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Abstract 

 Invented in 1968, Ultimate is a self-officiating, non-contact, team sport played with a 

flying disc. Over the course of the past 50 years, Ultimate has rapidly gained popularity and is 

often cited as being among the fastest growing sports in the world (World Flying Disc 

Federation, 2015; USA Ultimate, 2015). Interestingly, because it requires no referees, is usually 

played mixed (co-ed), and can be inexpensive to play, proponents of the sport portray Ultimate 

as being a more accessible and equitable alternative to “mainstream” sports (Walters, 2008). 

However, despite these distinctive traits and this progressive rhetoric, as a committed member of 

the Ultimate community for the last decade, I’ve noticed a problem: Ultimate tends to be played 

only by an incredibly homogenous and privileged group of people. Further, Ultimate has only 

been studied by a handful of people (Hamish Crocket, Gerald Griggs, Lindsay Pattison, Andrew 

Thornton, and Kirsten Walters), none of whom have substantively addressed the Ultimate 

community’s apparent homogeneity and affluence. In this thesis, I address this issue by 

employing Pierre Bourdieu’s conceptual schema to analyse my five-month long ethnographic 

research project as a member of the Ultimate community in Kingston, Ontario. Specifically, I use 

Bourdieu’s notion of social class and his concepts of capital, habitus, and taste to analyse the 

seven interviews that I conducted with mixed Ultimate players and the field notes I took during 

several hundred hours of participant observation.  In doing so, I develop the argument that active 

participation in the Kingston Ultimate community functions to systematically maintain and 

reproduce the structural advantages of an already privileged group of people. I suggest, therefore, 

that Ultimate, a purportedly progressive form of recreation, is, in fact, a mechanism through 

which players distinguish themselves from “lower class” groups, thus (re)producing a particular 

social class identity that locates them at the top of the social hierarchy. I conclude this thesis by 



iii 

 

offering my recommendations for how individual Ultimate players and the entire Ultimate 

community might improve the accessibility and equity of our sport. 
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  Glossary of Ultimate Terms 

Backhand 

One of the two most common throws in Ultimate. This throw involves gripping the disc with 

four fingers on the underside of the disc, your thumb on the rim, generating spin with a wrist-

snap, and releasing the throw with the back of your hand facing towards your intended target. 

 

Calling Lines  

The process through which Ultimate teams determine which seven players will take the field to 

play the next point and what those players’ overall strategy will be. A team captain is typically 

responsible for calling lines and does so by yelling the names of the players who are to play next.  

 

Cutter 

One of the two offensive positions in Ultimate. Cutters are often players who are less 

comfortable or skilled at throwing the disc but excel at running and catching. 

 

Disc 

The disc (also known by the Wham-O company’s brand name, “frisbee”) is a 175g piece of hard 

plastic designed to be thrown through the air. There are several discs (made by different 

companies) that are approved for Ultimate, but players almost unanimously prefer the Discraft 

Ultra-star.  

 

Flick/Forehand 

The second of the two most popular throws in Ultimate. This throw involves gripping the disc 

with only two fingers under the disc, your thumb on the rim, generating spin with a wrist-snap, 

and releasing the throw with your palm facing towards your intended target. 

 

Foul 

An illegal move or play. Unlike almost all other sports, Ultimate players are responsible for 

understanding the rules of the game and calling their own fouls. The self-officiation process is 

guided by the Spirit of the Game.  
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Handler  

The second of the two offensive positions in Ultimate. Handlers are traditionally responsible for 

making the majority of the throws during an offensive possession, and, as such, should be 

competent at all throws and confident with the disc in their hands.  

 

Hat League (or Hat Tournament) 

A hat league (or tournament) is one where participants sign up as individuals, rather than as 

teams. The administrators of a hat league (or tournament) usually take some measures to attempt 

to achieve parity among teams, but otherwise team formation is random – akin to “drawing 

names from a hat”.  

 

Huck 

Any throw downfield that is primarily intended to travel a long distance – generally 30 metres or 

more. 

 

Layout 

A highly physical play that involves diving for the disc in such a way that your body is fully 

horizontal, parallel to the ground, as it travels through the air. Layouts can be performed on 

offense and defense alike. Layouts are one of the most gendered maneuvers in Ultimate 

(stereotypically associated with elite male players) and are perhaps the single most celebrated 

move in Ultimate.  

 

Person/ “match”/ “man” Defense 

Alongside zone defense, person to person (also known as “match” or man to man) defense is one 

of the two basic frameworks for defending in Ultimate. This style of defense involves each 

defensive player marking up against one offensive player and marking them for (usually) the 

entirety of the point. In mixed Ultimate, person defense also typically implies that male 

identifying players will mark male identifying players and female identifying players will mark 

female identifying players.  

 

Pull 
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The act in which one player on the team on defense, standing on their own end-zone line, throws 

the disc downfield to the offense, who are also standing on their end-zone line. A pull is the way 

that play is initiated at the commencement of every point.  

 

Sky 

Another highly physical play that involves jumping into the air to catch the disc above an 

opposing player (or players). Like laying out, “skying” is a highly celebrated and gendered 

maneuver.  

 

Spirit of the Game (SOTG) 

The overarching ethos that is supposed to guide Ultimate players. The World Flying Disc 

Federation and USA Ultimate both describe the SOTG as being a general style of sportsmanship 

or a spirit of fair play that must be internalized and used by players to self-officiate their games. 

The SOTG is also intimately involved with the culture of Ultimate and is thought to symbolize 

the sport’s inclusivity, respect, and the joy of play. 

 

Touring Team  

A touring team is a competitive team in any division (mixed, women’s, or men’s/open) that 

travels (“tours”) to attend tournaments outside of their home town and home league.  

 

Zone Defense 

The second most common type of defensive formation in Ultimate. In a zone defense, players 

mark spaces on the field as opposed to a single offensive player.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

  On the morning of Monday the 9th of July 2018, after what had been a particularly hot 

and dry weekend spent tossing a frisbee and swimming with my friends at Lake Ontario park, I 

noticed a small bug crawling up my partner’s arm as she lay in our bed. Upon closer inspection, I 

was disgusted to see that it was a tick, noticeably engorged after having bitten one or both of us. 

Naturally, we were a little bit concerned about the implications of this unwelcome surprise, 

particularly given that in recent years Lyme disease has become an issue in the Kingston area. 

Over breakfast we mulled over biking down to either a walk-in clinic or one of the local 

hospitals, but ultimately decided against it because we weren’t interested in waiting hours for 

what we felt sure would be a brief and likely inconclusive consultation. But neither of us were 

satisfied with doing nothing so, as an alternative, I told Teresa that I’d make sure I went to pick-

up Ultimate1 that night, because I felt sure there would be at least one doctor in attendance. 

Teresa gave me an “okay” in response, knowing full well that I had been planning to go to pick-

up regardless, and figuring that I was just putting off having to sit in a medical waiting room. 

 Sure enough, though, the first person I saw when I got to the fields that night was a friend 

of mine, a former Queen’s Ultimate player who had completed a medical degree while I was an 

undergraduate student, and who currently practices at a local hospital. While we warmed up 

together, I asked them a few questions about tick bites and inquired as to what a doctor would 

typically recommend for someone in our situation. They informed me that current guidelines 

                                                      

1 In this text, I capitalize “Ultimate” when referring to “Ultimate Frisbee”, the sport, to distinguish it from 

more conventional uses of the word “ultimate”. The word “Frisbee” is a trademarked brand-name and is 

used sparingly by Ultimate players. 
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dictate that Teresa and I should both, given that we weren’t sure who had actually been bitten, 

take a brief, prophylactic course of antibiotics to reduce the risk of developing Lyme disease. I 

thanked the Ultimate-playing doctor for the information and said that Teresa and I would go to 

the clinic first thing the next morning. They replied to this by simply asking me if I had their 

phone number, which I did. They told me to send a text with Teresa’s and my full names and our 

respective birthdays, and then asked which pharmacy was closest to our house and said that they 

would sort it out.  

 After getting home from what I considered to be an uneventful, albeit very hot night of 

playing pick-up, I sat down to eat a serious second dinner and to write and extend my field notes 

– something that I was doing consistently at the time. I had just finished what I was writing and 

was chatting with Teresa when I got a reply text from my friend, confirming that they had 

phoned the pharmacy for us. I looked up from my phone and casually informed Teresa that there 

would be a prescription waiting for each of us at a nearby pharmacy first thing tomorrow 

morning. I said I would pick the antibiotics up on my way to school. She stared at me blankly for 

a few seconds before asking if I was joking. “No” I replied, densely. “Fraser…” she began, her 

voice quickly rising, “this is exactly what you’ve been trying to explain to me and to everyone 

else for the last year, and you aren’t even taking notes about it. This type of thing just doesn’t 

happen to everyone! Or in any other sports! Think about all of your sociological theories and 

readings about capital and privilege, they’re all trying to explain what you’re feeling right now”.  

 Suffice to say I felt pretty silly. I embarked on this project almost two years ago because 

while I loved playing Ultimate, and certainly still do, over the course of the last decade, as a 

committed member of the Ultimate community, I’ve slowly become aware that there are certain 

issues with my sport. I’ve found myself noticing more and more often that, despite being 
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ostensibly one of the most open, accessible, and equitable sports in the world, Ultimate is played 

by a remarkably homogenous and advantaged group of people. The tremendous potential that I 

saw in Ultimate, particularly mixed2 Ultimate, to provide a positive alternative to the 

“mainstream” sporting options plagued by inequality, violence, and cheating, didn’t seem to be 

being realized. I found this particularly bothersome because Ultimate organisations and players 

are all too happy to perpetuate this positive, idealistic narrative. Thus, for my master’s research, I 

decided to take advantage of my “dual-identity” as both a devoted Ultimate player and an 

aspiring sports sociologist to conduct a participatory ethnography of mixed Ultimate in Kingston, 

Ontario. My goal was to explore and document the ways in which the Ultimate community can 

be exclusionary and elitist. I set out to problematize the lack of diversity in my sport and to try to 

explain why and how it might not be as equitable or accessible as one might think it would be 

given its “alternative” roots and low cost. And yet, there I was, months into my research and only 

just beginning to realize how deeply implicated sport can be in creating, maintaining, and 

perpetuating social systems of power and privilege.  

 In this thesis I understand Ultimate to be more than just a game or a form of exercise. I 

believe it is a phenomenon that not only reflects the social and cultural patterns, structures, and 

institutions of my current, North American context, but that also actively constructs and 

configures them. Despite promoting what are, in my opinion, progressive ideas about how sports 

can and should be practiced and organised and having the potential to provide a more positive, 

accessible, and equitable sporting option, Ultimate tends to fall short of enacting these ideals and 

achieving this outcome, as I show in this text. To support my position, in the body of this thesis I 

                                                      

2 In Ultimate there are three divisions: women’s, open/men’s, and mixed. Mixed Ultimate is sex 

integrated, with specific rules for the number of men and women required to play at any given time. 
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present a series of three illustrative vignettes, like the tick bite story above, that show the racial 

homogeneity (the staggering whiteness), social and cultural exclusivity, and gender inequity of 

Ultimate in Kingston. I use Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of capital, habitus, and taste to 

analyse these vignettes and, in doing so, demonstrate that Ultimate maintains and extends many 

of the exclusory qualities of mainstream sport and, for the most part, tends to serve society’s 

elite. I use Bourdieu’s concepts to argue that active participation in the Kingston Ultimate 

community functions to systematically maintain and reproduce the structural advantages of an 

already privileged group of people. I argue, therefore, that Ultimate, a purportedly enlightened 

form of recreation, is, in fact, a mechanism through which players distinguish themselves from 

“lower class” groups, thus (re)producing a particular social class identity that locates players at 

the top of the social hierarchy. Significantly, in Kingston, Ontario, Ultimate helps to perpetuate 

the unjust, hierarchical organisation of sports/ society, rather than working towards a newer, 

more equitable social system.  

  Despite all of this, I can’t bring myself to write an analysis of Ultimate that’s purely 

critical – I still look at my sport lovingly and hopefully. I think that even, and perhaps especially, 

in the moments when Ultimate most clearly emulates the problematic tropes of mainstream sport 

or exhibits its own unjustness, I can still see possibility. I see possibility because I believe 

emphatically and resolutely, as do all of the players that I have spoken to, that our sport has 

something incredible to offer – that if we address these issues, Ultimate could be fun for a wide 

range of people. Because of this, I think that what Ultimate is, both in practice and in theory can, 

and will, change. Moreover, if I’m going to keep playing Ultimate, and I intend to, I can’t sit by 

passively and ignore the unearned privileges that are required for me to do so and that are 

reinforced by my playing. I need to be a part of this change. This is the primary reason why I 
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have spent so much time and energy deciphering and trying to describe the unwritten (and 

perhaps previously unnoticed) costs, barriers, and benefits of the sport; I want to share them with 

other players because I believe naming and cataloguing these factors is the first step towards 

addressing them. This is significant because beyond being about Ultimate, this is a project about 

how power and privilege in society at large are reproduced and maintained through not just 

financial modalities, but also through countless non-financial (and often well disguised) cultural 

and physical mechanisms. It is my hope that by understanding a sport like Ultimate as one such 

mechanism, we will continue to identify and challenge many other hidden systems of 

discrimination and move towards creating a more just society. Before I get ahead of myself, 

though, I should explain what the sport of Ultimate is.  

  

 

What is Ultimate? 

Ultimate is, in simplified terms, a self-officiating, non-contact, team sport played with a 

flying disc. It is played on a rectangular field with two end-zones (similar in shape to an 

American football field, except slightly narrower) by two competing teams, who play seven-a-

side. The objective of the game is to score “goals”, by catching legal passes in your opponent’s 

end-zone. At the commencement of the game, and between every point, teams line up on their 

respective end-zone lines, and one team (the defense) initiates play by “pulling” the disc, which 

simply means throwing it downfield, to their opponents (the offense). The player in possession of 

the disc cannot move, except by pivoting on the spot (like in basketball); therefore, the disc can 

only be advanced by throwing passes to your teammates. There is no limit to the number of 

passes a team may throw; however, this is complicated by the fact that any pass that touches the 
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ground, is blocked, or is intercepted is considered incomplete, and the defensive team gains 

possession of the disc and becomes the offense.  

There are several notable ways in which Ultimate differs from more traditional or 

mainstream sports. First, Ultimate relies on what is known as the “Spirit of the Game™” 

(SOTG) to maintain a system in which, at all levels of play3, participants are responsible for 

refereeing and administering their own games. The SOTG clause, which is written into the rules 

for both North American and international play, states that:  

Ultimate relies upon a spirit of sportsmanship that places the 

responsibility for fair play on the player. Highly competitive play 

is encouraged, but never at the expense of mutual respect among 

competitors, adherence to the agreed upon rules, or the basic joy of 

play. Protection of these vital elements serves to eliminate 

unsportsmanlike conduct from the Ultimate field. Such actions as 

taunting opposing players, dangerous aggression, belligerent 

intimidation, intentional infractions, or other win-at-all-

costs behavior are contrary to the spirit of the game and must be 

avoided by all players. (USA Ultimate, 2007)  

As this description makes clear, the notion of “Spirit” extends beyond the act of calling fouls – it 

permeates the very fabric of the sport, creating an ethos that is unique to Ultimate and that 

demands a proclivity towards a particular pattern of behaviours of its participants. As I go on to 

argue in Chapter 2, the fact that in Ultimate it is considered desirable for participants to actively 

contravene the win-first mentality and competitive conventions promoted not only in most other 

sports, but in society at large, is not indicative of a cohesive or “natural” predisposition among its 

participants. The way that the Ultimate community, as a result of the SOTG, expects, 

encourages, and when necessary, enforces this particular set of behaviours and this relationship 

                                                      

3 This has changed in recent years with the advent of semi-professional Ultimate, which employs referees. 
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with sport, effectively ensures that the community is composed predominantly of players who 

have similar backgrounds and occupy similar positions in society.  

 Second, the majority of people who play Ultimate participate in the sex integrated, 

“mixed” version of the sport. I say that mixed Ultimate is sex integrated because players are 

divided into male or female categories based on their physical characteristics (specifically their 

reproductive organs and secondary sex characteristics) (Adams, 2015). However, in formal 

documents and casual conversations alike, the Ultimate community incorrectly use the term 

“gender”, which actually “refers to the cultural expectations about behaviour, attitudes, and 

appearance that are imposed on people” (Adams, 2015, p.117). Because of this, despite often 

referring to what sociologists define as “sex”, I also only use the term “gender” throughout this 

thesis. I do so to avoid confusion and to ensure coherence between the terminology used in 

Ultimate’s rules and related publications and my thesis.  

 Further, unlike most other sports, where co-ed play is (intended to be, at least) 

synonymous with casual, recreational play, every rendition of Ultimate, from local community 

leagues to elite international tournaments includes a mixed division. Mixed Ultimate has specific 

gender ratio rules that mandate how many players of either gender (the rules are premised upon a 

binary understanding of the concept of gender) must be on the field at a given time for both 

teams. Given that Ultimate is played 7-a-side, the standard4 mixed gender ratio rule dictates that 

there should be 4 players of one gender and 3 players of the other gender on at any one time.  In 

accordance with the SOTG, all players should be entitled to the opportunity to play together in 

an environment in which they are able to be competitive, have fun, and be treated respectfully 

                                                      

4 Some community Ultimate leagues will even allow a 5:2 ratio if they don’t have sufficient numbers of 

one gender (almost always female) to play 4:3.  
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and equitably, regardless of their personal identity. The popularity of the mixed division is often 

read simplistically (I will complicate this notion in Chapter 5) as proof that Ultimate provides 

this opportunity – something that is conspicuously absent from many other sports. 

 Finally, unlike almost any other sport, Ultimate is played with a disc instead of a ball. 

According to Gerald Griggs (2009c), “the properties of a flying disc seem to somehow provide a 

satisfaction beyond many purposive activities which are ball sports” (p.1319). This sentiment 

was echoed by several of my interviewees, including Interviewee 5, who stated that, with regards 

to Ultimate, “I think just looking at a frisbee fly is enough to make most people want to play it. 

Or at least try it” (personal communication, June 15, 2018). The unique aesthetics of Ultimate, 

exemplified by the almost incomprehensible ways a disc can float, curve, and simply fly provide 

a striking visual representation that serves to reiterate and solidify the sport’s identity of 

difference that the SOTG and the prominence of mixed play have coalesced to create.  

Despite these features, which make Ultimate peculiar among team sports, modern games 

are quite conventionally structured. Currently, games are typically played until one team has 

scored fifteen goals or for a duration of anywhere between 90 and 120 minutes, and they are both 

physically and mentally demanding. In my experience, recreational teams will usually have a 

roster of around 14 players (two full lines), while competitive, touring teams, which travel to 

tournaments and can expect to play as many as seven games in a single weekend, will have 20 

players or more.  

It is difficult to accurately state the current number of Ultimate players worldwide. This is 

because a high percentage of players participate in recreational leagues and are therefore often 

not affiliated with the national or international governing bodies that keep readily accessible 

participant statistics. That being said, recent surveys by the World Flying Disc Federation 
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(WFDF), suggest that Ultimate is one of the fastest growing sports in the world with some seven 

and a half million players in more than 90 countries (as of 2015). Alongside its consistent 

growth, Ultimate is increasingly being recognized as a “real” or “legitimate” sport. Notably, in 

2015, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) granted full recognition to the sport of 

Ultimate. This means that Ultimate is eligible to apply for inclusion in the Olympic games, and 

many members of the Ultimate community seem to have their sights set on the 2024 Paris 

summer games for the sport’s Olympic debut. In order to get to this point, where Ultimate is 

even being considered for inclusion in the Olympic games in five years’ time, it has undergone 

(and will likely continue to have to undergo) strict standardisation and international 

institutionalisation. These changes are highly divisive and will continue to transform modern day 

Ultimate from its roots as a game originally invented in a high school parking lot by a group of 

creative students. 

 

 

The History of Ultimate 

 The most widely accepted version of Ultimate’s origin story credits Joel Silver and a 

small group of his peers at Columbia High School (CHS) in New Jersey with the sport’s 

invention in 1968 (Griggs, 2009; Gessner, 2017; Walters, 2008). Silver spent the summer of 

1968 in Massachusetts, attending a camp at Mount Hermon Prep School, where he learned a 

game called “frisbee football” from his counselor, Jared Kass (Walters, 2008). At the time, Kass 

was studying at nearby Amherst College, where students had been playing assorted flying disc 

games for more than a decade, and he brought one of these games with him to the summer camp 

where he worked (Griggs, 2009). While various flying disc games were already being played 
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throughout the eastern United States, it is unlikely that Ultimate would have taken its current 

shape without Silver, who is almost always cited as having been the catalyst necessary to 

transform what was then a mess of different games into a true, cohesive sport. Silver is currently 

a wealthy and brash Hollywood producer, responsible for iconic films such as the Matrix, Die 

Hard, and Lethal Weapon, and it is said that even as a high school student he had an innate 

ability to recognize big ideas and invest in them; that “even then, he was a producer” (Gessner, 

2017, p.34, emphasis in original). 

 At CHS, Silver was a member of the student council, and legend has it that at a student 

council meeting in 1968, when the call for “new business” went out, Silver put forward a motion 

to create a “Varsity Frisbee Team” at the school (Griggs, 2009; Gessner, 2017). The idea of a 

“varsity” frisbee team is notable because there were not only no other schools for this 

hypothetical team to compete against, there wasn’t even a specific frisbee sport for this team to 

play yet. Nonetheless, Silver’s motion was seconded, and he and his classmates set about 

modifying frisbee football until it became the first iteration of Ultimate. In the spring of 1969, 

the first official match took place in the parking lot adjacent to the high school with The 

Columbian (the school newspaper) narrowly beating the student council (Gessner, 2017). 

Alongside Silver in these formative first years were his two best friends, Bernard “Buzzy” 

Hellring and Johnny Hines, both of whom were also editors at The Columbian. While some 

modern Ultimate players and scholars (see Walters, 2008 and Griggs, 2009) question whether or 

not Silver and his friends actually invented Ultimate, as opposed to simply having participated in 

its evolution, this differentiation matters little for my purposes. The trio were responsible for 

codifying the game, writing the first edition of the rules, and introducing it to a broader audience.    
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 Of this threesome, which USA Ultimate refers to simply as “The Founders”, only Johnny 

Hines could be described as an athlete (Gessner, 2017). Silver, Hellring, and Hines, while 

certainly not stereotypical “jocks,” can’t be described simply as “nerds,” “hippies,” or 

countercultural “revolutionaries” either. They were intelligent, privileged young men who were 

likely more influenced by satirical parodies of American society and its structures, such as those 

presented by Mad Magazine, than the ongoing social rights movement that surrounded them 

(Walters, 2009; Gessner, 2017). Given this worldview, it is unlikely that The Founders, while 

writing and inventing the official rules to Ultimate, intended to create some sort of idyllic, 

equitable, modern sport. They were simply amusing themselves and taking every available 

opportunity to poke fun at the ultra-serious treatment of sports at the time, as well as at the moral 

paranoia seen in reaction to events such as the anti-war demonstrations, the student movement, 

or the Stonewall riots (which took place in 1969, a mere 35km from CHS). This sarcastic attitude 

is evident in the first edition of the rules, which included a CHS “Varsity Frisbee Squad” photo 

in which the school’s janitor (listed as head coach) and seventy-year-old security guard (listed as 

general manager) were both featured (Gessner, 2017, p.35). That being said, when this first 

rulebook was published in 1970, it included, alongside the jokes, clear guidelines for how to play 

this fledgling sport, including many of the rules that are still used today.  

  When Silver, Hellring, Hines, and their Ultimate-playing peers graduated in 1970, they 

headed to post-secondary institutions throughout the eastern United States, including many Ivy 

League schools, and they took Ultimate with them (Walters, 2008). Joel Silver, who would not 

actually play any Ultimate after graduating from high school, called Buzzy, Johnny, and the 

other members of their original team the “Johnny Appleseeds of Ultimate” (Gessner, 2017, 

p.45). The “Appleseeds”, who, despite the fact that the first Ultimate games were co-ed, were all 
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men, were faithful to their namesake and took a missionary-style approach to growing the game 

of Ultimate. Due to their perseverance, commitment, and available capital (cultural, social, and 

economic) they successfully recruited many new players at their respective colleges (at which, as 

I mention above, frisbee games were already popular). In 1972, the first ever intercollegiate 

Ultimate game was played, like the first ever intercollegiate American football game, 163 years 

earlier, and foreshadowing Ultimate’s rise to popularity, between Rutgers and Princeton.  

 

 

Significance of Study 

  2018 marked the 50th anniversary of the invention of Ultimate. In light of this, USA 

Ultimate, the sport’s original and largest (WFDF, 2017) national governing organisation, planned 

festivities and assembled a 50th anniversary strategic planning task force. The goal of the task 

force was to determine how to “honor the past and shape the next 50 years” (USA Ultimate, 

2016). In a recent press release, Steve Mooney, a legendary, Hall of Fame-inducted Ultimate 

player and special advisor to the task force remarked that he is “mindful of what made those first 

50 years great – values that are deeply ingrained in who I am as a person, a leader, and even a 

parent” (USA Ultimate, 2016). When someone new comes to the Ultimate community, these 

values are usually some of the first things they’re introduced to, often even before they get a 

chance to play the sport itself. Players are taught early on to espouse the kind of ideals to which I 

think Mr. Mooney is referring, particularly those of inclusivity and equity. Interviewee 1 and 

Interviewee 3, two long time players whom I interviewed, for instance, began their interviews by 

reiterating this sentiment and describing the Ultimate community as “exceptionally inclusive”, 

and as a space where people “are given every opportunity as everyone else” (personal 
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communication, April 15, 2018; personal communication, June 5, 2018). As these interviews 

progressed though, and they were prompted to reflect on their experiences, both men were forced 

to acknowledge that these values didn’t seem to be having much of an impact – that, indeed, the 

Ultimate community was remarkably homogenous. What’s more, they felt they had no way of 

explaining why this is the case and, therefore, no real way to try to change this situation for the 

better. 

 I am inclined to agree that Ultimate’s 50th birthday serves as a perfect opportunity to 

celebrate everything that the global Ultimate community has accomplished, to revel in the 

opportunities that participating in Ultimate provides, and to take a moment to enjoy just how 

much fun simply playing can be. However, if we are going to “shape” the future of Ultimate to 

ensure that it doesn’t just grow or become well-known, but actually becomes accessible and 

available to all people, regardless of personal identity or social position, we must do more than 

just celebrate. We must seize this moment to analyse what our sport’s ethos and ideology mean. 

We need to move beyond the rhetoric of “best intentions”, and critically interrogate actual 

outcomes. Furthermore, it is essential that this movement includes not only players like me, but 

also scholars, policy makers, and members of the popular media. I say this because “cultimate”, 

as it is (only half-jokingly) referred to by players, has such a profound cultural significance that 

it permeates all aspects of our social lives, and should be treated as such. Despite this, Ultimate 

has been largely ignored by sports scholars5. This thesis is, therefore, intended to make a 

contribution to the field of critical sports studies and to support the development of further 

sociological analyses of Ultimate. 

                                                      

5 Notable exceptions, which are discussed in Chapter 3, include the work of Crocket (2013, 2015a, 2015b, 

2016a, 2016b), Griggs (2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2011), Pattison (2012), Thornton (1998), and Walters 

(2008).  
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My Project  

 As I mention above, several years ago I began noticing what I first thought to be 

anomalies, little contradictions between how I was taught Ultimate should be played and 

organised and what I actually saw when I arrived at the field each week. It wasn’t until much 

later though, after having been given the opportunity to study the sociology of sport, that I began 

to realize that these moments – when what we as a community advocate for and claim to believe 

in don’t align with what we do – aren’t anomalies, they are commonplace. Inspired by the work 

of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (see Chapter 2), in particular, I began a short ethnographic 

research project to try to document and explain what I was seeing.  

