 

beings belong and that can also influence moral character. I have argued that good 

moral habits will be reinforced by good moral habitats and vice versa. Sport and PE 

complements other moral habitats by providing the unique possibility to practise the 

moral virtues in concrete situations. Abstract moral principles such as fair play or 

sportsmanship, which are central to sporting practice, are meaningless without these 

concepts being connected with those virtues practised in our daily encounters with 

others in moral habitats, albeit with a few contextual alterations.  

In this chapter, I provided a brief historical overview of how athleticism and its 

accompanying games ethic exerted a powerful influence on the development of PE in 

the 1950s. For instance, at a time when PE was seeking to shift away from the term 

physical training (PT) towards the term physical education (PE) as a means of aligning 

itself with broader educational aims, the games ethic provided a ready-made 

justification for its inclusion within the school curriculum based on serious moral 

grounds. Although its inclusion within the curriculum was based on an overstated and 

misleading claim that physical activities have moral educational potential and hence are 

necessarily available in other aspects of life. I argued that the moral educational 

potential of PE rests on competitive games and sport functioning as a place in which the 

virtues can be practised in a supportive environment. This possibility is not unique to 

sport and we should not overstate its role, but in saying this, games and sport in PE 

provide opportunities for practising habitual modes of conduct or developing moral 

habits. In order to bring this about we need to consider how the moral habitat plays an 

important role in moral character development because the kind of environment in 

which a child is raised will have a significant influence on the kind of moral person they 

will become. One such habitat in which young people spend considerable time in their 

formative years is the school or educational institution. Thus it seems logical to argue 

that sport and PE are also important moral habitats to which human beings belong and 

at the same time influence moral character. Subsequently, the cultivation of character 

can be encouraged in PE, and PE provides an arena for practising moral behaviour that 

is supported by a moral community with a commitment to that practice. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

* 

My task in this thesis was to construct a cogent philosophical justification for sport and 

PE by responding directly to the perennial question: Are there any good reasons for the 

inclusion of sport and PE in educational institutions? The conclusion to which I argue is 

that sport and PE plays a crucial role within the curriculum and hence needs to be a 

necessary part of educational institutions as much as any other subject area does. A 

central and reoccurring theme throughout my thesis is that we become aware of our 

embodiment through a family of physical activities in PE that rebalances the 

disproportionate emphasis on the development of the mind and restores in education a 

balance that has been previously missing. Part of the problem has been that the physical 

activities of PE are looked upon as disembodied and disconnected from its central 

concerns, which are associated with employing physical means to develop the whole 

person. But, as I have argued consistently throughout my thesis, this is to ignore the 

nature of experience and to consider the cognitive aspects of our perceptual experience 

in isolation from the personal meaning gained when looked at from the “inside” or 

participatory perspective of the moving agent. Rather, our bodies are the means by 

which we are “in the world”. There is no suggestion in this account that there are 

“minds” and “bodies” being developed, but only human beings. In this sense, this is 

why PE has lost meaning for some students, because our embodied relationship with the 

world is not an external or contemplative one. The implications for PE are significant 

because a Merleau-Pontian account of phenomenology highlights what it is like to be 

embodied. If accept this account we shall see that we do not, except in special 

circumstances, experience our own bodies as objects at all because my embodiment is 

sine qua non of my existence and consciousness. Embodiment also allows students to 

learn about themselves and the world in which they live. What makes this account 

educationally significant for PE is that the whole person should benefit by the 

experience, as it includes an emphasis on all three educational domains (the 

psychomotor, the cognitive and the affective) rather than separate physical and mental 

qualities that bear no relation to each other.  

The urgency and significance of this dissertation cannot be underestimated, in 

part due to the general consensus within the literature that PE is suffering from a crisis 

of legitimisation within education, particularly in relation to its nature and status. For 
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example, Penny and Chandler reflect the mood of the profession when they argue that 

physical educationalists seem only capable of reaching consensus over what the subject 

“is not” and the matter of what the “core aims” are remains far less clear and a source of 

ongoing tension.1 There are a number of factors as to why this has occurred. 

