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The role of sport in world cinema
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Abstract
Objective of the study is to determine the significance of sport at the international level, including its growing importance and
influence on media societies as a political tool.
Methods and structure of the study. Based on an analysis of literary and statistical international databases, a comparative
analysis was conducted, combining quantitative and qualitative methods to study the place of sport in European and Russian
cinema and its connection with broader political and ideological messages. Media texts from national federal media served as
the empirical basis.
Results and conclusions. The theme of sport in cinema emerged with the creation of documentary filmmaking and the de-
velopment of scientific and technological progress, sport and culture. The sports genre has become a leading genre in world
cinema, coexisting with other film genres. Sports films reflect social changes, public demands and the culture of individual
nations.
In each country, a particular sport dominated at a certain period of time, and the Olympic Games were the apogee of the po-
liticization of international sporting competitions, which left its mark on the content of films. Films on this subject are a tool for
competition between countries, not only at the Olympic Games, but also in the cinema space, based on the number of films
produced and their influence on European society, as confirmed by research into European and Russian sports cinema.
The film projects themselves are aimed at generating audience interest in leading a healthy lifestyle and participating in ama-
teur sports. At the federal level, sports films play another important role in articulating and affirming existing power structures
and ideological hegemony in Russian society, especially during a particularly difficult period of national and international insta-

bility and controversy.
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Introduction. Culture and social norms are re-
flected in cinema. Cultural studies scholars note that
cinema acts as a mediator in shaping public opinion
and establishing hegemonic ideologies through the
transmission of socio-cultural norms. The state, in
turn, is interested in the development of the film in-
dustry, since film distribution in the international me-
dia environment shapes the image of the country and
conveys its values.

The sports genre in cinema plays an important role
in international competition at the economic, cultural,
sporting and personal levels. In world cinema, there is
a battle for box office takings between national films
and Hollywood, which has played a central role in de-
fining and popularizing the genre. Thus, the theme of
sport became popular around the world, and in 2008,
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in a special television broadcast on the American
channel CBS, the American Film Institute recognized
that the sports genre was the leading genre in Ameri-
can cinema.

Objective of the study is to determine the signifi-
cance of sport at the international level, including its
growing importance and influence on media societies
as a political tool.

Methods and structure of the study. The article
analyzed works related to the analysis of specific films
about the history of sport (including basketball) in Eu-
rope and internationally [3, 4], as well as the portrayal
of sport in cinema and other visual media [1, 7]. For
example, a 1960s study by historian John B. Kuyper
[6] on American films about the Civil War noted that
films made during a particular decade or year can be
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Fig. 1. Diagram showing European sports film pro-
duction between 1910 and 2022.

an indicator of the opinions, attitudes, and concepts
of both filmmakers and viewers of that period.

In-depth quantitative studies in the American con-
text were conducted by a number of foreign scholars,
who identified 590 American films from that period and
examined various obvious trends, including the social
and cultural significance of sport and its evolution.

Inthe process of analyzing sportsin European films,
difficulties arose with the statistical database. For ex-
ample, existing databases at the European level, such
as The European Film Directory and the Internet Movie
Database (IMDb), include only feature-length films,
while short films and documentaries about sports are
absent. In addition, there are linguistic problems in
classifying films as sports films, given the multi-genre
nature of cinema. The sample includes films in which
sport is the key theme of the plot.

Results of the study and discussion. The pinna-
cle of the politicization of international sporting com-
petitions was reached with the Olympic Games, which
more often than not serve as an arena for political
struggle and a tool for propaganda and the promotion
of ideologies. Over time, issues of physical culture and
national achievements began to feature on the agenda
of the media and cinema, and interest in sport began
to emerge at the very beginning of the 20th century.

The popularization of artistic cinema and the de-
velopment of scientific and technological progress
contributed to the development of a variety of sports
films. Thus, from documentary films during World War
Il for propaganda purposes (e.g., Olympia (1938)) to
dramatic films based on real events (e.g., Champion
(1949)), where sport served as a backdrop for the dra-
matic plot to the main sporting theme of the film. Later,
sports-themed films began to receive Oscars. For ex-
ample, the film Rocky showed that sports films can be
not only entertaining, but also artistically significant.

According to the results of an analysis of films from

a sample of 37 European countries, where the main
theme was sports, there has been an increase in the
production of such films from 1910 to 2023 (Fig. 1). A
distinctive feature of the study of the sports genre was
the problem of selecting films, as there are many films
with similar themes touching on sports, so the study is
based on feature-length films that were shown in cin-
emas and whose main storyline is devoted to sports.

Each country has its own popular sports at a given
time, which are reflected in feature films. Based on re-
search, European films over the past 113 years reflect
a number of characteristics. More than 25% of films
are devoted to football as a key sport, followed by box-
ing, horse racing and athletics.

In addition, different sports were popular at differ-
ent times and in different countries, reflecting social
changes and public preferences. For example, in the
UK, horse racing is preferred, so films about this sport
accounted for only 9% of the total.

However, in the 1920s, about 50% of all films were
dedicated to horse racing, as it was positioned as an
important interwar sport in Britain [5]. The most active
countries in terms of film production or co-production
of sports films are: the United Kingdom, Germany,
France, the Soviet Union (later the Russian Federa-
tion), Spain and ltaly.

At the federal level, sport acts as a political tool in
the strategy to promote nationalism, and Soviet refer-
ences to sporting achievements serve as a model of
heritage. The Russian Federation has its own sporting
heroes who have been featured in films. For example,
the 2013 film Legend No. 17, about the rise to fame of
legendary Soviet ice hockey player Valery Kharlamov,
was also a commercial success.

Thus, cinema contributes to raising the country's
profile on the international stage, playing an important
role in the cultural and economic life of the country.

Even a single film can reflect the political situation
and public opinion at the national and international
levels, highlighting the country's importance through
its sporting history.

Conclusions. Sports films are not only entertain-
ment, but also an important political tool for shap-
ing national identity. Over time, sports films have
transformed, reflecting not only changes in cinema
itself, but also the evolution of society's perception
of sport.

The authors summarized international and, in
particular, European research in the field of sport as
a film genre and journalistic agenda over a certain
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period and found that cinema acts as a projection of
a particular nation's perception of sport. Society's
view of sport is expressed through cultural creativity
— film production. In each country and in each period
of time, one or another sport dominated, and sports
games served as an instrument of cultural capital in
the international arena, where the Olympic Games be-
came the apogee of the politicization of international
sports competitions.

Research into the evolution of sports cinema re-
flects the development of sport in Europe since the
beginning of the 20th century, and the methods of
presenting film material and the director’s vision have
shaped the norms, values and understanding of the
sports themes presented. Football is the most popu-
lar sport represented in European sports cinema.
At the same time, certain sports came to the fore in
different eras, reflecting larger social changes. With
the increase in the production of sports films since
the 1970s, the types of sports represented on screen
have expanded and there has been a transition to re-
lated genres — drama instead of comedy. In terms of
national production volumes, the United Kingdom and
the Russian Federation have been in the lead since the
early 2000s.

Hollywood, in turn, played a central role in defining
and popularizing the genre, and the popularity of Hol-
lywood films influenced the perceptions and prefer-
ences of viewers who are oriented towards entertain-
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ment content. The audience's familiarity with this type
of film masterpiece shaped their standards for cinema
in European countries.
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