 For this project I conducted seven semi-structured interviews with mixed Ultimate 

players in Kingston. I took in-depth field notes on long car rides, in malodorous hotel rooms, and 

at league games, tournaments, practices, and backyard barbeques. I also critically reflected on 

my own decade-long Ultimate career. I have contextualized my research with literatures on 

lifestyle/alternative sports and class, race, gender, and power and sport. My project is limited by 

the fact that it addresses Ultimate in a specific context: mixed Ultimate in Kingston in 2018. I 

cannot, therefore, say with certainty that my findings are generalizable to all of Ultimate (across 

times and locations), but, based on my own experiences, the extensive insights of my 

interviewees, and the conversations happening among players in public forums, (see Literature 

Review, Chapter 3) I believe that my analysis is relevant beyond a single geographic location.  
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Research Questions 

 My research and writing are governed by three overarching questions: 

1) How is it that Ultimate, which could/should be one of the most accessible and equitable 

sports in the world, has come to be played by a privileged and remarkably homogenous 

population?  

2) How is the homogeneity of Ultimate produced and maintained? 

3) How might the Ultimate community become more diverse and equitable in the future? 

And, what role could players and academics play in this process? 

 

 

Objectives 

 Alongside my three research questions, I also have three objectives for this thesis project. 

They are:  

1) To show the contradictions between Ultimate’s inclusive ideology and structure and its 

player participation and experience outcomes.  

2) To present Ultimate as an example of pervasive social class segregation in contemporary 

Canadian society and to use an analysis of Ultimate to show how various forms of 

privilege (including class, gender, and race) are reproduced. 



 

16 

 

3) To raise awareness about Ultimate’s problematic homogeneity and to make 

recommendations for how we might help Ultimate better fulfill its potential to become an 

equitable and accessible sporting option.  

 

 

Chapter Outlines 

 In this thesis I argue that despite its tremendous potential to provide a newer, more 

equitable and accessible sporting space, in the city of Kingston, Ultimate currently functions as a 

mechanism through which a privileged group of people forges a particular, advantageous social 

class identity for themselves. I also seek to demonstrate the role of Ultimate in distinguishing its 

players from less privileged, “lower class” groups. In order to present my ethnographic research 

and to support this argument, this thesis is composed of seven chapters.  In Chapter 2, I introduce 

the theoretical framework of this project. In this chapter, I discuss Bourdieu’s approach to 

conducting sociological analyses of sport, including explaining his concepts of capital, taste, and 

habitus. I conclude this chapter by using reflexive commentary to establish what my relationship 

with Ultimate is, who I am as a person, and to show Bourdieu’s concepts at work. In Chapter 3, I 

review the literatures on lifestyle/alternative sports and on Ultimate (from both academic and lay 

sources) in order to situate my research within academic and popular discourses about Ultimate. 

Chapter 4 describes my research in detail and explores the methods that I used throughout the 

research process. This chapter, while presenting the requisite methodological information 

necessary to fulfill the requirements of a formal thesis, also includes a couple of sections that are 

written pragmatically and informally. These sections offer a change of pace from the rest of the 

thesis and are intended to serve as a practical resource for future students beginning their first 
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qualitative research projects. In Chapter 5, the “body” of this thesis, I use a series of three 

vignettes to immerse the reader in “a week in the life” of an Ultimate player. I do so to 

demonstrate the central role of Ultimate in discursively producing particular and distinct 

racialized, culturally classed, and gendered identities. In Chapter 6, I consider the three vignettes 

from Chapter 5 not as separate events, but as intimately intertwined and co-effective processes. 

In this second analysis chapter, I demonstrate that the (re)production of Ultimate’s players’ 

particular and privileged social class identities is the result of, and serves to uphold, our 

hierarchical social organisation. Finally, in Chapter 7, I conclude this text by reiterating and 

summarizing my central argument and by offering some insights into how our sport might move 

forward productively, including providing three recommendations for how my fellow players 

and I might continue to try to turn our chosen sport’s equitable and accessible ideology into a 

reality.  
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical Framework 

 At the end of one of my first interviews, I was talking with Interviewee 4, an engineer, a 

teammate, and a friend of mine, about the theoretical components of my thesis project. 

Interviewee 4 had noticed that the title of my project (at the time) included the term “taste” and 

wanted to know what I meant by this. I ended up giving Interviewee 4 a mini explanation of 

Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of capital and taste, to which she listened intently. After I had 

finished describing these concepts, Interviewee 4 excitedly told me that she “love[s] hearing 

about sociology theories because they’re just a better way of explaining what we all sort of feel” 

(personal communication, May 28, 2018). I’m inclined to agree with Interviewee 4. At its best, 

sociological thought and analysis is a powerful tool that can help us to unpack how and why we 

feel the way we do, and to address the things that bother us. When I first read some of 

Bourdieu’s work, after navigating all of the jargon, I was struck by his ability to recognize the 

patterns of the social world that we all see, but often fail to truly notice. Specifically, I was 

fascinated by Bourdieu’s ability to conduct in-depth examinations into these patterns in order to 

carefully explain how the actions of individual people are related, regulated, rational, and 

regular. 

 In this chapter, I seek to explain the theoretical framework of my project and to introduce 

myself and my relationship to the project, the Ultimate community, my interviewees, and the 

social world. I begin by briefly unpacking what it means to adopt a Bourdieusian approach to 

studying the sociology of sport, as I have done for this project. I also discuss three of his key 

theoretical contributions, the concepts of capital, taste, and habitus. Second, by offering a brief 

personal history, focusing on my experiences in Ultimate, and attempting to unpack my personal 
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habitus, I begin the process of disclosing my positionality. Finally, I note some of the ways that I 

have attempted to incorporate the diverse insights of critical feminist studies, race studies, and 

cultural studies scholars to “update” some of Bourdieu’s scholarship. I do so to ensure that the 

project’s methodology and outcomes continue to challenge my worldview (and that of my 

teammates) and help us to imagine and strive for a better, more accessible, and more equitable 

version of Ultimate.   

 

 

My Program for a Sociology of Ultimate  

 In his brief but highly influential 1988 publication, “Program for a Sociology of Sport”, 

Pierre Bourdieu describes his academic project – his sociology of sport – as an attempt to 

describe and analyse the totality of the “sporting space” (p. 156). While he acknowledges that it 

is impossible to capture this space in its entirety, he stresses that it is essential to create a 

“provisional outline” (1988, p. 156), a framework that serves to express the importance of 

sociological analyses of sport and delineate possible areas for future research. Before I begin to 

explain how my research is an expansion upon this framework and pursues some of Bourdieu’s 

many goals for a sociology of sport, I will describe Bourdieu’s fundamental insights into how we 

can begin to understand, theorise, and define sporting spaces. 

 First, Bourdieu (1988) affirms that sports cannot be considered in isolation. A given 

sport, such as Ultimate, needs to be considered not only in relation to all other sports, but also in 

relation to the broader social contexts from which it originated and in which it currently occurs. 

Therefore, the “sporting space” that Bourdieu is referring to is not necessarily a fixed or concrete 

“space”, nor does it have correspondingly solid meanings; it is a space that is constantly being 
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(re)created by not only the sport’s participants, but also those who consume the sport in one way 

or another (for instance by watching it). Further, Bourdieu notes that for these actors, the people 

who are entangled with sports (which, in North America, is arguably almost everyone), it is not 

possible to create just anything – they are constrained by the social structures, institutions, and 

power relations of the society in which they exist. We can then, following Bourdieu, conclude 

that the meanings of sports, how and where sports are played, and even which activities are 

considered sports in the first place, are all deeply contextual, and are the results of interactions 

between human actors, social structures, and historical events.  

 This conclusion about the malleability of sporting spaces and sports practices can be 

traced to one of Bourdieu’s broader goals in his writing and thought – to overcome false 

dichotomies, such as structure/agency and objectivity/subjectivity (Power, 1999; Laberge & Kay, 

2002). Bourdieu’s sociological approach places significant importance on the construction and 

normalization of categories such as gender and race and, particularly, how these categories are 

used to create distinct “social classes” (and the way that individuals and social groups are 

differentiated in and through these classes). Further, Bourdieu’s conceptual model has been 

extended to argue that the social construction of these types of classed, gendered, or racialized 

categories cannot be attributed exclusively to either structural or individual factors (what could 

be termed “determinism”) (Kay & Laberge, 2004). Rather, Bourdieu chooses to combine the 

insights of diverse academic traditions, “from structuralism and phenomenology to analytic 

philosophy” (Laberge & Kay, 2002, p.240), to forge a theoretical framework that places equal 

importance on the material and the symbolic and that values subjectivism and objectivism alike 

(Power, 1999).  
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 Returning to the structure/agency example, Bourdieu overcomes the apparent opposition 

of these two terms because he considers the construction of social structures and individual 

identities (agency) to be co-effective and cyclical. For instance, socially constructed categories 

such as gender and race simultaneously create different individual class identities and supply 

some of the primary logics for the hierarchical organisation of people within social structures and 

institutions. To explain further, the way that people are affected by and embody the 

categorisations, structures, and power relations of the society in which they exist produces their 

class-identity. In turn, these individuals (through what Bourdieu calls their “classed 

dispositions”, the pattern of thoughts, beliefs, and experiences that allows a person to “act and 

react in a manner proper to his/her social group”; Laberge &Kay, 2002, p.248) are actively and 

constantly involved in the construction of these very same categories, structures, and 

relationships. The importance then, as Laberge and Kay (2002) remind us, “is not placed on 

either the structures or the individuals themselves, but, rather, on processes and mechanisms of 

construction” (p.243, emphasis mine). Significantly, Bourdieu (1979/1984) considers the field of 

sport and physical activity to be of huge cultural importance and contends that sport and physical 

activity practices are some of the foremost mechanisms for the construction of classes, genders, 

and races and the production of dichotomies among them. As such, Bourdieu suggests that the 

field of sport and physical activity is an essential site to investigate. 

 For Bourdieu, the reason that this investigation is essential is because of what the practice 

of sport and physical activity has helped to create – a society that is profoundly unequal. 

According to him, any sociological examination, of sport in particular, or of any other aspect of 

society, should not be apolitical; it should strive to reveal social inequalities and the various 

processes that have created them (Laberge & Kay, 2002). Further, the utility of social theory, in 
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his view, is (at least in part) that it can be used to develop more articulate, nuanced, and powerful 

ways to contest these inequalities and discrimination in all of its forms. Bourdieu developed a 

wide array of concepts to bolster his theoretical analysis, three of which, capital, taste, and 

habitus, I will discuss below as they have been integral to my attempt to create a politicized and 

social justice-focused analysis of the sport of Ultimate. 

 

 

Capital – The Spirit of the Game and the “Cult” of Fair Play 

 Perhaps the most significant idea that Bourdieu popularised is his notion of “capital” 

(1986). For Bourdieu, the traditionally narrow understanding that “capital” refers only to 

economic processes and theories is not simply an oversight. He insists that this 

oversimplification is actually a tool that helps to propagate the untrue notion that all members of 

Western, capitalist societies have equal opportunities to succeed and to accumulate wealth. This 

understanding overlooks both the significant power that is required to rank different cultural 

practices, knowledges, and social groupings in relation to one another, and the power that flows 

from having your culture, knowledge, and set of relationships valued (institutionally and 

informally) above all others. Consequently, this singular focus on economic capital is a key part 

of why Western societies are so durably stratified. Since, as I mention above, he was committed 

to fighting inequality wherever he perceived it, Bourdieu (1986) developed a system of analysis 

that is capable of accounting for “the immanent regularities of the social world” – a task that he 

determined was impossible “unless one reintroduces capital in all its forms” (p.81). To capture 

all of the forms of capital, it is necessary to be able to account for physical goods with value that 

is not directly economic, as well as non-tangible things (such as knowledges or relationships) 
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that are not evidently economic, but also have significant social and cultural value. To this end, 

Bourdieu (1986) proposed that: 

Capital can present itself in three fundamental guises: as economic 

capital, which is immediately and directly convertible into money 

and may be institutionalized in the form of property rights; as 

cultural capital, which is convertible, on certain conditions, into 

economic capital and may be institutionalized in the form of 

educational qualifications; and as social capital, made up of social 

obligations (‘connections’), which is convertible, in certain 

conditions, into economic capital and may be institutionalized in 

the form of a title or nobility. (p.82, emphasis in original) 

In this model, notions of cultural and social capital are vital to explaining how certain people in 

society can be variably constrained or privileged based on factors other than their financial 

standing. In Ultimate, for instance, the economic capital required to play is minimal, but, as I 

suggest throughout this manuscript, certain people may have difficulty gaining entry in the 

Ultimate “world” (or may be denied entry entirely) because they lack sufficient cultural and/or 

social capital.  

 Cultural capital, as the above quote suggests, is different from economic capital because 

it doesn’t have any direct monetary value. That being said, cultural capital can certainly 

(alongside economic and social capital) be considered a form of power. Cultural capital is 

subdivided into three forms or “states”: the embodied state, which consists of individual 

knowledges, behaviours, and abilities; the objectified state, which includes physical goods, such 

as paintings; and the institutionalized state, which guarantees or recognizes certain attributes of 

the bearer (for instance a university degree) (Bourdieu, 1986). Consistent with his understanding 

that the world is socially constructed within certain structural constraints, Bourdieu recognizes 

cultural capital to be actively produced through the investment of time, energy, and resources, 

something that is only feasible for certain people, generally those whose identities are 
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institutionally recognized and advantageous (1986, p.83). Notably, accumulating cultural capital, 

which can take a significant investment of economic capital, also often necessitates tapping the 

resources of your family system, interpersonal connections, and relationships.  

  Social capital is the term that Bourdieu gives to these resources, to the assets associated 

with being a member of a social group. As with cultural capital, social capital can exist in several 

different “states”. The relationships and networks that produce social capital can be 

institutionalised, for instance through nationality (being a Canadian citizen), kinship 

(membership in a state-recognized family unit), or work (being a certain organisation’s 

employee). These networks can also be more loosely organised and unnamed, as is the case with 

a person’s friend group, peers, and neighbours (Bourdieu, 1986). Either way, membership in 

these groups “provides each of its members with the backing of the collectively-owned capital, a 

‘credential’ which entitles them to credit” (Bourdieu, 1986, p.86). In the case of Ultimate, I 

suggest that players must possess considerable cultural capital and social capital to become full 

and respected members of the sporting community – something that is evidenced through the 

concept of The Spirit of the Game.  

 In his 1979 book, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste6, which has 

one chapter that focuses on sports, Bourdieu describes the emergence of what he calls “the cult 

of fair play” (p.215). He explains that the “code of play of those who have the self-control not to 

get so carried away by the game that they forget that it is ‘only a game’” (p.215), is a logical 

feature of the modern sporting world. He argues that as sports have become more 

institutionalised and more widely available to the public, privileged “high class” people are less 

                                                      

6 The English translation by Richard Nice was published in 1984.   
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able to demonstrate their supposed merit and superiority through participation alone – they must 

also be able to demonstrate a specific relationship with sports (Bourdieu, 1979/1984, p.215).  

 In Ultimate, this “cult of fair play” has actually been written into the rulebook as the 

“Spirit of the Game” (described in depth in Chapter 1). Participants are intended to not only play 

hard, fast, and competently, but they are also obligated to comport themselves in a specific, sort-

of “dignified” manner as well as “fit” within the Ultimate community. This is evidenced by the 

fact that my interviewees told me variously that to play Ultimate you need to be “nice”, 

“courteous”, “kind”, and/or “polite”. Behaving oneself in this particular way and, as a result, 

becoming a member of, or maintaining membership in, the Ultimate community therefore 

necessitates knowledge about certain forms of manners, leisure activities, and polite cooperation 

– what could be alternatively termed cultural capital – and also requires experience enacting 

these ideals. Further, these knowledges and practical experiences are not readily available to, or 

possessed by all, people. They are class-specific, context-dependent, and are only relevant to 

those who inhabit an elevated social position. 

 Alongside cultural capital, the Spirit of the Game, in my view, ensures that prospective 

participants have a certain pre-existing and privileged social network – a supply of social capital. 

This is because the Spirit clause, which keeps Ultimate self-officiated, acts as the most 

prominent symbol of Ultimate’s (contested) alternative and anti-institutional nature and is in 

large part why Ultimate has historically eschewed the organisational structure of many other 

more “mainstream” sports. This results in the real or imagined sentiment, echoed by my 

teammate Interviewee 3, that people only gain access to the Ultimate community when 

“someone either drags them to it or their friends play” (personal communication, June 5, 2018). 

Interviewee 3 goes on to say that he doesn’t “think many people see [Ultimate] on TV and are 
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like ‘this is what I want to do’. At least not yet. I think someone has to tell someone about it” 

(personal communication, June 5, 2018). This means that, currently, prospective Ultimate 

players must occupy an elevated social class position and already possess sufficient social capital 

in order to successfully join our community. This expanded definition of capital, which includes 

a consideration of social and cultural forms of power is, therefore, an important conceptual tool 

for analysing some of the structural barriers to playing Ultimate and considering how they might 

be dismantled – as is Bourdieu’s notion of taste. 

 

 

Taste – Ultimate’s Craft Beer Palate 

 The second of Pierre Bourdieu’s conceptual contributions to the study of sport, and, more 

specifically, the sociological examination of sport, is his notion of “taste”. According to 

Bourdieu (1979/1984), taste is “the propensity and capacity to appropriate (materially or 

symbolically) a given class of classified, classifying objects or practices [and] is the generative 

formula of life-style” (p. 173). To attempt to decode this somewhat obtuse language, he is saying 

that the appreciation of, and affinity people feel with certain types of property and certain 

practices is a component of taste. By this, we can understand that our choice of goods, such as 

cars, clothing, or electronics, and our valuation of the properties of these goods (whether they are 

functional and low maintenance or flashy and perhaps excessive) to be attributable to taste. Also, 

we can see that our practices, what we not only choose to do, but also what we think is valuable 

and enjoyable, in terms of work, recreation, and certainly exercise, are all components of taste.  

 Most importantly, Bourdieu suggests that tastes are not random, rational (in the sense of 

utility), in-born, or equally available. He argues that the “propensity and capacity” to develop 
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and employ certain tastes, particularly those tastes that are considered “high class” and valuable, 

are only available to certain privileged members of society (1979/1984, p.173). For this powerful 

and enfranchised group, who have the requisite capital, taste is a key mechanism through which 

they are able to distance and distinguish themselves from the rest of society, particularly those 

perceived as “low-class”. Because taste is tied to large scale power structures and institutions, we 

can see that the distribution of tastes is systematic, rather than random, and allows “high class” 

individuals to position (and reposition) themselves at the top of the social hierarchy. In summary, 

taste is important because it produces drastically different lifestyles for different people, and the 

lifestyle that you have – including the sports that you participate in – signifies to the rest of the 

population your class identity. 

 One interesting example of the manifestation of taste in the Ultimate world can be seen in 

the Vancouver Ultimate League’s (VUL) prizes. The VUL is one of the largest community 

Ultimate leagues in the world with about 5600 players (Vancouver Ultimate League, n.d.). For at 

least the last nine years, as long as I have known of the League, they have awarded the winners 

of every division a keg of beer at the end of the season. These kegs, however, aren’t the Molson 

Canadian, Labatt Blue, or Coors Light that you might expect to see at recreational hockey or 

softball leagues throughout the city. All of these kegs come from one of the league’s sponsors, 

R&B Brewing. R&B brewing is a microbrewery located in the core of Vancouver’s hip and 

newly gentrified east side. R&B’s website states that if you want to visit the brewery, “located 

just off of Main street, you’ll hear punk rock, ska, and folk music blasting out of our doors as 

you take in the sweet smell of boiling wort and the grinding roar of our mill” (R&B Brewing, 

n.d.). While the smell of boiling wort might be sweet, there is only a small subset of the general 
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population that feels at home in a bar filled with the ambient sounds of punk rock, ska, and folk, 

and who can confidently order a seasonal craft brew.  

 If we try to apply Bourdieu’s insights about taste to this example, we can see that the 

decision of the VUL, and the Ultimate community in general (see Walters, 2008, p. 142), to 

associate with this type of scene, and our taste for local, craft beers is not as simple or innocuous 

as we might initially assume. Instead, we can understand this manifestation of tastes as part of 

the ongoing process through which Ultimate players actively produce and reproduce their 

difference from more mainstream sporting cultures (such as softball and hockey). As I go on to 

suggest later, this difference also often implies superiority – of the sport of Ultimate as compared 

to mainstream sports, but also of the participants themselves. In order to describe how Ultimate 

players, or anyone else for that matter, know how and when to exhibit their tastes and employ 

their resources (in the forms of capital), Bourdieu provides one of his most broad concepts, that 

of habitus.   

 

 

Habitus – The Predisposition to Play 

 Perhaps the most ambitious of Bourdieu’s goals was his attempt to create a unified theory 

of social practice – a theory that is capable of explaining the actions of individual “actors” within 

the social world. In his endeavour to create this theory, Bourdieu adopted the useful concept of 

“habitus”, which his colleague Loïc Wacquant (2006) explains as “the way society becomes 

deposited in persons in the form of lasting dispositions, or trained capacities and structured 

propensities to think, feel, and act in determinate ways, which then guide them in their creative 

responses to the constraints and solicitations of their extant milieu” (p.318, emphasis in original). 
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Interestingly, Wacquant elaborates that these “creative responses” (as well as the “milieus” that 

produce them), which can seem to be personalized, individual-level phenomena, are rarely 

unique. Instead, there is significant behavioural coherence among people from similar 

backgrounds, which generally takes the form of distinctive lifestyles (Wacquant, 2006). A 

person’s responses to situations (and habitus, in general) are then largely attributable to a 

person’s location and role within the social world – the way that society is “deposited” within 

them. Additionally, a person’s positionality during childhood and infancy is particularly 

consequential because of the cyclical nature of habitus – the constraints and solicitations we 

experience during our youth are what produce our habitus from the outset (Wacquant, 2006).  

We are socialised from an early age to behave appropriately for our station which, in effect, 

reproduces the structures that make-up the milieu we are born into. Since habitus not only 

mediates how we respond to situations, but also actively mediates which situations we encounter 

at all (with preference given to situations we have experienced already), it is a durable and long-

lasting part of our being.   

 Habitus, as my above explanations have hopefully made clear, is intimately related to 

both capital and taste. Habitus effectively subsumes taste and embodied cultural capital – without 

a habitus we would be either unable to articulate or exercise our tastes and cultural capital and 

we would have to be constantly and consciously deliberating how we fit within the social world. 

As we know, this is not the case; most people have a set pattern of behaviours that they will (or 

will not) engage in, a consistent arrangement of things they like (and dislike), and an overall 

sense of themselves and the world that they consider to be innate. Habitus is therefore what 

transforms the complex interplay between individual embodiments and social situations into 

specific practices and actions (Wacquant, 2006). 
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 It is worth mentioning that Bourdieu advances another theoretical tool, the notion of 

“field”, that is typically used to encompass what I refer to here as “social situations”. According 

to Laberge and Kay (2002), fields are “arenas of production, circulation, and appropriation of 

goods, services, knowledge, or status centred on a particular issue …and the network (or 

configuration) of historical relations of power between positions held by individuals, social 

groups or institutions” (p.253). Following Bourdieu, an individual’s practices, the outcome of 

habitus, cannot then be fully understood or predicted unless we also possess an understanding of 

the field in which they are situated and what is at stake in that field (for instance, capital) (Power, 

1999). In this text, I have chosen not to employ the concept of “field” directly in an attempt to 

avoid inundating my thesis with theory and jargon. Instead, following Laberge & Kay (2002), I 

have tried to incorporate the notion of “field” into my work as a “general manner of thinking” 

(p.253), which allows me to affirm the important relationship between context and habitus. 

 Since all of my preceding discussion of the concept of habitus has been theoretical, I have 

been trying to think of a way to demonstrate its practical, analytical utility, and I’ve decided that 

exploring how my ongoing infatuation with Ultimate is a product of my habitus is the best way 

to do that. Furthermore, one aspect of Bourdieu’s approach to research that I haven’t yet 

mentioned, but that he and I both consider to be of tremendous importance is the necessity of 

being thoroughly reflexive about your role and identity as a researcher. This analysis of my 

personal history and positionality will hopefully serve the double duty of helping me clarify the 

concept of habitus as well as explain how my personal identity and location in the social world 

(particularly relative to the Ultimate community and my interviewees) have profound effects on 

the nature of this research project – especially the knowledges and truths that it is capable of 

producing and that it has produced (Kenway & McLeod, 2004).   
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Reflexivity and the Ultimate Habitus 

 Historically, players have typically been introduced to Ultimate as university students. 

Now, however, thanks to the creation of global, national, and regional governing organisations, 

to outreach efforts, and to the maturing of the Ultimate community, players are increasingly 

learning the game as high school or even, in certain cities, elementary school students. I was one 

such player. I was born and raised in Vancouver, B.C., a renowned Ultimate hotbed, where I 

grew up in a stable and relatively affluent household with two siblings and well-educated, 

happily married parents – the “perfect” nuclear family. My parents still live in the same 

neighbourhood where my siblings and I attended public school, a neighbourhood that sits in the 

shadow of the University of British Columbia (UBC). Thus, and fortunately for me, my high 

school had an abundance of UBC students who, guided by an English teacher, Gillian Maguire, 

volunteered as coaches for both the junior and senior Ultimate teams.  

 I played my first season of Ultimate in grade eleven and, with my background playing 

more traditional sports, notably competitive hockey and soccer, I approached the sport as a bit of 

a joke, something played by non-athletes and stoners. That being said, grade eleven was also 

about the time that I consciously decided that, although I really loved sports (and still do), I was 

going to focus on my schoolwork and follow several generations of family tradition and attend 

university. Because of this, Ultimate made sense for me, particularly at that stage in my life. It 

was a new form of recreation that adhered/appealed to my personal sense of taste and to the 

identity of the privileged, straight, white, male university student that I had already begun to 

cultivate. Furthermore, while I didn’t know it at the time, I already possessed the ideal 
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combination of skills, knowledges, physical capital, and social connections that made sure my 

entry into the Ultimate community was a friendly one. On top of that, I embodied 17 years of 

class specific socialization and extensive institutional sports experience that allowed me to 

improve rapidly and to succeed in the sport from the outset. 

 High school Ultimate in Canada only has a mixed division and I readily admit that as a 

seventeen-year-old I held fairly strong and, at times, quite discriminatory ideas about male 

superiority in the sports world. That being said, I grew up in a politically left family, surrounded 

by intelligent, capable, privileged, and hard-working women, many of whom self-identify as 

feminists. As such, I would suggest that I performed what might be termed a “moderated” or 

“ambivalent” form of masculinity on and off the Ultimate field (see Crocket, 2013 and Wheaton, 

2004). By this I mean that although I was still using the various forms of privilege that I enjoyed 

to dominate certain aspects of Ultimate, I think I rarely displayed the overt sexism, homophobia, 

or violence that are indicative of hypermasculinity, a phenomena that is prominent in many 

mainstream sports leagues for men and boys (Messner, 2002). On my high school team, because 

of my conventional athletic masculine identity, I was given every opportunity, often above other 

players, to develop, but, compared to the rep hockey teams of my youth, for instance, Ultimate 

was a veritable bastion of cooperation, with far more equitable opportunities for participation. 

 By the end of grade 12, I was getting together with friends almost daily to “throw”, had 

become committed to the sport, and was preparing to tryout for the Varsity Men’s Ultimate team 

at Queen’s University, where I had decided to go to school. A few months later, at Queen’s, 

thanks to my large stature (at six-foot-three and one hundred and eighty pounds), a bigger-than-

usual class of graduating players, and my background participating in diverse sporting cultures, I 

made the men’s “A” team as an eighteen-year-old. I played on the Queen’s men’s Ultimate team, 
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the “Mothership”, throughout my undergraduate degree, including eventually serving as team 

captain in my fourth year. The “Ship”, as it’s known to Queen’s players, was fairly successful 

during these years. We generally placed well in tournaments throughout Canada and the United 

States, and even, on a couple of occasions, won them outright. This team was decidedly more 

dedicated and serious than what I had experienced in high school, and that change in attitude 

combined with it being a male-only squad meant that, while the sport itself was the same as I had 

played previously, during this time, the way that I played and understood it changed 

dramatically.  

