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Abstract 

 Ultimate, sometimes known as Ultimate Frisbee, carries with it particularities that sets it 

apart from other sports. The players are heavily stereotyped as progressive, alternative, White 

athletes, the sport itself rejects the status quo by encouraging self-officiation of the game by 

athletes, and the idea of “Spirit” is written into the very rules that govern play. Ultimate requires 

minimal equipment, there is no substantial endowment put into the sport, and athletic success is 

not a way to produce income or gain an academic scholarship. These factors make it appear to be 

a perfect avenue for equitable access. Yet, while Ultimate was created in 1968, a few years after 

any legal racial segregation in the US ended, the population of the sport confirms its stereotype. 

In other words, the sport is very White and lacks diversity. Through mixed qualitative 

methodology including interviews and multimedia document analysis, this thesis examines the 

ways that the foundation of Ultimate has produced this homogenous landscape. Further, through 

practices common in the field of sports geography, this thesis looks to the ways that the 

constructed space of a sport reflects spheres of society. This research finds that issues of 

withheld knowledge, insidiously high financial barriers, inappropriately weighted identity of 

alternative members of society, and hidden networks for implicit biases plague the “progressive” 

sport of Ultimate. 
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Introduction 

Ultimate frisbee is a sport on the rise. Many have at least heard of it, maybe even know 

players personally, or engaged in it themselves. Ultimate is often considered a new kind of 

athleticism – at least, that is the way players see their beloved game from the inside. As an 

Ultimate athlete myself, I understand the draw. Athletes uninterested in the mainstream sports 

such as basketball, soccer, or baseball find Ultimate with its bright jerseys, hippie culture, and 

medley of never-before-seen rules to be attractive. Moreover, the differences between the players 

just stumbling onto the field and those representing nations at international tournaments are 

minute. As a first-year student at the University of Vermont, I joined the club Ultimate team for 

my sixth year of play. One senior captain began playing as a first-year at UVM. Another senior 

started her time in college on the soccer team and gravitated towards Ultimate in her second 

year. A junior on the team was from the southeast, and I, originally from Atlanta myself, 

remembered competing against her team in high school years before. Somehow, this rapidly 

growing sport draws in high school Varsity basketball players, people trying their hand at 

athletics for the very first time, and lifelong Ultimate participants alike. 

This is a thesis that explores this exciting new sport and the social implications of the 

way it has progressed over time. In many ways Ultimate is unique. However, Ultimate is a sport 

created by people just like any other sport or social construct. This means that society can reflect 

onto Ultimate and Ultimate back onto society. More specifically, the stereotypes that surround 

Ultimate – the players are White, the players are progressive, and so on – expose deeper issues 

that thread through the sport. Ultimate lacks racial diversity in a surprising way, especially 

considering its history. Though it never existed during legal segregation, was created by some 

college kids in New Jersey as a fun new way to be active, and only requires eight field markers 
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and a disc, the sport has always been played overwhelmingly by White people. Despite the lack 

of overtly racialized regulations, barriers surround the sport. Though they are often subtle, they 

serve to protect racial hegemony. 

What is Ultimate? 

 Ultimate frisbee begins with a field, typically grass but occasionally artificial turf, with 

eight cones to align the corners. The field proper is 40 x 70 yards, with two endzones on either 

end of the playing field that are 20 yards deep. Before a point begins, seven players from one 

team line up on their endzone line and face the other team’s seven 70-yards away on the opposite 

endzone. There are regulated locations on the field for the center of the playing area, the center 

of each endzone, and “brick” marks 20-yards between the center of the field and the endzone 

lines. There is also a suggested perimeter around the field to keep players and the audience 

separated with a buffer. However, the only requirements for a game of frisbee are the outlines of 

the playing area and endzones, labeled in the following diagram as the “End Zone” and “Central 

Zone.” 

 
Figure: Ultimate Playing Field Diagram (Rules of Ultimate | USA Ultimate, Appendix A) 

The team on defense begins in this formation holding the disc, and when both lines of 

players indicate their readiness with a raise of a hand, the disc is thrown by one defensive player 

as far as they can down the field – this throw is called the “pull.” When the pull is released, play 
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is “live,” and both lines simultaneously run into position to begin play. Where the pull lands is 

where that point begins, and offense can begin to move the disc down the field to their scoring 

endzone. In this way, Ultimate is quite similar to football. To score a point, a player must catch 

the disc within the other team’s 40 x 20-yard endzone. However, similarly to basketball, players 

cannot run while holding the disc. Rather, once a player catches a throw and stops their running 

momentum in a step or two, they must set one foot down – this is known as a “pivot” – and 

cannot pick that foot up again until they have released the disc. One defending player is allowed 

to “stall” the player with the disc, and once they are within ten feet of the thrower, they can start 

counting from one to ten at a slow pace. This count is the stall count. If the thrower has not 

thrown the disc by the time their “mark,” or the defender stalling them, utters “t” of the word 

“ten,” the offense has lost possession of the disc and offense and defense switch.  

 There are other ways to cause a turnover in Ultimate. Just like in soccer, the defense can 

intercept passes and immediately turn to attack their own goal. The defense can also knock an 

offender’s throw to the ground and earn possession in that manner. In fact, any time the disc 

touches a blade of grass, possession changes. Because of this, every catch and throw counts. This 

also means that players are sprinting, often bumping against one another, vying for the 

opportunity to catch a throw or knock it away. Ultimate is considered a non-contact sport. In 

other words, tackling, pushing, standing in the way of other defenders, or even hitting the disc 

while it is held by another player are cause for a foul to be called. 

Apart from a few high-level games, Ultimate is officiated by players. In other words, 

players call fouls, make in- and out-of-bounds decisions, and settle any disputes that may arise 

within the boundaries of the field and amongst the fourteen players that are in play. In those 

games that are an exception, there are no referees. Instead, there are “observers,” who help by 
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adding an objective third party to discussions between players, make in- and out-of-bounds calls, 

and keep the game moving efficiently.  

Ultimate is certainly unique but at the same time is a medley of many different sports. 

Almost any field athlete can see pieces of their own game while they watch Ultimate. The 

individuality of Ultimate comes from its newness, its officiation, and mostly from its reputation. 

