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Abstract 

In challenging orthodox notions of space, place, and identity, as well as examining how 

new ideas, communities and ways of living might emerge from the ruins of catastrophe, 

this Introduction Chapter outlines the importance of the collection. We introduce Mark 

Fisher’s weird and eerie distinctions, emphasising how both terms, when applied to 

catastrophe, demand new ways of thinking that go beyond what we know about disasters 

in order to recalibrate our bodies and minds to thrive in an era without precedent. Finally, 

from their varying perspectives, each chapter is given a brief summary, with new insights 

on the significance of sport and physical activity in catastrophic environments highlighted.  

 

From slide to ride 

 

On 22nd March 2014 an event occurred just outside of Darrington, Washington (U.S.A), 

that captured both the hope and despair of disaster. Following an unusually wet winter, a 

section of an unstable hill collapsed, sending mud and debris to the south across the North 

Fork of the Stillaguamish River, engulfing a rural neighbourhood, and covering an area of 

approximately 1 square mile (2.6 km2) (Henn et al. 2015). During the landslide, 18 million 

tons of debris was released from the hill, wiping out everything in its path. Reflecting on 

the incident in a feature-length film, the Mayor of Darrington did his best to summarise 

what followed: 
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In about six seconds we lost 43 community members. We lost children, we lost 

parents, we lost grandparents, we lost friends, we lost relatives, we lost 43 folks 

that were part of our community.  Because we were completely separated, we had 

no phone to the outside world, we had no internet to the outside world, we had no 

highway to the outside world, we operated in a vacuum. We were able to create our 

own destiny in those first few days to push ourselves to levels that you would never 

know. That you didn’t think were possible.  We all worked harder for something 

that we all knew had to happen. And that was bringing people home (cited in Slide 

to Ride 2019, 3:52-5:00). 

 

The cost of this disaster, both in human and material terms, is difficult to comprehend. 

Since 2014, for instance, Darrington residents have commented that almost everyone 

knows somebody who suffered, either in emotional or financial terms, as a result of the 

landslide (Reid 2018). Once a prosperous logging town, the region is now in economic 

decline, with unemployment rising to double the national average, and tourism, something 

that Darrington heavily relied upon, at an all-time low. The combined effect of these trends 

is that poverty has seen a dramatic increase in the area, with foodbanks feeding over three 

times the number of people compared to 2013 (Reid 2018). 

 

However, in the years that followed the disaster other stories emerged that shifted the 

emphasis from loss and tragedy to collective resilience. Reports emphasised how the 

community came together in a selfless and heroic way, doing whatever necessary to help 

recover those affected. Cut off from the rest of the country, individuals gathered what they 

could, put on their boots and walked into the midst of the wreckage (Schillhammer n.d.). 

Later, in an attempt to address the emotional and economic void left by the landslide, and 

bound by their collective trauma, members of the Darrington community formed the 

Glacier Peak Institute, a non-profit organisation which provides opportunities for youth 

and young adults to (re)connect with the ‘natural’ landscape. To facilitate this aim, the 

Institute rebuilt much of the local infrastructure, whilst digging a network of walking and 

mountain bike trails that meander through the site of the mudslide. The impact of these 

trails has been profound and is more than just a matter of economic revival. As well as 
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bringing valuable tourists back to the area, the trails now stand as a symbolic memorial to 

those who died on that tragic day. More importantly, they provide a visual, material, and 

kinaesthetic reminder of what people can achieve in times of hardship and chaos. As one 

journalist remarks, having visited Darrington 5 years later, ‘A sense of loss remains even 

now, but it is accompanied by something much greater than that: hope’ (Hill 2019).  

 

This example attests to the value of sport and physical activity in chaotic, traumatic, or 

disruptive environments. Recently, there has been an outpouring of work that illuminates 

the physical (Varela et al. 2021), psychological (Bird et al. 2021) and social (Mackenzie et 

al. 2021) benefits of sport during the COVID-19 global pandemic (Black 2021). Here, 

exercise has provided a key role in offsetting the mental and physical trauma that is inflicted 

by the virus, as well as the long-term impacts of lockdowns and restricted levels of 

socialisation. Physical activities and practical engagement with/in landscapes have also 

been effective in relieving trauma, facilitating emotional and social stabilisation, and 

acquiring new skills and abilities following ‘natural’ disasters (Thorpe 2015; 2017; 2019). 

In particular, Thorpe (2015) highlights how skateboarders and parkour traceurs take solace 

in the mobilisation of familiar rhythms, whilst rebuilding the identities and spatial affinities 

that are lost in the midst of disaster. Work by Abulhawa (2017; see also Chapter Thirteen) 

also illustrates how the practicing of creative skateboarding tricks can help to smooth geo-

political tensions associated with religious, cultural, and ethnic affiliations, whilst 

reinvigorating war-torn landscapes.  