 Some of the most obvious displays of this difference could be seen in my team’s attitudes 

towards physical play and fouls, particularly on defense. Early in my first year I was taught to 

play what we crudely referred to as “dick-in-pocket” defense. This style of play is so named 

because it involves marking your opposing player (usually when they have they disc) so tightly 

that your genitals are practically pushed up against their hip. While dick-in-pocket defense is an 

obvious contravention to the rules of Ultimate, I was taught (and for a while, proceeded to teach 

younger players) that men’s Ultimate was physical by necessity. I was indoctrinated into the 

view that this level of physicality actually improved the quality of the game and that to be good, 

players needed to learn to “fight through” this level of contact (see Crocket, 2013 for an 

extended discussion of physical masculinity in Ultimate). Furthermore, we habitually derided 

opposing players who regularly called fouls against us for our overtly physical play by 

questioning their masculinity and by suggesting that they might need to switch to the mixed or 

women’s division – something we considered to be an egregious insult. This obviously 

prejudicial and exclusionary form of Ultimate still exists, but, as I have been reminded by 

switching back to the mixed division, it’s only one of the many iterations of the sport.  
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 I’m not sure exactly when I began to take issue with this sort of approach to Ultimate, 

and to men’s sports in general, but I do know that it has a lot to do with what I often considered 

to be my second priority (after Ultimate) at university – my schoolwork. Late in my 

undergraduate degree, I was fortunate to be able to take a few courses that introduced me to the 

idea that sport is not an ideal meritocratic entity, distinct from society and culture. I began to 

grapple with the notion that sport is, like any aspect of social and cultural life, constantly 

contested (King, 2005). It wasn’t until later, however, when I began graduate school, that I 

accepted that my sport, Ultimate, while perhaps having more potential than some others, still 

creates a social space in which power and privilege are exercised, amassed, flaunted, and 

challenged (Walters, 2008). I was simultaneously pleased and intimidated to learn that I could 

research Ultimate and write about people’s playing experiences (including my own), and that I 

have a responsibility to address the inequalities that my peers and I perceive.  

 To this day, as I have hopefully made obvious by now, I continue to play Ultimate 

frequently and have a vested interest in the future direction of the sport. Also, I don’t want to 

portray myself as having taken a few courses and suddenly become an “enlightened” and anti-

oppressive Ultimate player or human. My habitus, tastes, and available capital are all indicative 

of my class, gender, and race privilege, and vestiges of what we might refer to as my “toxic 

masculinity”, which I learned in and through mainstream sports and Ultimate (as well as through 

my socialization outside of sports), are still occasionally obvious. Because of this, I feel an 

almost constant tension about the legitimacy of my identity as player advocating for a more 

equitable practices in the Ultimate world.  This is why, as I move forward and continue to play 

on competitive and recreational mixed teams, I continue to try and heed Bourdieu’s advice and 

critically reflect upon my own experiences, positionality, and ideas.  
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Updating Bourdieu 

 Despite his concern with fighting inequality, advocating for marginalised peoples, and 

practicing a reflexive form of sociology, much of Bourdieu’s work has been justifiably critiqued 

by feminist, critical race, and postcolonial scholars (see McLeod, 2005). These critiques mostly 

focus on the often-obtuse composition of Bourdieu’s scholarship and his failure to appropriately 

account for how identity categories beyond class (particularly gender, race, sexuality, and 

physical ability) all intersect to produce the profoundly unequal distribution of power and 

privilege in our society. Further, these critics argue that Bourdieu’s early works are rigidly 

structuralist and ahistorical and, as such, his theoretical framework isn’t capable of analysing the 

fluid and contextual phenomena of gender and race – let alone beginning to deconstruct them 

(McLeod, 2005)7.  

 Thankfully, Bourdieu’s work is amenable to being taken up and updated by present day 

scholars who might be considered post-structuralist. In fact, according to Suzanne Laberge 

(1995), Bourdieu advocated for the “reactivation” and reworking of historical scholarly concepts, 

arguing that this form of cooperation is “the only possible attitude toward [the] theoretical 

                                                      

7 It is worth mentioning that despite my desire to employ and develop an updated version of Bourdieu’s 

theoretical framework, one that is able to better capture the intersectionality and contextuality of identity 

categories and systems of oppression/privileging, this chapter does not necessarily reflect this goal. 

Specifically, by failing to develop an explicitly intersectional theoretical framework (and failing to cite 

modern scholars conducting powerful, intersectional work), I have limited my analysis by treating some 

identity categories and social processes as separate and distinct before considering their intersections. 

This oversight stems, I think, from both the order in which I wrote this document (writing my theory 

section before I had conducted any analysis) and from my own nervousness about analyzing and 

critiquing certain social constructs (particularly race).  
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tradition” (as cited in Laberge, 1995, p.133). With this in mind, and guided by exemplary work 

from Thorpe (2009, 2010), Laberge (1995), Kay and Laberge (2002, 2004), Wallace (2016), and 

others, I have attempted to remain cognizant of the importance of factors other than class while 

reading Bourdieu’s work and applying his insights to my own research. One example of this, 

which will be explored in more depth in later chapters of this thesis, is my evaluation that, within 

Ultimate, performances of gender, race, and personal cultural identity are fundamentally 

relational and contextual, and, as such, shift drastically across different contexts.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, much in the same way that Bourdieu advocates for sketching an outline of 

the entire “sporting space”, I have attempted to sketch an outline of what a Bourdieusian 

approach to the sociology of sport looks like. I have focused on highlighting that, for Bourdieu, it 

is essential to recognize that sports aren’t naturally occurring phenomena. They are cultural 

formations that are actively produced by people who have vested, and often conflicting, interests 

in what their sport should look and feel like, as well as what it should do for its participants. In 

the case of Ultimate, by unpacking and explaining the concepts of capital, taste, and habitus, and 

by exploring my own relationship with the sport, I have begun to complicate the notion that the 

choice to play Ultimate is benign and available to all people. In the following chapter, the 

literature review, I expand upon this newly established theoretical framework for my project by 

situating my work within the field of alternative/lifestyle sports studies and in relation to popular 

narratives of Ultimate.  
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Chapter 3 

Literature Review 

 In this chapter I review the literatures on lifestyle (also known as alternative) sports, 

Bourdieusian analyses of sport (particularly lifestyle sports), and the relevant academic literature 

on Ultimate. I also include a review of some of the popular literature written by and for Ultimate 

players because, although it’s not academic, it is often well-written and insightful and has been 

essential in helping me better understand the sport and sensitize me to its current issues. I 

examine these literatures in order to help situate my project within the academic field and in 

relation to the ongoing discussions happening within the Ultimate community.  

 

 

Lifestyle Sports 

 When I began this project, in writing I always chose to characterize Ultimate as an 

“alternative sport”. I did so because, in accordance with Rinehart’s (2000) definition of 

alternative sports, I thought (or perhaps hoped) that Ultimate provides participants with a viable 

alternative, in theory or in practice, to more mainstream sporting options (as cited in Wheaton, 

2013, p. 25). As the project progressed, though, and I had chance to delve into relevant 

literatures and to interview several players, I began to take issue with this term. One of the main 

reasons I became hesitant to use “alternative” is because I realized that it falsely dichotomizes 

sport into two categories: alternative and mainstream (Donnelly, 2006). This is problematic 

because Ultimate, like several other new or periphery sports, can present itself variably as 

indistinguishable from the sporting mainstream and as something entirely unique depending on 

the context. Moreover, in talking to players, I found that they do not seem to consider their sport 
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to be wholly separate from other sports, or at least weren’t focused on defining their sport 

through its difference alone. Instead, I noticed that there was a trend for players to focus on their 

commitment to Ultimate and to articulate the importance that the sport holds for them outside of 

playing games. Interviewee 5, for instance, told me that Ultimate isn’t “a job you go home and 

forget… it’s always on your mind” (personal communication, June 15, 2018). This common 

narrative among players caused me to re-asses my classification of Ultimate and, although I 

didn’t know exactly what it meant yet, pushed me to consider using the term “lifestyle sport” 

instead.  

 Belinda Wheaton, a scholar from New Zealand, is responsible for coining the term 

“lifestyle sport”. She has published two books on the subject, Understanding Lifestyle Sports: 

Consumption, Identity and Difference (2004) and The Cultural Politics of Lifestyle Sports 

(2013), in which she establishes lifestyle sports studies as a viable sub-discipline within the 

sociology of sport. Wheaton begins both of these texts by explaining that the uncertainty that I 

felt when faced with the task of naming and categorising Ultimate is a common experience 

among scholars of non-mainstream sports. In The Cultural Politics of Lifestyle Sports (2013), she 

lists as many as eight terms that are currently in-use, including “alternative, new, extreme, 

adventure, panic, action, whiz, and lifestyle” (p. 1), to illustrate the lack of consensus among 

scholars on how to name these types of sports/activities. The confusion stems in part, it seems, 

from the staggering diversity of the activities that scholars are attempting to categorise, but also 

from the absence of clear definitions for any of these eight terms.   

 In light of this, Wheaton spends the introductory chapter of her 2004 text attempting to 

clarify and define her term by establishing a list of nine key features that mark an activity as a 
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“lifestyle sport” (pp.11-12). This list, which she subsequently revisits and updates at the 

beginning of her 2013 book, is not meant to be comprehensive or exhaustive. It is, rather, a 

resource of the most common and the most definitive features of lifestyle sports. Wheaton 

implores us to understand that by creating these nine characteristics, she is by no means 

suggesting that lifestyle sports are a homogenous and fixed category of activities (2013, p.28). 

She makes it clear that the term “lifestyle sport” encompasses a wide variety of unique activities 

whose meanings and forms are contextual and in constant flux. She reaffirms that her nine-point 

catalogue is merely a tool to help academics studying newer sports, like myself, to better 

understand and theorise these activities (2013, p.28).  

 With these caveats in mind, I have chosen to include Wheaton’s nine key features 

because they make up the most thorough and useful definition of any genre of non-mainstream 

sports. According to Wheaton (2013), lifestyle sports: 1) are new (invented after 1960), 2) 

promote consumerism, 3) require significant commitment (of time and finances), 4) emphasize 

fun and lived experiences, 5) aren’t outcome-driven (they promote the appreciation of fellow 

practitioners abilities and performances), 6) foster (at least some) counter-cultural or anti-

institutional attitudes and behaviours, 7) are played by a largely privileged and homogenous 

group of people, 8) are typically not team-oriented, and 9) are carried out with few well-

established borders (pp.29-30). Evidently, Ultimate doesn’t perfectly “fit” these characteristics. 

Notably, Ultimate runs contrary to points 2, in that players aren’t required to purchase very much 

expensive or specific equipment, and 4, in that it is decidedly team-oriented. As I mention above, 

though, this doesn’t preclude Ultimate from being termed a lifestyle sport – if anything, these 

sorts of anomalies are excellent fodder for illustrating the differences among lifestyle sports.  
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 Furthermore, and as is supported by my interviews and observations, Ultimate has, and 

mostly still does, fit the 7 other characteristics well. Having been invented in 1968 in a parking 

lot and having been played in its initial years (and in some contexts, to this day) in liminal spaces 

(Griggs, 2009a), Ultimate satisfies the “criteria” of historical recency and an absence of fixed or 

concrete boundaries. Through its long-standing8 avoidance of many of the structural elements 

(such as referees, managers, coaches, and even strict team rosters) of mainstream sports and the 

ongoing promotion of the SOTG which, in its simplest form, is intended to ensure that 

participants have fun and respect one another, Ultimate conforms to criteria 4, 5, and 6. Lastly, 

and most interestingly to me, because Ultimate is played by a homogenous and privileged group 

of people, and demands from them significant investments of time and capital (as I describe in 

more detail in Chapters 2 and 5), it fits criteria 3 and 7 flawlessly. Because of this significant 

coherence, and because Ultimate doesn’t (yet) consistently fit within the ever-expanding 

category of “mainstream”, I continue to use the term “lifestyle sport” to describe Ultimate and 

have chosen to review the literature from within this area.  

 Now that I have established a working definition of what a lifestyle sport is, I can move 

on to offer examples of research into many of the pressing issues related to lifestyle sports and 

their participants. Because lifestyle sports aren’t homogenous, as I have likely overstated at this 

point, there is no single issue facing the lifestyle sportscape. But, given their numerous 

similarities, there are several prominent issues that are present across many lifestyle sports. The 

research that I am reviewing, it is worth mentioning, is not apolitical – it is largely critical work 

that seeks to identify inequalities and sites of discrimination in order to challenge and dismantle 

                                                      

8 As I mention in Chapter 1, the more competitive forms of Ultimate are increasingly adopting an 

institutional model that is largely indistinguishable from mainstream sports.  
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them. I do so because this is the type of work that I strive to conduct. With that in mind, past 

research into lifestyle sports has focused primarily on three main topics: 1) the 

commercialization, professionalization, and institutionalization of lifestyle sports, 2) issues of 

gender (in)equity in lifestyle sports, and 3) the exclusivity of lifestyle sports (for prominent 

examples see Rinehart, 1998; Thorpe & Dumont, 2018; Rinehart & Sydnor, 2003; and Wheaton, 

2013). These topics overlap and intertwine considerably and constantly, though, and it would be 

erroneous to claim that they can be considered in isolation of one another. For instance, when, 

for the first time ever, through processes of commercialization and professionalization, it became 

feasible to earn a living by skateboarding, it was only a group of privileged men, most of whom 

were white, who could actually do so (Beal & Wilson, 2004). Because of this, I will attempt to 

provide an overview of these topics that continues to make connections and demonstrate linkages 

within and among them.  

 In almost all texts focusing on the subject, lifestyle sports are tied not only to a time, but 

also to a particular social moment and historical context – they’re said to have “their roots in the 

counter-cultural social movement of the 1960s and 1970s” (Wheaton, 2004, p.3). Because of 

this, the creation of these sports and of this category of sports is understood to represent a 

response to the sporting status quo. Some scholars, such as Lincoln Allison (2001), who view 

this specific period of time as a moment of social and cultural transition from modernity to post-

modernity, have even taken to calling these activities “post-modern sports” (p.41), and citing 

them as examples of new and fundamentally different sporting values and ethics. Numerous 

other scholars, who seem to have chosen to eschew the loaded term “post-modernity”, still 

acknowledge that the advent of lifestyle sports happened at a moment when there was 

tremendous momentum behind the political project of making North American society a more 
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progressive and equitable place. They have hoped that these new sports might embody some of 

these ideals (Wheaton & Thorpe, 2018).  

 The social rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s won some tremendous victories for 

human rights, as we know, but, these victories were not achieved equally for all people – they 

benefited certain people much more than others. The story of the early days of lifestyle sport can 

be understood in much the same way. Historical sources tell us that at their inception, lifestyle 

sports did present some new (or at least outside the mainstream of the day) opportunities for their 

participants but, they also describe how these participants represented a privileged minority of 

the overall population (Wheaton 2004; Gessner, 2017). In our discussion, Interviewee 5 

remarked that this exclusivity and homogeneity exists because “if you’re dealing with some 

other real stuff, you don’t have time to try to be cool and counter-cultural, you know?” (personal 

communication, June 15, 2018). Here, interviewee 5 is indicating that in their early years9, 

despite not being explicitly exclusive, in fact, despite being explicitly inclusive, lifestyle sports 

could only be played by a privileged minority because the structural factors which consistently 

marginalised certain groups of people outside of sport also existed, of course, in sport and 

leisure.  

 The reality that lifestyle sports were (and are) fraught with these types of contradictions 

didn’t go unnoticed. Over the course of the 1980s and 1990s, a period of time during which, 

centered in the United States10, neoliberal and capitalist ideologies gained prominence and power 

and spread (often forcibly) throughout wealthy and poor societies alike, the first critical scholars 

                                                      

9 Despite the increasing diversity of participants of lifestyle sports, I think this is still largely true. 
10 Which, as Bourdieu (1984) notes, is also the epicentre and birthplace of most lifestyle sports (as cited in 

Wheaton, 2013, p.1) 
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began to write about lifestyle sports (Silk & Andrews, 2012). These scholars, who include most 

notably Nancy Midol, Becky Beal, and Robert Rinehart, published innovative works that set out 

to understand and analyse the complicated and multiplicitous roles of these activities in society. 

In her 1995 publication on “whiz” sports, for instance, Midol considers whether these sports 

provide a true alternative to the problematic and exclusive status quo, or if they only offer 

novelty at “the rate of change the system can put up [with] without changing the fundamental 

order of things” (p.25). Beal (1995), in her first publication on lifestyle sports, notices similarly 

that skateboarding resists some features of “modern” neoliberal and capitalist society, while 

simultaneously perpetuating and upholding several of this social system’s other problematic 

features (specifically its discriminatory treatment of women). By publishing these texts and 

highlighting the social importance of lifestyle sports, Midol and Beal paved the way for present-

day scholars to conduct expanded and intersectional sociocultural analyses of lifestyle sports.  

  Sociocultural research into lifestyle sports, as I mention above, is currently a lively, 

growing, and recognized sub-discipline of the sociology of sports. Numerous authors are 

building on the work of Midol, Beal, and others to critically examine the present-day realities of 

lifestyle sport. These newer authors, people like Holly Thorpe and Guillaume Dumont (2018), 

have incorporated insights from fields such as gender studies, critical race studies, and cultural 

studies to tailor their analyses of lifestyle sports to fit the modern context in which these 

activities are far more widely accredited as sports, are increasingly institutionalised, and are 

evaluated on their profitability. There are many clear indicators that lifestyle sports have come to 

develop this newfound, “if not mainstream-sport, then mainstream in their own right” identity, 

but perhaps the most obvious and symbolic of these is their inclusion into the Olympic games. 
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  In the late 1990s, faced with declining viewership, particularly among youth audiences, 

the IOC set out to try to broaden the Olympics’ appeal by including snowboarding, which was, at 

the time, set much farther apart from mainstream sports than it is today (Wheaton, 2013). In 

recent years, driven by the capitalist ideal of economic growth, the IOC repeated this strategy by 

including BMX bicycling in the 2008 Olympic games. The 2020 games in Tokyo will include 

skateboarding, rock climbing, and surfing (Thorpe & Dumont, 2018). This inclusion will, 

evidently, cause these sports to shift, both ideologically and practically, closer to the dominant 

culture of today, as opposed to continuing to be (or becoming more) counter-cultural. 

Furthermore, many other lifestyle sports, including Ultimate, that are not yet a part of the 

Olympics have been touted as the next to, depending on your perspective, be graced with 

inclusion or fall victim of the Olympic monolith (Eisenhood, 2017c).  

 Scholars like Thorpe & Dumont (2018), whom I mention above, have noted (and begun 

to demonstrate through their work) that forthcoming research into lifestyle sports must be able to 

account for this emergent trend towards professionalization and the broader social context in 

which these sports exist. This means that newer scholars like me must endeavour to capture the 

diverse ways in which participation in lifestyle sports can be entangled with the social 

construction of participants’ gender, race, and class identities, and how the broader, 21st century 

social context of lifestyle sports impacts these processes. This is one of the reasons, among many 

others, that I rely on Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of capital, taste, and habitus; because I 

believe they offer enough breadth to conduct the multi-faceted research required of modern 

critical scholars.  
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Bourdieu and Lifestyle Sports  

 Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, taste, habitus, and field are recognized as valuable tools 

for analysing sports, so, despite having already dedicated an entire chapter (2) to discussing his 

work, I’m going to pause briefly to include some examples of how his theoretical concepts have 

been used to better understand lifestyle sports specifically. The strength of these concepts is, in 

my opinion, that they can be used to develop a better and more thoroughly contextualized 

understanding of almost any sport or activity. To date, scholars have begun to take advantage of 

this conceptual malleability to productively examine several lifestyle sports, including adventure 

racing, snowboarding, and skateboarding (see Atencio, Beal, & Wilson 2009; Kay & Laberge, 

2002, 2004; and Thorpe 2009, 2010).  

 In the case of skateboarding, for instance, Atencio, Beal, and Wilson (2009) use the 

concept of symbolic capital to explain how specific “urban” masculinities become privileged 

within the sport, and, subsequently, how skaters (female skaters in particular) who do not 

conform to this ideal are subjugated. The authors use the notions of “habitus” and “field” to 

understand the gender relations in skateboarding relative to the broader social context in which 

the activity exists and to provide examples of sites in which more equitable gender relations are 

achieved. In their own publications on lifestyle sports, Kay and Laberge and Thorpe have taken 

similar approaches. They have also focused largely on the construction and performance of 

gender, as well as on examining their preferred sports for examples of resistance to normative, 

binary gender roles and identities. It is easy to see why this approach is common, as all of the 

research projects and publications I mention here are analytically rigorous and provide 

tremendous insights to support growing literatures in gender studies and the sociology of sport. I 
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have been surprised, however, to find that Bourdieu’s work has only been used in a limited way 

(an exception to this is Fletcher, 2008) to analyse the relationship between lifestyle sports and 

social class – particularly given Bourdieu’s preoccupation with the relationship between sport 

and social class (and his publication of a paper with the same name!). It is my hope that my 

research will contribute to popularizing this approach, which I see as underused and 

underdeveloped.  

 

 

Ultimate Literature 

 To begin this section, I should explain that it may be somewhat misleading to distinguish 

between the academic texts and the texts written by players (what I call “The Players’ 

Perspectives” below). This is because all five of the scholars – Hamish Crocket, Gerald Griggs, 

Kristen Walters, Lindsay Pattison, and Andrew Thornton – who have researched and written 

about Ultimate are also players. The difference is that the majority of the other Ultimate players 

who write about their sport are writing for their fellow players, fans, and prospective Ultimate 

people, rather than for an academic audience. Lay authors have produced numerous texts and 

narratives that are attentive to prominent issues in sports sociology; however, their work differs 

in several fundamental ways from academic research and publications, so I have afforded non-

academic writing on Ultimate its own section in this literature review. Because of the limited 

(albeit growing) coverage of Ultimate by mainstream North American sports media, whether lay 

or academic, the players who write about Ultimate, such as myself, are in a unique position of 

privilege and responsibility. We are able to draw attention to specific issues and stories – and, in 
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doing so, actively dictate which topics are deemed important and which aren’t – shaping the 

Ultimate community’s rhetoric about itself. 

 The five Ultimate scholars who share my player/academic dual identity have written a 

sum total of twelve journal articles, two book chapters, and three PhD dissertations. Of these, 

five journal articles and one PhD dissertation (a chapter of which later became a journal article), 

written by Gerald Griggs and Lindsay Pattison, respectively, are focused on historicizing 

Ultimate and describing some of the sport’s key features (Griggs, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, & 2011; 

Pattison, 2011 & 2012). These texts offer historical information on Ultimate, much of which 

comes from primary sources, that I wouldn’t have access to otherwise. Griggs, a British 

academic, has published a brief article describing the sport’s invention (2009b), and has also 

used ethnographic methods to catalogue and analyse the functionality and purpose of self-

refereeing in Ultimate (2011), the malleable boundaries in which Ultimate games can be played 

(2009a), and Ultimate player’s preoccupation with the aesthetic and performative aspects of the 

game (2009c). Griggs comes to the same conclusion in all three of his publications based on 

ethnographic research projects (which, interestingly, correspond perfectly with three of 

Wheaton’s criteria for lifestyle sports): despite shifting towards the sporting mainstream, 

Ultimate continues to maintain ties to its “alternative” origins through several unique structural 

and symbolic features. 

 Pattison’s dissertation, an oral history project, similarly traces the history and evolution 

of Ultimate, but, uniquely, it focuses primarily on questioning and exploring what Ultimate 

means to the people who play it (2011). Through her research, Pattison found that players 

understand Ultimate as more than a sport – they describe it as a site where they have been able to 

find a sense of belonging in an otherwise indifferent and impersonal society – they understand 
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Ultimate to be their community. Further, Pattison’s research is particularly interesting and 

valuable to me because it “traces the growth and development of the sport of Ultimate in 

Canada” (2011, p.iii). Her description of the birth of Ultimate scenes in Montreal, Toronto, and 

Ottawa in the 1970s and 1980s and her in-depth analysis of the development of mixed Ultimate 

in Canada (specifically the establishment of gender ratio rules) in the 1990s provides historical 

context that is necessary for me to be able to understand the Kingston Ultimate League in the 

present day (Pattison, 2011). This information is particularly useful because these three cities are 

all within easy driving distance of Kingston, where my research primarily took place, and there 

are some significant commonalities between the scenes in each of these cities. I have, for 

instance, travelled with Kingston-based teams to all three cities, numerous times (including 

taking field notes in Montreal and Toronto during this project), to play in tournaments.  

 Crocket, Thornton, and Walters, the other three academics who have written on Ultimate, 

all adopted critical, sociological perspectives in their works. Crocket and Thornton have both 

primarily published on the performance of gender in Ultimate – specifically the diverse iterations 

of masculinity present in the sport (Crocket, 2013; Thornton, 1998). Yet, these two projects are 

separated by more than a decade and are distinct. Crocket’s understanding of Ultimate 

masculinities is based on his participatory ethnographic research with an elite men’s team in 

New Zealand. In his year-long project, he found that elite male players performed different 

variations of masculinity, depending on the context (Crocket, 2013). Specifically, Crocket (2013) 

uses a Foucauldian understanding of discourse to show how, in different situations, his 

teammates can perform dominant versions of hypermasculinity or less aggressive and less 

problematic styles of what he calls “moderated masculinity” (p.326). He cautions his readers 

that, because of their privileged social position (and homogeneity), his teammates might not 
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offer a “representative” sample of Ultimate players and, subsequently, gender performances 

(Crocket, 2013, p.229). Despite this, I find Crocket’s analysis to be applicable to the Kingston 

Ultimate scene because, as I have described extensively, it is similarly privileged and 

homogenous (suggesting to me that this may be a defining feature of Ultimate communities in 

many countries).  

 Andrew Thornton’s research and writing, from the late 1990s, on the other hand, focus on 

his experiences playing recreational mixed Ultimate in Toronto. In his critical ethnography, 

Thornton argues that despite promises of equity and inclusivity, in recreational mixed Ultimate, 

already privileged masculine figures exercise power to control and dominate the sport, even 

though it is at the cost of subjugating or excluding players with “other” identities (1998). 

Although his project overlooks many of recreational Ultimate’s strengths (both tangible and 

ideological) with regards to equitable sporting practices, Thornton uses a Foucauldian framework 

to effectively chart many of the structures and processes that actively marginalize (or exclude) 

people of less privileged social classes and with structurally disadvantaged identities, including 

women, people of colour, and LGBTQ+ people. After reading this dissertation, I was 

simultaneously impressed by Thornton’s theoretical work and frustrated that he only noticed 

“brief glimmers of subversion” (p.207) within Ultimate – and pessimistically failed to address 

(and pursue) how we might turn these glimmers into a veritable blaze.  

 Kirsten Walters’ research also discusses the role of gender in Ultimate (and the role of 

Ultimate in constructing gender), however, she uses it as one of many themes through which she 

analyses and contests Ultimate’s identity as an alternative sport (2008). Walter’s dissertation, 

unlike Crocket or Thornton’s work, touches only fleetingly on any one identity category. Instead, 

she chooses to focus on trying to understand how Ultimate has cultivated its counter-cultural and 
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alternative identity. Like Thornton, Walters acknowledges that, more often than not, Ultimate 

fails to resolve many of the problematic features of mainstream sport and, instead, mimics them. 

Unlike Thornton, though, Walters is optimistic that “Ultimate might indeed present an alternative 

sporting model, but only if scholars and players alike can recognize and resolve the sport’s 

limitations, in particular its gender, race and class inequities” (2008, pp.22-23). Unfortunately, 

ten years after this dissertation was completed, I can attest to the fact that the inequities still 

exist, and that there are very few scholars who have taken note of Ultimate. But, in the last few 

years, Ultimate players have begun to recognize these issues, as Walters hoped they would, and 

they are beginning to address them through collective action and on online platforms. 