Historically, the discipline area has struggled for legitimacy at most if not all 

educational levels due to misleading philosophical–educational views that are 

ambivalent towards play, traditional justifications that are flawed, and educational 

discourses that encourage and favour theory over practice or mental skills over physical 

skills that elevate the mind over the body. More recently, in order to overcome issues 

surrounding ambiguity there has been a preoccupation with defining PE. In this case, 

the sheer diversity of definitions has led to a relativist understanding of PE that has been 

counterproductive. For this reason, the PE profession and its practitioners need to accept 

most if not all of the blame for not counteracting with proportionately measured 

educational justifications and conceptions of sport and PE that are cogent and 

defendable. Whether such a defence can be expressed clearly will not be made clear to 

the apologist or even to the most ardent critic unless its philosophical justifications are 

articulated in such a way that they are coherent and accessible to all. Therefore, the 

reasons why we need justifying justifications for sport and PE are threefold: firstly, 

because it is a simple matter of necessity at the moment; secondly, we need to be able to 

offer cogent justifications as to why sport and PE should be included within educational 

institutions; and, thirdly, to identify what we are (or ought to be) so we can defend and 

further ourselves unashamedly.  

At the start of my thesis I revisited the vexed problem of educational value or 

significance that continually seems to plague PE. The reason why PE has struggled for 

legitimacy within the curriculum at most educational levels is due to a variety of 

damaging claims made by critics who have argued that PE activities within the 

curriculum are basically trivial compared to other forms of knowledge and 

understanding that are considered to be educationally worthwhile. For instance, the 

argument goes that the nature of sport and PE is not concerned with the attainment of 

theoretical knowledge as it is only concerned with “knowing how” in the form of 

practical knowledge. Hence, by its own nature, sport and PE is rendered non-academic 

and as a result non-educational. Central to this argument is the notion that PE activities 

(playing games and sports) are somehow set apart from the serious business of 

                                                           
1 D Penny & T Chandler, ‘Physical education: What future(s)?’, Sport, Education and Society, vol. 5, no. 
1, 2000, p. 74 ff. 
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education and are non-serious compared to other pursuits that are deemed to be 

worthwhile, perceived to have educational value and have a serious place within the 

curriculum. I argued that such arguments are based upon general misunderstandings 

surrounding the place of play, understood as freely chosen and not specifically intended 

to produce any results, and an education that is normally associated with a class of 

things that are serious because of the ends they promote – for instance numeracy – 

which are accepted as serious. Although in one sense play can take on these 

characteristics described, such a description is too simplistic and neglects to highlight 

the fact that play can also have a serious function and should not be underestimated, 

particularly as a transitional mechanism for the education of the young. Given the right 

conditions, PE is educationally beneficial, because it can play a significant role in 

expressing and exemplifying our values. Some of these experiences are invaluable, 

ranging, for instance, from learning how to compete with friends, to playing with people 

one does not like, to persevering during hardships and so on.  

Probably, the most serious criticism levelled against the nature of PE and its 

activities can be attributed to R. S. Peters’ earlier work on educational activities and 

their justification within the curriculum.2 To Peters, a person’s use of reason and its 

development are intrinsically worthwhile as they can lead to other things that are good. 

Here we have the central tenets of his transcendental argument that assumes that 

activities that appeal to an individual’s reason are good or intrinsically worthwhile. 

Subsequently, activities that satisfy this “cognitive perspective” should be part of the 

curriculum – like science, history and so on – because they can illuminate other areas of 

life as well as contribute to the quality of the person’s life. Peters goes on to outline how 

skills found in practical activities such as riding a bicycle, swimming and so on lack a 

wide-ranging cognitive content and largely are a matter of “knack” rather than 

understanding in the propositional sense of knowledge. According to this account 

activities that are predominantly rational are superior due to their cognitive content, 

whereas physical activities, which are central features of PE programmes, are only 

important because of the instrumental ends that they can bring about; for instance, a 

serious end, like a healthy body, that is a by-product of the act of physical exercise. This 

only provides a limited justification for engaging in physical activities and in this case 

effectively rejects and excludes PE activities, because it is based on prejudiced attitudes 

                                                           
2 RS Peters, Ethics and Education, Allen and Unwin, London, 1966. 
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toward practical knowledge and based on a narrow and question-begging view of 

culturally and educationally worthwhile activities.  