 

Less obvious are the ways in which sport and physical activity practices may also 

contribute to the healing of wounds as incurred during the slow violence (Davies 2019) 

inflicted by (post)colonialism, capitalist realism, poverty, environmental destruction, and 

the global decline of mental health. This is reflected in an emerging body of work on 

recreational leisure, which illustrates how activities, such as walking (Poteko and Doupona 

2021), climbing (Ness 2011), and surfing (Wheaton et al. 2017) can be effective in 

relieving trauma, enhancing resilience, and facilitating emotional and social stabilisation. 

In addition, scholarly work has identified how these activities can help participants to tune 

to the material and elemental complexities of these catastrophes. This is evident in 



 5 

Cherrington and Black’s (2020a; 2020b; 2020c; Black and Cherrington 2020) research on 

ultra-marathon running and mountain bike trail building, in which they argue that such 

activities can solicit greater attention to the delicate and fragile assemblages between 

humans and non-humans, resulting in the establishment of pro-environmental behaviours 

and alternative interpretations of the (neoliberal, anthropocentric) subject.  

 

To date, however, there is a paucity of scholarly research that directly examines the role of 

sport and physical activity in the experiences of individuals and communities who have 

lived through catastrophe (Thorpe 2015). This is surprising, since the ability of individuals 

and communities to maintain healthy relationships with their surroundings – most notably, 

before, during and after catastrophe – is an important point of focus, posing a number of 

significant questions for sport and physical activity researchers (Rowe 2020). Namely: 

what happens when our existing geographical, topographical, sociological, and political 

coordinates are shattered because of war or poverty (see Chapters 12 and 13)? How can 

sport and exercise help us to cope with unprecedented levels of planetary change (see 

Chapters 8, 9 and 10)? Does life continue in the wastelands left over from resource 

extraction, industrialisation, and economic decay (see Chapters 1, 2 and 3)? And what are 

the consequences of global pandemics for the (physical and mental) health of those whose 

everyday activities, hobbies, interests, and forms of labour depend on stable notions of 

identity, embodiment, and place (see Chapters 5, 7 and 9)? Here, sport and physical activity 

may seem trivial to many; however, the recent COVID-19 pandemic has shown how 

involvement in physical cultures provides an important locus of support in times of 

hardship and pain, as well as a crucial mechanism for managing the embodied, cognitive, 

and structural ruptures that accompany unprecedented events (see Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7). 

 

In attempting to address this lacuna, this collection asks what role does sport and physical 

activity play in adapting to catastrophe and the ‘end(s) of the world’ that accompanies 

them. Key to this approach will be an investigation of both the negative (i.e., death, mental 

and physical health issues, human displacement) and positive (new social and political 

identities, increase in environmental awareness, personal growth) outcomes of catastrophe, 

including the intersections/antagonisms between the two (i.e., nostalgia, intergenerational 
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trauma, the spectacularisation of catastrophe). By allowing for interdisciplinary 

contributions that are located at the juncture of sociology, geography, social psychology, 

political ecology, philosophy, and the arts, an analysis of how participants in sport and 

physical activity respond to the complexities of the environment will be provided. In so 

doing, the collection will explore the cognitive and affective sensibilities used by both 

individuals and communities to experiment with new social, cultural, and political 

identities as well as how these processes are adapted in times of chaos. In this way, we 

hope that the book will make a meaningful contribution to empirical analyses of sport, 

physical activity, and the environment, while also examining how such analyses might help 

in developing practical resilience strategies for those most affected by catastrophe. 

 

From disaster to catastrophe 

 

The Darrington landslide was a terrible disaster, causing untold damage and inflicting 

lifelong physical and psychological trauma on its victims. However, such instances are 

becoming more frequent and more intense as we enter an age of catastrophe (Black 

forthcoming; Stengers 2015). For example, while the prevalence of floods and other 

hydrological events have quadrupled since 1980, severe climatological changes – such as, 

extreme temperatures, droughts, and bush fires – have more than doubled in this period 

(EASAC 2013). At the same time, we have seen how the devastation wrought by these 

ecological changes has been exacerbated by the destructive tendencies of contemporary 

capitalism (Heron 2021). Therefore, it is important to differentiate between a disaster and 

a catastrophe, as these conceptual differences in nomenclature have a host of sociological, 

psychological, and political consequences that influence how we anticipate, cope with, and 

recover from traumatic events. Indeed, though the ‘difference between disaster and 

catastrophe cannot be measured in regard to personal suffering … the key distinction lies 

on the scale of which these events reverberate across social, political, environmental, 

technological, and economic systems’ (Mulvogue 2018, 21).  