Racial Equity in Ultimate Frisbee 

I fit into the lifelong participant cohort of Ultimate players. Atlanta, GA has many 

opportunities to play, and the program at the Paideia School – my alma mater – has been 

producing top tier athletes for decades. Michael Baccarini, the P.E. teacher in my elementary 

school, happened to be among the first to draw Ultimate into the limelight, who co-authored the 

book Essential Ultimate: Coaching, Teaching, and Playing from 2008, and was inducted into the 

Ultimate Hall of Fame in 2018 (Michael Baccarini (Class of 2018)). Miranda Roth Knowles, a 

teacher of biology and neuroscience at Paideia, is a world-renowned coach and athlete, and leads 

the girls’ high school program at Paideia. Martin Aguillera, high school physics teacher and 

frequent coach of United States National Ultimate Teams, co-coaches the boys’ Varsity team at 

Paideia alongside Baccarini. I learned to throw as an elementary student and naturally found 

myself joining an organized team in middle school. Ultimate was easily accessible to me. The 

sport was even designed to be that way; a frequent introduction to the sport involves the 

disclaimer “Ultimate is great because all you need are eight cones and a plastic disc!” And yet, 

perhaps obviously, my experience as a White student at a private high school in the south is not 

universal. In fact, even those playing at schools that were mere miles away had a vastly different 

experience with Ultimate than I.  
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In my time playing Ultimate, I have always been on majority White teams. In some 

situations, majority is an understatement; I am frequently playing side by side and against only 

White people. During all levels of Ultimate in Atlanta, Georgia, Burlington, Vermont, and 

Amherst, Massachusetts, this observation has held true for me. Indeed, there are exceptions to 

this rule, and yet the reputation of whiteness is stronger than any diverse bubble in the sport. In 

an interview article posted by USA Ultimate (USAU), the governing body of sanctioned 

Ultimate in the United States, the following interaction was highlighted: 

Earlier this year [2019], Jesse and Khalif [two well-known players of Color] 

attended Lei-Out, a beach tournament in Huntington Beach, Calif. Jesse 

recalled walking down the beach one day when a woman ran up to him and 

said, “Hey fellow Black person. What team are you on?” Jesse excitedly 

responded, “I’m on the ethnic team!” Thirty minutes later, the woman found 

Jesse and his team and shouted, “My people!” 

Many people who are minorities among a large group or community can 

relate to this exchange. You’re in a setting where no one around you looks 

like you, and you begin to feel isolated, nervous and on edge because you 

don’t want to say or do the wrong thing to make people feel as if you don’t 

belong. 

“It’s tough to be the token Black guy,” admitted Khalif. (Melton) 

 

People of Color play Ultimate. However, they are less visible, and their participation is much 

lower. As these two players were describing in this interview, they are frequently ridiculed for 

the way that they play, the way they conduct foul calls and conversations. Khalif even finds 

himself “lowering his voice or getting down on one knee when speaking to opponents so as to 

not come off as aggressive” (Melton).  

 How did Ultimate get to this point? The sport was meant as a sort of retaliation against 

mainstream athletics. The community even seems to pride itself in its commitment for diversity. 

USAU has an Inclusion Statement:  

 

USA Ultimate values the contributions and perspectives that a truly diverse 

community provides our sport and its culture. Equity, diversity and inclusion 

(EDI) are critical to the integrity of our sport, and USA Ultimate is 

committed to increasing access to and participation in the sport, particularly 
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amongst youth in underrepresented communities. (Equity, Diversity & 
Inclusion | USA Ultimate) 

 

USAU publishes racial demographic information collected from members when they join the 

organization. Despite this written commitment to and acknowledgement of the necessity of 

equity, they do not find ease of access about the racial makeup of the sport they govern to be 

equally critical to the sport’s integrity. Internet searches, the Diversity Equity and Inclusion page 

on the USAU website, and even searching on the website itself do not turn up demographic data. 

After emailing with board members of USAU, however, I learned that racial demographic data 

can be found embedded in links at the bottom of the membership information page. 

 
Figure: A Comparison of Demographic Data from USA Ultimate in 2019 (top left, bottom left) (2019 USAU 

Members by State-Age-Gender-Demographic-Levels - Google Sheets) and the US Census in 2020 (top right, bottom 

right) (U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts) 

 

While the White population is proportionately represented in Ultimate, most other groups are 

underrepresented. The Asian population is an exception to this, as Ultimate shows over 8% 

Asian participation compared to Asian people making up 5.6% of the US population. Looking at 
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other races, however, the comparison is staggering. The US is 12.2% Black, while Ultimate 

shows 1.55% participation. Hispanic participation in Ultimate is a sixth of what would be 

representative. Importantly, USAU provides the options for members to select “Prefer Not to 

Answer” or to not give an answer at all, a choice that almost a fifth of members chose. In other 

words, while the US was 39.9% non-White in the 2020 census, USAU members a year before 

were at most 37.34% non-White yet could have been as low as 17.48% non-White of any race.  

This thesis considers Ultimate as a case study of built environments that have the 

potential for equity, inclusion, and positive community impact but instead remain 

overwhelmingly White. Is there something about Ultimate as a sport that fosters these 

demographic issues? How did such a new sport that existed fully outside of formal segregation in 

the United States end up less diverse than many sports that coexisted with real legal barriers to 

entry for People of Color? What can be attributed to Ultimate that opens a way to fix these 

problems? Finally, how do the issues found in Ultimate apply to other environments and societal 

realms, and can we use these same fixes there?  

 Interviews of individuals who have engaged in Ultimate, as well of analysis of written 

experiences, documentaries, and podcasts inform the engagement in this thesis. Through these 

methods of inquiry, a few major themes rose to the surface. First, Ultimate is difficult to access. 

Though not specifically designed to be so, the sport suffers from insularities and financial 

barriers that deter many new players. Second, the strong identity of Ultimate plays into the same 

niche as counter-culturalists, hippies, and alternative ways of living. While possible and not at all 

unheard of, many people who are already marginalized find a hard time adding new labels that 

push them farther from society’s beaten path. From there comes the third theme of 

intersectionality. The identity of Ultimate just mentioned appears to develop a community of 
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people who believe their participation in the sport is enough personal marginalization to waive 

them of any pressures to strive for more equity. In other words, there is a complacency built into 

Ultimate; the sport is new, unique, and has a strong aesthetic, why would one need to move 

against its status quo? Finally, the rules themselves – self officiation, methods of communication, 

and integration of personal perceptions into gameplay – accommodate biases that alienate 

diversity. 
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Forming the Three-Legged Stool (Literature Review): 

Sports themselves cannot exist in isolation from the location where sports take place, and 

they are similarly entwined with race, racism, and race relations. However, before removing one 

of these three legs of the stool – sport, place, and race – we must analyze sport and race, sport 

and place, and place and race as they each provide different ontologies.   

Sports Geography – The Origins of the Field  

In his article in the journal Teaching Geography, David Storey diligently outlines why we 

must take the physical world and special relations into account when critically analyzing sport. 

Storey (2011) follows different sporting phenomena in this short piece to highlight geography’s 

relevance in understanding sport. Spatially, sport can be understood on a few levels. In the most 

obvious context, geography and sport overlap in the sense that “sport happens in place and that, 

at an organized level, individuals and teams represent a place” (Storey, pp. 67). Different games 

could be restricted to a specific country, they could be played only in areas containing specific 

ethnicities or nationalities, they could be more popular in certain regions of a country, they could 

be popular in places historically colonized by the same empire, or they could be evenly spread 

across regions of the globe.  

Sport venues themselves create important spaces which allow for ample geographic 

analysis. Venues create neighborhoods and business, sports clubs foster specific communities 

within places, different locations become symbolic of success and prestige (think of what 

Wimbledon means to tennis players as an example), and there is the oft felt sense of ownership 

over “home” field during competition. “The sense of belonging at a particular sports ground or 

even a particular part of a sports ground can be linked to ideas of topophilia (love of place) while 

for ‘away’ fans there may be feelings of topophobia (fear of place)” (Storey pp. 68). Sports from 
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one country might impact the populous of another as society becomes more globalized. 

Barcelona FC fans can be found in the US, despite being physically distant. Athletics fuel 

nationalism, international competition, instigate new economic agendas, and provide power to 

influential athletes.  