 

 

The Players’ Perspectives 

 Thanks to their considerable assets, members of the Ultimate community have been 

taking advantage of online forums to discuss, organise, and market their sport since the early 

1990s – when the internet initially became publicly available (Walters, 2008). In 1991, the 

Usenet group Rec.Sport.Disc (RSD), the first of these forums, was conceived, and, since then, 

the internet has been the primary resource for publishing and disseminating Ultimate-related 

media (Walters, 2008). Alongside the hundreds of league websites that exist largely for logistical 

purposes, there are also several news/media sites, two of which, “Ultiworld” and “Skyd”, 

dominate the coverage of Ultimate in North America. These sites provide a platform for players 

to express themselves as well as to organise political and activist movements and are currently 

playing host to active discussions on the topics of gender equity, LGBTQ+ inclusion, and 

Ultimate’s racial homogeneity.  
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 Within Ultimate, the “fight” for gender equity is by far the most talked about social 

justice issue. Since the sport’s inception, women have been advocating for their right to not only 

play Ultimate, but also for their right to be treated equitably with and by male players (Pattison, 

2011). Activist efforts by female players and their male allies have resulted in several changes to 

the sport’s structures. One prominent example of this is how women have compelled regional 

and national governing bodies to change the gender ratio in mixed Ultimate from always being 

5:2 (majority men) to typically being 4:3 (majority men) in the 1990s, and as of next year11, 4:3 

(majority women half the time, majority men half the time) (Pattison, 2011; Roderique & 

Saunders, 2018). This upcoming change will help ensure that the mixed division offers female-

identifying players as much time on the field as male-identifying players and will help combat 

the idea that female players are “mandatory equipment” (Kay & Laberge, 2004), rather than 

equally valuable members of the team.  

 Another current example of players identifying an instance of gender-based 

discrimination and then mobilizing to contest it is the boycott of the American Ultimate Disc 

League (AUDL). Founded in 2012, the AUDL is the world’s first semi-professional Ultimate 

league, with 23 teams that compete in one “open” division12 (AUDL, 2018). Players recognized 

early on that “open” was a coded way of saying “men’s” and subsequently naturalizing and 

promoting men’s Ultimate as the highest level and best version of the game (Organizers of the 

AUDL Boycott, 2017). Because of this, a group of prominent players decided to organise a 

boycott of the AUDL’s 2018 season. Over 150 well-known players signed a pledge stating that 

they would not play in or watch any AUDL games for the 2018 season. Several teams lost 

                                                      

11 For WFDF and Ultimate Canada sanctioned events. USA Ultimate has not yet adopted this new ratio 

rule.  
12 There have been 13 women who have played in the “open” division of the AUDL thus far. 



 

52 

 

players to the boycott, including the 2017 league champion San Francisco Flamethrowers, who 

lost well over half of their championship-winning roster for the 2018 season (Eisenhood, 2017d). 

The boycott was also successful in opening a discussion with senior figures within the AUDL. 

The league commissioner and the organisers of the boycott have penned several open letters to 

one another outlining their respective plans and goals to achieve gender equity (Eisenhood 2017b 

& 2017c). This discussion is ongoing, but thanks to player activism and online reporting, the 

AUDL is being held accountable for making real changes to their model of professional 

Ultimate13.  

 Members of the Ultimate community, like Interviewee 7, are also increasingly realizing 

that in order to ensure that our sport becomes more accessible and enjoyable to people with 

diverse identities, it is necessary to challenge the idea “that most people [who play Ultimate] are 

cis-gender and heteronormative” (personal communication, July 5, 2018). This topic, which was 

historically ignored or overlooked has come to the fore in recent years. In 2016, for instance, 

Will Neff, an elite male player, wrote an article for Skyd magazine questioning whether or not 

Ultimate provides a positive and welcoming environment for LGBTQ+ identifying players. 

When this article was released it seemed to capture the 21st century liberal ideals of most players 

and, as such, was widely cited and received more positive comments than any other Ultimate 

article I’ve come across. Most importantly, this article prompted the publication of additional 

editorials on related topics, including the inclusion of trans players in Ultimate (Alexander, 

2016).  

                                                      

13 In 2017, in a move related to the unequal opportunity to compete in televised games that the AUDL 

provides for male players, USA Ultimate announced $50,000 of new funding earmarked for media 

coverage of women’s and mixed games exclusively. This means that in the USA Ultimate series, more 

women’s and mixed games are filmed than men’s games (USA Ultimate, 2017).   
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  As I mention in the first chapter, Ultimate currently relies on a binary understanding of 

gender – something that excludes and marginalizes non-binary and trans athletes. Several trans 

players, including Corey Alexander, Jenna Weiner, and Mina Carpenter have written online 

articles offering their ideas for how Ultimate might improve its treatment of trans players 

(Alexander, 2016; Weiner, 2017 & 2018; Carpenter & Merbitz, 2018). In these articles, all three 

trans players identify the persistent use of a binary model of gender as the upstream cause of the 

problem and advise that, until this upstream problem is addressed, Ultimate should adopt trans 

inclusion policies that allow players to self-identify their gender category (rather than placing the 

onus on athletes to “prove” their gender through biomedical means). In an article from earlier 

this year, Weiner (2018) praised Ultimate Canada for adopting inclusion policies for trans 

players based on self-identification and applauded the Vancouver Ultimate League for 

developing a new registration system that allows players to not only identify outside of the 

gender binary, but that also empowers them to determine which gender they would like to mark-

up against in games. Weiner concludes this article by urging other governing organisations 

(especially USAU) to follow suit.  

 Alongside recognizing Ultimate’s gender inequalities and the various ways in which 

members of the LGBTQ+ community are discriminated against, the Ultimate community has 

also begun to acknowledge that people of colour face additional barriers to playing and may 

experience racism on and off the field (Dagher-Margosian, 2013). In response to this, and in line 

with broader political and activist movements, numerous Ultimate players have taken to wearing 

“black lives matter” headbands while they play in televised games and, in the United States, 
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kneeling during the playing of the American national anthem14 when it is played before games 

(illustrated in Figure 1). In reference to these actions, one pundit commented that “making a 

political statement in the overwhelmingly liberal echo chamber of the Ultimate community toes a 

line between sincere meaningful solidarity and white guilt driven virtue signaling that is a crude 

facsimile of actual activism” (Stegemoeller, 2017). This comment underscores the importance 

for national and international organisations, as well as reginal league organisers to question what 

the human cost of Ultimate’s remarkable homogeneity is. It also highlights the urgent need for 

material, rather than symbolic change. 

 

Figure 1: Players wear black headbands that read “Black Lives Matter” while kneeling during 

the American national anthem at the USA club championships in 2016 (Carniff, 2016). 

   

 

Conclusion 

 According to Belinda Wheaton (2013), the popularity and prevalence of lifestyle sports 

has increased at unprecedented rates in the last couple of decades, and, related to this growth, 

                                                      

14 Kneeling during the American national anthem is a form of peaceful protest against racism in the 

United States that was started in 2016 by NFL player Colin Kaepernick. 
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there has also been a tremendous increase in academic research focusing on lifestyle sports (and 

an ever-diversifying set of approaches to this research). To me, Ultimate serves as a prominent 

example of this trend in its growth as a sport, but it has yet to develop an adequate body of 

academic literature at the same rate. In this chapter, I have focused on explaining why I think 

that Ultimate (currently) fits within the category of lifestyle sports. In doing so, I have also 

reviewed some of the publications within this field that I think best explain how lifestyle sports 

serve as markers of distinction for their participants and how they are implicated in the 

production of privileged “in” groups. I have also, I hope, made it clear that in the case of 

Ultimate literature (and, to a certain extent, all lifestyle sports literature), although there is 

discussion and analysis of the discrimination of people of certain social classes and with certain 

identities within the sport, the actual mechanisms of exclusion (at individual and group levels) 

are currently poorly understood and undertheorised. Attempting to fill at least part of this gap in 

the literature is one of the contributions that I hope that this thesis will make to Ultimate studies 

and to lifestyle sports studies more generally.  

 In a somewhat unusual move, I have dedicated a similar amount of this chapter to 

reviewing what I call “the players’ perspectives”, the lay literature on Ultimate, as I have to 

academic sources. I have done so for two reasons. First, because researching Ultimate is a 

relatively new phenomenon (with the first ever publication on the topic coming in 1998), and the 

sport has evolved rapidly, meaning that academic publications simply haven’t been able to keep 

up with the sport’s shifting landscape. One prominent and problematic example of the relatively 

small scope of academic literature on Ultimate is that, despite the Ultimate community being 

noticeably racially homogenous, with almost all players being white, there is currently no 

research that has examined the relationship between race and Ultimate. Therefore, websites that 
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feature new, player authored content (updated almost daily) offer information that simply can’t 

be found anywhere else. Second, because, quoting Interviewee 7, in the Ultimate community, 

there is an incredibly high overall “level of education and ability of people to articulate their 

thoughts and feelings” (personal communication, July 5, 2018). This is significant because, as I 

mention above, it means that there is a wealth of content written by players themselves, but also 

because the sheer act of being able to (and wanting to) write these articles, as well as the way our 

community privileges writing over other forms of communication, is a phenomenon that requires 

analysis in and of itself. As Interviewee 7 puts it, “in a way I think it’s great that there’s the 

ability of the community to talk about those things and to articulate those things. Does it tend to 

then make it, maybe, an exclusionary community to someone that doesn’t come from that 

background? That’s quite possible, right?” (personal communication, July 5, 2018). In the 

following chapter, I explain the research methods that I have used to investigate and illicit this 

type of perceptive and unexpected information.  
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Chapter 4 

Method 

 Since I began this project, I’ve had numerous interactions with teammates, opposing 

players, friends, and family members in which I’ve struggled to explain just what my master’s 

research project is. When I’m asked about my research, I usually begin by presenting the 

problem that I see with Ultimate. I tell them that, despite being one of the most accessible and 

equitable sports in the world “on paper”, I really only see Ultimate being played by a remarkably 

homogenous and privileged group of people. I go on to describe how, in order to try to figure out 

why this is the case, and to hopefully be able to make some suggestions as to how we might 

change the current situation, I conducted an ethnography. I explain that this means that I 

immersed myself in the Ultimate community. I detail how I listened to and asked questions of 

players; how I watched games, tournaments, and social interactions; how I reflected on what I 

saw, thought, and felt; and how I documented the entire process. When I describe the project in 

this way, I’m typically met with positive reactions. Everyone I’ve talked to seems to think that 

this sounds pretty neat, but, at one point or another, they all ask me if, other than the note taking, 

this is any different from my how I’ve lived my life for the past handful of years. In many ways, 

it’s not.  

 In this chapter, I describe precisely what I did in this project. I begin by offering a brief 

discussion of ethnography as an approach to qualitative research. Specifically, I explain why I 

have adopted this approach, and I provide contextual information about the Ultimate scene in 

Kingston – information that is necessary for the reader to be able to understand the congruence 

of my daily life and the research process and how this affords me the ability to actively 

participate within the community as both a researcher and as a community stakeholder. Next, I 
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describe in-depth both of the research methods, observant participation and interviewing, that I 

employed in this project. Third, I detail how I analysed the interview transcripts and field notes 

produced by my research methods. I conclude by offering, in point form, a list of “what I wish 

I’d known” before conducting my research project. This list is intended to be a pragmatic 

resource for future students embarking on the research process.  

 

 

Ethnography  

 Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) begin the second edition of their seminal 1983 text, 

Ethnography: Principles in Practice, by stating that it’s not worth “worrying much about what 

does and does not count” as an ethnography (p.1). The reason that Hammersley and Atkinson, 

and, as a result, many other researchers in this field, refuse to attempt to create a distinct 

definition of what constitutes ethnographic work is that the term has been (and continues to be) 

used to describe such a wide variety of styles and types of research (Hammersley, 2006). Instead, 

they choose to characterize “ethnography” more loosely as an approach to conducting qualitative 

research that involves employing whichever qualitative methods will help the researcher develop 

the most detailed understanding of the lived realities of a particular social or cultural group 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). Hammersley adds that the undisputed central feature of 

ethnographic work is that it “emphasises the importance of studying at first hand” (Hammersley, 

2006, emphasis in original). This feature, the necessity (and privilege) of being actively involved 

and even participating in all aspects of the research process, is why I determined that 

ethnographic methods would be suitable for my project, and why I bother categorising (however 

tentatively) my project as an ethnography. 
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 Among the plethora of styles of, and approaches to ethnography, I choose to align myself 

with the modern, critical ethnographers who assert that the practice of ethnography is an overtly 

political act (Bourgois & Schonberg, 2009). Like them, I acknowledge that ethnographies are 

replete with personal, ideological choices, and that the effects of my presence and participation 

in the milieu of study cannot, and indeed, should not be muted. This is because in my worldview, 

meaning and truth are both socially constructed, and I, as a researcher, the author of this text, and 

as an Ultimate player, actively create particular meanings and truths. I therefore chose specific 

research methods, individual interviewing and observant participation (discussed in detail 

below), that allow me to embrace and explore my own positionality, while I also seek the 

perspectives of a diverse population of interlocutors. This means that while I document the 

behaviours and analyse the motives of Ultimate players, I am also constantly trying to situate 

myself within the community and in relation to my fellow players. I do so in order to 

demonstrate that my perspective is only one of many, that it is partial (Haraway, 1988).  

 Furthermore, following the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1988, see Chapter 2), I 

acknowledge that playing Ultimate and participating in the Ultimate community doesn’t have a 

fixed meaning or value. The rationale behind peoples’ choice to associate with Ultimate is 

intimately related to their individual ideological and political agenda, which, although it tends to 

be a function of their relative position within the social sphere, cannot be discerned unless we 

take the time to attempt to understand the perspectives of different groups of people. That being 

said, it is impossible (or, at the very least, well outside the scope of a master’s research project) 

to attempt to engage with the millions of Ultimate players in the world. I therefore focused my 

efforts on attempting to understand the one specific setting, Kingston, Ontario, in which I 

participate, and to which I have easy access. In doing so, I’m following in a long tradition of 
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ethnographers who conduct research to “make sense of the world in [their] everyday life” 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995, p.2). Before moving on to describe each of the steps of my 

research process in turn, I think it is necessary for me to first explain a little bit about what 

Ultimate in Kingston looks like.  

 

Ultimate in Kingston 

 In Kingston, Ultimate is played in several different places, including local schools and 

universities and the Kingston Sport and Social Club (KSSC), but the Kingston Ultimate league is 

the epicenter of Ultimate in town. According to Kingston Ultimate’s website, “the history of 

Ultimate in Kingston can be traced back to the early 1990s, when the Queen’s University men’s 

team, ‘Mothership Connection’, was founded” (Kingston Ultimate, 2001, para. 1). Interestingly, 

the same person who helped to found the Mothership Connection in the early 1990s is also 

responsible for founding the Kingston Ultimate league in 2001. As a result of this, although the 

Kingston Ultimate league is currently composed primarily of permanent residents of Kingston, 

there are still very strong ties between Queen’s university and the Kingston Ultimate league. For 

instance, many Kingston Ultimate players (who are not current Queen’s students) are Queen’s 

alumni, including most of the players who regularly act as team captains. The close relationship 

between Kingston Ultimate and Queen’s university is also significant because this contextual 

information helps to explain the homogeneity and relatively high levels of privilege enjoyed by 

Ultimate players in town. 

 In Kingston, the Ultimate year is divided into four “seasons”. Fall, winter, and spring are 

all what are referred to as “hat leagues”. This means that players sign up to play in the league, 

and then are semi-randomly (league administrators maintain an even gender distribution and use 
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self-assessed skill level to attempt to achieve parity among teams) assigned to a team (akin to 

“picking names from a hat”). The fourth season, the summer, is the busiest time for Ultimate in 

Kingston. In the summer, Kingston Ultimate maintains a field booking two nights a week for 

unstructured pick-up games. These pick-up games are open to anyone, including people who 

don’t participate in any of the leagues, but they are predominantly attended by core community 

members. Alongside pick-up games, there are also two other leagues that run through the 

summer months, the mixed league and a women’s league called “Breakout”. 

  Thanks to the favourable weather, the mixed summer league has been attracting 

significant numbers of players since 1998. Since then, it has become so popular that more than 

400 people participate in it annually, making it by far the largest league that Kingston Ultimate 

runs (Kingston Ultimate, 2001). Because of its increased size, approximately four times larger 

than any other season, teams in the summer league are separated into four tiers based on their 

experience and proficiency. The summer league also differs from the other three leagues in that 

team captains, of which I am one, are responsible for recruiting people to play on their teams. 

Another noteworthy characteristic of the summer league is that it has the most prominent social 

component of any season. All of the Kingston Ultimate league seasons have semi-structured 

post-game events at various local bars, but the summer league draws hundreds of Ultimate 

players to the patio of the Mansion (one such local bar) weekly, compared to the dozen or so that 

turn up for a beer after games in any other league.  

 The women’s league, Breakout, which runs concurrently to the summer league, was 

formed several years ago after a group of women led by Sarah Arrowsmith and Tiiu Vail (who 

were intending to play together in some tournaments) requested permission to enter an all-female 

team in the mixed summer league so that they could practice playing together (Lea, 2016). This 
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women’s team did end up playing in the mixed summer league for one season, but, Sarah and 

Tiiu, the two captains, were approached by so many women who wanted to play with them that 

they determined it would be more beneficial to form a separate women’s league (Lea, 2016). The 

summer of 2018 marked the third year that Breakout has been in existence, and it is currently a 

hat league with four teams.  

 In addition to the various leagues, there are also two “club teams”, Local 613 and the 

Stonecutters, in Kingston. The Stonecutters is a men’s master’s team (players must all be at least 

33 years of age), whereas Local 613 is a mixed outfit. Local 613 was founded about five years 

ago by Queen’s University Ultimate players (much like the Kingston Ultimate League was) who 

were enrolled in graduate studies programs and were staying in town for the summer. Without 

any university Ultimate to play during the summer months, these Ultimate-playing graduate 

students banded together to form a new touring team.  Although the team is now open to anyone 

in the broader Kingston community, Local 613 is still composed primarily of current Queen’s 

students and Queen’s alumni.  

 Currently, Local 613 travels throughout Canada (and occasionally internationally) to 

attend tournaments. Given my age and desire to play mixed, I have little knowledge about the 

Stonecutters, but currently play for Local 613. Because it is an expressly competitive team, in 

May each year, Local holds open tryouts to determine its roster for the summer season. The past 

two years, when I’ve been present, the tryouts have been very well attended. Both years 50-75 

players have tried out for Local 613; enough that a “B” team, Local YGK, was formed last year.  

Local 613 will typically attend four weekend-long tournaments throughout the summer, and two 

more “fun” tournaments after the summer season, in early fall. Since its inception, Local 613 has 
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been among the top ten mixed teams in Canada, and although Local has never won any major 

tournaments, it is a perennial contender.   

 As I mention in Chapter 2, I started playing Ultimate in Kingston in 2010 with the 

Queen’s men’s team. That being said, like many Queen’s students, my university experience was 

highly insular, and I vacated Kingston every summer. For this reason, I didn’t become involved 

with the Kingston Ultimate community league (which, although it has some overlap with the 

Queen’s Ultimate community, is mostly a distinct group of people) until I returned here for 

graduate studies. After playing one final season of Queen’s Ultimate in the fall of 2016, I played 

on my first Kingston Ultimate League team in the spring of 2017. Since then, I have played in 

the spring league once more, captained summer league teams twice, attended pick-up games 

regularly, and have toured with Local 613 for the past two summers.   

 Although it’s only been two years since I began participating in mixed Ultimate in 

Kingston, I’m incredibly fortunate in that I’ve been able to participate in almost every level of 

play the league offers. In this time, thanks in no small part to my extensive Ultimate experience 

and capital (social, cultural, and economic), I’ve met hundreds of players, made many new 

friends, re-connected with old teammates, and I feel as though I’ve become a reasonably well-

known player. Within this context, upon obtaining ethical approval for my research project, I 

began my research by systematically observing the various Ultimate events I attended and 

participated in.   
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Ethics 

 Before beginning the research process, I was responsible for securing clearance from the 

Queen’s University General Research Ethics Board (GREB) for this project. To obtain GREB 

approval, I submitted a formal ethics application, which included in-depth information about my 

research goals and methods, a description of the people who would be participating in my 

research (including how I would contact them), sample documents (such as a sample interview 

guide), and a timeline for my project. I ended up completing no fewer than five drafts of my 

ethics application before it was approved on April 11th, 2018.  A copy of my letter of approval 

can be found in Appendix A. While I certainly tired of the ethics application process after 

submitting the first few drafts, in retrospect, I think that this experience provided a necessary 

opportunity for me to reflect on my roles and responsibilities as a researcher. What’s more, 

without the support and guidance of more experienced graduate students, I’m sure acquiring my 

ethics approval would have taken far more than five attempts, so I thank them for their help. 

 

 

Observant Participation 

 Participant observation was one of the original methods used by early ethnographers and 

is still the method most likely to be associated with ethnographic research projects (Ormston, 

Spencer, Barnard, & Snape, 2014). In lieu of participant observation in the classical sense, I have 

chosen to engage in what Loïc Wacquant (2004) calls “observant participation” (p.6).  I prefer 

this phrasing (and subsequent practice), because, rather than reinforcing the distinction between 

the researcher and the people that they observe, it suggests a process in which the researcher 

actually participates in much the same way as anyone else while trying to be as observant as 
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possible as they do so. This practice, to me, is also significant because it reinforces the need for 

reflexive analysis and commentary by recognising that my participation and presence impact my 

peers and my surroundings. To account for this, in my project proposal, I determined that 

alongside taking field notes about what I saw, I would take time when I got home to extend these 

notes by including my own thoughts, feelings, and understandings of what I had written while at 

the fields (or at the bar after a game).  

 I took all of my field notes on Microsoft Word online, using the account connected to my 

Queen’s student email address. I chose to do this because, after downloading the Word app for 

my phone, I was able to take notes at the field (or at the bar or in the car) on my phone that saved 

to my online account automatically, and that were also accessible on my computer when I 

wanted to expand and edit them later. In addition to the convenience and security that this 

method afforded me, I also chose it because being on your phone in any of the public places 

where I took notes is considered to be perfectly normal. I was not covert about the fact that I was 

taking notes in any way. I should add that I mentioned my project to every group I played with 

(with the exception of pick-up15) and answered any and all questions my fellow players had. I 

chose to try to participate in Ultimate as I usually do (when not conducting research), because I 

thought this would help to ensure that my position in the community would not change in some 

unexpected way.  

                                                      

15 I chose not to explain that I was conducting a research project about Ultimate when I was at pick-up for 

two reasons. First, because the people who consistently attended pick-up were already aware of my 

project (because they also participate in the other leagues), and because I didn’t want to spend a lot of 

time explaining it to the less-frequent participants (who rarely came to pick up more than a couple of 

times). Second, because the unstructured format of pick-up provided me with a fun and much needed 

break from my research, as long as I didn’t bring it up myself.  
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 My observant participation began on April 11th, the same day that my project was granted 

ethics approval, and I realized on that very first night that taking notes while playing, instead of 

being a small challenge, as I had anticipated, was almost impossible. I took notes until August 

29th, the final night of the summer season, and over the course of this four-and-a-half-month 

period, I developed strategies to take as-effective-as-possible field notes despite not being able to 

write and play at the same time. I usually attempted to arrive a few minutes early for league 

games and practices to take a few quick notes about the setting; if I was at a tournament, I took 

notes between my games; and, I regularly stayed after my own game had finished, watching the 

following game (if there was one), and typing notes on my phone. Despite my efforts, I typed the 

vast majority of my notes when I got home (or, if we were at a tournament, back to the hotel) 

each night, and, because I was usually exhausted when I did this, I spent time extending them 

when I next made it to my desk at school. I only really managed to get out my phone to write 

something down in the middle of a game or practice on a couple of occasions, and it only 

happened when I heard or saw something that I was desperate to remember. Also, there were a 

few notable times, in the middle of the summer season, when it felt as though nothing in my life 

wasn’t Ultimate related and I had begun to feel burnt-out, when I decided I simply wasn’t going 

to write anything down.  

 Specifically, I took notes while I played in the spring hat league, captained my tier one 

summer league team, attended practices and tournaments as a member of Local 613, sporadically 

when I attended pick-up games, and when I participated in social events affiliated with any of 

these groups. As I explain in Chapter 2, I understand Ultimate to be contextual, meaning that in 

each of these different contexts, from the casual, unstructured pick-up games to elite, national 

championship tournaments, what the sport looks and feels like (and, I would argue what it is) 
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differs greatly. Because each of these settings offered unique possibilities and challenges for me 

as an observer and as a participant, in my first analysis chapter (5) I use three vignettes to present 

and analyse each setting individually before considering them holistically in my second analysis 

chapter (6). Through the process of engaging in all of these locales through observant 

participation for four-and-a-half-months, I ended up discussing my project in more depth with 

many people, several of whom, upon hearing that there was also an interview component to my 

research, volunteered to participate in that too.   

 

 

Interviews  

 I conducted seven semi-structured, in-depth interviews for this project. I interviewed four 

women and three men, all of whom are active mixed Ultimate players, but who play at different 

levels, have varied backgrounds in the sport, and who all have unique understandings and 

appreciations of Ultimate. All seven interviews were conducted in person in private rooms and 

were recorded using the “Recorder” application on my phone (and later, after accidentally 

deleting the recording of interview six, on my iPad as well). I used an interview guide (which 

can be found in Appendix B) to establish the basic structure for my interviews, but, for the most 

part, they were conversational in style, with me participating by also sharing personal 

information and ideas whenever appropriate and encouraging interviewees to focus on the topics 

they found most interesting. I also took notes on my printed copy of the interview guide during 

the interviews to supplement the audio recording and my memory. The interviews lasted between 

51 and 82 minutes, and, once transcribed verbatim, were between 20 and 26 single-spaced pages 

in length.  
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 I selected interviewees by using a combination of purposive and convenience sampling 

(Ritchie, Lewis, Elam, Tennant, & Rahim, 2014). By this, I mean that for convenience, I selected 

people who were already in my broader social circle and who expressed interest in being 

interviewed (typically without me even asking them to participate). However, I did end up 

having more people volunteer to be interviewed than I could accommodate, so I selected 

interviewees purposively to ensure that I spoke to a similar number of male and female players, 

interviewed players from across the competitive-recreational spectrum, and had conversations 

with the people who seemed most invested in the topic of equity in Ultimate. It is also worth 

noting that I did not specifically target highly educated people, but the group I spoke to ended up 

being disproportionately well-educated. Similarly, because I didn’t have an explicitly 

intersectional framework at the beginning of this project, I didn’t do anything to prioritize the 

diversity of my interviewees beyond ensuring that I spoke with men and women. As a result, 

alongside everyone being well-educated, my interviewees were racially homogenous – they are 

all white.   

 The seven people that I interviewed are: 1) Interviewee 1, a 25 year old white man and 

formerly elite-level competitive player, who is currently an articling student; 2) Interviewee 2, a 

white woman in her late twenties, who has played for the last three years in recreational Ultimate 

leagues, and is a PhD candidate; 3) Interviewee 3, a white man in his late twenties who has 

played for more than a decade at a moderately competitive level, and is a recent MSc graduate 

from Queen’s; 4) Interviewee 4, a white woman in her mid-twenties, who has only played 

Ultimate for two years, but has played on a couple of competitive teams, and is a recent MSc 

graduate from Queen’s; 5) Interviewee 5, a white man in his early thirties with more than a 

decade of experience playing at a competitive level, and who is a PhD candidate; 6) Interviewee 
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6, a white woman in her early forties who has played for about 15 years at a mostly recreational 

level, and is a physician; and, 7) Interviewee 7, a white woman in her late thirties with more than 

20 years of experience playing Ultimate, including high-level competitive Ultimate, who works 

in education. As is apparent, the interviewees have different levels of involvement with the sport, 

but they all met my basic criterion of self-identifying as “a mixed Ultimate player” (although 

several would identify as players in the women’s/men’s division too).  

 After each interview was complete and I had finished transcribing it, I emailed a copy of 

the finished transcript to that interviewee. I engaged in this sort of formal “member check” not so 

much to establish credibility for myself, as Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest, but because I hold 

myself accountable to my interviewees. I wanted to ensure that, given how small the Ultimate 

community is, they were comfortable with the idea that what they had said in the interview could 

be published. Further, I wanted to offer interviewees the opportunity to send me any additional 

information that they may have forgotten or chosen to withhold in the interview. In the end, none 

of the interviewees replied to the member check with anything other than a confirmation that 

they were happy with the transcript, so I was able to move onto formally analysing the 

interviews.  