 

Sjoberg characterises disaster as a ‘severe, relatively sudden, and frequently unexpected 

disruption’ (1962, 357) of a social system resulting from an event that is not subject to 
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societal control. For Mulvogue (2018), this means that disasters typically only impact a 

minority of individuals, and do not have many consequences outside of a given location. 

As a result, disasters can, to a certain extent, be prepared for, albeit not without difficulty. 

Accordingly, Drabek and McEntire (2003) suggested that though the initial disaster may 

disrupt everyday habits, and the prevailing sense of routine, social order returns to 

normalcy in a relatively short period of time. This indicates that during and after a disaster, 

operating norms shift to modified or novel forms in the short-term (therapeutic community, 

emergent organizations) and later regularise or stabilise (Perry 2018). For example, in the 

Darrington landslide, residents were initially cut off from the outside world, and were 

unable to secure support from government or related aid agencies, but, within a matter of 

months, they were able to rekindle old habits and routines and begin making plans for the 

future. Herein lies the most important distinction that differentiates disaster from 

catastrophe – a distinction that drives the content of this collection: although the physical 

and material infrastructure of a disaster zone may be temporarily disrupted, the existing 

social fabric remains largely intact. 

 

By contrast, catastrophes are unprecedented, incalculable, and incommensurate. They are 

larger in scale and more frequent in occurrence and can be defined as ‘any natural or 

manmade incident, including terrorism, that results in extraordinary levels of mass 

casualties, damage, or disruption severely affecting the population, infrastructure, 

environment, economy, national morale, and/or government functions’ (US Department of 

Homeland Security 2008). FEMA’s National Response Framework adds that: 

 

At the national level, a catastrophic incident is one of such extreme and remarkable 

severity or magnitude that the Nation’s collective capability to manage all response 

requirements would be overwhelmed, thereby posing potential threats to national 

security, national economic security, and/or the public health and safety of the 

Nation. (2008) 

 

By definition, a catastrophe is therefore something that defies planning and control; it is 

literally that which surpasses efforts for preparedness (Aradau and Van Munster 2011). As 
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a result, catastrophes force decision makers to consider the landscape of requirements and 

prioritize resources to manage individual deficiencies, rather than address all needs at once.  

The early 21st century has been marred by a seemingly endless stream of catastrophes that 

have played out on this scale, leading Ebert to declare that catastrophes are now becoming 

‘something of a way of life for us – a new norm’ (2012, 1). In the last few years alone, 

wildfires have swept across California and Australia; Hurricanes have repeatedly ravaged 

the East Coast of America; the Caribbean has been battered by multiple, cataclysmic 

earthquakes; and floods have submerged large parts of South Asia and the Mediterranean 

under water. During hurricane Katrina, perhaps one of the most ubiquitous and emotive 

emblems of our catastrophic times, 1836 people were estimated to have been killed, and 

damage to physical infrastructure cost the American taxpayer approximately $160 billion 

dollars (Quealy 2017). After the hurricane, lives and communities were irrevocably 

shattered: over 100,000 households were displaced; 278,000 workers were left without a 

job; and the population of New Orleans was permanently reduced by between 35-40%. 

Furthermore, Katrina exposed the global inequalities and insidious power structures that 

texture different experiences of catastrophe – particularly in relation to race, gender, and 

class (Belkir and Charlamaine 2007) – further highlighting the uneven manner in which 

such events are experienced.  

 

Following a catastrophe, there is no ‘return to normal’. Lives and livelihoods are shattered, 

order is lost, and there is an overwhelming and unprecedented sense of pain, suffering and 

injustice. Ophir adds: ‘[this] is the area where former orders crumble, normal expectations 

become meaningless, the self-evident dimension of everyday life is lost’ (2010, 5). At 

present, the most notable example of this are the staggering figures that illustrate the extent 

of our warming planet. In 2020, the Arctic reached a record-breaking temperature of 100 

degrees Fahrenheit, leading to significant wildfires. Not long after, California recorded its 

highest ever temperature (Verlie 2021). These unprecedented figures indicate that we are 

grappling with a series of climate catastrophes that vastly exceed our ability to control 

them. According to Neyrat, this requires a new ‘configuration of existence’ (2008, 183), in 

which we dispense with (modern/anthropocentric) solutions and, instead, seriously engage 

with more sensitive, visceral and more-than-human responses to our climate(s). On this 
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basis, catastrophes can be said to introduce a rupture or violent aberration that interrupts 

our everyday life. This is another key point of difference in relation to disaster: while 

disasters incur momentary changes in local conditions, catastrophes – such as climate 

change, war, poverty and terrorism – may leave us feeling deeply, and perpetually 

unsettled, permanently disrupting, for better or for worse, ‘the sense of comfort, control, 

complacency […] that global histories of imperialism have afforded us’ (Verlie 2021, 16).  