Wise and Kohe (2020) take these concepts a step further in an exploration of the extent to 

which the field of sports geography has grown since its conception, as well as the direction in 

which it is heading and should continue to go. This extensive summary of the field points out 

what could almost be described as subdisciplines of the subdiscipline of sports geography; work 

has been done under the sports geography title with sociocultural aspects, economic regeneration 

and tourism, national development, space, and place meaning, political identity, colonial power 

relations and decoloniality, and globalized branding, to non-exhaustively list a few. They touch 

on how some sports associations are globalizing – for example, the North American-based NBA 

played in London (Wise and Kohe). Large sporting events impact active behavior, competition 

between teams can both provoke and alleviate international political rivalries, and sports can 

serve as a chink in the armor of segregated societies to begin the process of desegregation. In a 

timely way, they comment on the potential of the Olympics as a perfect case study: “we are 

challenged to ask questions that relate to geography when watching the Summer or Winter 

Olympics or understanding politically contested histories, such as when England and Argentina 

meet in the FIFA World Cup, or when Real Madrid play against FC Barcelona” (Wise and Kohe, 

pp. 3). More than anything else, they emphasize the multidisciplinary nature of sports geography.  

In the journal Geography, Bale (1981) outlines what he believes to be the optimal 

strategy for incorporating sports geography into mainstream education. While this piece focuses 

on teaching techniques, it also provides an important framework for thinking about the 



Forming the Three-Legged Stool (Literature Review): 

 15 

geography of sport. He describes how sports diffuse across space and culture. Sports require 

infrastructure, run through hierarchy and organizations, create both cultural and structural 

spheres of influence (think businesses opening near stadiums), and force participants to move to 

find athletic hubs and teams. Bale maps out regions in England where certain sports, such as 

cycling, boxing, or table tennis, are more prevalent. What might these regional differences say 

about the culture of those spaces, and are these differences results of the sports or resulting in the 

sports themselves? Overall, the piece gives attention to the cultural and educational value of 

“recreational-participatory” and “commercial-consumer” geographic lenses on sports and 

athletics. In his own words, “after expenditure on television, radio, and audio equipment, sport is 

the most rapidly growing sector of leisure industries, spending having increased at a rate of 8-1 

per cent per annum between 1970 and 1977” (Bale, pp. 104). The emphasis of profit and 

expenditure is missing from the articles of Storey and Wise and Kohe.  

Indeed, one reason as to why a discussion intersecting a blossoming sport such as 

Ultimate, race, and geography is compelling is the increasing popularity of the sport. In 2012, the 

first professional league was created as the American Ultimate Disc League (AUDL) with a 

mission “to increase the visibility of one of North America’s fastest growing sports by creating 

fun, family friendly events that showcase the sport being played at its highest level” (“About the 

AUDL”). While Bale does not have the foresight to highlight Ultimate in his research, he does 

outline important questions for this paper: “Do working class industrial areas really identify with 

different sports from leafy southern suburbs? Are minority recreational sports localized 

geographically as well as numerically? How equitable is the degree of provision of opportunities 

for various sports? Can sport provide clues which aid the identification of regional cultures?” 



Forming the Three-Legged Stool (Literature Review): 

 16 

(Bale, pp. 105). Each of these research questions can be applied in the context of this thesis, and 

each are important to keep in mind while diving into the realm of sports geography.  

 

Racial Constructions – Race, Place, and Sport: 

Jeffrey Sammons’ article “‘Race’ and Sport: A Critical, Historical Examination” in the 

Journal of Sport History serves the purpose of exploring the holistic, historical side of race 

conceptually, as well as its part in the topic of sport. He begins with a discussion of race itself, 

both analyzing and explaining how it carries societal meaning and power. Sammons largely 

accepts the notion that race is “a ‘global sign,’ a ‘metalanguage,’ shaping outlook, defining 

reality, and ascribing value in terms of the colors Black and White, which stand in binary 

opposition while delineating the gulf between” (Sammons, pp. 208). Race is the false connection 

of concrete, genetic markers with behaviors and attributes regarding intelligence, ability, and 

worth, even though there is no real, inherent causation from one to the next. As Sammons is 

describing, these connections do still have a very real impact on the way that individuals operate 

within a society. Policies in place and social relations in practice both end up determining 

constraints on people who share the same skin tone; race does not determine outcome but is 

rather a way to defer blame from oppressors onto the oppressed. Brooks and Blackman (2011) 

write that scholarship surrounding “non-White participation in sports needs to move beyond 

storytelling and journalistic and folk pronouncements towards a deeper engagement with the 

social, cultural, and political practices in communities of color and American life in general” 

(Brooks and Blackman, pp. 444). Understanding race itself is necessary to critically analyzing 

constructed space, such as sport.  

The way race has been described so far is through a binary. To be White is to be of pale 

complexion and to be Black is the opposite. Indeed, these days it seems easy to point at two 
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people and label one Black and the other White. However, the people we label with these 

qualifiers are not constant throughout history, even recently. This fact is evidence to the arbitrary 

nature of the bases of racial demographics and the unfounded differences that inequities aim to 

perpetuate. Take the Irish population in the US as an example. The U.S. society of 2020 would 

consider the Irish to be White, a label that bestows both implicit and explicit privileges, varying 

across all realms, from housing access to even just physical safety. A century or two ago, 

however, the features of Whiteness understood today were juxtaposed by hostilities towards Irish 

immigrants at the time.  Thus, the tacit strategy was to shed the immigrant baggage in favor of 

White privilege as quickly as possible. While Irish immigrants were able to capitalize on 

preexisting White privileges through the 20th Century, established White groups found ways to 

profit from their successful assimilation.  

Irish immigrants in northern cities were separated from other lower-class ethnic groups to 

maintain their exploited status. Omi and Winant (1986) claim: “With the end of Reconstruction 

in 1877, an effective program for limiting the emergent class struggles of the later nineteenth 

century was forged: the definition of the working class in racial terms—as ‘White.’” (Omi and 

Winant,  pp. 19).  Without the explicit terms of slavery, new strategies of dominion were used to 

continue the legacy of social stratifications. Buck (2001) argues that established White 

populations, particularly "struggling northern whites” could shun the recently freed slave and 

immigrant populations as they tried to gain social standing (Buck, pp. 27). She states that this 

mindset allowed struggling White people to gain “a “psychological wage” instead of cash—a bit 

like being employee of the month and given a special parking place instead of a raise." (Buck, 

pp. 27). Thus, it was essential for the sense of privilege enjoyed by working class Whites already 

established in America that immigrant populations still be viewed as other.  
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Not surprisingly, after the turn of the 20th century, Irish immigrant communities began a 

process of assimilation into Whiteness. Brodkin in her chapter included in Race, Class and 