  

Analysis 

  Above, I make the distinction that I moved on to “formally” analysing my interviews. I 

do so because I think it is misleading to portray the process of analysis, for the interviews or for 

my participatory observational data, as a single, distinct phase in the research project. Instead, it 

is more accurate to describe analysis as an ongoing aspect of qualitative research that, although it 

(typically) includes an explicit and systematic analysis-focused phase, begins at the outset of the 
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project and continues right through the act of writing (Spencer, Ritchie, Ormston, O’Connor, & 

Barnard, 2014). For instance, every time I wrote a new set of field notes, I would compare them 

(usually just in my own head) to my past field notes to determine which themes and events 

appeared to be recurring and most significant. This, then, affected what I chose to focus on and 

what I took notes about in subsequent days. Similarly, I changed one major question on my 

interview guide after the first two interviews (see the two versions of question number 4 in 

Appendix B). I did so because while conducting and transcribing these first interviews, I was 

simultaneously analysing how my interviewees’ responses might help me to answer my research 

questions, and I found that this particular question had very little utility, so I changed it.  

 When it came time for me to formally analyse my research findings, I chose to take the 

same approach for my observational and interview data and conducted a thematic analysis of 

them both.  I chose to use a thematic analysis to explore and interpret my research findings 

because it is a strategy that allows researchers to “portray and explain the social worlds of the 

people under study” (Spencer et al., 2014, p.279, emphasis mine). In my case, this meant that 

through thematic analysis, I might be able to use my findings to answer my primary research 

question of how and why Ultimate, which could/should be one of the most accessible and 

equitable sports in the world, is played by a privileged and remarkably homogenous population.  

 To begin my thematic analysis, I compiled all of my field notes from the spring league, 

summer league, and from my season with Local 613 together with all of my interview 

transcripts. I re-read all of this material, a little over 200 single-spaced pages, closely to discern 

overarching themes in the research. In doing this, there were five themes that emerged as being 

consistent across the interviews and all sets of fields notes, and that my interviewees and I felt 

were meaningful. These five themes were: 1) demographic homogeneity and social capital, 2) 
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gender (in)equity, 3) cultural and economic capital, 4) difference from mainstream sports, and 5) 

self-determination (or “drive”) and meritocratic ideals. Once I had noted these five themes, I 

created an additional word document for each of the interview transcripts and each set of field 

notes. These new word documents, of which there are ten, contained tables that were organised 

so as to have distinct cells for each theme. I then went through my research materials 

systematically again, but this time with highlighters of five different colours – one colour for 

each theme.  I used the highlighters to denote sections that were examples of (or corresponded 

to) one of the five themes with the colour that I had assigned for that theme. I then copy and 

pasted these sections into the appropriate cell in their respective word documents (a process that 

some researchers might choose to call “coding”).   

 At this point, alongside the 200-plus pages of raw materials, I had ten documents (with an 

average length of just over 6 pages) that contained condensed and thematically organised 

versions of my field notes and interview transcripts. This made it much easier for me to 

recognise similarities and differences in how key topics were discussed and understood by 

different people and in different contexts. As a result, I was able to make many additional 

analytical notes (within these new word documents) about the excerpts from my research 

materials as I attempted to refine my themes. Surprisingly, I found that Ultimate’s demographic 

homogeneity, despite being the focus of several interview questions and the primary reason I 

began this project in the first place, was the theme with the fewest notes and quotes about it. This 

fact piqued my interest and forced me to consider why it seems to be so difficult for me and my 

fellow players to acknowledge the overarching and overwhelming uniformity of our community. 

This was particularly intriguing given that I had an abundance of materials referencing instances 
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of gender inequity, for example, and citing the playing population’s vast economic and 

educational assets.  

 After much consideration, I determined that the infrequency with which Ultimate’s 

homogeneity is addressed doesn’t indicate that this theme is a poor fit for my findings. On the 

contrary, I still believe that this theme best captures what is unique and problematic about 

Ultimate. I think that my interviewees and I mention the four other themes more frequently for 

two reasons. First, this oversight may be indicative of our attempts to describe the numerous 

factors contributing to the eventual outcome of homogeneity, which effectively encompasses all 

of these other factors. Second, all eight of us (my seven interviewees and I), in one way or 

another, benefit greatly from our membership within this exclusive group, and it is difficult and 

uncomfortable to acknowledge the costs and consequences of our own privilege. Inspired by 

these findings, and influenced heavily by my Bourdieusian framework, I chose to re-imagine the 

theme “demographic homogeneity” and re-name it “social class” instead. I did so because I think 

that the term “social class” provides a more concrete representation of the four other themes 

while still (and better than “demographic homogeneity”) being capable of accounting for the 

multiple forms and axes of privilege (including class, gender, race, education, and so on) that 

coalesce to produce Ultimate’s homogeneity.  

 

 

What I Wish I’d Known 

 In most regards, I feel as though this research project progressed as smoothly as I could 

have hoped. That being said, looking back on it now, as I struggle through the writing process, I 
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can’t help but notice several ways that I could have not only made my own life easier, but also 

produced better “data” to work with. Here are some key examples of these: 

• When everyone you talk to (and everything you read) encourages, nay insists, that you 

record your interviews on two devices, don’t ignore them. It really is far too easy to 

delete or misplace a recording; and when that recording was of a great interview, it’s a 

painful experience. 

• At some point you have to ask people to participate, so you might as well do it sooner 

rather than later. I struggled to ask people if they would like to be interviewed because I 

thought it would be a chore or a burden for them. In the end, I had many people 

volunteer, and everyone whom I interviewed told me they enjoyed the process and were 

glad to have had an opportunity to share their opinions.  

• There are more ways to capture what a moment or a setting is like than in writing. 

Despite struggling to find time to write in-depth notes while I played, I didn’t explore 

other modalities, such as videography, photography, or audio recording, that were 

available to me and would have added a new dimension (and depth) to my observational 

data.  

• Write what you can when you can. This one is pretty self-explanatory – it’s hard to write 

an entire thesis in one attempt. I could have written first drafts of most chapters ahead of 

time, and it would have made a huge difference in the end.  
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Conclusion 

 In a 2006 article discussing some of the strengths and weaknesses of ethnography as a 

method in our current, highly developed and technologically advanced context, Martyn 

Hammersley explains that for modern ethnographers, it can often be incredibly difficult to 

determine how to limit what material is included in our research projects. According to him, this 

difficulty is in large part because modern forms of technology, such as smart phones, have made 

it possible to “produce” tremendous quantities of research materials in relatively short periods of 

time (Hammersley, 2006). At numerous points in this research project, I too struggled to 

determine what to include in my field notes, what questions to ask in my interviews, and how to 

bound my topic of study. For me, though, this issue hasn’t stemmed from an overabundance of 

material “data” or from heavy use of modern, highly productive (in terms of volume) 

technological means of capturing information. It occurred because, as I argue in Chapter 3, 

Ultimate is, in many regards, better understood as a lifestyle or community (or both), than a 

sport. And, in my case, Ultimate has, indeed, been symbolically representative of my lifestyle 

and has been a major component of my social life for the entire decade leading up to this project. 

This experience has afforded me the great privilege of being able to conduct this research 

project, but, because it was often unclear where Ultimate ended and the rest of my life began, it 

also left me unsure about what was worth including. To try to resolve this lack of clarity I 

focused on trying to reconsider many Ultimate-specific events, interactions, and behaviours that 

my long-term immersion in this world has led me to understand as commonplace and “normal”.  

 In this chapter, I have articulated the steps that I have taken to, as C Wright Mills (2000) 

would put it, “make the familiar strange” in order to develop new ways of thinking about, seeing, 

and understanding Ultimate. Specifically, I have focused on documenting my use of the methods 
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of observant participation and individual interviewing to attempt to capture the unique cultural 

formation of mixed Ultimate in Kingston, Ontario. I have also explained how, through 

systematic analysis of my field notes and interview transcripts, five themes emerged as being 

representative of Ultimate’s current status and its most pressing issues. Among these five, one 

theme in particular, “social class”, stood out for its ability to capture and, as I will demonstrate in 

the following chapter, explain Ultimate’s homogeneity.  
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Chapter 5 

A Week in the Life: Ultimate and the Production of Social Class 

 At the time of writing this, I have been playing Ultimate for almost exactly ten years. 

Over the course of the last decade, my involvement with the sport has shifted and evolved 

continually but, omitting a brief hiatus from playing after my undergraduate degree, Ultimate has 

steadily demanded more and more of my time and attention. This pattern came to a head this past 

summer. In an attempt to answer all three of my research questions, but particularly the question 

of how this ostensibly egalitarian sport has come to be dominated by a highly particular and 

privileged group of people, a distinct social class group, I gave in to what I admit has been a 

long-standing inclination of mine. I allowed Ultimate to take over not just my athletic and leisure 

hours, but also my social and work life. Somewhere in this immersive process, although I’m not 

exactly sure when or how it happened, I began to realize (undoubtedly prodded in the right 

direction by my perceptive interviewees) that Ultimate isn’t simply a sport played by similar 

people – it is also a cultural formation that discursively produces (and subsequently reinforces) 

similarity among its participants. Specifically, in Kingston, Ultimate can be seen to be implicated 

in the discursive production of distinct racialized, culturally classed, and gendered identities that 

all coalesce and intersect to produce a particular social class identity that locates players at the 

upper end of the social hierarchy.  

 In order to try to convey this argument, I think it is warranted that you, the reader, should 

also have the opportunity to immerse yourself in the Ultimate world. Aside from having you join 

me at the fields (which, I should mention, I am also open to), the best way I can think to engross 

you in the world of a committed Ultimate player is to walk you through a week in my life. I have 

chosen to present three vignettes, one each from three different days in the week and from the 
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three very different iterations of Ultimate that I play in the summer16. Although Ultimate 

occupies more than three days in my typical week, these vignettes, which are written as first-

person accounts of my experiences in particularly evocative or exemplary situations, were 

chosen because I think that they effectively capture the complexities and contradictions of this 

“progressive” lifestyle sport. These stories offer insights into: 1) Ultimate’s overwhelming 

whiteness, 2) the cultural identity of Ultimate players, and 3) the role of the sport of Ultimate in 

simultaneously contesting and reinforcing binary gender identities. Taken together, these 

narratives offer a glimpse into the central role that Ultimate plays in (re)producing a distinctive 

social class identity for players in Kingston.  

 For clarity, this chapter is broken down into three sections. These three sections are what 

make up our hypothetical week-in-the-life of an Ultimate player. Each of these three sections, or 

“days of the week”, includes one of the aforementioned brief-but-illustrative vignettes which, 

supplemented by the experiences and insights of my interviewees, I analyse using sociological 

theory. First, on Monday night, I invite you to join me at the fields for a mundane game of pick-

up Ultimate. I do so to demonstrate how the uniformly uncritical appraisal of Ultimate’s racial 

homogeneity is predicated upon the systematic obscuring of “white” as a possible racial identity. 

On Wednesday, we join my summer league team for our post-game visit to get dinner at a local 

bar. I use this example to discuss how Ultimate, a sport in which even the “pros” don’t make 

significant (or any) money17, nonetheless provides an opportunity to accrue and share (cultural) 

                                                      

16 The three events I portray in this chapter didn’t actually all occur in the same week. I have 

amalgamated these events into one hypothetical week for analytical purposes. That being said, I have 

intentionally avoided selecting the most extreme examples so as to not falsely spectacularize my 

fieldwork experience.   
17 I have heard anecdotal evidence that some AUDL franchises, such as the Montreal Royale, don’t pay 

any of their players, but haven’t been able to find a reliable source that either confirms or denies this fact.  
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capital. On Saturday, you’ll travel with Kingston’s mixed touring team, Local 613, to a 

tournament in Toronto where the implementation of a new gender ratio rule offers a glimpse into 

the ways in which, institutionally, Ultimate exemplifies what Michael Messner (2011) calls “soft 

essentialist” attitudes towards gender.  

 

 

Monday – Pick-up  

 The Kingston Ultimate League website describes pick-up as a “great way to get involved 

with Ultimate” (Kingston Ultimate, 2016), because it is completely free, requires no form of 

registration, and is open to everyone. On paper, this sounds like a pretty great opportunity, right? 

And yet, I can still remember feeling somewhat uncertain before my own first time playing in a 

pick-up game. It was 2014, at the end of my undergraduate career at Queen’s, and rather than 

rushing back to Vancouver, I had chosen to stay in Kingston for an extra few days after my 

exams. On one of those days I decided to go play pick-up with the Kingston Ultimate folks. Just 

like in the vignette below, I rode my bike to get to the fields on that day. Unlike below, though, 

when I got to the fields I didn’t dismount immediately. Instead, I stayed on my bike and rode a 

quick lap around the fields. I remember distinctly that I wanted to get a sense of how I might 

“fit” with this new group of players. It didn’t even take a full lap for me to realize that, as I had, 

to be honest, already expected, after having played several years of university-level Ultimate, my 

playing abilities were more than adequate to ensure that I would fit easily within this group. 

After having my assumptions confirmed, I quickly joined the game and had a great time playing, 

unhindered by any more worries about my place in this setting. What I failed entirely to consider 

in this instance, though, were the many privileged identities that I embody that were at least as 
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important as my Ultimate skills in allowing me to feel as though I “fit” within this community – 

particularly my identity as “white”. 

*** 

 On my bike ride down to Caton’s fields, the site of most Kingston Ultimate matches in the 

summer, I passed by two different co-ed softball games. These games only started a couple of 

weeks ago, almost a full month after the summer Ultimate season began, so I still find myself 

staring at them every time I ride by. Today, as I pulled into Caton’s and passed the second of 

these games only seconds before arriving at the Ultimate field, I was struck by how different the 

recreational softball looked compared to the pick-up Ultimate. At first, I couldn’t quite figure it 

out. Both the Ultimate and the softball games were co-ed, everyone looked to be about the same 

age, and in both activities, I could only see a few people of colour among a sea of white players. 

  I ended up only actually playing for about an hour tonight even though I was at the field 

for more than two. I spent the first while throwing casually and chatting with a few friends from 

Local 613 before one of us finally took charge and set up a field and divided everyone into two 

teams. As I swapped my light t-shirt for a dark one, I quickly assessed who was on my team. I 

only knew a couple of people’s names and vaguely recognized one other. Not a good sign. We 

were a mix of mostly men, with just a couple of women playing tonight. Everyone looked to be in 

good shape and was kitted out in athletic gear, with an abundance of lululemon being worn by 

the men and women alike. After the first couple of points it was clear that my initial assessment 

was correct – most of the players whom I didn’t recognize, although fit and athletic, seemed to 

be newer to Ultimate. I typically enjoy playing with new players because they’re usually excited 

to be out there, and they’re almost always eager to learn from a more seasoned player, like 

myself. That being said, I had been hoping to play bit of fast paced “real” Ultimate tonight, 
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rather than the friendly but slow game we ended up having, so I took my cleats off about a half 

hour earlier than I had planned to.  

 I picked my bike out of the dozen or so that were leaning against the bleachers at the side 

of our field and hopped on it to head home. I slowed briefly to check out the softball scene across 

the street again. Their game had ended too, but instead of leaving, they were standing around 

their trucks in the parking lot drinking beer. This time around I noticed that while several of the 

softball players were conventionally fit looking, many others were not. I also saw that very few of 

the softball players were wearing lululemon or the “athleisure” style of clothing that is so 

popular among Ultimate players. What’s more, the softball players still looked pretty put 

together – they didn’t seem to be drenched in sweat and covered in grass stains like I was. I’d 

run out of water midway through pick-up though, and, as a result, I was incredibly thirsty and 

didn’t feel capable of being analytical, so I leaned into my pedals and sped off towards my 

house.    

*** 

 In re-reading my field notes in preparation to write this chapter, I was surprised to notice 

that one of the lines from this excerpt, “I could only see a few people of colour among a sea of 

white players”, is one of only three times in my entire set of field notes that I use the word 

“white” to refer to a racialized identity. Initially, I couldn’t quite figure out how, in a research 

project that sought specifically to problematize the homogeneity that I was seeing, I had almost 

entirely failed to take note of the fact that nearly every player within the Kingston Ultimate 

community is white. This, I later realized, is perhaps not as surprising as it first seemed. The 

field of critical whiteness studies was, in many ways, borne out of the realization that for a long-

time critical race studies research and publications could not capture the impacts and effects of 
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the socially constructed racial identity of “white”. Peggy McIntosh, a well-known academic in 

the fields of gender studies, education, and critical race studies, for instance, upon realizing her 

own naivety with regards to her white racialization (and the many unearned privileges that 

accompany it), commented that one of the defining features of whiteness is its perceived 

normalcy and thereby invisibility – we have been “conditioned into oblivion about its existence”, 

she argues (2009, p. 9). 

  In this section, I seek to make visible the pervasive and oppressive whiteness of 

Ultimate. Specifically, I analyse the discourse that my interviewees draw on when asked “do you 

think everybody is suited to play Ultimate?” to document some of Ultimate’s racialized “hidden 

entry requirements” (Bourdieu, 1978, p.838). Next, I compare and contrast the Ultimate players 

with the softball players in the above vignette to show that racial categories, including that of 

“white”, are not fixed or absolute, but rather are socially constructed and malleable. Through 

these two analyses, I hope to be able to expose and contest Ultimate as a site where specific 

“white” racial identities are produced and legitimated.  

 In critical whiteness studies, whiteness is understood to be “the everyday, invisible, 

subtle, cultural, and social practices, ideas, and codes that discursively secure the power and 

privilege of white people, but that strategically remain unmarked, unnamed, and unmapped in 

contemporary society” (Shome, 1996, p.503). Integral to this definition is the idea that being 

classified and read as “white” isn’t only about skin colour and that “whiteness” isn’t a tangible 

thing. Whiteness is a set of knowledges, power relations, beliefs, and meanings that are 

discursively produced. This means that, contingent on our particular imperial and colonial North 

American history, whiteness and “white” racial identities are produced by (and simultaneously 

produce and structure) the interactions of individuals with one another and with the social 
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structures and institutions of our society. Moreover, critical whiteness studies is (as the name 

implies) not an apolitical discipline; it seeks to draw attention to the racialized category of 

“white” in order to contest its use as a tool of differentiation and discrimination and as a marker 

of power. Further, as Anthony Kwame Harrison describes in his 2013 analysis of the whiteness 

of skiing, rather than escaping the racism that plagues the rest of the social world, sport is a 

particularly cogent site of variable (and unequal) opportunity and experience based on race and 

is, therefore, a useful focus for research in the field of critical whiteness studies (p.319).  

 In my interviews, one of the final questions that I posed to all of my interviewees was: 

“do you think everybody is suited to play Ultimate?”. This is a question that I figured, keeping 

with the dominant narrative that “anyone can play” Ultimate (Thornton, 2004; USA Ultimate, 

2016), might be answered unanimously with a simple “yes”. That didn’t end up being the case. 

Several of my interviewees began their responses with “yes”, but then quickly went on to qualify 

their answer with several conditions. These conditions were best demonstrated by Interviewee 4 

who actually responded to the question with a firm “No”. She explained that in order to play 

Ultimate she “think[s] you have to be a nice person” (personal communication, May 28, 2018). 

This notion that in order to play Ultimate you need to be “nice”, was, as I mention above, echoed 

and expanded by all of my other interviewees. After providing the expected “yes” answer, the 

other interviewees took additional time to variously articulate the importance of being able to 

“trust that the other people [Ultimate players] have integrity” (Interviewee 2, personal 

communication, April 17, 2018), emphasize that prospective players need to know that Ultimate 

is a “respectful sport” (Interviewee 1, personal communication, April 15, 2018), and highlight 

the fact that players should be “calm” and rational while playing Ultimate (Interviewee 7, 

personal communication, July 5, 2018). One long time player, Interviewee 5, whom I talked with 
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even suggested that in Ultimate a player’s intellect is at least an equally strong predictor of their 

success in the sport as their physical competency. When I mentioned how important I think being 

able to adequately advocate for yourself and participate in the sport’s self-refereeing is, 

Interviewee 5 agreed wholeheartedly, stating, “even if you play and enjoy playing and you’re 

good at playing, but you can’t do that [advocate for yourself], you’re probably left out of the, sort 

of the upper echelons, right?” (personal communication, June 15, 2018).  

 Now, while all of the characteristics and attributes described above seem to be entirely 

unrelated to race, I would argue that this is not actually the case. It is well-documented that in 

popular media (such as mainstream news sources, films, advertising, and so on), particularly the 

genre of sports media, the portrayals of white people and non-white “others” are fundamentally 

different and unequal (Shome, 2013; Deeb & Love, 2018; Buffington & Fraley, 2008). Further, 

we know that these polarizing portrayals and narratives construct and shape our understandings 

of the identities and characteristics of all racialized peoples. In sports media, for instance, 

through a discursive process, the positive representation of white athletes helps to produce our 

ongoing, everyday definitions and understandings of what being white actually is. And, since the 

construction of race is relational, this consequently produces a particular knowledge about non-

white identities too. In their 2008 and 2018 studies, respectively, Buffington and Fraley and 

Deeb and Love found certain patterns in the way that both sports media and casual sports 

observers understood race in sport. Specifically, they found that white athletes are persistently 

portrayed as being intelligent, skilled, honourable, self-controlled, and cooperative, whereas non-

white athletes are more likely to be understood and depicted as innately physically gifted but 

generally unintelligent and in need of guidance (Buffington & Fraley, 2008; Deeb & Love, 
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2018). These discourses are particularly powerful because they present as ahistorical “facts” that 

are true in all contexts, including Ultimate. 

 Despite there being a dearth of Ultimate-specific publications that discuss race and 

racialized stereotyping directly, these dominant narratives clearly shape players’ understandings 

of race and athleticism, and the content of the few articles that do exist. In 2013, the website 

Ultiworld interviewed James Highsmith, a black American Ultimate player. Highsmith plays for 

the Eastern Michigan University Ultimate team, a team that Highsmith thinks is the first in the 

country to have a top line that includes a majority (six out of seven) of black players (Dagher-

Margosian, 2013, para. 16). In this interview, Highsmith describes how in games their opposition 

will often yell “not a thrower”18 when any black player is in possession of the disc. He explains 

that this exclamation is not because of past throwing errors, but rather because he and his black 

teammates are assumed to be highly athletic and capable as cutters (Ultimate’s equivalent to 

football’s receivers) but incapable of the more technical skill of throwing the disc and, therefore, 

incapable of being strong handlers19. He goes on to say that although he and his black 

teammates, some of whom are among the best throwers in the division, always quickly prove the 

hecklers wrong, this stereotype continues to follow his team (Dagher-Margosian, 2013). 

 Clearly, there is significant coherence between the way that Ultimate players (including 

myself) narrate the “hidden entry requirements” of our sport and the characteristics that sports 

                                                      

18 This is a common practice in Ultimate, although it is usually reserved for after a player has repeatedly 

demonstrated poor disc skills. The inverse (yelling “hucker!” or “shooter!” when a strong handler has the 

disc) is also standard practice.  
19 This is analogous to the stereotype in American football that “quarterback” is a position best suited for 

white players and that suggests that white quarterbacks are smarter and more technically skilled than 

black quarterbacks, who are physically gifted, but prone to mental errors (Niven, 2005; Mercurio & Filak, 

2010).  
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media has historically connected with white athletes. Given this connection, I argue that there is 

a cyclical and mutually-constructive relationship between Ultimate as a “white sport” and 

Ultimate players as “white” people20. To explain further, we can see that the logic of 

participation dictates that because an individual plays Ultimate, they have necessarily met the 

sport’s entry requirements. They are therefore produced as possessing the qualities of calmness, 

skill, intelligence, respectfulness, and cooperation. In turn, because nearly everyone who plays 

Ultimate (in Kingston) is white, this logic dictates that being calm, skilled, intelligent, respectful, 

and cooperative are all necessarily “white” attributes. I should make it clear that I don’t intend to 

suggest that my Ultimate playing peers and I are intentionally propagating racist rhetoric and 

tropes, but rather that we are, in the context of our particular history and location in the current 

racist social formation, reproducing problematic patterns and “truths” that we see all around us.  

 One of the most powerful ways that we, as scholars, are able to disrupt these systems of 

privilege and complicate these essentialized racial identities is by demonstrating exceptions to 

the “rules” that produce them (Harrison, 2013). An example of one such exception (to the entry 

requirements of Ultimate and to the innate “white” identity) immediately occurs to me, because 

my friends often tease me about it. It stems from an intramural Ultimate game in 2016. In this 

game, I was forced to continually mark-up against another white man who was a new Ultimate 

player, but a very strong athlete. He also happened to be ultra-competitive (not that I wasn’t also 

invested in the game) and had more-or-less decided that because there were no referees, and 

because he wasn’t aware of any rules against overtly physical play, these rules didn’t exist. To 

                                                      

20 I should qualify this statement by saying that this analysis is based on my experiences researching 

Ultimate in Kingston, Ontario, where the vast majority of players are white. While I believe that this 

analysis may also often hold true for larger and more diverse Ultimate communities (like those found in 

Toronto or Vancouver), I haven’t done the research necessary to support that claim.  
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him, this meant that he could body-check whomever he happened to be marking without 

consequence. After the first couple of fouls he committed against me, I tried to explain to him 

that this level of physicality wasn’t permitted in Ultimate. Unfortunately, he refused to listen to 

me because I was his opposition and was therefore, in his mind, only saying these things in an 

attempt to win the game. As it happened, on the final point of the game, I caught a point with 

him marking me and after I arrogantly placed the disc at his feet, I screamed in his face that he 

was “fucking ignorant”. Evidently, both this other player and I were behaving terribly 

(something that seems to happen all too often in intramural sports), and neither of us could be 

said to have been rational, calm, honourable, or any of the other positive adjectives listed above. 

Interestingly, all of my interviewees were also able to cite their own examples of similar 

“exceptions” to Ultimate’s rules of comportment. But, because of the power and privilege 

enjoyed by white middle and upper class people, these common events continue to be understood 

as “exceptions” and have had little or no impact on the dominant narrative through which we see 

Ultimate.  

 Alongside showing exceptions to the “rules” of racialized identities, another way to 

demonstrate that racial categories are socially constructed is to show the contextuality of 

performances of race. In the above vignette, there are several similarities between the Ultimate 

players and the softball players. We all live in the same city, drink beer, and show up on Monday 

nights, separated by less than 100 metres, to play recreational, co-ed sports. Beyond that, though, 

there are countless differences: our styles of dress and speech vary considerably and, aside from 

the majority of players having the same skin colour, our bodies look dissimilar (and we make 

very different use of them). Even our attitudes towards transportation and personal possessions 
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can be seen to be different – the vast majority of Ultimate players bike to pick-up21 whereas 

almost everyone in the softball-playing group drives a full-sized pickup truck to the ball 

diamond. Despite these differences in appearance, behaviour, possessions, and (I would argue) 

the values and ideologies they may represent, members of both groups are successful in their 

performances of whiteness in their respective contexts. The reason that I have chosen to contrast 

these two groups is simple: because they are so obviously different, and yet are both easily 

categorised as “white”, we can see that behaviours, tastes, and values are attributable to 

particular histories and social structures (like class) not skin colour. Thus, by showing that racial 

identities are never fixed or secure, but rather are context specific, constantly performed and 

produced, and historically contingent, we are also showing that Ultimate’s racial homogeneity, 

too, isn’t natural. In acknowledging this fact, we are also acknowledging that Ultimate’s racial 

homogeneity is an exclusionary outcome that we have produced and that this situation can and 

must change. That being said, racialized identities should never be treated in isolation, so in the 

subsequent two “days” of our imaginary week, I will discuss cultural and gendered identities in 

Ultimate, two categories with which the construct of race is in constant intersection. 

