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Abstract

This thesis aims to rethink subcultural theory by applying it to an unusual
age bracket. It proposes to chart forms of reflexivity in risk perception among the
practitioners of a dangerous sport, and adopts as its empirical point of departure
the subculture of middle class, middle-aged glider pilots in the Italian village of
Bilonia. Exploring the world of gliding, it describes ethnographically the local
situations in two gliding clubs, Bilonia, where the main fieldwork took place,
and Piti, where a second shorter period of participant-observation was
conducted. Adopting a comparative perspective, these local realities are
contrasted amongst themselves and with the wider subculture of gliding in Italy.
The thesis argues that, despite the prevalence of a single dominant subculture,
gliding is practised in different ways in different places, especially with regard to
risk perception and management. However, these are affected in all locations by
the peculiar characteristic of the subculture, the average age of the glider pilots,
which rules out the extreme behaviours of younger practitioners and goes against
the tenets of some explanations of voluntary risk taking.

In the first three chapters a theoretical framework is developed based
upon advances in sports anthropology, subcultural theory and social scientific
theories of risk. In the empirical chapters that follow, gliding is variously
introduced as an experience involving a precise script, as a local reality tinged
with peculiarities that set it apart from the wider reality of the sport in the
national arena. The last three chapters discuss key points of the theoretical
approach adopted and the findings they led to, in particular the implications for
the study of sport subcultures. The empirical data presented suggest the existence
of a middle-aged sport subculture, something that has not often been encountered
in the literature on the subject. It is shown how risk perception follows a precise
pattern which is shaped by the cultural norm of the gliding subculture — in its
turn affected by the average age of the members.



11
1.2
1.3
1.4

2.1
2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

Table of contents

Abstract

Note to the Reader

Introduction

Why this piece of research
Research issues
Methodological anticipations

Overview of chapters

Background Theory for an Anthropology of Sport

Introduction

The anthropology of sport

2.2.2 Remarks on the history of a young discipline

2.2.3 The advantages of the anthropological method

From subcultural studies to sport subcultures

2.3.2 The Chicago School of Sociology

2.3.3 The Birmingham University’s Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies

2.3.4 New conceptualisations for an old notion

2.3.5 Sport subcultures

Social theory on risk

2.4.2 Risk perception

2.4.3 A new ethic

2.4.4 \oluntary risk-taking

Conclusion

10
16
19

22
22
23
24
25
26

29
30
32
37
38
40
42
46



3.1
3.2
3.3

3.4

3.5
3.6
3.7

4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5
4.6
4.7

5.1
5.2
5.3

5.4
5.5

Ethnography and Method
Introduction

Methodological remarks on subjectivity
Issues about method

3.3.2 Doing research at home
Fieldwork design

3.4.2 Female informants

3.4.3 Written sources

3.4.4 Fieldwork at a different site
Data recording

Subjectivity in the final text

Conclusion

The Gliding Experience in Bilonia
Introduction

The airport

The actors

Performance

The progression of the pilot
Activities besides flying

Conclusion

Wider Subculture, Local Reality
Introduction

Accounts and anecdotes by the glider pilots
The subculture of Italian gliding and its main concerns
5.3.2 Competitions

5.3.3 Shortcomings

5.3.4 Training and generational change
Exemplary characters

A place for strong emotions

5.5.2 Fear and anxiety

5.5.3 Frustrations

5.5.4 Avoiding risk

48
48
51
53
54
57
59
60
61
62
64

65
65
67
70
75
78
79

80
81
83
83
88
90
92
98
99
102
104



5.6
5.7
5.8

6.1
6.2
6.3
6.4
6.5
6.6

7.1
7.2

7.3

7.4

7.5
7.6
7.7

8.1
8.2

8.3
8.4
8.5
8.6

Discourses about gliding
Trickling down of new techniques

Conclusion

Divisions inside the Club
Introduction

Sport subculture dynamics
Transformation of the club

New meanings and new associations
After the split

Final remarks

A Middle-Aged Sport Subculture
Introduction

A new dimension in subcultural studies
7.2.2 A different age bracket
Middle-age and gliding

7.3.2 The issue of language
Subcultural commitment

7.4.2 Moral implications

7.4.3 Concerns

Equipment and identity
Subcultural capital

Conclusion

Risk Perception and Management
Introduction

A cultural approach to risk

8.2.2 The possibility of death

Risk perception

Denying risk

Confronting the reality of death in Bilonia ...

... and in the subculture of Italian gliding

8.6.2 Nobody is really safe

106
110
111

113
113
116
120
123
125

127
128
130
134
137
138
144
145
147
149
153

155
157
159
162
166
172
175
176



8.7

9.1
9.2
9.3
9.4
9.5
9.6

10.

8.6.3 The wrong frame of mind
8.6.4 Death of a woman pilot
8.6.5 Withdrawing from risk

Conclusion

Voluntary Risk-Taking in Middle-Age

Introduction

Feelings and flow

Edgework: the usefulness of risk
Adventure

Gliding as a form of heroism

Conclusion

Conclusion

Appendix

Gliding as a Technical Practice
Introduction

A brief history of the sport

Sailplane and motor glider

Sources of energy

Transformations in the way of flying
Safety innovations

Bibliography

179
181
186
188

191
191
198
200
202
209

210

221
221
224
231
233
235

239



Note to the reader

I have changed most of the names of towns, villages and associations mentioned.
I have changed names of people in most cases, out of concern that they might be
embarrassed by what I had written or quoted.



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1  Why this piece of research

This is a qualitative piece of research on gliding in sailplanes in Central
Italy or, more precisely, on the gliding section of one of the country’s main aero
clubs, the Aeroclub di Sirto based in the village of Bilonia. My aim is to examine
and account for the cultural form taken by the gliding scene of the people living
in the town of Sirto or in the villages that surround that town.

I visited Bilonia airport the first time in 1990, to start the gliding course |
had enrolled in a few days before. The person who came to meet me at the main
gate was Sebastiano, a man in his mid-thirties who had completed his gliding
course and got his licence some months earlier. Without saying much, he handed
me the pass that allowed me access to the airport. He was the first member | met
of the group I am analysing in this thesis, and I now view him almost as a
symbol of the theoretical issues around which my anthropological approach to
the world of gliding revolves. As a matter of fact, two years later, in 1992,
Sebastiano — together with another older and more experienced pilot (Marco) —
died in a gliding accident. For me his death represented a kind of introduction
into a hidden world of social behaviours, motivations, and values that
characterise the practice of a dangerous sport.

As should be clear after this premise, the main reason that pushed me
towards the subject of gliding in Central Italy was my involvement in the activity
for over seventeen years. | took up gliding in 1990, following a short stint with
microlights, because | was fascinated by the world of flying, with its historical,
social and psychological implications, but also because at the same time | was in
awe of the hazard that it implied and the overwhelming fulfilment that one could
derive from it. During all these years | was to discover that I wasn’t alone in my
motivations. While a good number of pilots view flying as a natural activity,
which they needn’t worry about, a lot share my fascinations and fears and think

of flying as something out of the ordinary. Probably, this is because gliding is a
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sport today mainly practised by adults. Grown-ups “[...] know enough to be
afraid. The implied corollary is that maturity is bound up with the anticipation of
consequence, and thus with fear [...] the normative (adult) accommodation to the
threat of mortality” (Kay and Laberge 2003, p. 384).

This is an ethnography focused on gliding in sailplanes, on its
organisation, on the social and cultural life that stems from it, on the debates that
it can prompt, on the ideas of heroism that sometimes are to be found in the
attitudes of the practitioners. I dwell mainly on the relationship between the
‘experience’ of gliding and the various cultural and social forms that surround
the activity. Since this kind of flying arouses strong emotions, | try to pin down
these emotions and show how they can modify the way the activity itself is

socially perceived and practised.

1.2 Research issues

The aim of this survey is twofold. On one hand I provide ethnographic
data on a universe little known to social scientists. On the other, I deal with the
theoretical explanations of the social regulation of human behaviour when faced
with risk, and with the possibility of also applying the existing body of theory on
subculture to a group of middle-aged people.

I adopt four main theoretical perspectives: the methodological issue of
autobiography in anthropology (viz. the implications of conducting research at
home); the theory of sport subcultures; the studies on risk perception; the
theoretical paradigms on motivations for voluntary risk-taking. Contrary to most
studies on dangerous sports (Lyng 2005), the latter won’t be my main focus,
although it could deserve an analysis in its own right.