To counter such arguments I outlined how the value of curriculum activities is 

contingent upon the person making the assertion that the activity is worthwhile and this 

is not necessarily the best criterion by which to rule in or out subjects. The key to my 

argument is that it is not the activities or what certain curriculum areas ask young 

people to do which makes such activities educational. What makes them educationally 

valuable is the experience per se, not the subject, because education ought to be 

concerned with continued growth and be about helping someone to discover, engage in 

and determine what things are worthwhile for them. This cannot be achieved if one 

assumes before one even starts that some things are always worthwhile for everybody, 

some ends fixed and some wants unchangeable; because as a child grows we need to 

acknowledge that there will be diversity of different wants at different times. Certainly, 

it is clear that Peters’ view of education outlines what he considers to be classically 

orthodox wants and worthwhile activities, but from a young person’s perspective these 

may be at odds with what a young person wants at a particular time and place. This is 

why engagement is important in educational activities, as there is more likelihood of the 

experience being more or less conducive to continued growth in the long term rather 

than some arbitrary constructed extrinsic end that is value loaded and narrowly focused.  

Furthermore, I also argued that it is a mistake to just view the nature and 

purposes of education to be the development of theoretical knowledge and 

understanding in a cognitive perspective, because this represents an impoverished view 

of the nature of personhood. Rather, the point that I wanted to make is that a person’s 

essential being is not just confined to his rationality, but involves an embodied 

dimension that seems to have been ignored by proponents of the liberal educational 

paradigm.3 I think we can learn much from ancient Greek ideals of balance and 

harmony because they epitomised and exemplified the practical expression of these 

ideals through PE and evolved from the application of the “whole man” philosophy of 

education. Borrowing heavily from the ancients, if the body is considered to be 

integrated with the mind in a psychosomatic relationship, the body will have value and 

be esteemed, and consequently, PE will be in harmony with intellectual education in the 

fullest sense of its capacities and potentialities. In essence this is one of the unique 

                                                           
3 The central tenets of this paradigm views education as the pursuit of knowledge in the development of 
the mind whatever form that freely takes. Refer to RS Peters’ (1966), Ethics and Education; P H Hirst’s 
(1974), Knowledge and the curriculum; and, Hirst and Peters’ (1970), The Logic of Education. 
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educational features that PE has to offer, because it has the potential to develop both 

embodied and intellectual capacities so as to enhance an individual’s understanding of 

the world in which they interact.  

Despite the time that has transpired since Peters work was published its 

immense significance has been highly instrumental in casting PE out into the 

educational wilderness. Much has been written since to point out the limitations and 

inadequacies of these views from the perspectives of PE – particularly in the late 

twentieth century onwards – and to respond to the serious challenge levelled against the 

profession by offering a diverse array of sophisticated philosophical justifications.4 

Much can be gained by examining these arguments in order to identify what PE is or 

ought to be from the diversity of practices and plurality of aims pursued within the 

curriculum claiming to be PE.5 The problem is that there is considerable disparity 

between how PE is practised that has led to the perception of a field that is amorphous 

and a house divided amongst itself. Compounding the issue further is a preoccupation 

with defining PE as a means of seeking greater clarity, to the point where no one 

conception of PE has prevailed, and further to the point that some claim there can be no 

meaningful essence to the concept of PE because it is socially constructed. 

Unquestionably this is false, because something can be socially constructed and still 

have an essence; and so most of these arguments are ill conceived. It is obvious to me 

that PE is inextricably linked to the practical, and so the philosophical position of the 

body and our conception of human nature will have a direct bearing on how we think 

human beings should behave and be educated and, in this case, how we think 

individuals should be educated physically. I have argued consistently that if PE is to be 

given a legitimate place within education it needs to challenge prejudicial attitudes 

toward the body first before attempting to develop cogent and coherent philosophical 

justifications for its inclusion within educational institutions.  

As the discussion in Chapter II revealed, PE rests on dubious philosophical 

foundations, which I have argued is one of the most damaging and significant events in 

the history of PE, and in which Plato as the chief architect of dualism and Descartes his 

accomplice are the key culprits in the betrayal of the body in Western culture. When 