 

Due to their size and level of impact, catastrophes are neither ‘here’, in the sense that they 

are directly lived and experienced, nor ‘there’, in that you can encapsulate the totality of 

their effects/affects. Instead, catastrophes are hyperthreats: they expose both the 

inadequacy of existing geo-political arrangements and frames of reference that have no 

firm locality or epistemological precedent (Boulton 2016). This aspect was never more 

apparent than in the terrorist attacks which occurred on September 11th 2001. Highlighting 

both the ‘zombification’ of the nation state and the futility of state intervention (Beck 

2002), until this point, governments had equated ‘societies’ with the nation state, and 

responses to disasters were neatly allocated to whichever state service was required to 

intervene (i.e., police, military, healthcare). Since 9/11, however, ‘we’ve been living and 

thinking and acting using concepts that are incapable of grasping what happened (Beck 

2002, 39). Indeed, though individually, the emergency services and military seemed 

woefully underprepared for the attack, this was not attributed to the lack of training or 

preparedness on behalf of individual state services, but rather, was identified as a problem 

with the rationalised, bureaucratic, and state-making tendencies of late-modern, neoliberal 

societies. 

 

The temporality of catastrophe is also markedly different to that of disaster, in that it is 

slow, protracted, and difficult to comprehend through existing (human) frames of 

reference. Nuclear waste, climate change and ecocide do not simply go away with time but 

provide present reminders of previous activity and future affects that may have 

unimaginable impacts on people to come. They are ‘metatraumatic’ (Timofeeva 2014, 1), 

in that they appear to happen absolutely, everywhere, and across all time frames, all at 
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once. Commenting on the long-term effects of the Chernobyl disaster, for instance, Marder 

elucidates how the half-life of Uranium compares with human frames of reference: 

 

The half-life of depleted uranium (U-238) is the same as the age of our planet: 4.5 

billion years, a time span that, compared to the entire human history, is virtually 

infinite. Cesium-137 is more unassuming. It has a half-life of three decades, which 

means that by the thirtieth anniversary of Chernobyl … only fifty percent of 

cesium-137 atoms that have been discharged into the environment will have been 

transformed into barium-137 with a half-life of about 2.5 minutes. (2016, 38). 

 

As Marder’s words make terrifyingly clear, the profound implications of nuclear waste 

‘turns in fundamental ways around temporal presumptions – a sense of time and history 

being ruptured, a characteristic eventfulness, an emphasis on the here and now’ (Dole et 

al., 1). To understand catastrophes, we must therefore engage with the prevailing 

conception, or rather the ideology, ‘of time as something linear, based on clocks, calendars, 

and time zones, for centuries grounded in the capitalist notion of progress’ (Horvat 2021, 

10). Instead, we must think outside of and beyond human timeframes, and accept what 

Morton terms the ‘lameness’ of our existence: that is, a form of existing that accepts that 

time ‘emanates from objects, rather than being a continuum in which they float’ (2013, 33). 

 

Catastrophes provide acute reminders of the geological wounds that have been inflicted 

upon the surface of the earth by years of industrialisation, resource extraction, and harmful 

human activity, forcing us to attune to the deep geological time of the stratosphere. We 

experience this when we swim in polluted seas (Evers 2021) or dig mountain bike trails at 

sites that are littered with artefacts from the past (Black and Cherrington 2020). These are 

times when the spectres of the Capitalocene and Petrolocene come back to haunt us. It is 

for this reason, according to Chakrbrabarty, that we are increasingly finding ourselves 

crippled by a feeling of ‘neuzeit’: that is, a feeling in which the horizon of experience is 

getting bigger, and that our imagination of the future no longer correlates with subjective 

experience (2021, 62). Concomitantly, catastrophes instigate a kind of ‘pre-traumatic 

stress’ (Richardson 2018, 2), which, while encountered in the present, provide ‘an 
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experiential reality of what might come to pass. This is manifest in social movements such 

as ‘Surfers Against Sewage’ or the ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement in sports, which help 

to realise that pollution, climate change, and systemic (and future) racisms represent the 

rupturing of the virtual into the actual, or rather, a range of potential catastrophic futures, 

viscerally embodied in the present (Black forthcoming). 

 

Finally, catastrophic societies lack the ontological assurances that were granted to previous 

generations. In modern societies, disasters were commonly categorised according to their 

natural, technological, or social origins; but in catastrophic times, these certainties are 

replaced by a chain of equivalences, whereby any crisis ‘must necessarily involve 

relationships with any number of technical, social, economic, political intricacies that keep 

us from regarding it as simply a misadventure or a misfortune’ (Nancy 2015, 4). This is 

evident in King and Weedon’s (2019) study of whey protein, in which they show how 

everyday fitness practices are entangled with various other human and nonhuman 

infrastructures that can pollute rivers and streams whilst destroying delicate ecosystems. 