My set of research issues is constituted by social life, emotions, values
and motivations of the members of the gliding section of the Aeroclub di Sirto*
which, since 1968 has been based at the airfield of Bilonia, a village 25
kilometres east of Sirto. This is one of the not very numerous centres in Italy
where it is possible to practice sailplane flying, one of the few located in the

! The Aeroclub di Sirto, to which the gliding section of Bilonia belongs, is divided into four sections:
powered flight (by far the most successful), microlight, parachuting, and gliding (the least successful).
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central regions, but in spite of this it is still representative of the state of glider
flying in the country. Like most of the other centres it relies on the structures of a
pre-existing airport and uses mainly gliders and tow planes that are leased from
Aeroclub d’ltalia, a public organisation whose task is to promote recreational
flying and aviation culture, and which lives off funding provided by the state.
And yet, sailplane flying in Italy is subsidized to a far lesser extent than
elsewhere in Europe (ex. Germany, France and Poland) where the sport enjoys
considerably more popularity (for example, there are 1700 glider pilots in Italy
compared to 32,000 in Germany) and where public funding is for the most part
directed at younger pilots, contributing to a continual generational turnover and a
much wider aviation culture, as well as rates of volunteer participation that are
unheard of in Italy.

During the years of my fieldwork (2001-2005), the number of members
in the club fluctuated, with a distinct tendency towards decline. At the beginning
there were around 120 members — including instructors and staff. In the year
2006 (immediately after the end of my fieldwork), after a big group of members
had left the year before to start to a new gliding club, there were only 49 people,
all but one of them men, most aged 35 or more (the oldest was 82). Among these
people 20 also held a private pilot’s licence and flew mainly single engine planes
from the airport of Sirto, so that for them gliding was a sideline activity. Five of
these, although regular members of the association, were never to be seen around
at the airport and never flew in a sailplane.

Student pilots don't enter into this account, since they are not formally
club members. They frequent the premises of the airport, take flying lessons and
engage in a good deal of discussion of flying-related topics while waiting their
turn to take off, but they are not full members, neither officially (a new member
of the club has to pay the association fees only when s/he has got her/his gliding
licence) nor socially, in that they rarely mix with the older members. During the
five years of my fieldwork, the club’s gliding school has been through much
turmoil — it has been closed twice, each time for several months, due to the
club’s difficult financial situation and the need to comply with changes in the
regulations — there have been periods when there were no students at all, but also
times when they were plentiful. In particular, at the end of the period under

analysis there was an unprecedented number of new students. Eighteen people
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enrolled in the courses and were taking flying lessons on a regular basis, and —
for a few months (April-June 2005) — around 30 students of a technical high
school specialised in aeronautics were enrolled en masse - through an agreement
between the school and the gliding club - in order to learn to fly2.

All persons considered in this study are white Caucasians. In fact, Italy’s
brief and unhappy colonial adventure under fascism has left no trace in society,
and of the nearly four million immigrants residing in the country today, most
have come from other places in Europe, and only a minority are Africans or
Asians. The presence of a large immigrant population is a recent phenomenon
and immigrants are, in effect, excluded from the more privileged classes. A
relatively expensive sport like gliding imposes drastic forms of socio-economic
exclusion and, as a result, the Italy of aviation sports is still a racially
homogeneous Italy. Just as in other sports, sailplane flying is a *“vehicle to
reiterate racial differences, boundaries, hierarchies and identities” (King,
Leonard and Kusz 2007, p.6). It is the reflection of projects of social exclusion
based on nationalism and which are not alien to the country’s recent political
landscape, where such forms of nationalism react to fears that have arisen by
recent waves of immigration. It is moreover a crude and visceral form of racism,
a far cry from the “veiled racism’ present in the U.S. sports scene (King, Leonard
and Kusz 2007).

The fact that | had been gliding in this community for many years gave
me a diachronic perspective of the changing social life of the club, the social
tensions between different groups, the shifting of power between groups
representing different ‘ideologies’ of flying. | was able to witness some changes
taking place, and how the popularity of gliding in Bilonia was declining, as was
the club’s membership. This decline is partly due to the increasing success of
other types of recreational flying (such as paragliding and microlights) that
attract practitioners away from gliding, it is partly the result of the intrinsic costs
and difficulties of gliding as a general practice, but partly it is also a precise
episode in the life of the Club as a whole, which went bankrupt in 2004, and was

put under compulsory administration while struggling to continue its activity by

2 Student pilots are the main source of income for the gliding section of the club since, besides paying the
tow fees and the rental of the sailplane for each flight as the regular members do, they pay their instructor 60
euro per hour (2005 fees). Since instructors (save under special circumstances) work for free on a voluntary
basis this represents a net profit for the club.
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reducing what it offered (i.e. fewer sailplanes and tug aeroplanes available for
the gliding section) and increasing its fees. Besides these material problems,
some members of the gliding section of the aero club perceived this decline as
stemming from a wrong attitude of excessive caution which had been
encouraged by some senior core pilots. According to them, the Club’s members
should not take as a benchmark the flying practices within their own small
community, but should strive to perform at the same level of the stronger clubs.
In 2005, to free themselves from these constraints, these pilots broke away from
the club and founded a new one in a different location a few kilometres away
from Bilonia.

From January 2001 to December 2005, I did a qualitative study of the
'meanings and pleasures' of this clearly defined group of people (Wheaton 2000).
It was a long period of fieldwork to which I was able to add details that came out
of my own personal involvement in the activity both before and after. | try to
show how the practitioners use their activity to forge subcultural identities; and,
since my research deals mainly with middle-aged people (contrary to most
studies on sport subcultures), this gives me the possibility of testing the
applicability of the existing theory to this age group. Moreover, | explore the
transformation of core elements typical of the middle-aged and middle-class —
such as mid-life depression — thanks to gliding (Wacquant 1992).

My focus is on the way the activity is practised: on the organisation of
the community inside the club, on the manner of flying, on the attitude towards
the inevitable hazards it involves, on the informal talk about flying or on the
more structured debates on how flying should be conducted, on fears and un-
confessed ideas of heroism. The world of gliding which I am studying is not
composed of air but of people. My attention has been directed to the way these
people interacted and influenced each other, to the narrative embedded in social
relations produced by the gliding club. My analysis is focused mainly on the
transformation of the gliding experience into observable social behaviours and
words, and then into a nexus of manifest cultural facts.

In conducting my research | aimed at verifying the following two
hypotheses:

i) The way of dealing with a dangerous activity is influenced

by social relations. Glider pilots in their perception and management of
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risk are not autonomous. The way of assessing risks connected to the
activity and the correct approach to dealing with these risks does not
depend on the isolated individual. It is rather the fruit of an attitude that
characterises the entire milieu in which the pilot operates.

i) Glider pilots, although mostly middle-aged, nevertheless
form a specific subculture. | try to examine how a subculture composed
of middle-aged people works. How the analytical categories drawn from
the subcultural studies, which were developed mainly to study young
groupings, could be adapted to the dominant discourses of this older
community. | explore the formation of values inside this subculture, the
way it can be seen as a new value system and how status and hierarchies

are shaped and confirmed.

From these hypotheses | derived a series of dimensions that needed to be
considered: the possibility of death and the perception of risk inside a subculture;
how gliding belongs to those activities which in contemporary modernity are
devised in order to construct an identity; tensions between the small group |
studied (defined as a ‘idioculture’ or a ‘groupculture’) and the larger community
of glider pilots in Italy (the subculture as a whole); the diachronic changes taking
place inside the Club.

My first hypothesis stresses that the experience of gliding is affected by
the social reality in which it takes place. In Bilonia the local gliding subculture
is characterised by a peculiar feeling — a sense of frustration for lagging behind
the other clubs by following a strict rule of caution that averts risks but prevents
great performances. | highlight this attitude, the reasons why it has arisen, what
its cultural implications are. | contrast it with what happens in other places,
where the members of the gliding subculture practice their activity at a higher
level, accepting the challenges and dangers associated with competition and
performance, putting the perception of danger on the back burner. This stress on
self-fulfilment rather than on safety is forced upon the pilots by the cultural way
in which the activity is framed. It would be very difficult to start practising long
distance flights alone in a club community in which the frame of mind of most

of the members, who put safety first, is against it. In order to achieve good
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performances the pilot needs to belong to a social group oriented towards this
type of flying®.

Contrary to the prevailing opinion in studies on voluntary risk taking (Le
Breton 1995; Lyng 1990; 2005), middle-aged glider pilots react socially to risk
and in a way markedly different from that of the youngsters described in these
studies (Le Breton 1995; 2004; Midol and Broyer 1995). In particular, although
Steve Lyng’s theory of edgework — as he calls the brinkmanship that
characterises dangerous sports — gives us a path-breaking explanation for
voluntary risk taking, which in his study of skydiving was described as a process
that offers the practitioner the opportunity to move from her/his everyday
constraints towards a spontaneous realisation of her/his self, during the course of
this thesis I try to modify one of Lyng’s main observations, which | think doesn’t
apply to all dangerous activities, or at least to a sport with the characteristics of
the gliding (i.e. being less the result of a short burst of intense feeling — such as
skydiving studied by Lyng — but more a prolonged exposure to danger). Lyng
holds that “When the ‘me’ is obliterated by fear or the demands of immediate
survival, action is no longer constrained by social forces, and the individual is
left with a sense of self-determination. [...] Behaviour in edgework appears to
the individual as an innate response arising from sources deep within the
individual, untouched by socialising influences” (Lyng 1990, p. 879). My view is
that social forces are still at work, because they give shape to the ‘frame of mind’
of the pilot. The behaviour of the pilot, whether conscious or not, is also affected
by social forces interiorised as habitus (Bourdieu 1977) which determine how
the demands of an extremely challenging situation are met.