                                                           
4 I referred to these justifications in Chapter I as PE as health prevention and promotion, PE as character 
development and moral education, PE as art and beauty, PE as a mechanism for finding meaning through 
movement, PE as sport education, PE as preparation for leisure, and PE as academic study.  
5 Borrowing from Kirk I outlined the form of PE since the 1950s as essentially dealing with the 
following: (1) physical culture; (2) transfer of learning; (3) standards of excellence and ability; and, (4) 
social and cultural transmission, reproduction and renewal. Refer to D Kirk, Physical Education Futures, 
Routledge, London, 2010. 
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corporeal experience is disparaged and ridiculed, this reduces PE to a lower status than 

intellectual education in a hierarchy of educational values, which Peters’ position 

clearly outlines in his discussion of “intrinsically worth-while activities”, specifically in 

distinction to PE activities. In a way, Peters’ account of education is guilty of 

compartmentalising education into the education of the mind and education of the body, 

which are symbolic and representative of contemporary education’s tendency to view 

the person as a dualistic being composed of two separate entities: superior mind and an 

inferior body. We would be hesitant to call someone educated if he or she focused on 

the mastery of just one narrow area at the expense of broadening his or her 

understanding of other bodies of knowledge. Conversely, it too would be problematic to 

call someone educated or “physically educated” if they were highly skilled in one 

narrowly specialised area like cricket but closed off from developing a broader 

understanding of other physical activities and bodies of knowledge. If education is to be 

of the whole person it needs to be concerned with all of a person’s faculties and 

capacities which, to borrow from Merleau-Ponty, is to promote humankind’s existence 

as embodied beings. The body is not just another object in the world; rather, it is 

“anchored” in the world. If we are serious about achieving a well-balanced education 

that is not defective we need to develop the embodied being alongside the intellectual 

and other innate human capabilities. We can present a strong case for our cause because 

the primacy of perception indicates that the basis for our cognition is through bodily 

experience, and as a result our embodied capacities warrant serious attention throughout 

education. By radically shifting from Platonic–Cartesian to phenomenological 

conceptions of personhood, a mechanism is provided in which we can vigorously 

defend sport and PE as legitimate educational activities that are just as important as 

traditional views of education, which emphasise intellectual development at the expense 

of other modes of inquiry. Certainly, this view by no means denies the importance of 

intellectual education but it does not grant it a priori pre-eminence over every other 

mode of human inquiry or even seek to separate it from other modes in which it is 

interwoven. Therefore, to view the body as a machine and to segregate it into a mind 

and a body has been replaced by a radical shift of embodiment from “having a body” to 

the lived-body experience of “being a body”, which emphasises the inherent unity of 

human beings. 

As we saw in Chapter III, another reason why PE has suffered low status within 

educational institutions is in part due to the assumption that practical knowledge or 

“knowing how” is somehow set apart from cognitive development and is anti-



Chapter VI: Conclusion 

204  Steven A. Stolz 

intellectual. For instance, generally speaking, “knowing that” is commonly associated 

with intellectual operations and conceptions of cognition whereas, to the layman, 

“knowing how” is considered to be devoid of any cognition and performance is just a 

matter of conditioning or habit. Such a view is problematic in the sense that intelligence 

as understood in knowing that is not equivalent to knowing how. I disputed this 

dualistic conception of mind and body by arguing that there are certain implied or 

inferred elements of human knowledge that cannot be verbally articulated. Borrowing 

from Polanyi, I outlined how we need to seriously reconsider our understanding of 

human knowledge, particularly how we possess a practical knowledge of our bodies that 

is personally meaningful and that can be cultivated in PE over a period of time by 

developing a framework or subsidies (skills, habits, stories, values). I then drew on 

Ryle’s conceptual account of intelligence concepts or epithets to emphasise that when a 

person knows how to do something his knowledge is actualised or exercised in what he 

does in an analogously rational manner, but a manner which is not truth functional in 

the same way as propositional knowledge. Furthermore, Ryle’s account dispels with an 

intellectualist account of education that privileges theory over practice, mental skills 

over physical skills. Since PE predominantly deals with practical knowledge the interest 

to physical educators is significant because one’s knowledge of how to do something, in 

most cases, is a legitimate matter of evaluation. To take intelligent performance 

seriously, we need to be able to ascribe know(ing) how to someone, particularly when 

we appraise their actions. This is because one of the key features of any education is to 

obtain a level of competence so we can say that person A knows how to do X; but this is 

not enough because we should also introduce and initiate students into the standards and 

excellences of that activity. To do this, I outlined a generic structure that can be used to 

appraise actions using both constitutive norms (what makes them action of type X rather 

than type Y) and evaluative norms (what makes X graceful, efficient and so on) in a 

contextually relevant way. The implications for PE are that the teaching and learning of 

practical knowledge is more than the mere acquisition of a base-line level of 

competence or ability so that we can say that person A knows how to X, but also an 

introduction into the standards and excellences of the practice in which persons engage. 

