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CHAPTER 20

Society, Culture, and 
Sport
A
Â provide a brief history of the development of physical activity and sport in Canada;

Â describe the history of the Olympic movement;

Â discuss the accomplishments of some of Canadaôs sports heroes;

Â explain how the commercialization of sport in modern society has evolved, and how it 
impacts the consumer.

Letôs explore sport and culture....
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Society, culture, and sport are deeply interrelated. 
To understand this complex relationship, it is 
necessary to examine the historical underpinnings 
of sport in the modern world and in Canada, in 
particular. 

Canada provides a variety of competitive and 
recreational opportunities for all who are inter-
ested, from our school systems through commu-
nity, provincial, national, and even international 
sport governing bodies. Canadian athletes have 
achieved national and worldwide recognition in 
an extraordinary range of sports (see Canada’s 
Summer and Winter Olympics medal count in 
Table 20.2, page 500).

But in Canada, as elsewhere in the world, 
sport is part of the social and cultural matrix. 
Indeed, sport is no longer just sport, but it is 
also big business. Enormous sums of money are 
spent and made in both amateur and professional 
sport. Sponsors are happy to lend their corporate 
logos and financial support to both athletes and 
competitions.

Brief History of Sport in 
Canada

The history of sport in Canada can be divided into 
four periods for the purpose of this survey.

Early Canada (1600-1850)

Canada’s history can be traced back much further 
than its traditional origin when Champlain, the 
founder of New France, erected the first building 
at Québec. Aboriginal peoples, including the 
Inuit, Iroquois, Algonquins, the Plains Indians, 
and many tribes along the Pacific coast, were 
already here and greatly outnumbered the 3,215 
white inhabitants of New France in 1665. Games 
were important to early native cultures. For the 
most part, they were focused around ceremonial 
and religious practices, the transmission of 
cultural values to the young, or the teaching of 
survival skills. But with one notable exception, 

Figure 20.1  Baggataway, now known as lacrosse, enjoyed great popularity in early Canada.
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baggataway, now known as lacrosse (Figure 
20.1), early colonists were more interested in 
survival than they were in games.

In 1763, the Treaty of Paris saw France yield 
its colony to England. With the fall of New 
France, wealthy British military officers who 
had come from private schools brought with 
them their own sporting traditions, in activities 
as diverse as cricket, horse racing, fox hunting, 
and snowshoeing. Rural farmers and settlers, 
by contrast, did not have the resources or time 
to enjoy a comparable level of sporting activity. 
The sporting clubs that did evolve, such as the 
group of Scottish merchants who formed the 
Montréal Curling Club on January 22, 1807, were 
motivated by social considerations.

Victorian Period (1850-1920)

The period from the mid-nineteenth century to 
the end of World War I was marked by extensive 
political, economic, and demographic changes in 
Canadian society. By the end of World War I, an 
industrialized society had emerged, with rapid 
urbanization. Industrialization brought with it 
not only technological change, such as the railway, 
telegraph, and mass press, but also the whole new 
concept of free time. The reduced work week, 
half-holidays on Saturday, and recognition of the 
Sabbath paved the way for the conditions needed 
for the development of sport in a modern society. 

The main focus of early Canadian sports 
was predominantly social in nature. There were 
no leagues or competitions, and there were few 
common rules for the events that did take place. 
This changed dramatically, however, during the 
remainder of the century. In Montréal in 1860, 
there were 24 clubs in 4 sports (snowshoeing, 
curling, lacrosse, and cricket). By 1894, this number 
had grown to 234 clubs in 15 sports. By this time, 
leagues, regularly scheduled competitions, and 
standardized rules had developed. 

The last decade of the nineteenth century, and 
continuing until the First World War, was marked 
by increased promotion of both participatory and 
spectator sports.

Emergence of Sport as a 
Commodity (1920-1960)
   
After World War I, it was inconceivable to most 
Canadians that in only 20 years they would be 
engaged in another world war. No one imagined 
that World War II would end the poverty and 
unemployment of the Great Depression. The 
period following World War II and continuing 
throughout the 1950s was accompanied by 
economic prosperity, rapid technological change, 
and tremendous population growth, largely due 
to immigration. By 1960, Canada was a different 
nation. Sport was also forever changed. Sports were 
no longer just seen as community endeavours. 
Television made an appearance in the early 1950s, 
and transformed the coverage of both amateur and 
professional sport. Indeed, sport became part of 
our national identity (Figure 20.2).

This period also marked the commercial 
expansion of sport. Take hockey, Canada’s 
national sport, as an example. When organized 
hockey first appeared, local rink owners booked 
the games and kept over 50 percent of the profit. 
The emergence of professional hockey changed 
this picture. Organizers now were responsible for 
hiring the players and renting the arena, and kept 
the difference between expenses and profits for 
themselves. This marked the foundation of the 
National Hockey League in 1917. Commercial 
hockey prospered over community teams, and the 

Figure 20.2  When hockey ýrst appeared in 
Canada, it had an entirely different look than it 
does today.
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people who formed the hockey cartel were ready 
to welcome, in addition to teams from Toronto, 
Montréal, Ottawa, and Hamilton, the first 
American franchise, the Boston Bruins, in 1924. 
Teams from New York, Chicago, Detroit, and 
Pittsburgh were added to the list so that by the 
start of the 1924 season, the NHL had 10 teams 
playing in two divisions. This evolution from 
community sport to commercialization epitomizes 
the changes that occurred during this era.