The second hypothesis highlights how, in the understanding of risk
management as a cultural product, the particular age bracket of the glider pilots |
study has a deep influence. The middle-agedness of my subjects differentiates
my position from another important theory about voluntary risk taking developed
by French sociologist David Le Breton (1995) and which turned on the social

reality of adolescents or young men. It was based on the assumption that young

® This is true not only for cultural reasons, but also for practical ones. When engaged in a long
distance flight, the pilot can never rule out the possibility of having to land away from the airport
in a field. Therefore, he has to make prior arrangements for a retrieving team to come and get
him and a trailer for his sailplane. Neither of these are easily found in clubs where the attitude in
favour of high performance is not widely shared.
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people need to find meaning and identity at any cost, even if this means putting
life itself at risk, a possibility which is arguably very rare in middle-aged people.

In this thesis, the average age of the subjects studied thus appears
important for two reasons: because it highlights how little the study of sporting
subcultures has hitherto dealt with middle-aged practitioners, pointing out the
need to hone the theory to their characteristics, and because it means that the
more extreme theories on voluntary risk taking (derived from studies on young

people) don’t necessarily apply to this group.

1.3 Methodological anticipations

I gathered my data through participant observation at the airport of
Bilonia. Moreover, | accomplished an analysis of the wider national community
of the glider pilots through the written material available on an electronic
mailing list which | monitored for six years (January 2001 — December 2006). A
short fieldwork in Piti, a different airport which is the home of the Italian
national soaring club, where glider pilots of the best reputation can be found, was
useful for obtaining data of the same contrasting quality as those from the written
sources. The myth of flying as a referential background of the subculture with all
its implications of heroism was studied in books and magazines.

Participant observation seemed the only possible methodological choice,
the only opportunity for first-hand verification in an environment which provides
only in a very limited form its own written documents. Since my research deals
with feelings transformed into a cultural phenomenon, participant observation
lent me depth and insight. Through my participant observation | was in a
position to describe in detail the social life inside the club, how it is affected by
different ideas about what flying for fun is and by different perceptions of
attitude in the face of risk, fear, safety, tensions. All these are feelings and real
problems that contribute to shaping most of the cultural environment of the small
community | examine.

It has been noted that “The insights, vocabularies and questions that may
be afforded by prior personal participation in one form or another of sport or

dance may provide the impetus for initiating nuanced ethnographic projects and
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pursuing innovative lines of analysis. Once launched, investigations such as
these fall subject to the usual practices of ethnographic enquiry” (Dyck, Archetti
2003, p. 13). Naturally, in this study the lines of analysis adopted are inevitably
influenced by the personal identity of whoever is conducting the research, in
other words, my being a white, male heterosexual belonging to the same age
group (middle age) and social class (middle class) as the persons studied. Being
a core member of the subculture | study, and thinking that my involvement in
gliding represents a valuable research instrument, | decided to overtly position
my researcher self as an intrinsic part of my fieldwork. For this reason, this
thesis includes personal narratives of fieldwork (Coffey 1999). In the text I
position myself as an active pilot, a member of the subculture who is totally
involved in its activities and concerns.

In order to produce a set of findings from autobiographical data that
make sense to others | engaged in data analysis early on and regularly. This
enabled the generation of initial concepts, propositions and themes, progressively
leading to the ‘saturation’ of the data (Coffey 1999), that is to the point at which
no further themes were generated when more data were included in the analysis
and the process could be considered completed. In addition, interpretation was
started from the initial stages, since this seemed the best way to make sense of
the field material and observations gleaned over several years (Lithman 2000).

I have been observing the gliding activity by the glider pilots and my own
flying and | listened to the various communications among pilots on the field and
remarked on how they frame their experience in cultural forms circulating in the
gliding club. I compared the social world that was depicted in the members’
discourses with the social reality | was observing (Thornton 1995). Discourses,
conduct and demeanour of the core members made very clear most of the
implicit internal regulations of the club that they had progressively internalised
(Waguant 1992). One of my tasks was to notice the way the members of the club
managed the impression of themselves on others, aiming to promote an idealised
version of themselves (Waaler Loland 2000).

I didn’t encounter difficulties in starting my fieldwork, since my role as
an active and quite competent pilot had already gained me full access to the
‘core’ participants. This represented an important first step in a research set in

which those individuals whose level of commitment is low are only partially
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recognised as members of the subculture by more committed members (Butts
2001; Donnelly 1981; Donnelly 2006; Wheaton 2000). Indeed, my insider status
was enhanced by my research as | intensified my attendance at the airfield
(Hodkinson 2002). I went to Bilonia almost every weekend and often also one
afternoon during the week. | spent more time there in order to observe more and
chat with people, and I started taking field notes on a regular basis, transforming
my observations and my oral sources into written files.

As has been said, my main focus took me away from the ‘experience’ of
gliding. The actual experience of gliding, and its subjective meanings, formed an
important backdrop to the stage on which | was conducting my research,
although it could have represented a further possibility of analysis (Bourdieu
1988; de Garis 1999; Stranger 1999; Wacquant 1992). These authors (and my
own first-hand experience seems to confirm their findings) suggest that when
studying sports by means of participant observation there is a level of
researchable experience below the level of cultural representation. Moving from
Bourdieu, Wacquant (1992) argues about the possibility of conducting a
‘sociology of the senses’ as he calls it. The embodied experience of glider pilots,
like that of the practitioners of other sports, leads to knowledge which is tacit
rather than explicit; the almost spiritual feeling of gliding seems to be
unconscious. The only way a scholar can access this type of tacit knowledge is
through active participation (Butts 2001; Wacquant 1992). “ [...] to become a
boxer is to appropriate through progressive impregnation a set of bodily and
mental dispositions that are so intimately interwoven that they erase the
distinction between the physical and the spiritual, between what pertains to
athletic ‘talent’ and what belongs to moral capacities and will” (Wacquant 1992,
p. 224). Besides, the experience of gliding entails a sense of personal satisfaction
of belonging to a special group, a feeling that the participants think cannot be
understood by non-glider pilots (Butts 2001; Mitchell 1983; Roussel and Griffet
2000; Thomson 1977; Tiihonen 1994).
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1.4 Overview of chapters

Chapter 2 presents the body of theory on which the thesis is based. This
is made up of the anthropology of sport, the notion of sport subculture, and the
social theory on risk. The anthropology of sport represents a recent specialisation
of the discipline that, since it is based on participant observation, provides
detailed information on local meanings of the sport practice to which it addresses
its attention. The idea of sporting subcultures derives from the tradition of
subcultural studies. After retracing their development, | deal with their specific
traits and the way they can be used to frame social practices in sport settings like
gliding. The final section on the theory of risk perception follows Mary Douglas’
studies (1985; 1986; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982) — in which risk is understood
as a cultural construct that supports consolidated attitudes — and the sociology of
voluntary risk taking in sport, that uses risk as a dimension to understand the
meaning sport assumes for the practitioners.

Chapter 3 expounds on issues of method, discussing the problem of
conducting research at home and the implications of autobiography in
anthropology. It shows how, when transforming a personal involvement into the
object of academic investigation, | had to negotiate not entry into a new setting,
but the degree of separation needed for conducting critical analysis. My role as a
partly covert complete participant is analysed in its implications. The research
design is laid out, debating the choice to conduct fieldwork in two different
locations, the use of written documents and the decision not to resort to
interviews.

Chapter 4 describes the main fieldwork site and the activity of gliding
which takes place there. The airport of Bilonia is introduced as well as the actors.
The gliding experience is explained as a carefully staged performance divided
into precise phases. The career of the pilot, as he progresses through different
stages, is illustrated.

Chapter 5 presents in detail the living reality of Bilonia and the main
concerns of the Italian gliding community. By introducing exemplary characters,
reporting their discourses about gliding, describing episodes and situations,
gliding is understood as a reality of strong emotions. The triangulation of data
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from different places and different sources reveals differences in attitudes and
priorities between the wider gliding subculture and the local one. Frustration and
anxiety are pointed out as recurring themes recognisable in Bilonia.

Chapter 6 highlights dynamic processes in the gliding subculture showing
how sport subcultures are by no means static entities. Exposing these processes
was made possible by an exceptionally long fieldwork. I show how the arrival of
new members in Bilonia — although they belonged to the same age bracket of the
old ones — brought about new ways of understanding the activity and resulted in
the departure of many pilots who created a new gliding association.