This is not possible if we do not have the evaluative framework to tell the difference 

between novice and expert.  

It was my intent to challenge the liberal education paradigm by searching for 

inconsistencies or incoherence, with the aim of abandoning the paradigm altogether and 

in doing so (re)conceptualising some or all of the accounts to find an approach to PE 
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more conducive to its educational claims. Despite the ongoing battle surrounding the 

contentious nature of knowledge I think the postmodern and poststructuralist critiques 

of traditional epistemology in education have highlighted significant questions about the 

nature and meaning of knowledge and truth that by no means have been finally settled. 

The importance of and significance of embodied understanding in its various ways of 

“knowing” and “doing” I think offer credible philosophical conceptions and 

justifications for the inclusion of sport and PE within educational institutions. However, 

the issue becomes how to capture the uniqueness of PE in such a way to make students’ 

personal experiences not only meaningful, but also educationally meaningful as well. At 

the moment PE seems to have become disproportionally theoretical and academic in 

nature in order to meet the liberal education paradigm, and it has become disconnected 

from the essential nature of PE, which is concerned with practical learning 

environments and human movement experiences. To address this serious issue I 

proposed that we need to do two things: firstly integrate more effectively students’ 

lived-body experiences with experiential learning from a Merleau-Pontian perspective 

that locates the human body as central to the production and living of any form of 

experience; and secondly, by understanding the link between performance and 

experiential analytical inquiry, there is a real opportunity to improve many of the 

problems commonly associated with student learning and assessment experiences in PE. 

The implications here are significant because such a position implies that there no 

longer exists a philosophical division between the object and subject, as the world 

begins from the body and provides the means by which we can develop a sense of our 

identity and at the same time come to know the world via physical action. 

Phenomenology has a vital role to play in PE, particularly in this case, because it 

provides an explicitly body-linked subject with the means to integrate performance and 

subject knowledge in learning and assessment experiences that justify its inclusion 

within the curriculum. It is this notion of the phenomenal body that originates in 

Merleau-Ponty’s work that is significant to my thesis because what we experience as a 

first-person subject of experience can only exist in connection with the natural system 

of one’s own body taking place in the domain of the phenomenal. This is why 

movement in PE is significant, because the person experiences and apprehends his body 

not as an abstract object but rather through doing and being on the “inside” that we 

become aware of his embodiment. The educational implications are that because we 

have experienced our embodiment through a family of physical activities in PE, we can 

come to know or learn about the various scientific (biomechanics, physiology and so 
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on) analyses of the body and make sense of them in a meaningful way. Consequently, 

one of the primary roles of PE is about making movement experiences as significant as 

possible by exploring different physical learning environments from the students’ 

perspective, such that students gradually come to understand how things relate to each 

other and to themselves. To do this we need to locate the body as the focal point in the 

production of the lived experience, and also recognise the role corporeal movement and 

embodiment plays in learning, in, by and through PE. 

I suggested in Chapter IV that since the playing of games and sports represent a 

large proportion of most PE programmes in schools an understanding of the 

multifaceted, paradoxical and highly elusive phenomenon of play is significant to my 

thesis, particularly when there exists a negative and sometimes quite vulgar 

interpretative view that perceives play to be an occasional and peripheral phenomenon 

that is allowed, albeit grudgingly, in a restricted sense in certain places like in PE. It is 

worth noting that when PE as a profession underwent significant reform during the first 

half of the twentieth century this also coincided with the development of play theory in 

education, which in turn had a profound influence in the debate about what methods 

would be appropriate for imparting educational goals in PE. The idea of play serving as 

a means of cultivating cognitive, social and emotional development reflected the 

significant influence of the general trends in education that came to be accepted with 

fervour in the PE profession because they provided the theoretical foundations6 for PE 

and a level of legitimacy that had previously been missing. These trends blended the 

instinctive and natural interest that young people have with play, games and sport with 

educationally designed environments that provided learning experiences that produced 

specific changes in the physical, social and psychological aspects of individuals. The 

conscious decision to promote and utilise play, games and sport as a means for 

transmitting educational ends in PE was significant because it utilised the popularity of 

sport within the public at large together with a ready-made educational tradition that 

was at least a century old. Although this brought about a kind of theoretical legitimacy 

that had previously been missing it presented new problems that could not have been 

foreseen, like the conceptual confusion surrounding the interrelationship of play, games 

and sports (tricky triad) in PE, particularly whether play should be used in educational 