Sport and the Canadian State 
(1960-Present)   

The role of government and politics in Canadian 
sport can be traced back to the Dominion Rifle 
Association, formed in 1869. This organization 
received government support because it was 
thought to have the potential to improve Canada’s 
militia. An excellent recent study suggests that 
several factors contributed to this marriage of 
convenience between sports and politics. 

First, in the years after World War II, there was 
a call for the government to improve labour and 
welfare legislation. Leaders in the world of sport 
began calling for similar improvements in the 
sporting domain. 

Second, sport leaders became increasingly 
more accepting of government involvement after 
World War II. This was in marked contrast to 
the claims of government interference that had 
occurred prior to this time. 

Third, in the late 1950s, Canada’s performance 
in international sports was at an all-time low. 
When John Diefenbaker of the Conservative 
Party became prime minister in 1957, he publicly 
stated that athletic achievement in Canada could 
give a significant boost to national pride. This 
created a more favourable political climate for the 
development of sport in Canada. When the Duke 
of Edinburgh rebuked Canadians for their low 
fitness level in a speech to the Canadian Medical 
Association in 1961, the scene was set for the 
passage of Bill C-131, the Fitness and Amateur 
Sport Act.

This Bill eventually resulted in $5 million 
in annual funding for administrative structure, 
personnel, provincial and federal cost-sharing 
agreements, grants for sports governing bodies, 
the initiation of the Canada Games (Table 20.1), 
and research grants and scholarships for physical 
education specialists. From this point onward, 
amateur sport would have to work closely in 
conjunction with the Canadian state. 

  

Brief History of the 
Olympic Games

The Sydney Olympics in 2000 showed how much 
the Olympics have changed since the first modern 
Games in Athens in 1896. Following is a capsule 
summary of each of these Olympic Games.

Athens, 1896

A wealthy businessman bailed out the Greek 
government when it did not have the finances to 
pay for the Games. Thirteen countries, including 

Bill C-131

The Fitness and Amateur Sport Act (Bill C-131) 
marked the ýrst time the federal government 
was ofýcially committed to the promotion and 
development of ýtness and amateur sport. The 
funding was administered by the Department of 
National Health and Welfare. Initially, the funds 
were quite small by todayôs standards. In 1961, 
$29,641 was spent, but by 1967-68, the amount 
had risen to $3,655,413. Today, the amount is in 
excess of $5 million.

The Canada Games

The Canada Games have historically been 
staged in smaller Canadian centres in order 
to leave behind a legacy of training and 
competition facilities, as well as trained sports 
enthusiasts. 



492            Foundations of Exercise Science Studying Human Movement and Health 493

Australia, Austria, Britain, Bulgaria, Chile, 
Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Sweden, 
Switzerland, USA, and Greece, participated. The 
Games consisted of nine sports, and involved 311 
male participants.

Paris, 1900

Held at the same time as the Paris Universal 
Exhibition, these Games were a near disaster. 
They were poorly organized, and received little 
attention, although 13 new sports were added. 
Women, significantly, competed in golf and 
tennis.

St. Louis, 1904

Once again, these Games were held at the same 
time as the World Fair. At these Olympics, only 

12 countries took part, and the majority of the 
competitors were American.

London, 1908 

The use of well-established rules governing specific 
sports returned some pride to the Games, but the 
all-British judges caused considerable animosity 
among the various teams.

Stockholm, 1912

In contrast to the previous Games, these Olympics 
were well organized and involved twice as many 
competitors. In total, 2,490 male athletes and 
57 female athletes participated in the Games. 
Women participated in swimming. No incidents 
or protests occurred.

Table 20.1  The Canada Games (1967-2001).

Winter Summer

1967 - Qu®bec City, Qu®bec 1969 - Halifax-Dartmouth, Nova Scotia

1971 - Saskatoon, Saskatchewan 1973 - New Westminster-Burnaby, BC

1975 - Lethbridge, Alberta 1977 - St. Johnôs, Newfoundland

1979 - Brandon, Manitoba 1981 - Thunder Bay, Ontario

1983 - Saguenay-Lac-St-Jean, Qu®bec 1985 - Saint John, New Brunswick

1987 - Cape Breton, Nova Scotia 1989 - Saskatoon, Saskatchewan

1991 - Charlottetown, PEI 1993 - Kamloops, BC

1995 - Grande Prairie, Alberta 1997 - Brandon, Manitoba

1999 - Corner Brook, Newfoundland 2001 - London, Ontario
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1914-1918

Because of World War I, these Olympics were 
cancelled.