Gender in the US (1998) draws racial comparisons between Irish and Jewish populations in the 

ways that they became incorporated into the blanket category of whiteness. Both groups were 

largely culturally assimilated into “White” groups. “Their urban concentrations in dilapidated 

neighborhoods put them cheek by jowl next to the rising elites and the middle class with whom 

they shared public space and to whom their working-class ethnic communities were particularly 

visible” (Brodkin, pp. 31). The further the US got from explicit, legally sanctioned, racist 

practices like slavery, the easier assimilation became for Irish immigrant populations simply due 

to physical proximity. Otherwise disenfranchised by their lack of fiscal power, they readily 

bought into this racialized status to obtain access to upward mobility. Brodkin asks if immigrant 

groups became “White because they became middle-class? That is, did money whiten? Or did 

being incorporated into an expanded version of whiteness open up the economic doors to middle-

class status?” (Brodkin, pp. 33). In a mutually beneficial way, the whitening of European 

immigrant groups allowed for society to blame Black people for their destitution. As Irish 

immigrant groups homogenized with other White people, “immigrants became ethnic groups 

whose children had successfully assimilated into the mainstream and risen to the middle class” 

(Brodkin, pp. 34). This success gave the Irish immigrants the impression that they had earned 

access to privileges of Whiteness through merit in a way that others had not.  At the same time as 

Irish-Catholic immigrants became assimilated into the umbrella term of “White,” the rhetoric 

around them furthered the divide between “Whiteness” and others. White as a category expanded 

during the 1940 census, and “Euro-immigrants and their children were more securely White by 

submersion in an expanded notion of Whiteness” (Brodkin, pp. 33).  
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The post-racial state of Irish Americans exposes the deliberate nature of racial 

discrimination against People of Color. There was no physical or biological reason to absorb 

European immigrant communities into the label of “White” that differentiates those groups in 

terms of ability or morality. Rather, those apparently successful groups can be used by those in 

power as examples to exempt the system from blame for systemic issues. In other words, those 

playing the Devil’s Advocate could ask: “If oppressed groups like the Irish were able to move 

upwards into “privilege,” why can’t these other groups?” Vanderbeck (2006) cites an argument 

pointing to moments in which “Whites have strategically used the project of making whiteness 

(geographically) specific to deflect charges of White racism,” a concept especially but not 

exclusively applying to “descendants of once abject Irish immigrants” (Vanderbeck, pp. 644) 

The initial racialization of Irish immigrants allowed for the established upper-class to maintain 

their economically elite status. De-racialization of Irish immigrants, on the other hand, allowed 

for those same citizens to deny their part in suppression and exploitation.  

Race is a vessel for maintaining hierarchies within society. Though this statement is not 

directly about sports, there are connections. Sports require people to design them; they have set 

rules, access norms, fashions, equipment sets, and team sizes. These guidelines, written or not, 

echo the views and positionalities of their creators. Moreover, if the creators are of a privileged 

group, it can be assumed that they do not need to incorporate equitable boundaries into their 

newly created environment. 

While we can strive for a day when race no longer equates with privilege, racial 

categories still act in very real and numerous ways.  Think of the neighborhoods people live in, 

the food people eat, and the jobs people work. In one way or another, race contributes. Yet, 

despite the seeming realness of race, it is more of a divisive social tool than anything truly 
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biological. As Omi and Winant (1986) argue, “Racial categories and the meaning of race are 

given concrete expression by the specific social relations and historical context in which they are 

embedded” (pp. 16). Race is not an inherent difference in physical or mental capacity, 

genetically predisposed favorability, or anything of the like. Rather, hegemonic systems use 

physical characteristics like skin color to “determine the ‘presentation of self,’ distinctions of 

status, and appropriate modes of conduct” (Omi and Winant, pp. 17). 

There are many concrete examples of the way that these disconnected concepts are 

grounded. Vanderbeck (2006) argues that whiteness is “the normative and often unspoken 

category against which all other racialized identities are marked as Other” (pp. 643). The ability 

to create an exclusionary relationship between groups of people is essential for exploitative 

systems, like the exploitative system of slavery. Adopting and fostering racial identities allows 

for socially powerful groups to determine the most advantageous group to racialize, essentially 

exiling them from upward mobility. In the era of slavery in America, this strategy was used to 

divide, isolate, and sort the lowest social classes. Buck (2001) asserts that “Given the tendency of 

slaves, servants, and landless free Europeans and Africans to cooperate in rebellion, the elite had 

to ‘teach Whites the value of whiteness’ in order to divide and rule their labor force” (pp. 24). 

The lower-class White people were separated from even lower-class Africans, thus allowing 

slave owners and upper-class White citizens to capitalize on a weakened labor force. Thus, 

segregation is a means to subjugation, and the racialization of people in the context of free labor 

is no exception.  

Sports historically have reflected the public rule of segregation and racial hierarchy. 

Davis (2008) constructed a historical review of formal and informal segregation in American 

sports from slavery to the present day. There was limited integration of people of color, 
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particularly Black people, into sports between the Reconstruction era after the Civil War all the 

way into the Civil Rights era in the 1960s (Davis). However, the most notable integration of 

sports happened just after World War II, following Wendell Smith’s 1933 campaign of protest 

against the exclusion of Black athletes from baseball (Carroll). Yet, with the racial integration of 

professional sports comes the discomfort of the White, ruling class in the US. The hierarchies in 

place were threatened by this flux in athletics, and thus this integrative movement “coincided 

with the emergence of a tension and struggle that persists today regarding how tightly to control 

African American expression in sport” (Davis, pp. 8). Removal of the overt racial barriers to 

athletics did not eliminate all biases and racism existing in sports, even after the Civil Rights era. 

A study of racial bias and National Basketball Association (NBA) referees by Price and Wolfers 

(2010) revealed a same-race bias in referee decision making.  

 
Figure: Racial Demographics of Referees Based on Data of the Bureau of Labor Statistics and Zippia.com (Referee 

Demographics and Statistics [2022]) 

 

This bias was shown to impact officials of any race, yet the majority of this decision making 

power is held by White people (Price and Wolfers). White people make up the staggering 
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majority of referees recognized by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) as shown in the figure 

above. 

Another example is education in the US, which absorbs and continues the cycle of 

inequity. The system of residence-based education is predetermined by the need of a 

generationally wealthy White class to keep People of Color below them. The NPR article “Why 

America’s Schools Have a Money Problem” (2016) notes that education was privatized back in 

the 1600s – in towns of 50 or more families, law stated that they must have a teacher, whose 

“wages be paid for ‘either by the parents or masters of such children, or by the inhabitants in 

general.’” (pp. 417). While the system of education is different now, it still relies on the people 

for funding. The average source of funding for public education comes from “45 percent local 

money, 45 percent from the state and 10 percent federal,” meaning that almost half of the burden 

falls on the property tax money paid by residents (NPR, pp. 417) This is great news for families 

living in multimillion dollar homes. However, this causes an issue for residents in lower 

socioeconomic status groups and neighborhoods.  

Would this not mean that the issue of education funding is class based and not actually 

racially determined? In some ways the answer to that question is yes due to the direct correlation 

between neighborhood affluence and school funding. However, there are more variables that 

impact the equation. Though access to built environments, like neighborhoods, is restricted by 

class, People of Color are consistently refused loans for housing that White people are afforded. 

Several systems associate “Blackness with risk, and whiteness with security and safety” when 

considering housing loans (Olinger, 2017, pp. 376). Additionally, there are concepts outside the 

scope of this research such as exclusionary covenants, blockbusting, and redlining that further 

the separation between People of Color and the housing they want. Due to the preexisting 
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funding systems of education combined with the housing restrictions faced by People of Color, 

many are not able to access as high of a quality of public education as White people are. While it 

is just one version of environment impacting life outcomes, the way that housing access and 

education interact serves to truly expose that dynamic.  