                                                           
6 These theoretical elements were expressed in the following three ways in PE: (1) physical activity was 
considered to contribute to the health of the individual in a positive way; (2) playing games and sports, 
particularly team–orientated ones, was considered to be a major feature in the development of character 
and the inculcation of moral and ethical values; and, (3) it provided the means by which to integrate the 
mind and body through human movement.  
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contexts. For instance, we present work to a child under the guise of play in which the 

work load increases little by little in preparation for the serious affairs of the adult 

world. This well-accepted pedagogical practice is based on the idea that play is an 

instinctive and natural part of our existence. The belief that children develop and learn 

best through play forms is a well-established educational position that is expressed in 

highly subtle and sophisticated ways. If we take our idea of play from the world of a 

child in isolation we will be trapped by equivocation, and so if play is to have 

significance in maturity or adulthood it must have another dimension that is meaningful 

to the agent, particularly in a secondary school context.7 For example, in the play of a 

child there are usually authentic elements of joy, happiness, fulfilment, excitement and 

so on which seem to get lost in the transition into adulthood, but I argued that it is a 

mistake to confine such thoughts to them because within the context of the 

hermeneutic–phenomenological framework PE represents the study of practical 

educational experiences that attempt to make the subjective and interpersonal process 

meaningful. This is why PE should be treated as a necessary and vital part of education, 

because PE activities offer opportunities to explore alternative modes of awareness and 

to develop insights into new modes of being and possibilities perhaps not readily 

available elsewhere in the curriculum. Consequently, PE activities are significant in the 

educative sense because they have respect for the person as an embodied consciousness 

and most importantly all three facets of a person (thinking, feeling and acting) are 

combined to give a person an experience of what it is to be a moving being. This is 

radically different from traditional forms of education that have a particular focus on 

propositional forms of knowledge.  

Historically there has been strong educational support for the role of competitive 

games and sports in the PE curriculum to the point where it has become synonymous 

with the development of social and moral virtues, usually under the category of 

“character development”. The cult of athleticism and its accompanying games ethic had 

a profound impact and influence on the development of PE during the twentieth century 

and still exerts a powerful influence today. This is evident by the fact that competitive 

games and sport still represent a large proportion of most PE programmes in schools. 

The main reason why this has occurred is due to apologists of PE being quick to 
                                                           
7 It is a conceptual mistake to view each in isolation because it decontextualises the multifarious nature of 
the diverse array of movement activities found in PE, but most importantly it neglects to highlight the 
explicit educative intent which neither play nor sport in isolation can provide. In a way this confusion has 
been the source of many problems for PE because there has been a general tendency to view PE as sport 
(or games), PE as play or any other combination, and as a result, PE, sport and play should not be 
considered to be mutually exclusive entities, but can and should exist together. 
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capitalise on the popularity of sport within society in general and claim that there is a 

causal relationship between certain physical activities and character development as 

moral education. The problem with, what I have referred to in Chapter V as the theory 

of transference is that it implies a causal relationship between participation in a physical 

activity and that certain qualities will be inevitably developed and necessarily available 

in other aspects of life. I cautioned that it is a mistake to expect the inculcation of 

certain qualities to directly accompany the practice of certain competitive games and 

sports in PE. It was my claim that too much reliance has been placed on transference 

and to suggest that transference is a necessity is misleading because this overstates the 

case and is based on a fallacy. The kind of opportunities afforded or the number of them 

evoked in sport and PE may well lead to the expression of certain desirable qualities; 

however, it may also be the case that they provide opportunity for the attainment of 

undesirable qualities as well.8 If we continue with the argument, that certain sports help 

bring out (assuming that they are latent) positive or negative qualities would seem 

strange because they cannot be good nor bad in themselves, but the way they are 

practised may be good or bad or positive or negative. A brief survey of sporting 

practices will highlight the sheer diversity of behaviour, much of which seems morally 

questionable. This is why, for the purposes of my thesis, it was important to revisit the 

perennial issue about the moral aspects of sport. The moral evaluation of sport as 

separate9 or continuous10 with the rest of human life has serious implications 

determining whether sport in PE can provide opportunities to develop moral character 

and hence qualify for inclusion within the school curriculum based on its moral 

educational potential.  