Chapter 7, the first of three focussing on analytical issues, identifies the
sport subcultural features of the Italian gliding community, at the same time
discussing how existing theory fits to a different age bracket. In fact, the data
presented in the empirical chapters suggest the reality of a middle-aged
subculture. This isn’t characterised by the oppositional features often highlighted
in youth sport subcultures, although other common subcultural traits, like the
paramount importance of commitment in creating identity and status, are
confirmed.

Chapter 8 addresses the issue of risk perception and management.
Following the cultural model introduced by Mary Douglas it holds that
subcultural belonging determines precise risk consciousness. It points out how
the literature has ignored the important issue of reflexivity in understanding risk
in those activities based on voluntary risk taking. Pilots can go beyond the
rationalisations that are their most common reactions when confronted with fatal
accidents, and reveal a new awareness of the real causes behind these accidents:
a complacency which influences perceptions and creates a false sense of security.

Chapter 9 accounts for pilots’ motivations in order to provide a full
rounded view on gliding, adopting a kind of analysis popular in the literature on
dangerous sports. The chapter charts early psychoanalytical and sociological
interpretations and the two interpretations adopted by the most recent literature,
Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of flow (1990; 2000) and Lyng’s concept of edgework
(1990; 2005). In the last section, | introduce a personal interpretation | devised in
my Master dissertation (1997) based on the notion of heroism, showing how it

could be used to account for motivations of newcomers and ‘wannabes’.
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The appendix sketches a history of gliding and the technical aspects of
the activity. It describes gliders and the way they fly. It discusses the
transformations that have affected the way of soaring over the years, and it deals
with safety devices recently introduced in sailplanes and how the world of

gliding was slow to adopt them.
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Chapter 2

Background Theory for an Anthropology of Sport

2.1 Introduction

This thesis is an anthropological study of a specific sport, and the
analytical tools it uses to deal with the material gathered are drawn from the
study of sports subcultures and the cultural analysis of risk. Although criticised
in their early version for their myopia towards certain aspects of the sport reality,
subcultural studies have made it possible to develop a body of theory which is
employed by most authors for dealing with sports. Extensive writings now exist
on the use of the concept of subculture in ethnographic works on sport (Donnelly
1981; 1985; 1988; Donnelly 2006; Crosset and Beal 1997; Wheaton 1997; 2000;
2004; 2007). These writings show how the theoretical framework used in
subcultural studies can aid in acquiring a good understanding of the behaviours
and values of members of sports communities.

This chapter provides an introduction to the anthropology of sport, a
sketch of how the discipline arose and the resources it offers in researching a
specific sporting activity. It traces the history of subcultural studies and
introduces sporting subcultures. It also looks at certain social theories of risk,
relevant to the study of dangerous sports and extreme play.

2.2  The anthropology of sport

Flying in sailplanes is a peculiar type of sport. French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu (1988) defined it as a ‘cybernetic sport’, since it is mainly based on the
control of a sophisticated machine rather than on physical skills — that it to say,
that it is quite different from games, like soccer, football, baseball and the like,
which have been studied more intensively by anthropologists. Nevertheless,
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gliding — especially since it involves competitions and records — is both a sport
and a leisure activity, and the present research, conducted mainly through
participant observation and by comparing different attitudes in different
communities, belongs to the anthropology of sport. From my findings gliding
also emerges necessarily as an outdoor activity close to others already explored
by anthropologists or sociologists. In this thesis, therefore, I make use of the
theoretical perspectives offered by studies on a wide range of different outdoor
and indoor sport activities. These include: hang-gliding (Brannigan and
McDougall  1983); surfing (Butts 2001; Farmer 1992; Stranger 1999);
windsurfing (Wheaton 1997; 2000); skateboarding (Beal 1996); snowboarding
(Anderson 1999); boxing (Coates 1999; Wacquant 1992); aerobics (Sassatelli
2000; Waaler Loland 2000); wrestling (de Garis 1999); cycling (Albert 1997;
1999; Williams 1989); whiz sports (Midol 1993; Midol and Broyer 1995);
swimming (Nixon 1986); tennis (Muir 1991); rock climbing (Kiwa 2002;
Mitchell 1983; Williams and Donnelly 1985); American football (Sands 1999b);
shuffleboard (Snyder 1989); lawn bowling (Heuser 2005); wheelchair racing
(Williams and Taylor 1994), and ocean cruising (Jennings 1999; Macbeth 1992;
2000).

2.2.2 Remarks on the history of a young discipline

Although, where it exists, sport can be regarded as an important
expression of cultural life, it is only recently that anthropologists have chosen it
for a field of inquiry. Probably “the primacy of sport respectability in sociology
rather than in anthropology is [due to] the fact that sport is more likely to be a
major element in the social systems that sociologists study than those treated by
anthropologists” (Blanchard and Chesta 1985, p. 292).

Quite probably, the anthropology of sport started in the United States at
the end of the Nineteenth century with E.B. Tylor. Tylor realised that sport could
provide anthropologists with important clues about the nature of prehistoric
cultural contacts between geographically distant groups of people. One of the
rare examples in contemporary anthropology in which the importance of sport is

taken into account in analysing a society was Raymond Firth’s 1930 description
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of competitive dart matches in Tikopia. Held on occasion of special ceremonies,
these contests of dart (Tika) throwing opposed two teams that mirrored the
traditional opposition between the two districts of the island (Faea and Ravenga).
In that study, Firth suggested how sport could be a fruitful topic for study by
anthropologists.

The first impetus towards considering sport as a serious object for study
by anthropologists was provided by the creation, in 1974, of the Anthropological
Association for the Study of Play (TAASP, later known as TASP). Two of the
Association’s most influential members, Kendall Blanchard and Alyce Taylor
Cheska, published in 1985 The Anthropology of Sport, the first-ever text on the
subject, and this paved the way for subsequent studies. Although from those
years studies on sport based on traditional ethnography and written by
anthropologists began appearing alongside works by sociologists (especially in
the Nineties and in the first years of the New Millennium; see for example Alter
2000; Dyck 2000: Sands 1999b), they nevertheless remained few and far
between, and the anthropology of sport never really become an established

subfield of the discipline.

2.2.3 The advantages of the anthropological method

“Ethnographic accounts of games and athletic contests offer rich
evidence of the myriad ways in which persons, both as individuals and as
members of groups, utilise involvement in sport to organise comprehensible lives
out of the increasingly fragmented and contradictory elements of contemporary
existence” (Dyck 2000, p. 32).

The advantages of using participant observation have been defined as an
‘intensive personal immersion’ that yields experience and insights that lie
beyond the reach of other research approaches. Through it, what is sought is a
comprehensive description and, perhaps, an experience of a social setting, the
acquisition of which uses not only intellectual, but also the physical and
emotional resources of the anthropologist (Okeley 1992). Besides the method,
the focus of the anthropologist is also somehow different from other students of

sports. Thus, from an anthropological perspective the exact length, breadth and
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width of a field in which a particular game is played (being it soccer, cricket or
Kabaddi) is usually irrelevant. Rules per se are also usually less interesting than
what they mean to others. Thus, “What is most significant is the question of why,
how and for whom the stipulation of these measurements, rules and subdivisions
has become an important end in and of itself” (Alter 2000, p. 100).

An ethnographic inquiry can record the subtlety of situated sports: “even
in a sport played within a single city, varying sets of regulations may be adopted
by different leagues and levels of competition” (Dyck 2000, p. 21). This is what
happens in gliding, and I focus on this variation in Chapter 5. Moreover, while it
may be logistically convenient to limit one’s examination of a sport to a single
level of organisation, to do so uncritically would be to overlook salient
interconnections between them (Dyck 2000). Even a common sport can be
performed or played in a variety of ways, and the styles of play frequently vary
from one setting to another. As has been shown by Moore (2000), even soccer,
often considered to be the most widespread sport in the world, can be interpreted
and experienced in local communities according to traditions which imply
different styles of play. The strength of an anthropological approach resides in its
ability to emphasise these local meanings, “the range of cultural complexities
that are woven into the local organisation and understandings of the sport”
(Moore 2000, p. 119).*

2.3 From subcultural studies to sport subcultures

The study of sport subcultures did not develop in a vacuum. It arose from
the classical sociological and cultural studies on subcultures which date back to a
body of theory developed over a period of more than fifty years — between the
1920s and 1970s, first by the researchers associated with what was called the

Chicago School of Sociology and later by researchers of Birmingham

* Some anthropological studies have shed light on aspects of certain sports that might deserve an
examination in their own right — including gliding. These are the implications of the non-verbal
dimension and embodied nature of sport analysed by de Garis (1999), Howes (1991), Dyck and
Archetti (2000).
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University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS)® who viewed
popular culture as a site of struggle and resistance. These theories were of
paramount importance in opening up a new field of study and introducing a new
series of concepts with which to frame the social groups they scrutinised. They

are widely adopted in the anthropological study of sport.