Antwerp, 1920

Belgium hosted these Games soon after recovering 
from the First World War. Twenty-nine countries 
participated, but Germany, Austria, Hungary, 
Bulgaria, and Turkey were not allowed to 
participate. Many competitors had experienced 
suffering and hardship during the war.

Paris, 1924

These Olympics were marked by a large increase 
in the number of countries taking part (there were 
44). This resulted in many more competitors 
(3,092) than had been involved in the past.

Amsterdam, 1928

Women participated in athletics (Figure 20.3) 

and gymnastics at these Games, although several 
women collapsed at the end of the 800-metre 
event. Forty-eight countries took part.
 
Los Angeles, 1932

Travel costs reduced the number of participants at 
these Olympics. Many more spectators attended 
the events, including over 100,000 at the opening 
ceremonies. The first Olympic village was built to 
accommodate participants.

Berlin, 1936

The persecution of Jews and other groups had 
begun in Germany under the rule of Hitler’s Nazi 
party. Surprisingly, the International Olympic 
Committee still insisted that the Games take place. 
Hitler used the Games for propaganda purposes, 
hoping to show the world the superiority of the 
German race. Jesse Owens, a black athlete from 
the USA, foiled Hitler’s plans by winning four 
gold medals. Hitler congratulated the German 
medal winners but did not mention Jesse Owens.

1939-1945

The Second World War caused the cancellation of 
these Olympics.

London, 1948

These Games were held in a blitzed city still reeling 
from the exhausting effects of the war. Fifty-nine 
countries and 4,500 competitors were involved, 
although Germany, Japan, and the Soviet Union 
did not attend.

Helsinki, 1952

With Germany’s continued absence, these were 
known as the “Friendly Games.” After a 40-year 
absence, the Soviet Union once again participated. 
These Olympic Games saw the beginnings of the 
East–West rivalry that still exists.

The Modern Olympics

Baron Pierre de Coubertin 
is credited with the idea 
of beginning the modern 
Olympic Games. In his late 
20s, he wanted athleticism 
and ýtness to be an everyday 
part of life. For this reason, he 
devoted his time to bringing 

back the long-dead Olympic Games. When 
the Greek government frowned at the potential 
expense, de Coubertin persuaded the leader of 
Greece to lead a fund-raising campaign to bring 
the Games to Athens. Although the 1900 Paris 
Games were a near disaster, he persisted in his 
efforts, and the movement developed. In 1936, 
he was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize, 
but was not selected. He died of a stroke at the 
age of 74 on September 2, 1937. He requested 
in his will that his heart be removed from his 
body and buried at Olympia in Greece. This 
wish was carried out.
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Melbourne, 1956

These Games were marked by unexpected 
events and political turmoil. Strict quarantine 
laws prevented foreign horses from entering the 
country. This nearly led to the Games being 
withdrawn from Melbourne. After much debate, 
it was decided the equestrian events would be held 
in Stockholm, Sweden. This marked the only time 
in the history of the modern Games that all events 
weren’t held in the same state or region. Spain and 
Holland withdrew because the Soviet Union had 
invaded Hungary just prior to the Games. China 
withdrew because Taiwan took part, and Egypt 
and Lebanon pulled out because of fighting in the 
Suez Canal. East and West Germany combined 
into one team.

Rome, 1960

No political problems occurred, although an all-
white team represented South Africa, in keeping 
with its apartheid policy. The events were viewed 
across the globe on television. A Danish cyclist died 
after using drugs to improve his performance. 

Tokyo, 1964

The 1964 Olympic Games were marred by the 
absence of South Africa, Indonesia, and North 
Korea. South Africa was banned from these Games 
because of the country’s apartheid policy. Both 
Indonesia and North Korea voluntarily withdrew 
their teams from competition when several of 
their contestants were found to be disqualified 
(those athletes who had participated in the New 
Emerging Forces Games in Jakarta in 1963 were 
not allowed to participate in the Olympic Games). 
The event still turned out to be very successful 
(and expensive), with 94 countries taking part.

Mexico City, 1968

East and West Germany entered as separate teams. 
A demonstration against poverty and the cost of 
the Olympic Games was violently broken up, and 
many people were killed. Drug tests took place 
for the first time. During the medal ceremonies, 
black American athletes staged a protest against 
inequality and injustice in the treatment of Blacks 
in the United States. South Africa was barred from 
competition once again.

Munich, 1972

These Olympics were brilliantly staged from a 
technical perspective, but several serious problems 
greatly marred the Games. Black American 
athletes once again protested during the medal 
ceremonies, while the Rhodesian team was sent 
home because it was believed the country had been 
racist in selecting its (all white) team. Palestinian 
terrorists killed several Israeli athletes and officials. 
As a result, some teams and many individual 
competitors decided to leave the Games.

Figure 20.3  Early track and ýeld uniforms worn 
at the Olympic Games have little in common 
with todayôs aerodynamic designs.