Access to education has surprising and impactful connections to the demographics of 

Ultimate. Many high schools historically dominant in the sport are largely White, often 

disproportionately so to their locations. Paideia High School, for example, has been a well-

known name for decades. The coaching staff has many accolades and years of experience and 

often yields 4-6 teams each year, both boys’ and girls’ matching. Paideia, a majority White 

school, is in Atlanta, GA, a city that is majority Black; 40% of the student body is non-White, 

and this percentage includes all races (At-a-Glance - The Paideia School). This private K-12 

institution churns out graduates that win national college and club championships, MVP awards, 

and represent the US at an international level of competition (“History”). Another example is the 

University of North Carolina which, in December of 2021, earned D1 National Ultimate 

Championship titles in both the men’s and women’s divisions (Sullivan). While this university is 

not overwhelmingly White by the numbers, both elite men’s and women’s matching college 

teams are whiter than would be representative. In fact, the school is 66% White, and a glance at a 

team photo of the women’s team – UNC Pleiades – shows the disparity between demographics 

of the team and their school (Data & Demographics | University Office for Diversity and 

Inclusion).   
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Image: UNC Pleiades Win the D1 Championships, 2021, from the Team’s Facebook Page (Pleiades). 

 

Ultimate and Society – Why Frisbee?    

The very origin story of Ultimate occurs in a White bubble – after its conception at 

Columbia High School in New Jersey in 1968, the sport expanded to the collegiate sphere with a 

game between Rutgers and Princeton (“History of Ultimate”). Even in modern times, these two 

colleges are overwhelmingly White; at Rutgers, 43.6% of the student body is White and 17.8% 

Black, while Princeton is 39% White and only 10% Black (Rutgers University and Peer 

Institutions Undergraduate Headcount by Race/Ethnicity Percent of Total Fall 2019 Enrollment) 

(Demographics | Inclusive Princeton). The sport progressed to European nations only for the 

first several years of international competition, though there are currently over 30 counties 

participating in the Worlds tournaments from around the globe (“History of Ultimate”). All of 

this is to say that Ultimate has been White bubble since conception.  

In some senses, Ultimate seems to be radically behind the times. In the National 

Basketball Association (NBA), over 80% of the athletes are players of color (Tower). There are 
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many theories out there as to why the NBA and the sport of basketball are so diverse. Griffin in 

her 2012 article “The Disgrace of Commodification and Shameful Convenience: A Critical Race 

Critique of the NBA” points to marketing as the culprit for the racial spectrum in basketball. She 

points to the paradox of the integration of athletics as a need for pause. Of course, integration and 

desegregation are necessary human rights. However, could the integrative practices of professional 

basketball have White supremacist undertones? She writes that “although Black players were granted 

access by league gatekeepers, they were allowed to play, not coach, manage, or own the teams. 

Highlighting the potency of White power, Rhoden (2006) points to integration as the root cause for 

the demise of independent Black leagues, in which African Americans controlled the means of 

production” (Rhoden, 2006, qtd in Griffin, pp. 163).  

So, perhaps the “successful” diversity we see in the NBA is rooted historically in the 

commodification of Blackness and manipulations of the professional sports market. Yet Sailes in his 

1996 article “An Examination of Basketball Performance Orientations among African American 

Males,” seems to think the desire to play and compete is more artistically motivated than that. The 

use of self-expression and display of personal culture is something he determines to be a largely 

Black phenomenon in basketball (Sailes). In all of the ways that Black athletes are shunned for 

reactivity, the style of play shown by many basketball players is almost a way to blow off steam and 

prove worth in a reactionary sense (Sailes). In his research, he found that Black male players and 

White male players in informal play had significantly different styles. Black players opted more 

frequently for shots that were of a lower success rate but still allowed them to reap more glory if 

successful, such as three-pointer shots or heavily defended shots (Sailes). Perhaps the popularity of 

the sport is that draw to glory; if one can push past all odds and succeed at professional basketball, all 

naysayers must fall into the background, right?  
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In the introduction to the 2011 edition of the Journal of African American History, Brooks 

and Blackman take Sailes’ findings a step further. They shift the directionality in the conversation 

about racial differences in style of play. Sailes focuses on the individuals’ actions, attributing the 

differences to the choices of the athletes themselves. Brooks and Blackman, contrarily, point to 

perception as the main difference between Black athletes and White athletes. They note that “Black 

athletic achievement has often been excluded, downplayed, infantilized, or pathologized” 

(Brooks and Blackman, pp. 441). The successes of Black athletes are not contributed to the 

determination, athleticism, and expertise of the athletes. Rather, it is attributed to coaching staff, 

inherent gifts rather than hard work, and the choice of Black athletes to play in a ‘Black style.’  

Another notable point to the 1996 article by Sailes, however, is the often liberating self-

expression found in playing basketball. Perhaps part of the Black population has found a way to 

identify with basketball, either as an outlet for emotion or a claim to culture. Ogden and Hilt (2003) 

in their article “Collective identity and basketball: An explanation for the decreasing number of 

African-Americans on America's baseball diamonds” discuss this idea of identification. They say 

that “Basketball has become a means of expression and freedom in African-American 

communities, particularly those in the inner city. Black male youngsters are encouraged by mass 

media and authority figures to pursue basketball” (Boyd, 1997, Early, 2000, Kelley, 1997, and 

Harris 1994, qtd in Ogden and Hilt, pp. 213). Brooks and Blackman (2011) agree with this, too. 

They note that “history reflects African Americans’ use of sports as a mechanism for 

demonstrating their humanity, equality, or superiority to whites on the playing fields; and as a 

source of racial pride and a means to upward social mobility” (Brooks and Blackman, pp. 442). 

Vanderbeck (2006) argues that whiteness holds power in its ability to be ‘‘translated into 

myriad forms; indeed, recognition of its adaptability, flexibility, and variability is essential to 



Forming the Three-Legged Stool (Literature Review): 

 27 

understanding its power’’ (Vanderbeck, pp. 644). Racial groupings are, in essence, tools for 

tolerating inequality. The divides allow for otherwise arbitrary markers, like skin color, to 

represent economic disparity and exploitation of bodies. In his 2011 article, Smith describes this 

dynamic through the example of basketball star Larry Bird. He writes:  

[Bird’s] career demonstrated that the success of the NBA during the 1980s 

was built in large part on a racial rivalry between the Celtics and the Lakers, 

between Bird and Magic. The exploitation of these racial tensions generated 

great fan interest and ultimately increased attendance, television ratings, and 

revenues. Bird offered the NBA and its sponsors a marketable image of a 

White, blue-collar Middle American whose traditional values fit into the 

dominant conservative political climate. (Smith, pp. 24)  

 

Without getting too far into niche basketball standings and rivalry dynamics of the 1980s, this 

requires discussion. As Vanderbeck asserts, whiteness is a form of value that is transferrable 

across all forms of our society; be it plantation ownership or capitalization of racialized 

preferences in basketball icons, it serves to be White. Further, the example of Bird in the NBA as 

an emblem of relatability for any lower-class, White American emphasizes the very same 

commodity gained by the Whitening of Irish immigrants. White society and the hierarchies in 

place would not have continued in the status quo had the lower class banded together to strive for 

more equity. However, the heterogeneity of skin color allowed for cherry picking of 

communities to promote into Whiteness, which essentially overshadowed the class status of 

many poor, Irish immigrants, as has been discussed.  