2.3.2 The Chicago School of Sociology

The Chicago School studied subcultures constituted by young urban
deviant groups who shared sets of values in opposition to those held by society.
These values were chosen because they were more fitted to the creation of a
positive status from the disadvantaged social situation of these subjects. They
opposed the dominant norms, excluded themselves from society in independent
groups and valued the status bestowed on members according to new collectively
established norms of conduct. Being labelled as deviants by the rest of society
gave these young people distinctiveness and authenticity and was part of the
construction of their identity.

At the Chicago School emphasis was given to the ethnographic method
with the aim of investigating patterns of behaviour linked to strongly held
beliefs, norms and values differing from those of the mainstream adult society.
The very first research agenda for this new course of studies is found in the work
by Robert E. Park The City. Suggestions for Investigation of Human Behaviour
in the Urban Environment (1925). Here are the first suggestions of participant
observation as the most valuable method to study the way of life of the
inhabitants of the city and the first doubts cast on the assumption of a

homogeneous urban culture. Park (who had studied in Berlin where he had been

> It has been shown how the idea of subcultures, if not the name itself, is far older than is usually
acknowledged and depends on a particular ‘gaze’ developed in the urban chronicles of
Nineteenth century newspapers (Tolson 1990, in Gelder and Thornton 1997). "[S]ubcultures are
not an effect of the new consumer society, nor are they a symbolic response to the post-war
restructuring of working class communities. [...] it is possible to trace the public visibility of
subcultures to the formation of a particular kind of perspective, a ‘sociological gaze’, which
begins to emerge in the 1830s and 1840s. In the post-war period, youth subcultures may have re-
emerged in their distinctive modern forms; but the condition and criteria for their recognition
seem to have a much more extended history” (Tolson 1990, in Gelder and Thornton 1997, pp.
302-303).
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inspired by Simmel's lectures) aimed "to define a point of view and to indicate a
program for the study of urban life: its physical organisation, its occupations, and
its culture.” (Park 1967, p. 3).

Although not named as such, subcultural studies began to develop in
these works. Along this path of urban investigation there followed various other
studies expounding the issues that lie at the core of the development of the
concept. In 1943 William F. Whyte published his influential study of an
underprivileged population of immigrants — Street Corner Society. The Social
Structure of an Italian Slum — which was to become a classical example of this
type of empirical and analytical work.

In 1947, the sociologist Milton Gordon published a paper titled The
Concept of a Sub-Culture and its Application. Introducing the concept, he stated:
"It is the thesis of this paper that a great deal could be gained by a more
extensive use of the concept of sub-culture — a concept used here to refer to a
sub-division of a national culture, composed of a combination of factorable
social situations such as class status, ethnic background, regional and rural or
urban residence, and religious affiliation, but forming in their combination a
functioning unity which has an integrated impact on the participating individual”
(in Gelder and Thornton 1997, p. 41). In this paper, Gordon pointed out a facet
of subcultural investigation that is of great relevance for my work and which has
been more generally pointed out by the sociology of sport (Snyder 1989): “A
distinction [that] must, of course, be made between separate sub-cultures and
separates units of the same sub-culture” (Gordon in Gelder and Thornton 1997,
p. 42). In my ethnography | expound the importance granted to the localisation
of a subculture in different sub-units (see Chapter 5).

A few years later Albert Cohen drafted a general theory of subcultures. In
his book Delinquent Boys. The Culture of the Gang (1955), that drew on his
investigation into the delinquent male gangs of the 1950s, he set the agenda for
subsequent research, positing the idea of collective problem solving as one of the
cornerstones of subcultural theory (Gelder and Thornton 1997). In Cohen’s
words: “The emergence of these ‘group standards’ of this shared frame of
reference, is the emergence of a new subculture. It is cultural because each
actor’s participation in this system or norms is influenced by his perception of

the same norms in other actors. It is subcultural because the norms are shared



28

only among those actors who stand somehow to profit from them and who find
in one another a sympathetic moral climate within which these norms may come
to fruition and persist” (Cohen 1955, p. 65). Interacting with his peers the actor
finds social rewards for his way of life. Together the members fight the hostility
of outsiders, which is one of the outcomes of the 'solution’ that the subculture
provides to their problems. Their non-conformity with the expectations of the
outsiders becomes a positive criterion of status within the subcultural group.

A step forward in defining the conceptual category of subculture is
provided by John Irwin's ‘subcultural relativism’. In Notes on the Status of the
Concept of Subculture (1970) the American sociologist set out to re-examine the
notion of subculture. If Gordon defined it as a subset of cultural patterns carried
by a population ‘segment’, Irwin pointed out how a person can simultaneously,
or at different times, identify with more than one social reality. People were
becoming aware of the existence of many subcultures that manifested themselves
in variant lifestyles or social worlds. “The widespread use of the metaphor
‘scene’ reflects this trend®. American people are becoming aware of the
subcultural variation of their society and are experiencing subcultural relativism”
(Irwin 1970, in Gelder and Thornton 1997, p. 69). People often perceive
themselves as actors in scenes, so that life is becoming like the stage of a theatre.
Each single scene has a precise location and is transitory, and this instability
mirrors an equal instability in the actors themselves, since commitment to a
particular scene is “potentially tentative and variable’. The bottom line is that the
life and the interactions of ordinary modern men and women have to be seen as
subject to a new subcultural pluralism and relativism. This introduction of the
idea of pluralism of choices leads contemporary subcultural studies closer to
their present concerns’. Within this domain, the gliding subculture can be seen

and analysed as just one subculture among others.

® For example, in the expressions: ‘Make the scene’; ‘That’s not my scene’.
" There are so many choices available today that street-style expert Ted Polhemus (1994) defines
the post-modern stylistic subcultures as representing a ‘supermarket of styles’.



29

2.3.3 The Birmingham University’s Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies

The Birmingham School’s cultural studies dealt mainly with young
working class men in United Kingdom in the 1960s and 1970s and with their
symbolic resistance to hegemonic values and their quest for authenticity. This
approach of cultural studies was based on a neo-Marxist theory and critique of
capitalist ideology. Its take was that youth formed subcultures, such as mods,
teddy boys, skins, bikers, punks and the like, based on styles to which they
accorded subversive meanings, in order to rework their position inside a
hegemonic culture to which, for social and economic reasons, they were
relegated to the margins. These groups appropriated some of the mainstream’s
goods or manufactures but reworked their cultural meaning inside a new
subcultural context. They created their own style which was a kind of a parody
of the consumer society in which they lived (Hebdige 1977). It seems as though
the latent functions of subculture were “to express and resolve, albeit
‘magically’, the contradictions which remain hidden or unresolved in the parent
culture. [...] Mods, parkas, skinheads, crombies all represent, in their different
ways, an attempt to retrieve some of the socially cohesive elements destroyed in
[the working-class culture they belonged to], and to combine these with elements
selected from other class factions, symbolising one or other of the options
confronting it” (Phil Cohen 1972, in Gelder and Thornton 1997, p. 94).

In the opening chapter of a recent edition of John Clarke’s book
Resistance through Rituals (2005 [1975]), a theoretical overview by the author
and editors (Clarke et al., Subcultures, Cultures and Class) pointed out the links
between subcultures, the parent cultures and the issue of class struggle. The
authors stressed how subcultures exist within the culture of the class from which
they spring. Through their activities, ways of dressing, life-styles they shape a
different cultural response to the problems faced by members of the working
class, although their struggle is vain and cannot protect them from the conditions
that determine the life of the socio-economic class to which they belong. To
understand the implications of this struggle youth subcultures ought to be seen
“[...] in the dialectic between a ‘hegemonic’ dominant culture and the

subordinate working-class ‘parent’ culture, of which youth is a fraction” (Clarke
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et al. 2005, p. 13). ‘Hegemony’ was a term introduced by Antonio Gramsci in
order to describe how the ruling class is able not only to force the subordinate
class to conform to its interests, but also to exert a social authority. It is a form of
imposition — based mainly on control of media and education — used to frame
alternatives and to shape consent, so that the power and legitimacy of the
dominant classes appear natural and normal. The role of hegemony is to ensure
that each social class is continually reproduced in its existing dominant-or-
subordinate form. “The dominant culture represents itself as the culture. It tries
to define and contain all others cultures within its inclusive range. Its views of
the world, unless challenged, will stand as the most natural, all-embracing,
universal culture. Other cultural configurations will not only be subordinate to
this dominant order: they will enter into struggle with it, seek to modify,
negotiate, resist or even overthrow its reign — its hegemony.” (ibidem, p. 12).
Inside these relations, subcultures are a means of addressing as a group some of
the problems that plague the life of youths of working class origin, but their
effort is blunt. They provide a solution pitched only at the symbolic level and
thus fated to fail. “They solve, but in an imaginary way, problems that at the
concrete material level remain unresolved” (Clarke 2005, pp. 47-48). For
example, at the beginning of the 1960s, the mods responded to their lack of
educational and economic opportunities, to the prospect of lives destined to be as
dull as their parents’ by spending what little disposable income had trickled
down to them to embrace a style which they saw as cool and modern. Drawing
their inspiration from lItalian and French fashion they delighted in consumerism

and relished the chance to pose as dandies.