 

 

Wednesday – League  

 I never really intended to organise and captain a summer league team for the Kingston 

Ultimate League, but, likely because I was one of the oldest of the Ultimate-playing university 

students in town for the summer, the task nonetheless fell into my lap. When it came time to 

                                                      

21 And if they drive, according to Interviewee 7, they almost certainly “drive a smaller car” (Personal 

communication, July 5, 2018). 
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submit a team roster to the league, I was able to fill out the first half-or-so with friends from 

Queen’s and past university Ultimate teams. When I asked around to see who might be interested 

in rounding out the second half of the lineup, I was surprised to learn that there were many (new 

and established) Kingston Ultimate players who were eager to join my team. They were 

particularly keen after they heard that we would be in the league’s top tier (out of four). 

Unexpectedly in the position of gatekeeper, I proceeded to accept players on the basis of two 

criteria. First, the competitor in me was convinced that everyone on the team would have more 

fun if we won at least some of our games22, so I gave preference to the people I thought would be 

good at the sport. Second, knowing the major role that summer league Ultimate plays in my 

social life, I chose to include people with whom I shared interests. Obviously, I shared at least 

some enthusiasm for Ultimate with all prospective players, but I was on the lookout for people 

who might also share my tastes in food and music and who also cycled, hiked, or were involved 

with any of my other hobbies.  

***  

 After our game against Gravy Train had ended, my team formed a little peloton, and 

biked up to the Mansion for the weekly barbeque. For the last several years, the Mansion, which 

has one of the biggest patios in town, and Kingston Ultimate have maintained a deal where, after 

league games on Wednesdays, players get a free dinner if they buy a drink. The dinner is always 

the same and is pretty basic: your choice of one burger or two hot dogs with a side of potato 

salad. It’s free, so there’s usually a good turnout at the bar post-game. In fact, I’d say that for a 

lot of people, dinner and drinks at the Mansion is (at least) as big a reason to sign up for 

                                                      

22 Funnily enough we didn’t win any games until the league organisers dropped us to a lower tier, and yet 

we still had a lot of fun.  
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summer league as the actual Ultimate games. After ordering our drinks and getting our tickets 

for the BBQ, a couple of my teammates and I went around back to grab our food. For what must 

have been at least the third time over the summer, when we got back to the BBQ, we were told 

that they had run out of their vegetarian option (usually veggie dogs or veggie burgers). I was 

okay because I eat meat, but a couple of the friends that I was with are vegetarian and 

unfortunately had to settle for a double-helping of potato salad, a side that is widely recognized 

by players as filler.  

 Back at our table, which we were sharing with players from other teams, there was a 

discussion about the shortage of vegetarian options, and then the conversation turned to food. 

One of the guys we were sitting with, who is widely known to be a great chef, was fielding 

questions from the rest of us about what he’d been cooking lately. He mentioned that he was 

currently into making foods that are “alive” – anything from kimchi and kombucha to sourdough 

bread. It turned out that he wasn’t the only one at the table with this interest; several women 

shared their own kombucha making tips and Tim and I, who have previously discussed our 

forays into baking, solicited some sourdough starter from the chef. Soon after having this 

conversation, we finished our drinks, paid our tabs, and headed out earlier than we usually 

would have – several players were famished, having missed dinner.  

*** 

  As this account shows, while I set out to recruit people who shared my interests and 

tastes to my team, our similarities and common affinities – including some seemingly obscure 

ones, like a passion for fermented food and drink – are shared across the 400-person league. In 

this section, I endeavor to demonstrate that, for members of the Kingston Ultimate community, 

playing Ultimate is just one component (albeit a practically and symbolically significant one) of 
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a more holistic, shared style of life. I demonstrate that this lifestyle is indicative of and 

reproduces Ultimate players’ elevated social class positions. To do so, I look at one of the 

Ultimate community’s dominant and, I argue, defining ideologies: that of “healthism” 

(Crawford, 1980). I incorporate secondary literature into my analysis to argue that the Ultimate 

community’s healthism is significant because it is not only representative of participants’ class 

positions, but because it actively distinguishes Ultimate players from people of less privileged 

social classes. This, thereby, (re)produces their elevated class positions. Thus, I assert that, as I 

demonstrated to be the case with racial identities above, “fitting” within the Kingston Ultimate 

community is about far more than a person’s ability to run or throw a disc. I argue that in order 

to become a fully-fledged member of this Ultimate community, an individual must possess the 

requisite cultural capital to participate in the other, non-Ultimate, components of the 

“appropriate” style of life. I conclude by considering how, by maintaining a system where the 

economic capital required to play is quite low, but the social and cultural capital requirements are 

relatively high, the Kingston Ultimate community reproduces itself as a socially and culturally 

elite group through means other than economic domination.  

 On the night described in the above vignette, I remember being a) shocked that the 

Mansion was consistently underestimating the number of vegetarians in the league and b) 

unsurprised to learn that the majority of people sitting at my table, all of whom had biked to the 

Mansion, were experimenting with making fermented foods. At the time, I had been taking field 

notes for almost three months and had conducted five in-depth interviews with Ultimate players. 

In my field notes and transcripts, some of the Ultimate community’s cultural capital resources 

were made evident through consistent mentions of players’ high levels of education and their 

professional careers. But, people’s tastes in food and cycling practices, another significant 
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potential source of cultural capital, were never mentioned directly. Realizing this, I am forced to 

pause to question why I found my table’s eating and cooking habits and commuting practices 

entirely unsurprising. How is it that I could have, with confidence, predicted these events before 

they occurred? I think that Pierre Bourdieu (1979/1984) would answer this question by saying 

that this prevision was possible because these tastes and behaviours aren’t anomalies (see 

Chapter 2 for an extended discussion of taste). They are visible, symbolic markers of players’ 

values, ideologies, and goals – their lifestyle – and they are things with which I have significant 

experience.  

 The Kingston Ultimate community’s predilection for eating and cooking health foods and 

players’ active commuting practices can be productively analysed as features of the ideology of 

“healthism”. Robert Crawford (1980) defines healthism as “the preoccupation with personal 

health as a primary – often the primary – focus for the definition and achievement of well being; 

a goal which is to be attained primarily through the modification of lifestyles” (p. 368, emphasis 

in original). The lifestyle changes advocated by healthist ideologies, Crawford (1980) goes on to 

explain, typically include being proactive about improving your eating and exercising habits and 

conscientiously abstaining from unhealthy behaviours such as smoking and drinking alcohol (p. 

365). These lifestyle changes are also, within our current neoliberal context, thought to depend 

exclusively on self-determination – the will of each individual person – rather than social 

structures and situations (Crawford, 1980). Most importantly, according to Crawford (2006), the 

embodiment of healthist ideology provides members of the middle class with a much-needed 

opportunity to demonstrate that their class privilege is the result of their ability to work hard, 

rather than their fortuitous circumstances (p.412).   
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 Although the pursuit of personal health was rarely addressed directly by my interviewees 

or fellow players, their responses to my interview questions and their behaviours make it clear 

that this is a key component of their class identities. Of note, all of my interviewees participated 

in several forms of organised sport in their childhoods. Interviewee 1 and Interviewee 3, for 

example, both competed (prior to Ultimate) in the sports of cross-country running and track and 

emphasized that they choose their sport and leisure activities based on the amount of endurance 

they require and the level of fitness they involve (personal communication, April 15, 2018; 

personal communication, June 5, 2018). Interviewee 4 and Interviewee 7 added to this sentiment 

by explaining that they are (or were previously) committed to maintaining active, “outdoorsy” 

lifestyles that include activities that require a high degree of fitness, such as rock climbing 

(personal communication, May 28, 2018; personal communication, July 5, 2018).  

 With regards to my field notes, one example of the embodiment of healthism that has 

always stood out to me is represented by the parents of Kingston Ultimate’s youth league 

players. The youth league played immediately before Local 613 practices, and on the same field, 

so when I arrived at practice every week this past summer, I was met with the sight of youth 

league parents, many of whom were outfitted head to toe in fitness apparel. Week in and week 

out, most of these parents could be seen jogging or cycling while their children played. I’ve often 

thought to myself that if the jogging stroller industry ever wants to film an advertisement, they 

need look no further than the sidelines of Kingston Ultimate’s youth league. 

 The extensive sporting histories and athletic choices of my interviewees and the Kingston 

Ultimate league players and parents are particularly intriguing given that, according to a recent 

report published by the government agency, Canadian Heritage (2013), sport participation in 

Canada has steadily decreased over the past 20 years. The report explains that the reduction in 
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participation is ongoing despite most Canadians acknowledging that playing sports can have 

numerous benefits, including improving personal health (Canadian Heritage, 2013). However, 

upon closer examination, the report helps us to understand and situate the Ultimate community’s 

athleticism and asceticism. It states clearly that there are two specific groups of people – those 

who are most highly educated and those who have the highest incomes, both well established 

characteristics of Ultimate players – that are more involved in sports than their fellow citizens 

(Canadian Heritage, 2013). Therefore, we can see that my interviewees’ desires to participate in 

sports that challenge their endurance and Kingston Ultimate parents’ consistent aerobic workouts 

are activities that are neither accessible nor interesting to all people. Further, these tastes offer us 

valuable clues. These clues, I argue, hint at not only Ultimate players’ current class identities, but 

also the central role of physical fitness and personal health practices in distinguishing these 

players from people of less privileged social classes. One significant health related trend that I 

haven’t seen in the Ultimate community is smoking. In all my years as an Ultimate player, I 

can’t think of a single time when I have seen a player smoke a cigarette on the sideline of a field, 

after a game, or even at a tournament party (although the same can’t be said for smoking 

cannabis). Together, all of these examples demonstrate that the Ultimate community is heavily 

invested in the notion that each player is responsible for determining their own health through 

their choices in food, exercise, and (not) smoking. These examples indicate clearly that the 

ideology of healthism is a definitive feature of the Ultimate community.  

 Significantly, sociological analysis shows us that the healthism of the Ultimate 

community is not simply an outcome of “healthy” people having chosen to play Ultimate; this 

ideology serves as a barrier that systematically excludes people who can’t meet its demands. As 

Crawford (1980) explains, when “healthism functions as dominant ideology, [it contributes] to 
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the protection of the social order from the examination, critique, and restructuring which would 

threaten those who benefit from the malaise, misery, and deaths of others” (p.369). This happens 

because, as I articulate above, healthism relies on the neoliberal ideal of self-determination. For 

instance, with regards to joining Ultimate, healthist ideologies help to establish admission 

requirements that are unattainable for many people. Of note, healthism suggests that prospective 

participants must live our community’s idealized “healthy lifestyle” and ought to have the self-

determination necessary to join the community through their own volition. Through these 

requirements, the onus to participate is placed on each individual despite strong evidence (from 

Canadian Heritage and my interviews) showing that most people are incapable of accomplishing 

both (or either) of these things alone. The ideology of healthism, then, allows Ultimate players to 

continue to believe that the people who don’t play Ultimate aren’t being excluded. Instead, as a 

community, we tell ourselves that non-players have either chosen not to play or have failed to 

achieve the level of fitness necessary to enjoy playing.  

 As Pierre Bourdieu noticed in 1978, making healthy choices requires “thoroughly 

theoretical, abstract knowledge about the effects” of exercise and diet (p.839). This body of 

knowledge, the precursor to healthism, Bourdieu (1978) goes on to explain, is a form of cultural 

capital and is held and mobilized predominantly by people with privileged social class identities. 

This means that the Ultimate community’s “healthy” lifestyle is more closely related to 

participants’ privileged class positions than it is to their individual drive or determination. Also, 

as my interviewees shared with me, the majority of new Ultimate players are recruited to play by 

either their friends, peers, or family members. They join Ultimate, again, not because of personal 

traits, but because people from within their current social circle helped them to do so.  In 

Ultimate, then, the ideology of healthism, as a significant feature of broader neoliberal 
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individualist ideology, serves to obfuscate the social causes of our community’s homogeneity. 

Further, the way healthism masks the structural barriers to Ultimate serves a specific purpose: it 

works to protect Ultimate’s extant social order and to maintain the incredible privilege of current 

players.  

 Interestingly, a major component of the rhetoric that “anyone can play” Ultimate 

(Thornton, 2004; USA Ultimate, 2015) is the low economic requirements of the sport. However, 

the cultural capital (of which players’ healthism is a perfect example) required to play Ultimate 

has not, to date, been discussed as a barrier to entry. To demonstrate the profound effects that 

insufficient cultural capital can have on players’ experience within the Ultimate community (if 

they are able to join the community in the first place), I draw on the example of a team from 

Kingston Ultimate’s recreational, mixed summer league. I refer sarcastically to this team as “the 

muscle shirts”23.  

 Among the 24-team Kingston Ultimate summer league, of which I have been a member 

for two years, I have enjoyed consistently convivial interactions with every team I’ve played 

against, except one. “The muscle shirts”, who are so named for the men on this team’s tendency 

to alter their league-issued Fruit of the Loom cotton t-shirts so that as many distinct muscle 

groups as possible might be seen simultaneously, have developed a league-wide reputation. They 

are known for often being unfriendly, overly-competitive, and, at times, aggressive. The 

consistently negative appraisal of this team, in my opinion (and as strange as it may sound), 

begins with something as simple as their refashioned t-shirts. While most Ultimate players are 

                                                      

23 The analysis of “the muscle shirts” presented in this section is based solely on my own observations 

(and assumptions). My analysis would undoubtedly be more nuanced (and perhaps entirely different) had 

I spoken to a player from this team. As I mention throughout this thesis, the fact that I did not speak to 

anyone with a dramatically different identity from my own is a limitation of this research project. 
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thin and have a “more typical runner’s body” (Interviewee 4, personal communication, May 28, 

2018), players on this team, particularly the men, are highly muscular. As such, they already 

stand out from other teams, and their sleeveless t-shirts only serve to accentuate this difference. 

Moreover, members of this team are known for disliking the lack of referees in Ultimate. This 

likely stems in large part from the frustration of having seasoned Ultimate players, who know 

and use the rules to their own advantage (at times to the point of exploiting the rules), flaunt their 

status and resources to benefit themselves at the expense of newer teams like “the muscle shirts”.  

 In my field notes from the season-end barbeque, which is a well-attended, raucous affair 

where each team has an opportunity to give one of their players a most valuable player (MVP) 

award, I describe how the muscle shirts have been ostracized from the Ultimate community. I 

wrote that when “the muscle shirts” team was called on to give out their team’s MVP award, “the 

crowd let out a big round of boos and someone in the back yelled that ‘they wouldn’t show up 

here!’”. Based on my limited interactions with this team, some of which have been, admittedly, a 

bit tense, but others of which have been entirely pleasant, I have determined that they are by no 

means “bad” people. They simply don’t fit well within the Ultimate community.  

 “The muscle shirts” are in an upper tier and win far more games than they lose each 

season, so why don’t they fit within the community? To me, it is because they don’t seem to 

share the same lifestyle as the rest of the Ultimate community. In Distinction (1979/1984), 

Bourdieu notes the difference in social class status between those people who exercise to stay 

lean and aerobically fit (what Interviewee 4 identifies as the goal of “typical” Ultimate players) 

and those who seek to cultivate large, visible muscles (like the men on “the muscle shirts” team 

seem to) (p.211). Specifically, Bourdieu (1979/1984) argues that the pursuit of a lean physique 

and high levels of aerobic fitness is indicative of an elevated class position and a professional or 
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well-educated identity. In contrast, weight lifting and being “buff” is, according to Bourdieu, 

associated with less privileged, working class identities. In the context of the Ultimate 

community, then, the men on “the muscle shirts” presentations of louder, more assertive, and 

physically muscular forms of masculinity are considered “lower class” and are devalued. When 

other teams look down on or attempt to differentiate themselves from “the muscle shirts”, I 

suggest that this is an act of distinction through which they are seeking to re-establish their own 

professional class identities.  

 I have also noticed that, while other teams in the league may get competitive, they always 

maintain a pretense of civility and honour all of the necessary niceties (such as conversing with 

your opposition on the sidelines, cheering for them after the game, and so on). This civility, I 

should clarify, is often nothing more than a thin veil hiding the very same hyper competitiveness, 

unfriendliness, and aggression that “the muscle shirts” are criticized for. “The muscle shirts”, on 

the other hand, simply choose not to pretend when they don’t participate in these niceties. I am 

unsure whether they are choosing not to participate on principle or if they don’t possess the 

necessary cultural resources to enable them to do so. But, whichever is the case, we can see that 

despite paying the economic price to play in the league, this team isn’t fronting the cultural 

capital necessary to become members of the “in” group. As a result, they have been marginalized 

in the Ultimate community to the point where they have even been threatened with exclusion 

from the league. Interestingly, while the “the muscle shirts” haven’t been excluded from the 

league, the backlash they have faced has caused them to replace their verbose male captain with 

a much quieter woman. This substitution was undoubtedly done in the hopes that she would get 

into fewer arguments than he did, but it also betrays the ways in which a sport like Ultimate can 

reinforce dualistic and stereotyped understandings of gender – the focus of my next section.  
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Saturday – Competitive Tournament  

 Shortly after having been granted ethics approval for my project, I had a conversation 

with a woman whom I’ve played with for a couple of years now. We had just finished playing a 

spring league game and were sitting at the bar when I told her that I had just started a qualitative 

research project that was looking at some of Ultimate’s unique attributes, both positive and 

negative. Being a committed and long-standing member of the Ultimate community, and 

someone who plays on mixed and women’s teams at both competitive and recreational levels, 

she was quite curious about the project. In particular, she was interested in hearing about how I 

would consider and analyse gender because, as she said, “Ultimate is at the forefront of all that 

gender equity stuff”. Before I had time to respond to this comment, she corrected herself by 

adding “well, I should say that Ultimate is trying to be at the forefront of gender equity”. In the 

vignette below, I show, from the sidelines of an Ultimate field, an example of the complicated 

and conflicted process in which Ultimate takes steps both towards and away from achieving 

gender equity.  

*** 

 Our fourth and final game of the day was against the top Toronto mixed team, Union. 

Union is generally one of the strongest teams in the country and has previously won the 

Canadian mixed national championship. In the pre-game captains meeting, which is used to 

decide who will start on offense/defense and to determine who will switch jerseys (in case both 

teams are wearing the same colour), the captains of Union also asked if we would be okay with 
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playing the new gender ratio rule, “Ratio Rule A”24. I was pretty interested when our captains 

informed us of this request. I hadn’t (and it seemed most other players hadn’t either) even 

realized that this new rule existed. In previous iterations of the gender ratio rule, the two teams 

playing alternated choosing which gender would be the majority (4 players) after each point. 

Unfortunately, these past versions of the ratio rule typically resulted in men being the majority 

far more often than women. This is because most team captains (who are predominantly male), if 

offered the opportunity to choose, will decide to play with a majority of men on the field very 

regularly. Ratio Rule A, we were told, differed from all past ratio rules because, instead of team 

captains being empowered to decide the gender ratio for each point, the gender majority would 

rotate every two points. And, this rotation would be set at the beginning of the game. Moreover, 

in Ratio Rule A, the rotation is specifically designed to ensure that women and men are the 

majority on the field equally as often as one another. In a game using Ratio Rule A, if the first 

point is 4:3 majority women, the next two points would be 4:3 majority men, followed by two 

points of 4 women 3 men, and so on, until the end of the game.  

 One of our captains explained that Ultimate Canada had recently announced that as of 

2019, Ratio Rule A will be mandated in all sanctioned events. Union’s leadership, they told us, 

has decided to try to begin implementing this rule immediately. Union had decided to do so 

because they wish to actively promote gender equity in Ultimate (see Figure 2. for Union’s 

highly politicized team logo) and because Ratio Rule A was going to become the status quo, so 

they wanted to get accustomed to it. My immediate reaction upon hearing all of this was “great, 

                                                      

24 As I mention in Chapter 1, because mixed Ultimate is played with an odd number of players (7) on the 

field, and both teams must have equal numbers of men and women on the field for every point, mixed 

uses “gender ratio rules” to determine whether men or women will be the majority (4/7) on the field for a 

given point. 
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that’s so straightforward”. Not everyone felt that way. Without any prompting, one of the women 

on my team, while we were all still huddled together before the game, loudly exclaimed “hashtag 

equality” and “hashtag feminism”. As if her sarcasm wasn’t obvious enough, she added, “I’m a 

woman and I think this rule is bullshit!”. After hearing her say this, several men who seemed to 

have been struggling to hold their tongues all piled on. Their argument was straightforward: 

there are opportunities for both genders to play Ultimate, but far more men than women have 

chosen to do so. So, why does it make sense for both genders to have equal play time?  

 

Figure 2: Union Ultimate’s Team logo (https://www.facebook.com/UnionUltimateTO/) 

 At this point I chimed in and said that maybe if we use this rule for a few years then more 

women might start playing (or continue playing) Ultimate. I mentioned that, as things currently 

stand, there are more opportunities for male players and that it will likely take institutional-level 

changes to resolve the situation. These comments were mostly ignored. Someone went on to 

make the case that our team, which had 9 women and 16 men at this tournament, was a perfect 

example of why this rule was a bad idea. I felt exasperated, because this was almost the exact 

opposite of what I had just said. But, the game was about to start, and I didn’t want to get into an 

argument with my own teammates, so I just left it at that.  

*** 
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 In his 2011 paper, “Gender Ideologies, Youth Sports, and the Production of Soft 

Essentialism”, Michael Messner discusses the significant role that sports play in mediating 

modern gender relations and in helping people rationalize the gendered inequalities of our 

current social organisation. Messner (2011), introduces the concept of soft essentialism, which 

he describes as “a belief system that arises out of current tensions between liberal feminist ideals 

of equal opportunity and stubbornly persistent commitments to the idea of natural sex 

difference” (p. 152). In this section, I present two examples to show that although Ultimate 

purports to offer women and men equal opportunities, it relies upon (and reproduces) an archaic 

gender binary to structure these opportunities. This tenuous and often contradictory system is 

characteristic, and perhaps even definitive of mixed Ultimate. First, using an interview quote that 

describes women’s and girls’ (alleged lack of) interest in sport, specifically Ultimate, as 

“natural”, I demonstrate how the social construction of women as uninterested in sport (Cooky, 

2009) serves to hide structural barriers to women’s participation in sport. This construction 

upholds an enduring belief in the existence of categorical differences between men and women. I 

also examine the reaction to Ratio Rule A in the above vignette to consider what this example 

can tell us about the way that the responsibility for women’s inclusion in co-ed sports has been 

dumped solely on individual women. Second, I analyse two possible, contradictory, 

interpretations of a prominent Ontario mixed Ultimate team’s female puller25 as simultaneously 

escaping and reinforcing the gender binary. I do so to show how, in Ultimate, gender is often 

reproduced through sex-segregated physical performances. In both examples, I pause to consider 

how the Ultimate community’s commitment to including the undifferentiated category of 

                                                      

25 A pull is the way that play is initiated at the commencement of every point. For a more thorough 

definition of “pull” see the glossary at the front of this thesis. 
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“women” offers many deserving people opportunities to play, while also systematically 

excluding countless others.    

 Throughout the Ultimate world, there is a commonly held belief that there are simply not 

enough female players in our sport26. Most seasons, the Kingston league coordinator sends out an 

email asking if there are any female players who want to “pick-up” with teams that don’t have 

enough women. Further, all of the women whom I interviewed expressed in one way or another 

that there’s no shortage of Ultimate for them to play. They told me that they may, in fact, have an 

increased opportunity to play because they identify as female. Interviewee 4, for instance, 

explained to me, laughing to herself while she said it, that she’s “always played more than [her 

partner]. On every team [she’s] been on. It pisses him off” (personal communication, May 28, 

2018). Most importantly, this current state of affairs, in which there is an assumed shortage of 

female-identifying Ultimate players, is only rarely linked to a lack of opportunities for young 

women and girls to become involved with sports or the consistently poor treatment of women in 

sport. Instead, the perceived inequality between men and women’s participation in Ultimate is 

attributed to fundamental, individual-level differences between women and men. This connection 

can be seen clearly by the way that, later in our interview, Interviewee 4 responded to me asking 

her why there seems to be a larger pool of men than women in Kingston who want to play 

Ultimate. She said:  

But I don’t… that’s, I mean you know about this, so you could 

really tell me how it is, but… isn’t that just ‘cause girls don’t like 

to play sports as much? Like, seriously, I don’t think anyone in 

                                                      

26 Census information from USA Ultimate (2018) provides strong support for this generalization, with 

69.2% of their players (in 2017) identifying as male. Ultimate Canada membership information, however, 

lists 56.4% of players as female, demonstrating that this generalization is not true in all contexts (World 

Flying Disc Federation, 2017).  
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Canada has ever experienced someone telling them they can’t play. 

Maybe in hockey? (personal communication, May 28, 2018) 

If we attempt to deconstruct this quote, we can see that Interviewee 4 is reproducing the 

“commonly held belief that girls have ample opportunities to participate in sport, and, 

consequently, that girls who do not participate choose to do so because they simply lack interest 

in sport” (Cooky, 2009, p.259). This belief betrays two assumptions: first, that the barriers to 

sport participation are individual in nature (related to individual choice, not structural 

inequalities) and, second, that, unlike boys, girls just aren’t interested in sports. Knowing this, we 

can therefore understand Interviewee 4’s comment not to be uninformed or naïve, but to be 

symptomatic of the current, neoliberal political climate in which she lives and persistent 

ideologies about the natural, categorical difference between men and women. 

 Soft essentialism, as I mention above, is an ideology that is commonly held by Ultimate 

players. With regard to sport participation, soft essentialism is characterized by the belief that 

women and men have dramatically different athletic abilities and potentials because of 

fundamental, physiological difference between the sexes. Moreover, soft essentialism suggests 

that women ought to have the opportunity to choose to participate in sports (and, to a certain 

extent, to choose the sports in which they wish to participate), but that it is each individual 

woman’s responsibility to seize these opportunities (Messner, 2011). Similar to the ideology of 

healthism (from the previous section), soft essentialism is founded on the neoliberal ideals of 

individual responsibility and self-determination. We can see, then, that when Interviewee 4 

suggests that no Canadian women are told that they can’t play sports, she is drawing on soft 

essentialist ideologies that obfuscate social and structural determinants of participation. Although 

I critique the ideology that underpins Interviewee 4’s statement in this section, that does not 

mean that it has no factual basis. Recent research suggests that more women are playing sports 
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than ever before (Cooky, 2009), and that the ways in which women are able to participate have 

changed dramatically (Cooky & McDonald, 2005). It is also important to acknowledge that these 

changes did not come easily. They were achieved thanks to the hard work that many feminist 

advocacy groups put into fighting to ensure improved and increased opportunities for women 

(Adams, 2015). However, despite these improvements, a cursory investigation into sport 

participation statistics reveals that there are still tremendous inequalities between men and 

women. In Canada, for instance, men are still more than twice as likely as women to participate 

regularly in sports (Canadian Heritage, 2013). These statistics, coupled with the poor treatment 

women often face when they do participate in sports (numerous examples of which I heard from 

the women whom I interviewed), show that, despite the rhetoric of improvement and growth 

used to narrate modern women’s sporting opportunities, profound inequalities still exist. 

Furthermore, this example shows that the individual responsibilization of soft essentialist 

ideologies is insufficient to achieve equality in sport. This is because it fails to account for the 

ways in which our society’s structures, institutions, and particular history effect people 

differentially. 

 We can see, then, that my teammates’ emphatic rejection of Ratio Rule A, including the 

rejection by the player who is “a woman and [thinks] this rule is bullshit” is an understandable, if 

still frustrating, response. I say this because, from their perspective, they are simply repeating the 

“facts” that neoliberal (and specifically soft essentialist) discourses have taught them, not voicing 

personal opinions. For my female teammate, the narrative that women are able to participate in 

sport as long as they are hard-working, dedicated, and relentless, has proved to be true, and 

therefore isn’t worth questioning. Unfortunately, this narrative obscures and normalizes 

ideologies that persist in seeing men as better and innately more athletic than women. It also 
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effectively hides the effects of all social-level determinants of sport participation and places the 

responsibility for gender difference in sport participation on the shoulders of individual women. 

This, I suggest, is significant because it hides how the experiences of affluent, well-educated, 

heteronormative, white women (of which this teammate is one) are highly privileged relative to 

those of many other women (I will discuss the intersections of gender with race and class in 

Chapter 6). 