This same strategy is extrapolated to the NBA. The melting pot that is the NBA could be 

a great opportunity to show excellence and equity across races – most of the players considered 

to be the greatest are Black, and most of these professional teams show a minority of White 

players. This concept can be taken steps further. In a similar manner to the racialization of people 

in the working class to divide and conquer, the same happens within sports leagues. While elite 

athletes by nature share professionalism, skill, and work ethic, even those characteristics are 
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assigned to some races and removed from others. In a painfully similar series of events, 

whiteness is weaponized to display the inherent, false superiority of some people. 

The common narrative at the time of Larry Bird was his ability to overcome the “gifts 

that God didn’t give,” referring directly to a widely held assumption that remains even today that 

Black players were predisposed to their physical gifts that allowed them to jump higher and run 

faster than their White teammates (Smith, pp. 3). Black bodies have long been stereotyped to be 

tougher, more athletic, and less pain-ridden than White bodies, and this escalated as professional 

sports integrated further and further. Bird’s team – the Boston Celtics – was the Whitest team in 

the NBA, and the success of Black athletes on that team was a threat to its unwritten brand. Larry 

Bird himself is quoted agreeing with the dismissal of Black players’ success, saying “I’m not a 

natural talent like a Jordan or a Drexler… I have to practice and practice and practice” (Smith, 

pp. 16). This is not to imply that the Celtics’ roster did not boast any diversity – the big names of 

Robert Parrish, Cedric Maxwell, M.L. Carr, and Dennis Johnson were all members of the team 

with Bird in the 1980s (Spears). However, the view of the Celtics and the team’s success focused 

squarely on their whiteness. 

While Bird is undeniably one of the greats, the population of Boston grabbed on to this 

White star in a reactionary way. This was a man that the White, working class related to and 

thought to be one of them. The Irish immigrant community found itself identifying with the 

excessively White, rich, upper class and scorned their economic Black peers. The White working 

class – and even the general population – found Bird to be an emblem of their own hard work. 

The overarching sentiment was one that was largely focused on disdain for any upward mobility 

of Black people who were ‘supposed’ to be inferior to any White person. The explanation they 

conjured removed any indication that their Whiteness did not entitle them to prosperity. As put 
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by Isaiah Thomas, “we’re playing only on God-given talent, like we’re animals, lions, and tigers, 

who run around wild in a jungle... Blacks have been fighting that stereotype… for so long, and 

basically it still exists” (Smith, pp. 21). The paradox of basketball stands clear here, then. 

Basketball is a space where Black athletes are widely celebrated, and yet these microaggressions 

persist.  

Conversations about basketball generally take the forefront when considering race and 

sport at an intersection. These are just a few of the many research studies and articles written on 

the topic that utilize basketball as a case study, and there will surely be more in the future. This 

paper is not one of those. However, there is something to learn or at least observe from 

basketball; people are drawn to groups, role models, and sports with which they can identify. 

While this research noted about the NBA is a slight detour from Ultimate Frisbee, it provides a 

framework for my research. Acknowledging studies of basketball and the NBA causes questions 

to arise that would not be obvious if each sport happened in isolation. What can be done to make 

Ultimate as diversely accessible as basketball seems to be? If commodification of athletes, 

particularly athletes of color, is indeed common in basketball, what can be done to avoid that as 

Ultimate grows? Is the possibility of commodification a push factor away from Ultimate? 

This digression is all to say that the rise of the sport of Ultimate is not occurring in a 

vacuum. Racism and racial inequality play large roles in the culture of the sport. Chris Lehmann 

uses his experience coaching a relatively racially diverse team over years past as evidence for 

larger, sport-wide issues regarding inclusion, bias, and racism. In 2018, Lehmann wrote a pair of 

articles for Ultiworld.com, the main news source for Ultimate, titled “On Ultimate and Race.” He 

discusses hope for the future if – and only if – the community at large requires equity to be a core 

value. However, the current demographics of the sport and the unwillingness of players to 
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address these issues is causing them to persist. Lehmann is rightly frustrated with the so called 

“forward thinking” community that surrounds the sport of Ultimate. The high school team 

Lehmann coaches is almost always the most diverse team at a tournament and is often the only 

representation of any athletes of color in general. The most radical – and necessary – critique that 

Lehmann brings up is the concept called ‘Spirit of the Game’ (sometimes SotG). This is an oft 

sung praise of the sport. Spirit of the Game is thought of as the saving grace of athletics. Eisner 

in her 2019 article “The Potential of Ultimate Frisbee for Transformative Justice” writes that 

“Despite requiring very little equipment and encouraging personal growth of its players Ultimate 

is often only available in wealthy and White communities” (Eisner). The potential she sees in the 

sport, however, is the very thing that Lehmann calls out as a fundamental Problem, with a capital 

P. “With ‘Spirit of the game,’ a central rule,” she writes, “Ultimate is fundamentally about 

conflict resolution and mutual respect — about listening and sharing perspectives” (Eisner). This 

is an oft sung praise of the sport. Spirit of the Game is thought of as the saving grace of athletics. 

USA Ultimate (USAU), the governing body of the sport, outlines SotG and what it should look 

like in practice. They even have a helpful section called “The Look of Spirit,” followed by key 

phrases like mutual respect, conflict resolution, rules knowledge, body control, communication, 

and the joy of play (Lehmann, “On Ultimate And Race”). 

This is problematic in some ways and almost necessary in others. Lehmann eloquently 

explains exactly why the pedestal is not quite as well deserving as we may think it is. The 

concept of Spirit of the Game is essentially idealistic – in a perfect world, everyone would be 

able to agree on the same understanding of what is and is not respectful behavior, controlled 

movement, and appropriate communication. However, that level of understanding from person to 

person relies on a shared set of social rules. It also relies on a lack of implicit biases harbored in 
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individuals. As Lehmann puts it, “If a team or a player brings an implicit bias to the field — and 

research suggests most people do — then that ‘good-natured heckling’ a player of color is 

engaging in is now seen as ‘taunting opposing players’ or ‘belligerent intimidation’” (Lehmann, 

“On Ultimate And Race”). Think of the researched difference in play between Black players and 

White players at the same pickup basketball game (Sailes). In a world as diverse as it is, it seems 

almost comical to assume that everyone could play a sport with a set of agreed upon cultural 

codes, linguistic styles, and ways of communicating that are all completely subjective. As 

Lehmann pleads, “Trying feeling – again and again – that your team gets chastised for behaviors 

you see from other teams that are just ‘energetic’ or ‘passionate’” (Lehmann, “On Ultimate And 

Race”).  