2.3.4 New conceptualisations of an old notion

Both the Chicago School and the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies have been widely criticised for their excessively simplistic
opposition of subculture and hegemonic culture. Moreover, they were accused of

neglecting the elements of diversity inside the groups they studied, the instability
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of these groups and the position and role of marginal members®. All the young
people involved in a subculture were treated as a whole: diversity, variety of
reaction and motivations, and the views of young people themselves were not
taken into account (Hodkinson 2002). According to Sarah Thornton, “[...] the
Birmingham tradition frequently positioned subcultures as transparent niches in
an opaque world as if subcultural life spoke an unmediated truth. They were
insufficiently critical of subcultural ideologies, first, because their attention was
concentrated on the task of puncturing and contesting dominant ideology and,
second, because their theories agreed with the anti-mass media discourses of
youth music cultures” (1995, p. 119). Traditional subcultural theory misjudged
the role of media and commerce. Thornton (1995) pointed out the active role of
mass media in shaping and helping the club culture she studied to develop. She
criticises early studies, especially Hebdige’s, who in his early works considered
the interest of mass media in a subculture as the forerunner of its demise.
Rather, media and the cultural industry are effective in shaping many subcultures
from their beginning.

In an attempt to critically re-conceptualise the notion of subculture in a
post-modern framework and find a new paradigm for its study (Muggleton
2000), Andy Bennett holds that in some cases when the issue of social class is
absent, as in the case of youth, style and musical taste, when there are collective
associations built around musical or stylistic preferences, this very fluidity
should rule out the existence of a real subculture. In these instances “[...] an
alternative theoretical framework needs to be developed which allows for the
pluralistic and shifting sensibilities of style that have increasingly characterised
youth “culture’ since the post-Second World War period” (Bennett 1999, p. 599).
The one he proposes draws upon Maffesoli’s concept of ‘tribes’. These are “[...]
groups distinguished by their members’ shared lifestyles and tastes [...] they are
not tribes in the traditional anthropological sense, for they don’t have the fixity
and longevity of tribes” (R. Shields, p. x, in Maffesoli 1996). Bennett points out
that “[...] Those groupings which have traditionally been theorised as coherent
subcultures are better understood as a series of temporal gatherings characterised
by fluid boundaries and floating memberships” (Bennett 1999, p. 600). The

& As will become clear in the following chapters, all these proved to be important issues in the
study of the subculture of Italian gliding.
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forms of association in which young people become involved are not rigidly
bound, they don't form a real subculture, but rather have a more fluid, 'neo-tribal’
character. If in the 1970s Irwin’s concept of ‘scenes’ — recently taken up by
Kahn-Harris (2000) in his study of the various semi-autonomous local
manifestations of the extreme metal musical genre — was meant to signify the
fluidity and relativism of subcultural life, here the issue is its reality itself. These
concepts are meant to offer an alternative to traditional subcultural theory and
suggest replacements for the term itself, but, at the same time, they “[...] create a
problem in itself. This is especially the case since, apart from a common
avoidance of traditional subcultural theory, few of the theorists clearly explain
how their preferred term differs from the other proposals in the offing. [...] The
imprecise way in which subculture has sometimes been used is certainly a cause
for concern, but the current enthusiasm for coining more and more alternatives
seems liable only to further complicate things” (Hodkinson 2002, p. 23). In the
case of the middle-aged sport subculture of gliding the ephemeral multi-
affiliations referred to in postmodern theory have to be ruled out. Glider pilots’
commitment is characterised by a deep level of continuity. The members of the
subculture don’t move from one scene to the next as the popular music fans and
don’t work out their distinction at the ‘supermarket of styles’ (Polhemus 1994).
Their commitment entails continuity and substance (Hodkinson 2002). Changes

do indeed occur but not often, and affiliations are quite stable.

2.3.5 Sport subcultures

Today people can draw their identities from different sources, some of
which have acquired this role only recently. Among these are sport, leisure
lifestyles, and consumption practices (Giddens 1991; Miller 1987; Moorehouse
1991; Williams and Taylor 1994; Sassatelli 2000; Wheaton 2000). The adoption
of a subcultural identity by an individual’s commitment to a sport or to a special
leisure activity, to its practices and signs, is a way of asserting cultural identity,
of acquiring a sense of belonging to a community with its own values and rules.
For this reason subcultural studies have acquired a growing importance in the

social sciences’ analysis of sport. Groupings of sport practitioners — as well as
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people who coalesce around a sport identification — form sociologically
circumscribed communities that display a meaningful alternative value system
and can be considered subcultures in their own right (Midol 1993; Wheaton
2004). Their study implies analysing issues they share with most subcultures, be
they deviant gangs or street styles.

In line with the tradition of subcultural studies, early studies of sport
subcultures, especially if they were devoted to youth subcultures, tended to
underline links of these groups with deviance (Donnelly 1981; Brannigan and
McDougall 1983; Moorhouse 1991). Later studies emphasized an opposition
between the young sport practitioners and the adult world (Midol and Broyer
1995). This opposition between subculture and the mainstream culture is
confined to the youngest practitioners and becomes blurred if the members of the
subculture are mainly mature people, more likely to have already settled in a
steady social position (Bennet 2006; McDonald-Walker 2000). The subcultural
universe represents for them either an integral part of their lives or a new
dimension added at a later time to their identities.

Although the term “subculture’ has slipped into everyday usage, where its
exact meaning is not considered to be problematic, some definition when
applying it to sport still seems necessary. Among the scholars of sport
subcultures Peter Donnelly’s definition of ‘subculture’ is paramount, since it
influenced much of subsequent research: 1) an identifiable group within a culture
or across cultures; 2) composed of smaller groups or individuals; 3) whose
members are similar in values, norms, beliefs, that are somewhat different from
the culture in which they exist; 4) and which dominate their lifestyle and
allocation of resources; 5) subcultures are formed around activities that have
scope and potential; 6) and are actively created and maintained by their members
(Donnelly 1985, pp. 561-562). Besides, pinning down the main elements that
define sport subcultures — their distinctiveness, the peculiarity of values and
beliefs people adopt inside them, the intensity with which the practitioners
devote themselves to the goals of the subculture — this definition has the added
advantage of pointing out (in point 2) that much of the ethnographic work on
sport subcultures is actually carried out on sub-units of these subcultures: on a
particular team, in a precise club, in a certain location. In order to underline that

ethnographic research is carried out on a sub-unit of a sport subculture, it may be



34

useful to give it a different name. This has already been done by Eldon Snyder
(1986), who, following Gary Alan Fine (1979), adopted the term ‘idioculture’ or
alternatively ‘groupculture’9. “The social values that are reflected in the
subculture of sport are also present in a team context; however, the behaviour of
the team members may not be an exact replica of the sport subculture or the
larger society” (Snyder and Preitzer 19893, p. 55). With regard to the case in
point, idioculture refers to the specific gliding club based in Bilonia where |
conducted my main fieldwork, from which certain extrapolations may be made
to the larger gliding subculture, but — as shown by the development of my
argument — which is far from identical to it.

Donnelly pointed out two other important theoretical features. The first
appears in point 6 of the above definition. It stresses that subcultures are based
on achieved characteristics and are groups to which people tend consciously to
attain membership, whereas cultures are ascribed (race, ethnicity, sex, age).
“Such achieved subcultures tend to be quite distinct with boundaries that are
relatively easily determined and cultural characteristics that are readily apparent.
They are characterised by the fact that members generally seek membership, and
learn the meanings and ways of a particular subculture” (Donnelly 1985, p. 561).
In sport settings, as well in all the other circumstances where subcultures are
formed, the consistency of each subculture is “[...] enforced by means of equally
consistent systems of subcultural rewards and penalties” (Hodkinson 2002, p.
30). The rewards are that the members of a subculture relish the fact that they
“share membership in the same small guild [...] They enjoy the sentiment that
they are different from other people” (Waquant 1992, p. 239). The other
important contribution by Donnelly (Donnelly 1981; Wheaton 2000; 2007a) is
his description of the way in which different levels of membership are formed
inside sport subcultures. Different levels of commitment create a ranking of the
various practitioners from the peripheral members to the core ones. Gaining
status depends on unquestioningly adopting the goals of the subculture and

showing unrestrained commitment to it. Members whose rank is at the top of the

° Idio is derived from the Greek word idios meaning own. Fine justified the introduction of the
new term idioculture in order to avoid using the expression ‘group culture’ previously adopted in
the literature with a different meaning. The word ‘groupculture’ suggested by Snyder ten years
later seems to doge the pitfall of a previous different usage.
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subculture dictate its priorities in beliefs and values. They represent the
hegemonic group inside it.