Here, the bifurcation of ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, the global North and the global South, the 

micro and the macro, as well as other modern binaries, make little sense, as at any one time 

everything appears connected to everything else. 

 

Thinking with and through catastrophe: Tuning to the weird and the eerie 

 

Unlike the ontological securities provided by modernity, the age of catastrophe is one that 

is marked instead by a sense of precarity and in-security. Indeed, how does one attribute 

an earthquake or a pandemic to ‘natural’ causes when such issues, and the measures taken 

(or not) to mitigate their effects, are so often linked with the excesses and ignorance of 

human behaviour? Similarly, how can one speak of war as a national geopolitical issue 

when climate change is increasingly contributing to conflict regarding dwindling space and 

resources? Austerity, global inequalities, and Western imperialism have contributed to the 

proliferation of wars, pandemics, and poverty, and, in the long term, this further 

complicates efforts to develop effective disaster management strategies in the face of 

overwhelming change.  
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When taken together, these characteristics suggest that catastrophes have an air of the weird 

and the eerie (Fisher 2016). Contrary to the subjective qualities of trauma, emotion and 

vulnerability, the objectivity of catastrophes ‘allow us to see inside from the perspective of 

the outside’ (Fisher 2016, 11). They are weird, in that they introduce two or more things – 

such as nature and culture – which do not sit comfortably together in the same space. Here, 

we are left with an unnerving sense that something is wrong, that certain objects or entities 

should not exist as they do, which ultimately compels us to consider whether our current 

way of thinking might be adequate. We feel this when a major tennis tournament is 

cancelled due to poor air quality, or we cannot ski because there is no snow on the 

mountain. It may also surface in the subliminal guilt that we may feel when watching an 

extravagant sport event, such as the Indian grand Prix or Rio Olympics, which take place 

a stones-throw away from poverty-stricken slums and favellas. Within these moments, 

there is a sense of intrigue that opens us up to potential new worlds and posits questions 

about our future. What would normally appear less significant on an ontological level (i.e., 

poverty, the weather, CO2 emissions) is suddenly, and often violently, brought into focus 

(Fisher 2016). This can be traumatising as we seek to comprehend and generate meaning 

from these realisations.   

 

The eerie, on the other hand is marked not by the feeling of presence, but rather, by a feeling 

of absence – ‘a failure of absence’ or a ‘failure of presence’ (Fisher 2016, 61). Catastrophic 

spaces have this eerie affect when ‘there is something present where there should be 

nothing, or there is nothing present when there should be something’ (Fisher 2016, 61). 

Over the last few decades, we have seen this in the widely popularised, and shameful 

images of dilapidated Olympic facilities in places such as Athens and Montreal, which have 

been left to rot once the games have finished. These facilities, once so fall of life, stand as 

monuments to the lies and ideologies that inform much of the rhetoric around the ‘legacy’ 

of the Olympic Games – a sense that is further compounded by the economic, social, and 

political struggles that countries often suffer in the wake of such ‘mega’ events (Talbot 

2019). In the second sense, we also witness the eerie when sports are (over)engineered to 

take place in environments that would otherwise be teeming with ecological diversity, such 



 13 

as golf courses. Though, on the surface, these sites may appeal to an ideological nature 

aesthetic, they have been shown to have an extremely harmful impact on human and non-

human health, due to heavy pesticide use, artificial methods of irrigation (especially when 

courses are located in more arid landscapes) and the forced appropriation of native land 

(Millington 2020). 

 

Tuning to the weird and the eerie demands new ways of thinking that go beyond what we 

know about disasters in order to recalibrate our bodies and minds to thrive in an era without 

precedent. Indeed, catastrophes cannot be governed or managed in orthodox terms, and 

require global, interplanetary solutions that recognise the densely entangled and temporal 

connections between human beings and other forms of symbiotic life (Black and 

Cherrington 2021). As a result, catastrophes temporally force us to project ourselves, and 

our behaviours, into the future in order to effect change in the present (Black forthcoming). 

Thinking with and through catastrophe thus requires, to quote Mentz, a ‘kind of forward 

thinking in search of more capacious futures, a drama of unidentifiable genre, a tragic 

comedy that picks up where the comedy of survival left off’ (2019, 14). To do this, we need 

to recognise those instances of the weird and the eerie that affect us in our everyday lives, 

to be open to the possibility of being terrified by their qualities, and to find a way of living 

‘amidst the terrors of indeterminacy’ (Tsing 2015, 20). From within this indeterminacy, we 

may be vulnerable to others, be transformed by alien and unpredictable encounters, and be 

thrown into shifting relationships that remake the world and ourselves. In the next section, 

we shall argue that the first most important step in this process is to recognise that, despite 

catastrophe, life as we know it has already come to an end.  