  It is worth mentioning that not all Ultimate players share the belief that it is individual 

women’s responsibility to determine and produce their own sporting opportunities. Among the 

women I spoke with, there was about a 50/50 split between those who were in favour of Ratio 

Rule A, and those who were against it. All of these women have similar identities (with regards 

to social class, race, and gender) to the woman in the vignette above. Notably, the “pro” Ratio 

Rule A women were vocal in their belief that it is necessary to not just increase the number of 

opportunities for women, but to fundamentally change the kind and context of the opportunities 

that are available. Conversely, the “con” women seem to believe that the current system is fair 

and that players’ skill level, effort, and interests determine their opportunities.  

 Interestingly, when they are faced with examples of unequal participation between men 

and women, adherents to soft essentialist ideologies (like the “con” group of women) attribute 

these inequalities to natural differences in interests, ideas, and bodies. For instance, in 

Interviewee 4’s quote above, she comments that girls in Canada have likely never been told they 

can’t play a sport, except “maybe in hockey”. This quote illustrates a particular, liberal view of 

history and gender. According to Messner (2002), despite women’s steadily increasing rates of 

participation in sports, in North America at least, the most highly celebrated core of the sporting 

landscape is still reserved almost exclusively for men. In Canada, hockey occupies the centre of 
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the sporting landscape. Interviewee 4’s comment demonstrates that, in spite of being constantly 

told that hockey “defines who we are as Canadians” (Hockey Canada, 2017, p.3), persistent, 

sexist stereotypes teach Canadian children that it is more suitable for men than women to play 

our national game. These stereotypes, in my opinion, include the assumption that the physical 

contact (body checking) and aggression that are prevalent in hockey, are what make it a 

decidedly masculine game. This dominant discourse has real, tangible consequences. Although 

Hockey Canada claims to support “hockey opportunities for all people regardless of age [and] 

gender” (p.5), the organisation’s annual report from 2017 shows that only 13.9 percent of 

registered hockey players in Canada are women. Moreover, the few women who do play hockey 

are often stereotyped as being “butch” or “mannish” and thus face numerous forms of 

discrimination in our heteronormative society (Adams, 2015). Therefore, we can see that not 

only does the dominant soft essentialist discourse negatively affect many women’s access to 

sport, but it also reproduces and reinforces restrictive forms of gender expression.  

  In a 2009 publication, Cheryl Cooky supports this notion and argues, further, that “sport, 

as a bodily performance, is one of the few remaining social institutions in our society where the 

ostensibly natural differences between men and women are reproduced” (p. 260). Moreover, this 

doesn’t only happen in mainstream sports like hockey; it can also be seen in newer, apparently 

more progressive sports, like Ultimate. In his research on mixed Ultimate, Thornton (1998) 

argues that laying out, a highly physical play that involves diving for the disc in such a way that 

your body is fully horizontal and parallel to the ground as it travels through the air, is the most 

significant example of a gendered bodily performance in the sport. While I agree that this is an 

important example, in my experience with mixed Ultimate, I found that the act of pulling, a 

physical skill that requires a combination of power and technique to execute well, is an even 
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better example. This is because, in mixed Ultimate, pulling is almost always assigned to male-

identifying players. To pull well is to be skilled. But, pulling is also read symbolically as an 

indicator of leadership, something that is often conflated with masculinity. For instance, on Local 

613, the person who pulls most frequently is an experienced, strong player who also happens to 

be the biggest and most heavily bearded man on the team. Our team is not unusual in this regard. 

And, thus, at the Ontario provincial championship tournament in July, I was surprised to see that 

Force, the Barrie-based team that won the tournament, had a woman throw many of their pulls. 

Moreover, she was undoubtedly Force’s strongest player. Other teams, including my Local 613, 

reorganised their offensive strategies in order to try to take her out of the play.   

 Our team played one game against Force. The first time that this woman picked up the 

disc and started organising her defensive line, calling out matchups and dictating their strategy, I 

could see surprise written all over my teammates’ faces. After playing several points, when it 

had become readily apparent that having a female puller wasn’t some sort of stunt but was the 

strategy that would give Force the best opportunity to win the game, my teammates and I started 

talking about how good their puller was. From these conversations and through reflecting on my 

field notes from this game, I suggest that there were two contradictory interpretations of Force’s 

dominant, female puller.  

 The first of these two interpretations was progressive. Some of my teammates viewed the 

commanding role that this woman played on her mixed team – symbolically represented by the 

fact that she threw most of their pulls – as an example of a player transgressing the gendered 

division of bodily performances in Ultimate. In this reading, the puller’s overt physicality, 

thorough coverage of the field of play, and proficiency at a “male” skill threw into question 

many of our preconceived notions about women’s roles in mixed Ultimate and in sport. Her 
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abilities served as evidence of the fact that the division of Ultimate players into two gender 

categories is based on the imposition of arbitrary social conventions, not on physical ability. In 

my opinion, this interpretation suggests that gender segregation in sport, which always also 

results in inequality (Cooky, 2009), could be terminated. Beyond that, it shows that a dominant 

female player has the potential to destabilize the very premise of male physical superiority. This 

is particularly significant because the notion of male physical superiority underscores the entire 

system of gender-based segregation and discrimination inside and outside of sport. Because of 

that, this example might be read as concrete proof that a binary gender system is a constraint that 

can and should be undone. 

 Unfortunately, that was not how the majority of my teammates and I deconstructed this 

scenario from the sidelines. At one point during the game against Force, after the puller made a 

particularly impressive play, I turned to a male teammate of mine and said something like “holy 

shit she’s good”. I remember vividly that he turned to me and replied by saying that “yeah, she’s 

so good it’s like having another guy out there”. In this interpretation, rather than possessing the 

potential to transgress gendered stereotypes and assumptions, this woman’s pulls and 

indefatigable play were seen as exceptions and as imitations of the masculine ideal. Further, we 

can see that implicit in this statement is the assumption that one of the best players in the entire 

tournament is not simply an incredible player in her own right, but is just on par with average 

male players. Our responses reflect the assumption that the best male athletes will always be 

better than the best female athletes. This is a view that constructs even a co-ed sports like mixed 

Ultimate as being irrefutably male territory. And, this sexism may help to explain some women’s 

lack of interest in playing mixed and other women’s short careers in the mixed division. In the 

following chapter I argue that if Ultimate is to fulfill the potential of the first, transgressive 
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interpretation of a powerful woman player, our community must address gender-based prejudice, 

i.e. sexism, as one part of a larger system of discrimination and marginalization.   

  

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have analysed a series of three illustrative vignettes using a combination 

of sociological theory and information from my interviewees and field notes. In doing so, I have 

been able to demonstrate that, as I have argued throughout this thesis, Ultimate is not a benign 

aspect of participants’ lives. Over the course of our hypothetical week, I have shown that 

Ultimate plays a central role in the discursive production of Kingston Ultimate players’ 

racialized, culturally classed, and gendered identities. Further, I have shown that in each of these 

processes Ultimate players’ particular identities become privileged at the expense of many other 

people. Through my analyses, I have also argued that none of these processes occur in isolation. 

Because of this, I use the following chapter to consider the intersections and interactions of race, 

class, and gender. I focus specifically on how the effects of racialized, classed, and gendered 

systems of privileging or oppression aren’t simply additive, but actually compound and 

exacerbate one another, producing entirely new forms of discrimination (Yuval-Davis, 2006). I 

do so to discuss the key point of this thesis, the role that the seemingly innocuous sport of 

Ultimate plays, in the city of Kingston, Ontario, in distinguishing its collective of players from 

other social groups and thereby (re)producing a specific, privileged social class identity 

(something that subsumes many other aspects of individual identity) among its participants.  
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Chapter 6 

Discussion: Flying Discs and Distinction 

 According to Pierre Bourdieu, the social world functions as a system, and it is a 

sociologist’s job to try to explain how this system works (1979/1984, p.1). Bourdieu undertakes 

this task in his (1979/1984) tome Distinction, in which he combines qualitative and quantitative 

survey data and theory to try to decipher the regularities in the organisation of 1960s French 

society. In this text, Bourdieu makes a considerable contribution to the field of sociology by 

demonstrating that class groups are formed only partially as a result of differences in economic 

capital and relationality to the modes of production27. He does so by analysing everything from 

social agents’ tastes in food, art, music, and recreation to their income and education levels. In 

considering these diverse features of social identity, he is able to show that an individual’s social 

position is the result of three factors: the amount of capital (economic and cultural) that they 

possess, the make-up of their capital (what proportion of their capital is economic and what 

proportion is cultural), and their historic and projected resources (of capital) (Bourdieu, 

1979/1984; Weininger, 2002). 

 This means that in a Bourdieusian framework, social classes are not simply composed of 

people with similar economic resources. They are groups “of social agents who share the same 

social conditions of existence, interests, social experience, and value system, and who tend to 

define themselves in relation to other groups of agents” (Laberge & Kay, 2002, p.241, emphasis 

in original). Moreover, in Distinction, Bourdieu argues that what he terms “cultural 

                                                      

27 This contradicts the understandings of some strands of Marxist theory that emphasize the economy 

above all else (Weininger, 2002). 
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consumption” (1979/1984, p.7), that is the operationalization of symbolic practices, behaviours, 

and attitudes, rather than financial wealth, is what produces and reifies the distinctions between 

social classes. Despite its tremendous cultural importance to many social groups and entire 

societies, sport participation has often been overlooked by modern scholars as a significant form 

of cultural consumption and a symbolic marker of distinction in its own right (Kahma, 2012). 

Throughout this thesis, I have attempted to address this oversight by centering the role that the 

sport of Ultimate plays in differentiating social classes in the small city of Kingston, Ontario. I 

have developed the argument that, in Kingston, participating in Ultimate is a unique form of 

cultural consumption that serves as a mechanism through which an already privileged group of 

highly educated middle and upper middle class, mostly professional, people distinguish 

themselves from other social classes and solidify the power and resources of their own social 

group. 

 In Chapter 5, I discussed the racial homogeneity, vast cultural resources, and soft-

essentialist gender ideology of the Ultimate community. In each of these sections, I was able to 

show that in practice and in structure, Ultimate can be exclusive (often unknowingly or 

unintentionally) on the basis of social processes. In the first section of this chapter, I seek to 

show that these processes do not exist independently. To do so, I present my interviewees 

responses to the question “can you describe a stereotypical Ultimate player?” and a quote from 

Interviewee 2, in which she notes that the average Ultimate player doesn’t need to think about 

being inclusive because they’re “never left out” of sport (or anything else, for that matter). Then, 

drawing on Nira Yuval-Davis’ (2006) assertion that the concept of intersectionality is a useful 

tool for studying “any grouping of people, advantaged as well as disadvantaged” (p.201), I 

analyse Interviewee 2’s quote to illustrate how the Ultimate community’s homogeneity and 
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players’ elevated social class positions are the result of numerous, intersecting forms of 

privilege. 

 In doing so, I’m able to effectively challenge the idea that, as Interviewee 1 puts it, 

“there’s just an unintentional barrier that’s being created to Ultimate… just because the Ultimate 

community is so close” (personal communication, April 15, 2018). Instead, returning to 

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, I show that this barrier, although perhaps unintentional (on an 

individual level), is neither undifferentiated nor unexpected. In the second section of this chapter, 

I treat the overwhelming similarity of Ultimate players, be it in terms of race, education, gender, 

or economic position, as proof that members of the Kingston Ultimate community are, indeed, 

members of the same social class, and therefore share a class habitus (Bourdieu, 1980/1990). 

And, knowing that through their habitus, “agents actively make the social world” that surrounds 

them (Wacquant, 2006, p.319), I suggest that the consequences of Ultimate serving as a 

mechanism through which privileged class identities are (re)produced reach far beyond the 

playing field. Using the concept of class habitus, I argue that Ultimate players in Kingston are 

implicated in the (re)construction and maintenance of a profoundly unfair social system – albeit 

one that favors them. 

 

 

“Never Left Out of Anything” 

 As I have learned in this thesis, it can be difficult to show the relationship between social 

class status and the inaccessibility of Ultimate. In my opinion, this is because Ultimate’s ethos, 

the Spirit of the Game, is premised upon the principles of mutual respect, fairness, and fun, not 
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exclusivity. Thus, the sport’s boundaries and barriers are often invisible and unspoken. I have 

spent countless futile hours searching for one common feature, or a single characteristic that 

makes Ultimate so homogenous in so many ways. Enticed by the allure of a concise and constant 

reason capable of explaining why some people seem to be included in the Ultimate community 

while others are not, I failed to consider that our homogeneity cannot be explained by a single, 

individual characteristic. Rather, our homogeneity is a product of access to Ultimate being 

structured by the confluence of all aspects of participants’ identities and their social positions. 

 In 1989, Kimberlé Crenshaw used an analysis of black women’s experiences of 

occupational discrimination to develop the now paradigmatic concept of intersectionality. In her 

landmark (1989) publication, Crenshaw presents a series of American court decisions. She 

analyses the verdict in each of these cases to show that the American legal model systematically 

denied black women the ability to represent either the category of “black” or of “women”. 

Through this analysis, Crenshaw shows that black women’s experiences of discrimination are 

qualitatively different than the experiences of black men or white women. Intersectionality 

theory, according to Crenshaw (1989), dictates that the oppression of black women is “greater 

than the sum of racism and sexism” (p.140). In intersectional methodologies and analyses, then, 

scholars attempt to recognize (and document) how diverse and overlapping aspects of people’s 

identities all intermingle and interact with one another to produce specific outcomes. The focus 

of this work is, particularly, to reveal and contest the unique and often compounded forms of 

discrimination that people who exist at the intersection of multiples forms of oppression face. 

 Likely because of its undeniable utility (and original usage) as a framework for studying 

discrimination and oppression, intersectionality theory seems to be less frequently used to study 
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the shifting and contextual ways in which privilege and power are produced directly (Yuval-

Davis, 2006). In her work, Yuval-Davis (among others) has advocated for the need to re-focus 

the scope of usage of the concept of intersectionality because, as she notes, some less nuanced 

articulations of the concept construct “difference per se as automatic grounds for both 

discrimination and entitlement for defense from discrimination” (2006, p.204). It is necessary, 

she argues, for intersectional analyses to remain attuned to the contextual nature of overlapping 

systems of privileging or oppression (Yuval-Davis, 2006). In her own work analysing human 

rights policies affiliated with the United Nations, for instance, Yuval-Davis (2006) has 

convincingly argued that the concept of intersectionality cannot be effectively mobilized to 

understand systems of power unless it is preceded by an explicit analysis of the broader context 

in question. I suggest, therefore, that when questioning what makes the Kingston Ultimate 

community accessible (or, conversely, exclusive) to a certain group of people, our questions 

must be context-specific, and we must also consider participants’ identities as being constituted 

of all of the overlapping aspects of their being. 

 When asked if they could describe a stereotypical Ultimate player for me, all seven of my 

interviewees gave me almost identical responses. They told me that the average Ultimate player 

is a white man or woman, with a post-secondary education, a professional job (if they are 

finished university), a comfortable economic standing, who is heavily involved with sports and 

recreation. This description (and the consistency with which it was voiced) is significant because 

it clearly identifies most Ultimate players as being privileged in a variety of ways. Situated at or 

near the top of the social hierarchy, the type of people who play Ultimate in Kingston have 

tremendous, unearned privileges in many facets of social life. Moreover, within our current 

social formation, these privileges can be seen to be the result of the interactions between 
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participants’ multi-faceted identities and a modern Canadian society that disproportionately 

values whiteness (as a cultural identity, beyond a just a skin colour), masculinity, affluence, and 

physical fitness – especially when they are articulated (and embodied) concurrently. Interviewee 

2 draws attention to this unequal social organisation through her explanation of how an average 

member of the Ultimate community is likely oblivious to the ways in which their sport is 

exclusionary, saying: 

They’re probably not even aware that they’re leaving people out. 

Because inclusion is not something that they really have to think 

about. Because they’re just included as who they are, type of thing. 

[…] And so, I think if you have a bunch of, kind of like white men 

that are playing together [they] don’t really, necessarily think about 

that, because they’re never left out. (personal communication, 

April 17, 2018) 

After she concluded this statement by saying “because they’re never left out”, we both paused 

for a moment before I added “left out of anything”, as she nodded in agreement. 

 While this quote identifies white men, the group whose intersectional identities afford 

them the greatest privilege both inside and outside of Ultimate, directly, Interviewee 2’s central 

point is applicable to the community as a whole. Sport participation statistics for people whose 

identities position them at the intersection of various systems of oppression in Canada are 

difficult to find, but, American statistics clearly show that “racially and ethnically marginalized 

girls and women” are underrepresented in all aspects of sport (Cartier-Francique & Flowers, 

2013, p. 73). When we combine this knowledge with the aforementioned, disproportionately low 

participation rates of Canadians of lower socioeconomic and educational status (Canadian 

Heritage, 2013), we can begin to see a pattern. Specifically, I suggest that we must consider the 

forms of discrimination and inequality that I documented in Chapter 5 (as well as other systems 

of oppression that I don’t have space to consider here – gender identity, ability, body size, 
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religion, nationality, age, etc.) not as isolated processes, but as interconnected features of 

Ultimate’s social system. In doing so, we can see that only people who have been afforded many 

other opportunities in life – whose identities position them at the intersection of numerous forms 

of privilege in our current context – seem to have access to Ultimate. 

 At one post game dinner at the Mansion, the uncommonness of finding Ultimate players 

in Kingston who don’t perfectly fit the stereotype described by my interviewees was evidenced 

when, upon hearing a male player refer to himself as our “token Asian”, a young woman 

interjected. She replied, “excuse me, I’m Asian and female, so I think I win”. The woman who 

spoke didn’t appear too frustrated by this interaction. But, to me, her comment shows how 

painfully visible people with structurally disadvantaged intersecting identities can be in Ultimate. 

The lack of diversity in our community is taken up as a joke, rather than a serious problem. In 

spite of the “progressive” rhetoric one hears about Ultimate and the way it is linked with 

“alternative lifestyles”, our community remains inaccessible to entire groups of people based on 

their social, cultural, and economic standing. That being said, this interaction (specifically the 

hypervisibility of non-white players) must be understood in the context of the Kingston Ultimate 

community, which appears to be a particularly homogenous group of players28. Moreover, my 

assessment that our community’s racial homogeneity is treated as a bit of a joke is based solely 

on my own observations – it is possible (and perhaps even likely) that the narrative I have 

constructed in this section would be different had I interviewed any non-white players.   

 When my white interviewees and teammates cite the prominence of Asian Ultimate 

players in Vancouver or Toronto, reference their Asian teammates as examples of diversity in 

                                                      

28 I say that Kingston appears to have a particularly homogenous Ultimate community (compared to 

larger cities, for instance), because the demographic information necessary to support this claim has not 

yet been collected or made publicly available.  



 

117 

 

Ultimate, or joke about the woman who is “Asian and female”, we can critically interpret this as 

the proliferation of the “model minority” discourse. Stanley Thangaraj (2010) explains that 

“‘model minority’ discourse emerged in the late 1960s [as a way of] ascribing culturally superior 

traits” to Asian North Americans (p. 375). Thangaraj (2010) goes on to explain that in model 

minority discourse, Asian people’s successes within North American society are overemphasized 

and are presented in contrast to (and as a critique of) other “unsuccessful” minority groups’ 

failures. Specifically, I suggest that although many Asian people do play Ultimate, because 

Ultimate is white-dominated, the sport serves as a key site for the relational construction of 

stereotyped and essentialized Asian identities.  

 Interestingly, the stereotype of Asian Ultimate players is mostly opposite to the 

stereotyped construction of black players as being innately athletic but incapable of the 

intellectual aspects of the sport (discussed in Chapter 5). In Ultimate, Asian players’ “middle-

class respectabilities” (Thangaraj, 2012, p. 997), particularly their educational and career 

successes, are overemphasized, while their athleticism is down-played or questioned. In my 

opinion, the construction of these racial stereotypes works to ensure that non-white players’ 

inclusion doesn’t challenge the status quo of Ultimate29. In the case of Asian Ultimate players, 

the intersection of their real or imagined (by white players) identities as being successful, 

affluent, and well-educated, then, can be seen to provide the necessary intersection of forms of 

privilege for inclusion in the white-dominant sport of Ultimate. Moreover, this restricted form of 

inclusion serves as yet another way in which the barriers to participation for groups of people 

                                                      

29 Again, I think it is necessary to mention that I did not speak with any Asian Ultimate players directly – 

something that I acknowledge is an oversight. Therefore, my analysis that Asian Ultimate players’ 

participation is implicated in the reproduction of a specific and stereotyped Asian identity is based solely 

on my own observations. My analysis and conclusions would have likely been complicated, expanded, 

challenged, or entirely different had I spoken to this player directly. 
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whose identities position them at the intersection of various forms of discrimination (rather than 

privilege) are obscured. Through this analysis, we can see that the limited and stereotyped 

inclusion of Asian players in Ultimate allows white members of the community to rationalize our 

homogeneity as “unintentional”, as Interviewee 1 puts it, while continuing to exclude a range of 

people, year after year. Finally, I propound that the durability of social class segregation, and 

thereby the exclusivity of Ultimate participation, cannot be fully understood unless we consider 

how privileged social groups are able to (re)create a social system that unduly empowers them – 

the focus of the following section. 

 

 

Class Habitus and the Construction of an Unequal Society 

 As I explain above, quoting Laberge and Kay (2002), a group of people can be 

considered to be a distinct social class when they have similar histories, shared experiences, 

analogous current circumstances, and the same interests. Throughout this thesis, I have provided 

numerous examples and several different lines of analysis that all point the same conclusion: 

Ultimate players in Kingston are members of the same social class – a group defined by high 

levels of education, professional work (or aspirations), and shared cultural capital. In The Logic 

of Practice (1980/1990), Bourdieu emphasizes the analytical utility of the concept of social class 

by clarifying that “the practices of the members of the same group or, in a differentiated society, 

the same class, are always more and better harmonized than the agents know or wish” (p.59). 

According to Bourdieu (1980/1990), the reason for the behavioural harmony of members of the 

same social class, such as Ultimate players, is that they possess a “class habitus”.  
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 Recalling Chapter 2, the concept of habitus describes the ways in which people develop a 

system of long-lasting and embodied dispositions as the result of their particular experiences and 

unique socialization (Wacquant, 2006). Moreover, Bourdieu (1980/1990) advises that habitus is 

significant because it is not simply a reflection of past experiences and current social contexts, 

but rather, because it is a “generative principle” (p.57). In one of his few clear examples, 

Bourdieu explains that the ability of habitus to (re)produce specific social structures, institutions, 

and systems, is akin to a train that goes along “laying its own rails” (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, p.57). 

With regards to class habitus, because it is “impossible for all (or even two) members of the 

same class to have had the same experiences, in the same order” (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, p.60), 

the concept does not imply that everyone within a social class group has the exact same habitus. 

Instead, because members of the same social class are likely to have had similar experiences, in 

similar contexts, the concept of class habitus dictates that all members will have relatively 

similar habitus (Bourdieu, 1980/1990). More importantly, Bourdieu explains that the collective 

of individual habitus that make up a class habitus are all oriented towards achieving the same end 

goal. Specifically, reiterating that habitus is a “generative principle”, all of the individual habitus 

within a class habitus coalesce to (re)create a social and physical reality that benefits members of 

that social class (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, p.61). 

 If we apply the concept of class habitus to the Ultimate community in Kingston, we can 

see that members of the Ultimate community’s habitus are all oriented towards producing and 

maintaining a social system in which our intersectional identities are advantageous. In our case, 

that is a racist, classist, sexist, and hierarchically organised and generally unequal society. In his 

memoir, Ultimate Glory: Frisbee, Obsession, and My Wild Youth, David Gessner (2017), 

eloquently describes much of what is, and what was unique about the culture and practice of 
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Ultimate. The setting for the conclusion of this book, in which Gessner charts his own decades 

long career as an Ultimate player, is USA Ultimate’s 2015 national championships. In the 

conclusion, Gessner returns to watch the weekend-long national championship tournament as a 

member of the press after 19 years away from the sport.  

 Upon returning to the fields after all that time away, Gessner remains mostly indifferent 

while he describes some of the expected differences and similarities with regards to the state of 

Ultimate and the atmosphere of the tournament. But, as he recounts the experience of seeing a 

father, a man who had, like him, played through the 1970s and 80s, watch his daughter win a 

national championship, Gessner expresses his love for Ultimate. He goes on to say that he thinks 

that “the second-generational aspect of the sport was one of the most moving things about the 

weekend” (Gessner, 2017, p.322). While I recognize that this father-daughter moment was a 

special one, I suggest that the insular nature of the inter-generational transmission of Ultimate is 

particularly noteworthy. This example of familial transmission is especially significant because it 

strikes me as being clear evidence that the Ultimate players of the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, through 

their class habitus, were successful in reproducing a social reality in which people just like them 

(even their kin) are not just allowed to play Ultimate, but are the people who thrive in Ultimate. 

Despite the rhetoric of difference and superiority (from mainstream sport and mainstream culture 

alike) that Gessner uses to describe Ultimate in his book, this example shows our community’s 

collective failure to address our role in the production of an unequal society and the many ways 

in which we profit from said unequal society. Looking forward, the question becomes: how do 

we use our passion for Ultimate to promote and realize a more equitable social organisation?  
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Conclusion 

 In my thesis proposal meeting, after listening to my monologue about the problems and 

potential of Ultimate for quite some time, one of my committee members stopped me and asked 

me an unexpected question. He inquired, “but why does it really matter that Ultimate is so 

homogenous?”. “Is it too much to ask for Ultimate to be anything else?”. At the time, I wasn’t 

exactly sure how to answer these questions. When I first noticed the homogeneity of the Ultimate 

community, I thought that the lack of diversity alone was enough of a problem to anchor a thesis. 

I remember that in the defense I fumbled out a response about how the issue was the 

contradiction between this outcome and Ultimate’s inclusive and equitable ideology (something 

that I think is still true).  

 Upon further reflection, though, I’ve come to understand that this project is important 

because the opportunity to play Ultimate is never just the opportunity to play with a disc for a 

few hours. It is an inroad into a social group that provides its members with tremendous benefits 

outside of sport. Two years ago, when I was in the process of organising a new Ultimate team to 

play in the local community league, I successfully recruited a number of my friends, many of 

whom had never played Ultimate previously. One of these friends was a young nurse, who has 

diabetes, and who works part-time at Kingston General Hospital. I remember clearly that he 

messaged me shortly after registering. He was taken aback because within days of joining the 

league, he’d had separate conversations with his pharmacist and with a physiotherapist and a 

couple of registered nurses at work who were also members of the summer Ultimate league. 

Playing Ultimate, as it turned out, proved to be a significant commonality that helped this newly 

qualified nurse develop a rapport with the pharmacist who dispenses his insulin and make friends 

with some of his co-workers – promoting both his personal health and his career success.  
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 In this example, like the tick-bite story at the beginning of this thesis, it is clear that being 

unable to access the sport of Ultimate does more than leave individuals out of a fun sport; it 

prevents certain people from membership in a social class that controls a disproportionate 

amount of available resources and opportunities. As I argue above, this is particularly 

consequential because it subsequently ensures that the hierarchical organisation and unequal 

distribution of power and resources in our society is constantly being reproduced and reaffirmed. 

In the ensuing, final chapter of this thesis, I aim to conclude this project on a positive note by 

highlighting a couple of examples of ways in which Ultimate players are addressing and 

challenging Ultimate’s homogeneity in innovative and functional ways. I also seek to expand 

upon these examples by offering three recommendations of my own for how we, as Ultimate 

players, might push our community to become more diverse and to distribute our wealth of 

cultural, social, and economic resources more fairly.  
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Chapter 7 

Looking Forward: Keeping the Disc Moving 

 One of the two overarching defensive strategies in Ultimate is a called “zone defense”. 