Following the approach of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies,
subcultural social practices in a sport setting were often analysed with the help of
Antonio Gramsci’s notion of hegemony (Young 1993). This notion helps to
detail the way in which the practitioners confront the dominant culture of their
chosen practice in the production of their sporting activity. This is done by
finding some “organising agents of hegemony” (Williams 1989, p. 318), people
who could represent a benchmark ideal with which to compare the activity of the
members. In the bicycle club studied by Williams these were the professional
cyclists. In my case, they are the pilots who take part in gliding competitions.
These are the ones for whom flying seems to be free from the constraints that
plague the activity for the bulk of the practitioners: money, time, family, fear,
lack of experience. Seen from a distance, apparently these pilots orient their
gliding activity only to the pursuit of performance. During summer they take part
in the competitions held in Italy or in other European countries. During winter,
they can afford expensive trips to remote areas of the globe in pursuit of new
records (in recent years Patagonia seems to be the place of choice).

Most of the members of the gliding subculture are unable to satisfactorily
reproduce the practices of the top pilots: these are perceived as desirable but
never completely attainable due to the constraints imposed on the activity, such
as money, work and family. “Indeed, it is more likely that the subcultural
versions which are reproduced as ‘normal’ will contain aspects that are similar
and different in varying degrees to those of the hegemonic order” (Williams
1989, p. 330). What the members of the subculture try to find in this way is a
subcultural definition of what is to be considered normal practice. In my main
field site of Bilonia, cross-country flying, as opposed to local flying, is seen as
the common sense ideal of the dominant order inside the gliding community.
Social practices are naturalised by hegemony, they are made to appear
commonsensical and legitimate so that it is very difficult for an individual to step
back and start to think critically about them (Young 1993).

Recently the need for a revised agenda for the study of sport subcultures

has been taken up by Michele Donnelly (2006) and, more extensively, Belinda
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Wheaton (2007a). M. Donnelly pointed out a shortcoming of the existent
research on extreme sport subcultures: its concentrating only on the core
participants, neglecting marginal members such as newcomers and aspiring
members. She calls on researchers to stop relying on ethnographic studies of core
members and to find ways to include such marginalised participants who have
been ignored by core members and researchers alike. Wheaton argued that
researchers had to hone their arguments in the light of postmodern debates such
as those | mentioned in the previous section about the fragmentation of youth
styles and affiliations. She stresses the importance of assessing whether “[...]
sports communities have the clearly maintained boundaries and identities
implicated in early studies [...] How are these boundaries shifting and redrawn
through contests over taste and status?” (Wheaton 2007a, p. 294). In Wheaton’s
view, while sport subcultural groups have some shared values, the experiences of
participants are not homogeneous or fixed. She critiques models such as P.
Donnelly’s (1981) characterisation of horizontal stratification of an achieved
subculture from “core member” to “outsider”, as evoking a static mode of
identity that does not recognise the multiple ways in which difference or
“otherness” is marked and measured and how identities are continually made or
remade. Wheaton also points out how in recent studies the Gramscian-semiotic
approach seems less commonplace and how lately research is “[...] informed by
ethnographic and qualitative methodologies, leading to the emergence of new
methodological, theoretical, and substantive concerns” (Wheaton 20073, p. 292).

The usefulness of the notion of sport subculture seems reinforced by
ethnographic studies that don’t acknowledge the concept but nonetheless show
how its main tenets should be at the foundations of social research into sport.
Linda Heuser (2005) conceptualises a sport practice that seems to have all the
attributes of a sport subculture. She employs different terms that stress the
division in stages emphasised by Donnelly (1981). Describing a community of
women lawn bowlers studied with the qualitative methods of participant
observation, she resorts to the concept of “‘career’ to explain their involvement in
the activity. Although she adopts the same term used by Donnelly, she uses it as

an autonomous notion, outside the framework of an organizing theory. “Based

1% Her paper was published in August 2007, when most of this thesis had already been written.
For this reason this study doesn’t follow most of its suggestions.
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on the scholarship of Hughes (1937), Hall (1948), Goffman (1961), Becker
(1963), Stebbins (1970), Blankenship (1973), Prus (1984)11 and others, career
has become a widely accepted theoretical construct in explaining social
phenomena” (Heuser 2005, p. 46). The notion of career helps Heuser to account
for the stages into which the women’s involvement in the sport is articulated,
from their introduction to the activity, to their becoming social players, then
serious players, sometimes involved organizationally in bowls, until their
eventual retirement. However, the concept has also been widely criticised for
being a kind of variable hybrid that, in spite of the considerable body of research,
theory and speculation surrounding it, lacks coherence and any organising

principles (Collin and Young 1986).

2.4  Social theory on risk

Sociology and anthropology have produced studies in which risk is the
object of thorough analysis (Frey 1991; Le Breton 1995; Albert 1999; Lyng
2005). In the case of leisure activities and sport, it is through the dimension of
risk that scholars are able to gain an understanding of what the activity means to
participants. Risk is intrinsically connected to gliding in sailplanes. A sport like
gliding represents a challenge to the earthbound nature of man, and may be seen
as an attempt to recuperate the physical risks which have been lost from in our
existence. As will be shown in Chapters 7, 8 and 9, the study of risk can be used
as a tool in order to render the experience of particular individuals intelligible —
the gliding community in Bilonia — as it is shaped by the social group to which
they belong (Sperber 1985).

! Hughes, E.C. 1937, Institutional Office and the Person, “American Journal of Sociology”, vol.
43, pp. 404-413; Hall, O. 1948, The Stages of a Medical Career, “American Journal of
Sociology”, vol. 53, pp. 327-336; Becker, H.S. 1963, Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of
Deviance, New York: Free Press; Stebbins, R.A. 1970, Career: the Subjective Approach, “The
Sociological Quarterly”, vol. 11, pp. 32-49; Blankenship, R.L. 1973, Organizational Careers: an
Interactionist Perspective, “The Sociological Quarterly”, vol. 14, pp. 88-98; Prus, R. 1984,
Career Contingencies: Examining Patterns of Involvement, in Theberge and Donnelly 1984, pp.
297-317, see Bibliography.
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2.4.2 Risk perception

Dangerous sport activities are most prevalent in those societies that can
provide their members with social and economic security and stability (Le
Breton 1995). Moreover, those involved in these activities will probably more
often be well educated individuals, with good jobs from the middle and upper
classes (Mitchell 1983). According to Mitchell — who describes a social milieu
(i.e. rock-climbing) which in the meantime has undergone substantial changes,
and has had to learn to protect its ethos from a process of McDonaldization
(Hardy 2002) — there is a social category composed of well educated people like
scientists, engineers, technicians and the like who have in common the failed
aspiration to a creative job. “These persons in particular experience a
considerable schism between their academic preparation and actual work
experience. Their training consists of learning broad theoretical principles, but
that knowledge is often put to use in narrow, pragmatic circumstances” (Mitchell
1983, p. 188). They are disappointed and frustrated and so more prone than
others to look for emotion and fulfilment in a leisure activity. They hunt for
stressful situations because stress gives them a meaningful appeal. To Mary
Douglas this interpretation appears to be based on a flawed model of personality
according to which people need a given amount of risk in their lives for their
well being. She questions the notion that those employed in steady or placid
occupations will seek out dangerous leisure activities, such as skydiving or hang
gliding, and suggests that the opposite case seems more plausible, that
individuals in risky occupations probably seek reinforcement in their leisure
choices pursuing leisure time risk. She goes on to stress the desirability of
focussing on the social influence rather eliminating it, given the practical
impossibility of testing for the innate personality element. “When uncertainty is
at a very high level and everyone is taking big risks, the cultural norms will
encourage more risk seeking.” (Douglas 1985, p. 75).

Mary Douglas maintains that the focus of analysis must be moved away
from physical danger, because in itself it doesn’t offer insights of
anthropological relevance. According to Douglas “The focus ought not to be on

the danger but on the institutions if we are interested in public perception. The
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functional approach of anthropology insists that the expectation of dangers tend
to be institutionalised so that it stabilises and generally supports the local regime,
whatever it may be” (Douglas 1985, p. 54). In her brilliant essay How
Institutions Think (1986) she explains how in every society people think by
relying on the institutions of their culture since these determine systems of
beliefs and morality. Institutions are defined as the ‘automatic pilot” of thought,
on which every person relies every time an important decision is to be taken.
This ‘automatic pilot” is at work in the various gliding clubs and gliding
communities. These gliding locations can be held to be institutions in their own
right (see Chapter 5).