 

Sport and physical activity at the end(s) of the world 

 

Though the scale, temporality and ontological insecurities that are brought about by 

catastrophe raise complex, metaphysical questions regarding the future of humanity, its 

implications are remarkably straightforward: we have witnessed the end of the world as we 

knew it. This is not to say that the world has ended, because obviously it has not. Nor does 

our use of the end present some perverse appropriation of mere death and destruction – an 
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intention which Ruda applies specifically to fascism and ‘the fantasy of being actively able 

to end a world that is out of one’s control and, thereby, at least of being in charge of one’s 

own destruction’ (Hamza and Ruda 2020). Equally, we do not propose a ‘sit and wait’ 

approach. The widely recited Jameson/Zizek remark that, today, it is easier to imagine the 

end of the world than the end of capitalism, emphasises how the very rigidity of our social-

political structures, and the concern that our present way of life cannot be changed, 

proposes a reductive yet reassuring end to come – perhaps an asteroid that will helpfully 

allow us to start again (Zupancic 2020). What clouds each of these ‘end scenarios’ is the 

far more worrying and far more damaging ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 2006): an end that 

never ends but which perpetually continues and paradoxically never changes nor 

concludes. 

 

Instead, to say that we have reached the end of the world is to suggest that the notion of 

world ‘is no longer operational’ (Morton 2013, 6) and that it is the various catastrophes 

represented in this book that help to bring about its demise. In some cases, such as climate 

change, the COVID-19 pandemic and the refugee crisis, these ends are blindingly obvious. 

We hear about them most days on our televisions (via Hollywood movies, documentaries, 

or marketing campaigns reminding us to turn down the thermostat); we read about them in 

the newspapers; and we witness them being advocated for by government spokespersons 

and popular celebrities, who provide constant reminders about the seriousness of these 

problems. Most of us know, for example, that our seas have now warmed to irreversible 

levels, and for many, conversations about the melting of the polar ice caps are now so 

common that they border on the banal (Bould 2021). However, lurking below the surface 

are those other, slower, and more spectral, catastrophes, such as microplastic pollution, 

antimicrobial resistance, and neoliberal (and post-colonial) land enclosure, which seem to 

garner much less attention. What such instances have in common is that they frequently 

reveal our repeated failure to act, and our tendency to exteriorise and deny these problems, 

which in turn highlights the inadequacy of existing interventions and the limits of current 

ways of thinking.  
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We see optimism in the inadequacy and limits of this thinking, grounded in the conviction 

that catastrophe and the end bear an ontological significance: indeed, a condition from 

which any sense of wholeness or harmony is neither apparent nor desired. Instead, 

catastrophe is not a ‘crises’ or ‘disaster’, but a temporal emergency, for which there is no 

immediate solution (Black forthcoming; Stengers 2015). In these moments, modern 

notions of progress are broken, producing what Kelly defines as a ‘pure event’: the rupture 

in the nature of being that allows, momentarily, for the omnipresent, unchanging and 

therefore invisible truth to become evident’ (2012, 9); or a kind of ‘interregnum’, 

characterised by an experience that is yet to be fully understood (Blackshaw 2013, 53). 

Ultimately, as Richardson notes, the rupture at the heart of these changes ‘throws into 

blinding relief the disparity between the human capacity to respond and the scale of the 

problem’ (2018, 3). To designate the end(s) of the world, is to recognise those catastrophic 

events that cannot be symbolised or represented within the current social order and, 

therefore, to understand why this might be (Black forthcoming; Zizek 2004). In this sense, 

the end should also be thought of as a limit or tipping point which compels us to ‘recognise 

its formative catastrophes and their symptoms, and to identify the ideological sutures that 

hide the damages and repetitions’ (Berger 2000, 219).  

 

By foregrounding these contradictions, as well as the physical, discursive, and political 

struggles from which they emanate, we can begin to explore new worlds beyond those 

reliant on the principle of economic growth (Stengers 2015). Indeed, what this edited 

collection will usefully address, and what contributors to this book have sought to 

elucidate, is the manner in which physical activity and sport, which comprises a series of 

individual, institutional, and cultural practices, can be an invaluable tool in disorienting 

and re-orienting existing social and material relationships to the environment. In this way, 

the contributions in this collection illustrate how physical activity can serve as both a useful 

sensing device, that alerts participants to the complexities of environmental change, whilst 

also providing an opportunity to experiment with new frames of social, political, and 

ecological reference (Chandler 2018). With that being said, we recognise that sport and 

physical activity are not a panacea for all of the world’s problems, especially when it is 

aligned with neoliberal, capitalist and colonial values. In fact, we seek to expose those 
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instances where sport can be used to blunt or jade these senses, shedding light on both the 

corrosive (i.e., the breakdown of social fabric) and the therapeutic (healing, rebuilding) 

qualities of sport and physical activity, whilst also revealing how such processes can 

coexist and interact throughout various catastrophic collectivities.  