While there are endless variations of how to play zone defense, the central premise and goal 

remains the same in all of them: the defensive players cover spaces on the field, rather than 

individual opponents. In doing so, they often allow the offense to make short, uncontested 

horizontal passes, in order to prioritize defending against passes for vertical, upfield gains. In 

theory, this takes away the offense’s opportunity to perform their set plays and to score a goal 

quickly. Run effectively, a zone defense will methodically close down an offense’s options, 

eventually forcing them into a state of stagnation where the player in possession of the disc is 

pressured into attempting a risky upfield throw that is likely to result in a turnover. The way to 

“solve” zone defenses, as young players are always taught, is to keep the disc moving. If an 

offensive unit is able to move the disc quickly and consistently enough, they will ensure that the 

zone they are facing never has time to “set”, or establish their preferred defensive positioning, 

and will become fragmented. If a zone defense becomes fragmented, it will end up 

unintentionally offering the offense more opportunities than it takes away and will certainly be 

scored against.  

 Just like an offensive line facing a well-articulated zone defense, the sport of Ultimate is 

currently in a state of stagnation. Because of social level inequalities, or “defense mechanisms”, 

we are in a position where only specific members of a privileged social class have unhindered 

access to our sport. This feels especially stifling because it’s impossible to rectify this situation 

with a single “big play”; there’s no one way to include all people. Thankfully, just like solving a 

zone defense, I think there is a relatively simple way to work towards fulfilling Ultimate’s 
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potential to become a more equitable and accessible sport – a sport that is fun and rewarding for 

many people, regardless of personal identity. Just like playing offense against a zone, I think that 

keeping the disc moving, a strategy that will take patience, cooperation, and concerted effort on 

the part of players, organisers, and fans alike, is the solution to many of our problems. I sincerely 

believe that if we can slowly but surely pass the disc to more and more new people, we will 

begin to destabilize many of the stereotypes, inequalities, and prejudices that keep certain people 

out of Ultimate.  

 Throughout this thesis, I have argued that in Kingston, Ontario, Ultimate functions as a 

mechanism through which players distinguish themselves from people of less advantaged social 

classes and (re)produce their own class privilege. I have also demonstrated that the exclusivity of 

Ultimate is particularly significant because it helps to obscure the unfair and insular transmission 

of power and resources through cultural and social modalities in our society. Beyond this, 

though, I have also tried to explain as clearly as possible that I think the main reason that my 

critique of Ultimate is worthwhile is because I can’t stand the idea of simply “writing off” the 

sport that has given me (and my interviewees) so much. Because of this, I want to conclude this 

thesis on a positive note. To do so, I have divided this chapter into two sections. First, I pause to 

highlight two examples of groups of Ultimate players who have already found powerful and 

creative ways to address and contest the inequalities that I have documented in this thesis. 

Second, because I wish to take this opportunity to focus on how we, as a community of Ultimate 

players can use our substantial resources to move forward and attempt to realize our sport’s 

progressive and equitable potential, I have come up with three recommendations. 

  These recommendations are by no means exhaustive – my interviewees and I certainly 

don’t have all the answers. Specifically, because of the highly particular context of this research 
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project (in which I didn’t interview any racialized players or anyone without at least two 

university degrees), I am aware that there are many other groups of people, who certainly have 

their own understandings of Ultimate and its problems, who’s perspectives I haven’t shared or 

done justice to in this thesis. My failure to interview any non-white Ultimate players, or any 

players who otherwise don’t fit the stereotype of a “Kingston Ultimate player” described by my 

interviewees, is a major limitation of this thesis. Because of this, I acknowledge that the 

recommendations I provide below only address a few of the countless ways in which Ultimate’s 

culture, structures, and practices must change for our sport to become more equitable and 

accessible. Importantly, then, the project of helping Ultimate work towards achieving its 

positive, progressive potential will never be truly successful unless current, privileged members 

of our community, such as myself, are able to de-centre ourselves from this process. Instead of 

trying to control everything, we must instead listen openly to marginalized voices from within 

and outside of Ultimate, work collaboratively with these marginalized persons to determine what 

and how changes need to be made, and act as allies to support the implementation of these 

changes. That being said, these recommendations range from simple and practical to complex 

and theoretical and are all based on my experiences as an Ultimate player and an academic, and 

on the insights of my interviewees. Further, these recommendations include suggestions for how 

individual Ultimate players and national and international governing organisations alike might 

try to promote and support positive change in our sport.  
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Contesting the Status Quo 

 A commonly heard refrain in the field of sports sociology is that sport is a contested 

terrain (Hartmann, 2002). In his 2002 article, which focuses on the entanglements of race and 

sport specifically, Hartmann explains that calling sport a “contested terrain” is a way of 

acknowledging that sport is a place where “ideologies, and inequalities are constructed, 

transformed, and constantly struggled over” (p.405). Importantly, race is not the only identity 

category that is (re)constructed, imbued with meaning, differentiated, and contested in sport. 

Because all identity categories are inextricably connected, this also occurs with sex, gender, 

class, physical ability, and many others. Although (or, perhaps, because) Ultimate is more 

homogenous than many other sports, it too is constantly contested. In this section, I wish to share 

two recent examples of Ultimate players who, through telling the stories of marginalized players 

and by producing and disseminating practical information on how to improve the equity of 

Ultimate, are contesting our sport’s problematic status quo. 

 First, The Sky is Red is a documentary film that is currently in production, and that is 

“about the push for racial, class, and gender equity in the growing world of Ultimate frisbee, 

from 1968-present” (The Sky is Red, 2019). Despite not yet being completed or published, The 

Sky is Red is a tremendously important project. It will, for the first time ever, tell the stories of 

Ultimate players of colour, trans and non-binary Ultimate players, women in Ultimate, and 

players of lower socioeconomic status (and players whose identities intersect across these 

categories). The film’s creators, Julia Johnson, Lili Gu, Brittany Kaplan, and Tim Toda are 

making this film as a way to challenge the fact that “most of the histories and images of Ultimate 

highlight white men” (The Sky is Red, 2019). I have personally watched the film’s “teaser 

trailer” several times, and I can’t help but wishing that it was complete now. I wish it was 
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available so that I could reference it in this thesis and, more importantly, because I think it will 

force the Ultimate community to hear the voices and perspectives of a diverse group of 

(mistreated) people and begin to discuss our responsibility to do better in the future.  

 Second, I wish to bring attention to a newly developed website. Bert Abbott and Natalie 

Jamerson, two women who play competitive mixed Ultimate in Seattle (on separate teams) are 

the creators of “Equity in Mixed Ultimate: A Resource Hub for Frisbee Players who Strive 

Toward Gender Equality”. Abbott and Jamerson recently created their webpage because they’re 

“on a quest to work with frisbee players in the mixed Ultimate community to create a central hub 

of resources for mixed teams and individuals as we all progress in our understanding and 

demonstration of gender equity” (Abbott & Jamerson, n.d.). Their project is particularly 

interesting and valuable because it offers both a first-of-its-kind compendium of player-authored 

information about the challenges and joys of mixed Ultimate and a practical guide, structured 

around a typical Ultimate season, for teams seeking to become more equitable. Further, Abbott is 

a captain of Seattle Mixtape, the 2017 USA national champions, who are widely regarded as one 

of the best mixed teams in the world. Thus, her suggestion that fostering a team culture based on 

gender equity will not only produce a more fun team, but also a team that plays better on the 

field, is based on significant personal experience. Resources like the forthcoming documentary, 

The Sky is Red, and the “Equity in Mixed Ultimate” website are a large part of the reason that my 

view of modern Ultimate is hopeful, rather than fatalistic, and they have helped to shape and 

inspire several of my recommendations to the Ultimate community.  
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Recommendations   

 In this section, I outline my three recommendations for improving the accessibility and 

equity of Ultimate in Kingston, Ontario, and beyond. I recommend that the Ultimate community: 

1) re-imagine and contextualize the Spirit of the Game; 2) embrace players’ differences, 

including the disagreements that they produce; and, 3) support one-another as fans, teammates, 

and friends. As I have attempted to exhibit throughout this thesis through reflexive commentary 

and analysis, my own identity and role as an Ultimate player has shifted considerably throughout 

my playing career. I hope that I am becoming a player who is not only ideologically in favour of 

improving Ultimate’s accessibility and equitability, but who also puts these ideologies into 

practice. I know, however, that isn’t always the case. I often (knowingly and unknowingly) 

behave in ways that marginalize less privileged members of the Ultimate community and 

reproduce some of the forms of discrimination that actively ensure the exclusivity of this sport. 

Thus, while these recommendations are written for everyone who plays Ultimate, I need to 

recognize and acknowledge that I must, first and foremost, try to promote them and put them into 

practice myself.  

 

 

1. Re-imagining the Spirit of the Game 

 At the end of my final interview, Interviewee 7 described to me the first time that her 

father came to watch her play Ultimate. She told me that after he had observed the tournament 

that she was playing in for a little while, her father came up to her and told her that he was 

absolutely stunned that this sport, which showcased so much speed and athleticism, was played 

without any referees (Interviewee 7, personal communication, July 5, 2018). I too still feel a 
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mixture of pride and amazement when I see a teammate or an opponent make a painfully honest 

foul call and when I consider how well an abstract ethos like the SOTG30 has governed our sport 

for the past five decades. Despite these successes, this research project has forced me to 

acknowledge that the SOTG, as it is currently written, is not enough to ensure that the sport of 

Ultimate remains different from, and more fair than other sporting options. Specifically, I think 

that the SOTG could be improved in two ways.  

 First, I believe that there is a disjuncture between what the SOTG clause actually says 

and what players assume (and hope) it means that needs to be addressed. In the 11th edition of the 

USA Ultimate rules (2007), the SOTG clause is the second item presented, following only a 

general description of the what Ultimate is. In light of this, players and organisers alike typically 

construe the SOTG as being a sort of omnipotent authority that ensures that the Ultimate 

community represents all of sport’s best features not only on the field, but in all aspects of 

players’ lives. When we look closely at the SOTG clause, however, it is clear that the SOTG is a 

rule (albeit a central one) that is designed to dictate how Ultimate games are played, and nothing 

more. Because of this, I recommend that the SOTG clause be amended to include a section that 

explicitly addresses the fact that the opportunity to play Ultimate is not equally available to all 

people. This amendment should also state plainly that, because of this inequality, it is players’ 

responsibility to ensure the equity and accessibility of their sport both inside and outside of 

games. This is a change that I believe would be relatively easy to accomplish as most major 

Ultimate organisations, including USA Ultimate (2018), the organisation that is responsible for 

writing and publishing the most widely used set of rules, already have documents addressing 

their respective commitments to equity and accessibility. I suggest that this type of amendment 

                                                      

30 See Chapter 1, page 6, for the complete Spirit of the Game clause.  



 

130 

 

has the potential to significantly increase the diversity and improve the fairness of Ultimate by 

ensuring that all players recognise that we are fortunate to be able to play this sport and that, as 

such, we have a duty to use our privilege to include new participants whenever possible.  

 Second, I recommend that Ultimate’s governing organisations amend the SOTG clause to 

make it abundantly clear that this concept is highly contextual. Because the SOTG focuses on 

abstract concepts such as “respect”, “fun”, and “fairness”, the implementation of the SOTG, 

more so than most sports’ rules (which are, admittedly, also contextual), changes dramatically in 

different situations. This is evident every time a player chooses not to make a foul call in a 

recreational game despite being unfairly contacted, because “it’s just league” or “it’s just pick-

up”, but then proceeds to use the rules as often as possible in a competitive tournament 

(something that I saw consistently throughout my research). Significantly, the type and style of 

play that is considered “respectful”, “fun”, and “fair” doesn’t just change between competitive 

and recreational settings; it also shifts between social and cultural groups. As I articulated in 

Chapter 5, this contextuality is currently unrecognised and unacknowledged, meaning that a 

specific, privileged social class group’s definition of what constitutes “spirited” play is treated as 

the only definition of spirited play. This systematically marginalizes people who aren’t members 

of that small social group, and who therefore don’t share this particular worldview. I suggest that 

we might combat this form of discrimination by promoting a system in which team captains and 

players are encouraged to actively discuss what the “SOTG” means to them prior to playing in 

games or tournaments. In doing so, I argue that we would begin to recognise the huge variability 

in understandings of the SOTG and be better able to govern ourselves and our play in a way that 

benefits players from any background in any situation. 
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2. Embracing our Arguments 

 I conclude the final vignette in Chapter 5, in which I describe the implementation of 

Ratio Rule A, by explaining that I didn’t challenge a series of problematic and sexist comments 

because “I didn’t want to get into an argument with my own teammates”. I remember feeling 

uncomfortable in this situation because it seemed as though I was the only person voicing an 

unpopular opinion. I remember not wanting to be perceived as some sort of “social justice 

warrior” intent on making a problem out of nothing. After asking several players about this new 

rule in our interviews, though, I realized that I was not alone in my support for the move to Ratio 

Rule A. Several of my interviewees stated plainly that they think the enactment of Ratio Rule A 

is a positive change, but also implied that they simply aren’t comfortable publicly advocating for 

gender equality. As Interviewee 7 explained to me, many of the smart, competent, and political 

women (and their allies) who play Ultimate are effectively silenced because our community 

hasn’t “created the space” for them to share their ideas and opinions (personal communication, 

July 5, 2018). I suggest, therefore, that it is essential that players pursue these types of 

uncomfortable conversations. In particular, I believe that players who occupy positions of 

significant (and unearned) privilege, like myself, have a responsibility to speak up in this type of 

situation. In doing so, I hope we might be able to help make space for players with diverse 

perspectives and ideas to be able participate in these discussions and have a say in the future of 

our sport. 

 My second recommendation, then, is that the Ultimate community endeavor to embrace 

its disagreements, arguments, and quarrels. While this may sound counterproductive, these 

disagreements are often the result of competing and contradictory interests. For instance, in the 
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last couple of years, members of the Ultimate community have debated, often publicly, the need 

to mandate equal play time for women and men in mixed Ultimate, the need for equitable 

coverage of women’s and mixed games relative to men’s games, and the role of a professional 

league in growing and developing our sport. In each of these cases, a critical observer can see 

that it is predominantly elite, white male players, the most privileged group within our sport (and 

who are seeking to protect their own privilege), who are at odds with players from marginalized 

groups (and their allies), who are advocating for better treatment for themselves and their peers. I 

suggest that in these difficult conversations we have a unique opportunity to carefully consider 

what the root causes of these disagreements are and to consider some of the consequences of our 

sport’s exclusivity.  

 If the Ultimate community is able to foster an environment in which all players are able 

to voice their needs and desires, rather than one where only our most privileged and empowered 

members are supported, we will be able to ensure that everyone has the opportunity to not only 

play Ultimate, but to enjoy playing and succeed in our sport. Further, it is my hope that having 

these conversations will promote the understanding, among Ultimate players, that our sport has 

historically marginalized people of less advantaged social classes and people with particular 

identities, especially racialized people. And, that this knowledge will motivate us to make the 

necessary changes to ensure that this discrimination doesn’t continue. 

 

 

3. Supporting Each Other 

 After having spent the better part of two years thinking critically about Ultimate, I feel as 

though I know quite a bit about my sport and have many ideas for how it might be improved. 
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Despite this, I have very little desire to pursue a position of leadership within the sport (for 

instance within Ultimate Canada), even though it might enable me to share these knowledges and 

ideas. Instead, I have chosen to try to incorporate these ideas into my everyday praxis as an 

Ultimate player and a member of the Kingston Ultimate community. I have chosen to try to 

make change “from the ground up”. Because of this, my recommendation that members of the 

Ultimate community need to re-evaluate and improve the ways in which we support one another, 

including people who are not yet members of our community, is more personal than the other 

two recommendations. I also recognise that there is an enormous variety of ways to be 

“supportive”, so I have chosen to include, in point form, the four main ways in which I am trying 

to support my fellow (and prospective) Ultimate players. I am attempting to be supportive by: 

I. Sharing my time, energy, knowledge, and resources with my local community. 

 As I have articulated throughout this thesis, I didn’t end up playing Ultimate (and 

being relatively good at it) by coincidence. I reached this point because my privileged 

identity has afforded me a disproportionate number of opportunities to learn, practice, 

and play. Although Kingston has an amazing Ultimate scene, most people haven’t had 

the same opportunities that I have, and I am trying to help change that. Specifically, I 

have spent the last couple of years volunteering. I have coached the Queen’s university 

men’s “B” team, helped at local skills clinics, and on several occasions played with the 

Kingston Ultimate juniors. These opportunities have been fun and rewarding, but I am 

forced to acknowledge that they have largely helped people who, like myself, have had 

very little difficulty getting into Ultimate. Because of this, looking forward, I need to 

push myself to find ways to continue to diversify the types of volunteering I’m involved 

in, and the groups of people with whom I play and participate.   
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II.  Trying to throw to everyone. 

 The utility of throwing to everyone that you play with might seem self-evident, 

but, as I learned in this project, it is quite uncommon to find players (particularly male 

players) who do it consistently. In my case, as much as I try to forget it when I’m wearing 

my critical scholar cap, I can be very competitive and impatient when I’m actually 

playing Ultimate. About a year ago, while writing my reflexive field notes, I noticed that 

I have a tendency to unfairly “look off” (not pass to) newer players, particularly new 

women. Because of this, I have made a commitment to myself to pass to whomever is 

most open, regardless of the context (ex., league, pick-up, or competitive tournaments) 

and regardless of the receiver. This strategy is incredibly simple, but based on the 

feedback from my interviewees, doesn’t go unnoticed. Further, the only way that teams 

will have fun, improve, and/or win, is if all players are consistently given the opportunity 

to make plays. 

III. Watching, attending, and celebrating women’s and mixed Ultimate games. 

 Like most other team sports, the most highly celebrated “centre” of Ultimate is 

the elite men’s game. Elite male players have more and better opportunities than the rest 

of the Ultimate community, but this doesn’t mean that they are superior to the rest of the 

community. Two years ago, shortly after I had begun this project, thanks to USA 

Ultimate’s equitable coverage initiative, which allocated significant funding to film 

women’s and mixed games specifically, a wide array of high-level women’s and mixed 

games were published on YouTube. I started by watching the mixed games, because 

that’s what I was playing at the time, and after viewing all the most interesting ones, I 

began watching women’s games. While this may have begun as a way to avoid 
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schoolwork, more than anything else, I’ve found that I love watching women’s, mixed, 

and men’s games, for some of the same, and for some different reasons. Besides enjoying 

them, I think that it is particularly important to watch and promote women’s and mixed 

games in order to reaffirm to our sport’s governing bodies and popular sports media that 

there is an audience that really wants to watch these games. In doing so, I hope that 

Ultimate will soon have a diverse array of visible role models, not only white men, for 

young players and fans to look up to. 

IV. Trying to recognize (and address) the times when my teammates and I are being 

exclusive or unfriendly. 

 One of the things that stood out the most from my interviews was that I was told, 

on a couple of occasions, that not only is the Ultimate community exclusive, but it can 

also be elitist. Some of my interviewees told me that even though they’ve been playing 

recreational Ultimate for several years, they don’t feel as though they’re a part the 

community. They explained to me that they don’t necessarily identify as “real” Ultimate 

players because they consider that moniker to be reserved for touring players who play 

competitively and travel to play in tournaments. Most troublingly, they explained to me 

that in both games and the social activities that follow them, this “in” group tends to form 

a clique and can be downright unfriendly.  

 Most significantly, this elitism, as I have argued throughout this thesis, also 

applies to social and cultural identities and backgrounds, not just playing abilities. 

Because of this, I have been pushing myself to try and find ways to better include newer 

and marginalized members of the Ultimate community. An in-game example of this is 

that (if I’m in a position to do so, like I am in the Kingston league) I make a point of 
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calling a play for every single point during a game. In doing so, I’m able to ensure that 

everybody has an opportunity to take a central role several times in a game, rather than 

having a couple of players dominate. In social situations, such as our post-game dinners 

at the Mansion, my strategy is often as simple as trying to notice when someone looks 

uncomfortable or out of place and then making sure that I invite them to join the table 

that I’m sitting at and that I introduce them to some new people. 

 These four strategies, that I have been trying to implement to improve the way that I 

support my fellow Ultimate players and future Ultimate players, are by no means exhaustive. I 

try to remain open to the possibility there are numerous other ways that I could improve my own 

behaviour. I am also constantly trying to expand my understanding of current issues within 

Ultimate so that I can continue to try to achieve some of the outcomes that I have advocated for 

in this thesis in my own community. That being said, I think that trying to implement these four 

strategies, regardless of their perceived success, is a good starting point for any Ultimate player 

who is interested in trying to improve the equity and accessibility of the sport. With this third 

recommendation, that we, as members of the Ultimate community need to improve the way we 

support one another, I have tried to make it clear that there is more than one way to address 

Ultimate’s problematic homogeneity. Specifically, I have used my personal experiences to show 

that players, particularly those who are most privileged, can make simple, everyday changes that 

may benefit their local Ultimate community. 

 In this section, I have offered three recommendations to the Ultimate community for how 

we might be able to challenge our sport’s problematic homogeneity and improve its equity and 

accessibility outcomes. While these three recommendations only begin to cover the many diverse 

and entangled problems with our sport and its culture, I think they are a good starting point for 
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individual Ultimate players, local leagues, and national/international governing bodies. If we, as 

individual players within the Ultimate community and as a broader social group, are able to 

begin implementing these recommendations, I sincerely believe that we will begin to see some 

positive and much-needed changes. Finally, I wish to conclude this section by expressing my 

hope that more players will begin to create and document their own recommendations (like the 

creators of The Sky is Red and “Equity in Mixed Ultimate” have done) and by saying that I am 

excited to have my fellow players and academics challenge and expand upon the 

recommendations I have presented here.  

   

 

Conclusion 

 In one of my final meetings with Dr. Mary Louise Adams, my supervisor, after talking 

about some of my recommendations for the sport of Ultimate, we joked that maybe I should just 

title my thesis “Fraser Fixes Ultimate”. Unfortunately, it’s not quite that straightforward. It isn’t 

straightforward, because, contrary to Interviewee 5’s titular assertion, Ultimate isn’t “just a 

sport”. As I have taken pains to argue throughout this thesis, Ultimate is a contextual and 

contested cultural formation. Significantly, I have shown that within our current, North 

American context (and specifically in Kingston, Ontario, Canada), playing Ultimate serves as 

mechanism through which an already privileged group of people reassert and re-establish their 

privilege, often at the expense of historically marginalized groups. Because of this, it is 

impossible to “fix” Ultimate’s problematic homogeneity without also addressing the intersecting 

systems and structures of racism, classism, and sexism that are pervasive in our current social 

system, and upon which our society is founded.  
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 The contextuality of Ultimate also means, though, that just because Ultimate perpetuates 

social systems of inequality and differentiation today, it need not be a tool of oppression 

tomorrow. Although this project is often critical of Ultimate, I remain optimistic about the 

sport’s future. In this final chapter, I have highlighted some of the powerful ways that Ultimate 

players are challenging the exclusivity and homogeneity of our community and, in doing so, are 

proving that there are different, and in my opinion, better ways of “doing” Ultimate. I have also 

explained that my project is limited by the fact that I did not interview anyone with an identity 

that positions them at the intersection of multiple forms of oppression (and most notably that I 

didn’t interviewee any non-white Ultimate players). As such, the three recommendations that I 

provide to the Ultimate community in this chapter represent and address only one small portion 

of the movement to make Ultimate more accessible and equitable. That being said, I hope that 

these recommendations will help raise awareness about some of Ultimate’s troublesome 

practices, inspire players to make change, and provide a useful resource for players who want to 

imagine and realize a new version of Ultimate. I don’t think that I can or will “fix” Ultimate. 

But, I do believe steadfastly that if the entire Ultimate community, millions of people strong, 

wanted to, we could not only change our sport, but also challenge our unjust social organisation. 

So, to all of my fellow Ultimate players, I ask you: do we want to?  
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Appendix B 

Sample Interview Guide 

Interview Guide 

“Calling Lines”: An Ethnographic Analysis of Privilege, Taste, and Potential in Ultimate  

➔ Introduction to the research project by reading the Letter of Information with the 

interviewee 

➔ Read the Consent Form over and obtain written consent 

➔ Remind the interviewee that they may abstain from answering any question(s) and that 

they have the right to withdraw from the interview at any point 

 

Preliminary Questions 

1) Can you tell me about how you started playing Ultimate? 

-Probe: What drew you to the sport of Ultimate? 

-Probe: Where and when did you start playing? 

-Probe: What sort of teams have you played on (Have they been different levels of 

competition? In different divisions? For what sort of tournaments?) 

-Probe: What is your sporting background? What other sports are you involved with? 

 

Principal Questions 

2) Why do you play mixed? 

 -Probe: What drew you to the mixed division as opposed to the women’s/men’s division? 

 -Probe: What do you enjoy about playing mixed?  

 -Probe: What challenges do you think are associated with playing mixed?  
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3) What role do you play on your current team (on and off the field)? 

-Probe: What is your style of play? 

-Probe: How do you think people take up or are assigned roles on mixed teams? 

-Probe: Do you think that there is a difference in the roles that men and women typically 

play? 

-Probe: What is your all-time favourite maneuver/move/play in Ultimate? 

 

4) (Version 1) 

Have you heard about the AUDL boycott that is currently being organised? How do you 

feel about it? 

-Probe: What is your opinion on a men’s only professional league? 

-Probe: What about the proposed 6 aside, mixed semi-pro league (The United Ultimate 

League)? 

-Probe: What do you think about the professional league(s)? What is their relationship to 

broader Ultimate community? What are some of the costs or benefits of these pro 

leagues? 

 

4) (Version 2) 

 Have you heard about the new gender ratio rule (Rule A) that Ultimate Canada (and 

WFDF) are adopting for next year? 

Explanation: 
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“At the start of the game, after the first disc flip, an additional disc flip happens with the 

winner selecting the gender ratio for the first point. For the second and third points the 

ratio must be the reverse of the first point. For the fourth and fifth points the ratio must be 

same as the first point. This pattern of alternating the ratio every two points repeats until 

the end of the game (half time has no impact on the pattern). For example: Team A wins 

the flip and starts on defense with 4 women, 3 men. After the conclusion of the first 

point, the next two points are played with 3 women, 4 men, and then the next two points 

flip back to 4 women, 3 men. This pattern continues until the game’s end. This results in 

an even distribution of gender ratios within a mixed game.”  

Rationale: 

“The primary reason to move to Ratio Rule A is gender equity. It produces near equal 

play time for female and male identifying athletes and encourages the gender ratio of 

mixed squads to include equal numbers of athletes who identify with each gender. Under 

the current rule, WFDF Ratio Rule B (end zone decides), the gender ratio decision 

alternates between teams. The uncertainty of the gender ratio for tournaments can make it 

more difficult to determine the number of players of various genders to carry on a roster 

and does not encourage full gender equality on rosters. Ratio Rule A also has the effect of 

speeding up the game, as the gender ratio is known for each point after the first.” 

Source: http://ucm.canadianultimate.com/c/2018/04/17/2019-mixed-gender-ratio-change/ 

 

- Probe: Do you have any thoughts about this rule? What is your opinion on this change? 

- Probe: Do you think that this will help the mixed division (to grow, to have better 

matches, to be more equitable…) 
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- Probe: Do you think that this sort of structural change is what is necessary to bring more 

women into the sport? 

 

5) Can you describe a stereotypical Ultimate player for me? 

-Probe: What do they look like? 

-Probe: How do they act? What are their other interests? 

-Probe: What’s their general social status? 

-Probe: When did they start playing? 

-Probe: Would you consider the Ultimate community to be diverse? 

 

6) Can you describe the Ultimate community for me? 

-Probe: Can you explain why you think it is the way it is (ie. homogenous/diverse)? 

-Probe: How did it get to be that way? 

-Probe: What are the implications of this? How might Ultimate change if its player 

demographics change? 

  

Final/Concluding Questions 

7) What do you think it takes/costs to play Ultimate? 

-Probe: Are there any non-financial costs associated with playing? 

-Probe: Is everybody suited to play? 

-Probe: What do you expect to gain from playing Ultimate? What sort of benefits do you 

think are associated with your participation? 
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8) What do you think the Spirit of the Game is or means? 

-Probe: Do you think the SOTG effects how accessible the sport of Ultimate is? How? 

 

9) Are there any specific stories from your Ultimate career that you want to share with me 

or discuss? 

  *** Is there anything else you would like to discuss with me? *** 

 

 