Microaggressions are not the only push factor that exists between Ultimate and athletes 

of color, though microaggressions are reason enough. Charlie Eisenhood and Keith Raynor of 

Ultiworld.com post a weekly podcast episode talking about some news in the Ultimate 

community. In an October, 2020 episode, they interview Juleon Robinson of NYC BluePrint on 

the topic of diversity, inclusion, and movement forward in terms of the sport (Eisenhood, Deep 

Look). This episode was a reaction to a spat that Eisenhood incited on Twitter the week prior 

when he accidentally defended Kurt Gibson, a member of the Ultimate community who supports 

White supremacists and White supremacist groups on Twitter. He hoped to be able to share his 

ideas in more than just 140 characters at a time, and overall wanted to put forward the thought 

that he believed that any one of any belief should be included in the community, be that of the 

Black Lives Matter movement or White supremacist ideals. Eisenhood vocalized awareness of 

his privileged position to be the head of the most well-read Ultimate news source to exist and 

does begin the discussion by calling for op-eds to publish on Ultiworld. He starts the 
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conversation with Robinson asking about why Ultimate has a lack of diversity (and notes that 

USAU does not publish race demographics like it does gender and class). Robinson points out 

the issues of representation, racial engagement, etc. He has a different perspective than 

Eisenhood on the inclusion topic, however. He emphasizes the feeling of unsafety that players of 

color feel (ex: driving to tournaments is a life threat). In his eyes, there should be no room for 

hatred – it is not a belief to be protected and respected but rather a virus to eradicate from the 

sport (Eisenhood, Deep Look). In general, the conclusion was that White players need to turn 

internally and find the answers to create inclusion and to make space. 

 

Diversity Initiatives in Ultimate Frisbee: 

Our ability to create new spaces comes with the task of ensuring that we create equitable 

new spaces. How do we do this? Ultimate had - and arguably still has - the unique opportunity to 

show the world how. As a new sport coming out of the end of the 20th century, Ultimate was 

made by the hippies. To this day, it is known as a crunchy, progressive sport; it is the 

counterculture of athletics. But just like rock and roll, music festivals, and the rest of the groovy 

era, Ultimate is whitewashed. I don’t believe this to be an intentionally built dynamic by the 

creators in New Jersey, though there was no intentionality to not build a space of inequity, either. 

As the Irish did not consciously change their status from ‘racial other’ to ‘White with an accent,’ 

Ultimate players did not individually decide to create a White sport. Nonetheless, White ultimate 

players and the Irish alike reap the benefits from their status.  

The community of Ultimate, while struggling in terms of numerical diversity, does not 

lack talented athletes of color nor is it a stranger to diversity initiatives that are constantly 

pushing the conversation forward. In fact, something particularly special about the sport is the 
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continuous line of these initiatives including showcases, documentaries, outreach projects, or 

others that come through the community. Though Ultimate became this White space, it has an 

opportunity that many other popular sports and spaces don’t. Ultimate has almost no stakes. 

Hockey is another sport of majority White participation. Inequities exist that should be changed 

in the sport, and yet it is seemingly stuck as it is. There is so much invested in maintaining and 

promoting the status quo; professional players build their livelihood from the sport, college 

athletes receive an education from their play, and the National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) and National Hockey League (NHL) alike rake in millions and millions of dollars every 

year, meaning there is little tension pushing towards change in the sport of hockey. Professional 

Ultimate players might make $20 a game. Indeed, they do not have to pay for jerseys anymore 

and there aren’t team dues, but otherwise the profit they turn is barely enough for post-game 

dinner. College athletes in Ultimate reach into their own pockets to fund their participation in 

what is ubiquitously a club sport – it earns no money for the schools, and schools do not give 

teams any more money than they would a club soccer team. D1 Ultimate players shell out money 

to just get uniforms.  
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Figures: Revenue (top) and Expenses (bottom) of USA Ultimate from their 2018 Report (USA Ultimate, pp. 73) 

 

The institution of USAU asks for around $70 a year in membership payments, but otherwise the 

endowment of the sport is minimal. In 2018, USA Ultimate had 60,297 members, according to 

their annual report, and the organization spent an average of $74 per capita of that membership 

population (USA Ultimate, pp. 18). To compare this expenditure more directly, USAU invests an 

average of $82 in each college player in 2018, while Varsity athletes receive their entire 

university tuition and more. In other words, the stakes for these athletes are leagues apart. In a 

podcast in 2019, Josh Feng, avid player and leader in many spheres of Ultimate, points out that 

the sport does not have any more technical barrier to entry at the lowest levels than soccer or 

basketball (The Ultimate Podcast - Shanye Crawford, Josh Feng And the Color Of Ultimate 

Game on Stitcher). These barriers, in theory, do not increase as athletes move up the levels, 

evidenced by the minimal individual expenditure and endowment of the sport. 

One thing that the Ultimate community continues to press forward is the continuation of 

diversity initiatives. One early initiative is Project Diversity in the Atlanta Flying Disc Club 
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(AFDC). The AFDC sanctions and organizes play below the professional level within Atlanta 

with some outreach beyond. Project Diversity is an initiative program within the AFDC focusing 

on increasing equity within and access to the sport of Ultimate. Their mission statement is “to 

help people of underrepresented socioeconomic and racial backgrounds, specifically within the 

Atlanta metro area, access and enjoy the opportunities and benefits of ultimate” (Project 

Diversity | Atlanta Flying Disc Club). Project Diversity claims five main pillars of action in the 

community. They focus on geographically specific growth, the creation of sustained 

relationships with local organizations, they aim for long term access for youth to play, they hope 

to retain representative demographic percentages in the sport, and they provide consultation to 

other communities needing a place to start.  

Project Diversity gained national recognition from the program named Color of Ultimate 

launched in 2018 (Feng). Color of Ultimate curated a game played by two teams rostered 

exclusively with athletes of Color. The pilot iteration was hosted in Tuscaloosa, Alabama with 

minimal attendance and publicity. The second game was held in Atlanta the following year and, 

thanks to the help of the professional teams in Atlanta as well as community knowledge, the 

game was broadcast through a live-stream on YouTube and was granted a stadium field in 

Atlanta with manifold more spectators.  
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Left: Both Teams From the Color of Ultimate: ATL Showcase Game (Cameron). Right: Color of Ultimate 

Promotional Logo 

 

Additionally, the outreach done around the game and the game itself were curated into a short 

documentary by filmmaker Terrence Newson of TNReels. Players for these games came from all 

over the country and even from international origins. The purpose of the game, according to the 

AFDC, was to “bring awareness about the socioeconomic and racial inequity of the sport of 

ultimate” by showcasing these elite athletes, highlighting differences between the visual impact 

of this game and other, normal games of Ultimate, and spark conversations geared towards 

facilitating change (Feng).  

The 38-minute documentary not only highlights the gameplay itself but also illustrates 

the discussions between players, workshops around diversity and equity conducted, and missions 

of the game itself (TNReels). This film focuses on sharing these players’ thoughts and 

experiences, particularly regarding the ways that race and socioeconomic status have impacted 

their time in the sport. Shanye Crawford, an esteemed player and coach and foreign language 

teacher at the high school level, asserts in the film that the way to get more diversity into the 

sport is not to encourage others to come to the sport but to go out into communities and do 
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outreach in accessible ways to bring people into the community. In other words, the draw of 

Ultimate alone is not enough to increase participation in marginalized groups. Truly, many of the 

aspects of Ultimate are push factors away from participation. In one of the documentary’s 

interviews, athlete Tuba Benson-Jaja describes feeling as though he is regularly existing in an 

apologetic state for the ways he behaves and communicates (TNReels). Many of these traits are 

racially coded, and he has found that teammates and opponents alike easily make that connection 

and often take offense.  