 

To do this, the chapters in this collection have been organised according to various 

manifestations of ‘The End’. In Part One, which we have titled, ‘The End of Capitalism’, 

each chapter bears an engagement with Heron’s provocation that, despite the conviction of 

Fisher’s capitalist realist thesis, it would appear that capitalism is beginning to ‘fray at the 

edges’ (2021, 2). This is not necessarily attributable to specific social movements or 

political interventions, but rather, the way in which 21st century capitalist formations, 

which are based on the dual excesses of consumerism and resource extraction, are finally 

beginning to exhaust themselves. In Chapter One, Tom Critchley addresses this polemic, 

asking what insights ‘The Gully DIY’ project, a skateboarding initiative in Kingston, 

Jamaica, might offer our potentially postcapitalist and postcolonial futures. In Chapter 

Two, Joanne Clarke conceptualises colonialism as an ‘unseen’ and ‘long term’ catastrophe 

and focuses on the ‘residue’ that Colonialism has left behind in contemporary sport-for-

development work. The final chapter in this section, written by Audrey Giles, Kevin 

Gardam, Rob Millington, Steven Rynne and Lyndsay Hayhurst, illuminates another 

catastrophic consequence of colonialism: resource extraction (mining, quarrying, oil, and 

gas). Specifically, they seek to examine the tensions between Indigenous communities and 

extractives companies in several of Canada’s industry-funded sport, recreation, and cultural 

programming initiatives.  

 

In Part Two, ‘The End of the Social’, chapters are oriented around what has been variously 

described as the ‘death of public man’ (Sennett 1977), a ‘culture of narcissism’ (Lasch 

1979) and ‘symbolic misery’ (Stiegler 2014), which, together, seek to expose how real 

forms of sociality, conviviality, and democracy are increasingly jeopardised by the 

automated, algorithmic, and rationalising tendencies of late-modern consumer societies.  In 

so doing, each chapter looks at how sport and physical activity can be an important conduit 

for social expression and a highly efficient tool for discipline and indoctrination. As 
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perhaps the greatest ‘social experiment’ (Matthewman and Huppaz 2020, 1) in the history 

of human civilisation, it should come as no surprise that the recent COVID-19 pandemic 

features heavily in each of the chapters in this section. In Chapter Four, for example, Holly 

Collinson and Stanley Windsor analyse how COVID-19 restrictions were enacted through 

participation in physical activity and community-based sport, highlighting how this has 

helped to reinforce a climate of ‘watchful indifference’. In Chapter Five, Dan Bates and 

Janine Partington discuss the important role that outdoor recreation – in this case Walking 

for Health groups – can play in creating and supporting community resilience during 

unprecedented social catastrophes. In Chapters Seven and Eight, Georgia Munro-Cook and 

Marko Begović provide two case studies that illustrate the profound implications of 

COVID-19 on the political orientation of athletes in the Women’s National Basketball 

Association (WNBA) (U.S.A.), and sport governance in Montenegro. 

 

In Part Three, ‘The End of Nature’, attention turns to unprecedented developments in the 

past few millennia that have altered the lived and geologic qualities of earth, which, when 

taken together, point to a new era in the history of our planet. This era, which is often 

referred to as the Anthropocene, takes as its central premise the idea that humans are now 

geologic agents and, perhaps, more controversially, that ‘Nature’, as both a concept and a 

guiding phenomenological principle, might be losing its explanatory power.  Accordingly, 

chapters in this section explore both the opportunities and dangers afforded by sport and 

physical practices ‘after nature’ (Purdy 2015). In Chapter Eight, Jim Cherrington 

challenges the stereotype of the mountain biker as a social and environmental vandal, 

showing instead that mountain biking can serve to mitigate the trauma associated with 

‘Nature’s’ destruction. Similarly, in Chapter Nine, Kevin Bingham draws on his own 

experience as an urban explorer in the aftermath of the 2010/2011 Christchurch (New 

Zealand) earthquakes to suggest that amongst the chaos and rubble of modernity lies the 

possibility of (re)inventing new styles, ideas, and urbanisms. Following this, in Chapter 