                                                           
8 I outlined the main arguments surrounding the contestable nature of the current debate as taking the 
following three positions based on Carr’s summary: (1) Physical activities present in PE programmes 
such as games and sports have the potential to be morally negative due to the corrupting consequences of 
competitive practices such as an overemphasis upon winning, commonly referred to as the “win at any 
cost” attitude. Consequently, the teaching of games and sports can only have a negative moral educational 
value and act against moral education rather facilitate it. (2) Physical activities present in PE programmes 
such as games and sports have the potential to be morally positive and reinforce socially desirable 
character traits such as cooperation, honesty and so on that are beneficial to society and transferable to 
one’s own moral life and as a consequence the teaching of sports and games can have a positive 
educational value. (3) Physical activities present in PE programmes such as games and sports cannot 
clearly exhibit internal features of either positive or negative moral significance and as a result PE from a 
moral perspective can best be described as morally “neutral” and may or may not make a significant 
contribution to moral education. Refer to D Carr, Chapter 7: ‘What moral educational significance has 
physical education? A question in need of disambiguation’, in M McNamee & J Parry (eds.), Ethics and 
Sport, Routledge, London, 1998, pp. 119–133.  
9 The “separation thesis” claims that sport supports, stands for or expresses a set of values that are 
uniquely its own. 
10 The “continuity thesis” claims that moral values found in sport are expressions or reflections of the 
more basic moral values found outside of sport. 
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Although there continues to be doubt within the literature surrounding the role 

games and sports can play in developing moral character in PE, this work is ill informed 

as it attempts to turn the general normativity of education into a kind of quasi-science-

based technology that fails to appreciate that education and teaching are essentially a 

moral practice that is not conducive to conventional empirical–scientific research 

methods. My account of moral character was firmly located in the neo-Aristotelian 

tradition of virtues that provides a rich picture of moral character in and through sport. It 

emphasises the agent who performs actions, instead of a deontological approach where 

the rational moral agent is disposed to follow rules that govern right action. This is why 

it was argued that sport in PE along with other learning experiences, in a well-balanced 

education of students, will provide opportunities for student’s to develop habitual 

modes of conduct in order to know what it means to be part of that moral community by 

learning to do, and by performing good actions. This possibility is not unique to sport 

and we should not overstate its role, but in saying this, games and sport in PE provide 

opportunities for practising habitual modes of conduct. In order to bring this about we 

need to consider how the moral habitat plays an important role in moral character 

development because the kind of environment in which a child is raised will have a 

significant influence on the kind of moral person they will become. One such habitat in 

which young people spend considerable time in their formative years is the school or 

educational institution and hence it seems reasonable to argue that sport and PE are also 

important moral habitats in which human beings belong and can also influence moral 

character. Consequently, the cultivation of character can be encouraged in PE, and PE 

provides an arena for practising moral behaviour that is supported by a moral 

community with a commitment to that practice.  

I have argued that embodiment in education should be taken seriously because 

movement experiences in and through PE can provide opportunities that are not only 

humanising, but also experiences that are authentic and concretely reinforce the point 

that a person’s essential being is not just confined to his rationality, but is broadened 

through being considered as a being-in-the-world. Jesse Williams was right when he 

pointed out that physical experience in its broadest expression is one way of 

reconnecting individuals with the senses and restores a balance in education that has 

been previously missing.11 Greater recognition needs to be given to the role embodiment 

and corporeal movement plays in student learning. This can be achieved through PE, 

                                                           
11 J Williams, ‘The physical as experience’, The Journal of Higher Education, vol. 22, no. 9, 1951, pp. 
464–469. 
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which provides a multiplicity of experiences and behaviours in different spaces and 

environments by physical means, in contrast to learning about movement in a 

theoretical, disembodied way. It follows that if we are serious about education  we need 

to be interested in PE. It is a necessary part of the curriculum because the whole person 

goes to school, not just the mind; the thinking, feeling and acting facets of a person are 

combined to give a person an experience of what it is to be a moving being, that is 

radically different from forms of education that have a particular focus on propositional 

forms of knowledge. In essence this is the advantage PE has over other curriculum 

subjects. 
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