Realistically, many of the pull factors of the sport involve insularities targeted towards 

White populations, as discussed. Many players in the film cite the issue of underrepresentation as 

a barrier for entry, and with representation and role modeling they report increases in both 

interest and participation. Professional player Devin Cox notes that privileged communities have 

passed the sport on to other privileged communities. Many players begin playing because their 

families, friends, or peers at school are already involved in the sport. This passing of the baton 

easily leads to a lack of effort directed at drawing in other players. The real impact of Color of 

Ultimate is hard to quantify. However, many point to this series of games and the documentary 

made to accompany them as a major contributor to their recognition of the equity issue in 

Ultimate. Keith Raynor, the commentator from the live broadcast of the 2019 Color of Ultimate 

game in Atlanta, said “I’m so used to the way things are, I didn’t realize how surprising it would 

be, visually and emotionally, to see a whole game played by people of color. I think I’ll always 

remember the feeling of watching that” (Prentice). A reaction such as Raynor’s evidences the 

extreme differences between a typical game of Ultimate and the showcase games in this project.  

While there may not be many ways to directly measure the impact of Color of Ultimate, 

there are progressions in the outreach programs targeted to the Ultimate community. Crawford 
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launched her own initiative named Disc/Diversity after her involvement in Project Diversity and 

Color of Ultimate. The Disc/Diversity initiative serves a few different purposes. One aspect of 

the group is to provide equity consulting for groups, teams, and office spaces. They provide a 

product that assists in facilitation of conversations aiming to progress mutual understanding and 

promote equity in these small-scale settings to hopefully extend the effects farther. The other, 

more controversial project conducted by Disc/Diversity is their Con10ent Tour. In a similar 

fashion to the Color of Ultimate showcase games in years past, the Con10ent Tour of 2021 took 

a group of Black Ultimate athletes to Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Seattle to play in 

showcase games. Additionally, the Tour sponsored an ambassador program in each of these three 

cities to “conduct a meaningful community project of their choosing centered around education, 

play, mental health, politics, and music/art” (diversity). The mission of this tour is similar to the 

other initiatives described here. However, this project more determinedly aims for more radical 

answers to the equity issues in Ultimate. They write of hoping to provide unprecedented support 

to the community as well as “affording current Black players every imaginable support White 

players have had in order to raise up the absent Black leaders the ultimate community needs” 

(diversity). This mission calls upon the very core of the equity issue in Ultimate. The White 

community of Ultimate has been highlighted and supported since the creation of the sport. While 

perhaps not completely intentional, the nature of the sport is centralized around White 

understandings of communication, respect, and athleticism. The Con10ent tour is an attempt to 

create outreach past the scope of The Color of Ultimate. Disc/Diversity then aims to compensate 

for the complete lack of directive support, empowerment, and focus to Black people within the 

community. 
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program around SotG. However, their programming focuses on the following five principals: 

“mutual respect, friendship, non-violence, personal integrity, and fun” (“Why Ultimate?”). These 

principals focus on removing bias from players’ views and opinions. They do not include 

communication style, perceived aggression, or other aspects included in SotG in the USAU 

rulebook that directly funnel opportunity for microaggressions and implicit biases into gameplay. 

An adjustment in this direction would at least remove this vehicle for bias in the sport.  

 
Image: Ultimate Peace Campers Part Ways at the End of Programming (Ultimate Peace) 

 

One informant spoke on SotG by saying: “You know, it really drives the importance of 

being respectful of the other players and making sure you're always respecting their points of 

view as well as your own point of view if a call is made, and that you follow the parliamentary 

procedures that that are set out in the rules of the game” (12/05). This outlook is shared by a lot 

of players of Ultimate and will take time to change. However, the alterations that I am proposing 

will necessitate a shift in the mindset of players. This informant is clearly referencing the 
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language in the rulebook regarding SotG and cannot be faulted for doing so. Additionally, a 

conversation to refute this mindset now would work; this outlook is backed up by the written 

rules. However, changing the language would open the door to not only change the mindset, but 

also provide a basis for people to correct problematic statements. 

Sports embedded in White culture serve to ensconce the egos of their participant athletes. 

Ultimate perpetuates a “chip-on-the-shoulder” attitude as the sport is still proving itself in 

mainstream athletics. Outreach organizations such as Disc/Diversity that focus on bias training 

and visibility of racial inequity in Ultimate – and society – curtail these attitudes and educate 

participants on the ways they may be preserving these problematic dynamics. Instituting all these 

changes across all levels of Ultimate, from recreational leagues to the published documentation 

of USAU, would at least turn the sport in the right direction. 

As a participant in the sport, I believe two main approaches, one top-down and one 

bottom-up, are viable and would be effective. Lehmann (2018) and his examples show top-down 

approaches that I find compelling. USAU and other local Ultimate organizations giving funding 

to teams so that they do not need to require athletes to personally pay for travel, jerseys, and 

team resources would mitigate some access issues. With the growing popularity of the sport, this 

is extremely viable. This also does not require major amendments to observer and player training 

or rewriting of the rulebook. While I believe these are necessary and would mitigate issues 

caused by Spirit of the Game, it is harder to implement and may take longer. Sponsorships and 

fundraising, however, can be ongoing and carried out on a shorter timeline. Bottom-up fixes, 

while more resource intensive for athletes in the sport, seem to be the most feasible solution from 

my perspective. There are two main reasons for this. First, the individuals in the sport who are 

dedicated to progressing equity can find satisfaction through personal, small-scale changes. The 
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ideas mentioned above – introducing the sport to schools without it or creating recreational 

leagues – are within the means of the average Ultimate player. Secondly, these bottom-up 

solutions would put pressure on organizations such as USAU to adapt. As proven in this study, 

organizations are consumed with the desire to maintain the norms that awarded them power in 

the first place. If those norms simply do not exist anymore, or newer standards appear more 

beneficial than the old ones, governing bodies may change on their own.  

There are several limitations to this research. With more time and resources, I would 

hope to progress this project. In another study building off these findings, a more quantitative, 

policy-based research design could be utilized. It would be helpful to explore how the 

implementation of equity-driven initiatives are in Ultimate as well as other athletic spheres. For 

example, a longitudinal project analyzing the impact of bringing recreational Ultimate to a 

middle school could examine the direct efficacy of this type of programming. On another front, a 

detailed analysis of game play specifically would add objective data and could be used to train 

observers and athletes on specific strategies to implement or avoid. A holistic review of game 

film or called plays in filmed Ultimate games to quantify the proportions of biased-based calls 

and foul conversations is a way to go about this. However, the absence of these strategies to 

build upon the findings is a limitation to this thesis. Further, this thesis deals with a limited 

sample size. As a solitary, undergraduate researcher I faced restrictions on my time and scope 

and had to resort to informants within reasonably few degrees of separation. The current state of 

the pandemic during my data collection was another limiting factor for this thesis. I resorted 

solely to digital means – email, Zoom, MS teams, and social media – to recruit participants, 

conduct interviews, and workshop the analysis and creation of the research’s deliverables. 

Lastly, the timeline of an undergraduate thesis requires mere months to conduct research that 
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