Ten, Mark Doidge and Jenny Aman explore how the attitudes and behaviours of football 

club supporters can be leveraged to address environmental issues. Here, they argue that 

mobilising football fans is an effective way of pushing governing bodies and clubs to do 

more, whilst promoting pro-environmental attitudes and identities.  
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In Part Four, ‘The End of Morality’, contributions explore the ‘moral blindness’ (Bauman 

and Donskis 2013) that accompanies the instrumentalization, rationalisation, and 

massification of sport and physical cultures. In doing so, they highlight the benefits of sport 

and physical activity in preventing and resisting these practices in contexts where our sense 

of morality and obligation to others is continually challenged. In Chapter Eleven, for 

instance, Kass Gibson explores the dehumanising aspects of sport and exercise science 

laboratories, showing how informational hazards serve to sanction and legitimate various 

forms of violence. Here, disciplinary experts appeal to athletes’ moral sensitivities 

regarding the betterment of human bodies, which, in turn, exposes exercisers to greater 

levels of mental and physical harm.  In a different but related context, Chapter Twelve, 

written by Dani Abdulwaha, and Chapter Fourteen, written by Dean Ravizza, help to 

expand upon what Welzer (2012) describes as the adiaphorizing qualities of war: that is, 

when communities and collective responsibility are stripped away by the physical and 

emotional damage inflicted by (civil and religious) conflict. Yet, in spite of the devastating 

toll inflicted by moral catastrophes, both authors highlight how sport and physical activity 

have made positive contributions to social inclusion and gender equality in The West Bank, 

and Uganda, respectively.  

 

Concluding comments   

 

Together the chapters in this book serve to illustrate two important aspects of catastrophe 

that we wish to reemphasise in our conclusions. First, and in contrast to other books within 

this topic area, we suggest that the end – defined as an event involving destruction or 

damage on a catastrophic scale – is not approaching, but rather, in a social, political, 

temporal, and ecological sense, the end has already occurred. Climate change, pandemics, 

wars, and the destruction brought about by global capitalism has caused irreparable damage 

to societies, cultures, and environments, and, from this perspective, there is no such thing 

as a ‘return to normality’. Here, we would emphasise the intra/inter disciplinary readings 

of catastrophe that are represented in this book, including those from sociologists, 

philosophers, artists, environmentalists, visual and cultural studies scholars, ex-
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professional athletes, and physical education/sport-for-development researchers, which, 

together, help to address the global, pluriversal, and multiscalar questions posed by the 

onset of catastrophe. Indeed, if the end(s) of the world is marked by the collapse of 

disciplinary boundaries and the merging of the sciences and the humanities, then we hope 

that the diversity of voices included in this collection may represent one of many possible 

ways of creatively imagining our planetary future.   

 

Second, and relatedly, we suggest that rather than talking about isolated and unique 

catastrophes, it is now more prudent to talk about their collision; in other words, how the 

‘ends’ evoked in this book are deeply connected. Horvat (2021) describes this through the 

notion of eschatological tipping points. This suggests that today, more than ever, we are 

confronted by multiple, and interconnected threats that spill over into other areas, causing 

a planetary cascade of various tipping points. Be it the gross disparity in vaccine 

availability between developing and developed nations, or the uneven geographical impact 

of climate change, it is clear that we cannot talk of catastrophes without recourse to the 

varied affective, social, cultural, spatial, historical, and ecological conditions that underpin, 

and sustain these experiences. However, it would be impossible for any one scholar or 

discipline to successfully convey all aspects of a catastrophe in their entirety. As such, this 

book prompts new forms of representation and analysis which show how wholes are less 

than the sum of their parts, and where things such as humans, climate change, radiation 

poisoning and COVID-19 are physically huge, yet ontologically tiny (Morton 2013).  

 

To this end, we have, throughout this book, placed great emphasis on the importance of 

working together to examine a number of portrayals of catastrophe, and the people and 

places behind them. We are also fortunate to have included a number of globally diverse, 

and contextually rich, case studies from Cameroon, the United Kingdom Montenegro, New 

Zealand, America, Canada, Uganda, Jamaica, and Palestine, which illuminate the scale and 

reach of this issue. In moving between the conceptual framing of (‘natural’, capitalist, 

social, moral) catastrophes, on the one hand, and the lucid depiction of specific, real world 

examples, on the other, the book has been able to ‘zoom in’ on the physical, emotional and 

affective aspects of catastrophe at the micro and local level, whilst also, and often at the 
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same time, ‘zooming out’ to establish their links with global trends and collective practices. 

Presented in this way, we hope to have provided glimpses of a new paradigmatic approach 

to catastrophe, whilst demonstrating how sport and physical activity might help us to live, 

and to die, at the end of the world. 
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