In her analysis on risk perception in the social sciences, Mary Douglas
describes culture as a coding principle by which hazards are recognised and
which provides individuals with established norms of due carefulness. Thus, a
daring mountaineer will draw attention to how s/he refused to budge in bad
weather and an Olympic skier will boast of the care s/he takes of her/his
equipment. Both denying that they take risks, assert that they avoid silly risks.
People live in “[...] a world constructed from their own concepts. These include
the concept of what is hazardous” (Douglas 1985, p. 26). My ethnographic data
show how this happens in the subculture of gliding. Comparing data drawn from
three different sources — my main fieldwork in Bilonia, the second shorter
fieldwork in Piti and the e-mails of the electronic mailing list of the Italian glider
pilots — | was able to assess different ways in perceiving the inherent hazards of
soaring in different locations, i.e. different gliding clubs. Also within the same
sport subculture, what pilots say about the dangers of their sport, and their actual
way of flying, reveal different ways of understanding danger.

Risk perception has also been analysed from a psychological point of
view. Recent studies, while criticising the cultural theory on risk because it
doesn’t account for how people come to adopt a particular cultural perspective,
nevertheless agree on many points with the cultural approach. Following
Douglas, Breakwell pointed out how “[...] risk judgments only have meaning
because they exist within a social frame of meaning construction” (2007, p. 74).
“Cultural biases prioritise the risks to which a group will attend. These
differences between groups cannot be explained in terms of individual cognitive

processes or by the technical assessment of risk levels” (ibidem, p. 73). In an
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edited book Paul Slovic (2000) highlighted how, in the face of hazards, the
anxiety-reducing desire for certainty breeds overconfidence. He pointed out how
people faced with natural hazards (i.e. living in a flood valley or in an earthquake
zone) often consider their environment absolutely safe. Previous accidents are
attributed to freak combinations of circumstances, unlikely to occur again. About
risk perception there is a fallibility of judgement. In his psychological research
on this subject, Slovic sought to discover what people mean when they say that
something is or is not ‘risky’, what are the factors that underlie these perceptions.
“Cognitive limitations, coupled with the anxieties generated by facing life as a
gamble, cause uncertainty to be denied, risk to be distorted and statements of fact
to be believed with unwarranted confidence.” Besides, “Perceived risk is
influenced (and sometimes biased) by the imaginability and memorability of the
hazard. People may, therefore, not have valid perceptions even for familiar risks”
(Slovic 2000, p. 119). Again, anxieties cause “risks to be misjudged (sometimes
overestimated and sometimes underestimated) and judgements of fact to be held

with unwarranted confidence.” (Slovic 2000, p. 222).

2.4.3 A new ethic

In their study of gambling, Abt and Smith (1983) realised that the
practice allows the taking of decisions and other forms of individual initiative
that are no longer permissible in the industrial bureaucracies in which most
people live. Normal individuals can aspire to self-esteem and independence of
action only by practising one form or other of gambling (putting their money at
stake, their prestige or their lives as in a dangerous sport). These activities can be
seen as “[...] the ultimate form of consumption, as they represent money buying
experience. A kind of Protestant leisure ethic has replaced the conventional
Protestant work ethic” (Manning 1983, p. 14). The new ethic is no longer a
constraint to earning and accumulating, rather it has become a search for
pleasure which is at the same time a means of acquiring identity and a higher
moral status (Moorhouse 1991; Sassatelli 2000; Wheaton 2000; 2004).

Midol and Broyer (1995), in a paper on the ‘whiz’ sports in France

(sports that are also variously termed ‘alternative’, based on a ‘lifestyle’,
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‘extreme’; see Wheaton 2004), found a connection between the change in the
moral attitude of practitioners with the changing social composition inside the
group they were studying. They describe the opposition between an older
generation, made up mainly of coaches, who behave according to a traditional
work ethic (although softened by their Catholicism), and a younger generation
free from such constraints, whose aim was to enjoy the here-and-now. The
coaches of these young skiers were from a generation that lived according to
shared sexual taboos and internalised values of work. The younger skiers instead
belonged to the generation of the sexual liberation. They applied the same
defence mechanism to death that the coaches applied to sex: they ‘removed’ the
danger associated with their activity by freeing themselves from the restriction
based on safety.

Younger practitioners wanted more playful practices; they only wanted
fun which should be experienced in the here-and-now. They set off a small
process of social change by adopting a transgressive behaviour and thereby
creating new values. They stopped practising the hard training sessions devised
for them by their coaches; they ceased obeying all the rules of their sport’s
federation; they started to enjoy a freer way of skiing in which the main goal was
the thrill of a dizzying experience?. For them risk equated freedom.

“Skiers freed themselves from the guilt complex linked to Christianity in
order to invent another culture removed from guilt. This new generation replaced
the morality of guilt (born of the original sin) by a pleasure-seeking in the
present moment, a search of the thrills experienced by athletes as they go ever
faster and higher” (Midol and Broyer 1995, p. 207). They wanted to feel at one
with the scenery of the snowfield, feeling the harmony of skiing. They wanted to
experience that psychological situation that Csikszentmihalyi called ‘flow’ (see
next paragraph).

The moral legitimacy of dangerous leisure activities — so far ignored in
the studies in which different dimensions, such as the psychological,
sociological, linked to consumption practices were explored — has been discussed
by Steve Olivier (2006) in a paper that weighed the potential negative costs of

participations. “An argument against risk taking sports might be that participants

12 Similar findings also in Le Breton 1995, Sassatelli 2000 and Wheaton 2004.
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not only have a utilitarian obligation to desist, but also a duty to (at least)
significant others and society to curtail their activities. [...] costs may include the
emotional burden associated with bereavement of loved ones, more tangible
costs such as loss of fiscal contributions towards a family’s upkeep, and the cost
of rescue and retrieval operations” (Olivier 2006, p. 100). Although it is true that,
in pursuing a dangerous sport, practitioners are sometimes led to dodge family
duties and ignore all the potential dangers for themselves and others, Olivier
endorses the individual’s freedom to make decisions, and rejects arguments in
favour of paternalistic interference and control by a silent majority. Everybody
should be allowed to be in control of her/his own life deciding which actions s/he
wants to pursue “In order to treat people as autonomous beings, it could be held
that to show respect requires that we leave them alone, even to the point of
allowing them to choose activities that might be harmful” (ibidem, p. 102). If the
activities of extreme sport participants can be seen as “what has been termed
selfish, secular humanism” (ibidem, p. 106), Olivier contends “that freedom is
the basis for morality” (ibidem, p. 106), and he argues “that, in many cases, the
actual benefits of participation in dangerous sports outweigh the potential
negative costs, and that we have the right to engage in dangerous leisure
activities that provide meaningful personal experiences” (ibidem, p. 106). In
paragraph 8.2 | point out how in most cases also pilots’ spouses, life partners and
close relatives share this notion. They understand the satisfaction the pilot
experiences, her/his sense of agency and of achieving a personal goal and
therefore they don’t hinder the pilots’ desire to practice a dangerous sport.

2.4.4 Voluntary risk taking

The importance in post-modernity of risky activities — such as surfing,
rock climbing, gliding, and the like — in which the individual loses himself in
transcendence of the self, being in turn supported by a community that provides
a framework of strong values, has been described in detail (Donnelly 1981;
1985;  McDonald-Walker ~ 2000;  Wheaton 2000, 2004). Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of “flow’ which provides a psychological explanation

for their allure, has been adopted for their analysis by various authors (Mitchell
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1983; Midol 1993; Stranger 1999). The notion of flow was developed by
Csikszentmihalyi in the 1970s. Remarking how the relationship between
challenges and skills is one of the fundamental characteristics of a number of
enjoyable activities he set out to apply it to account for some surprising
behaviours. Csikszentmihalyi identified a typology of activities to which people
can devote time and effort because they gain a peculiar state of experience from
it, one not accessible in ‘everyday life’. These activities are pursued for their
intrinsic rewards that appear to overshadow extrinsic ones. Certain people are
willing to risk their lives, for example climbing rocks, for no apparent reason,
and they are willing to give up material rewards for the elusive experience
consisting in performing enjoyable acts. “The underlying similarity that cuts
across these autotelic activities, regardless of their formal differences, is that they
all give participants a sense of discovery, exploration, problem solution — in
other words, a feeling of novelty and challenge” (Csikszentmihalyi 2000, p. 30).

The scholar has named this kind of experience flow, adopting a word
frequently used by his informants themselves. The state of flow is felt when
opportunities for action are in balance with the actor’s skills. “In the flow state,
action follows upon action according to an internal logic that seems to need no
conscious intervention by the actor. The experience is a unified flowing from one
moment to the next, in which he is in control of his actions, and in which there is
little distinction between self and environment [...]” (Csikszentmihalyi 2000, p.
36). The achievement of a sought after goal (i.e. for a rock-climber reaching the
top of a route, or for a glider pilot completing a 300 km circuit), although
important to mark one’s performance, doesn't provide satisfaction in itself. What
really matters is an experience of flow, that is to say an experience into which the
opposite feelings of worry and boredom don't have place. When this happens, the
actor feels the merging of his actions and his awareness. “A person in flow has
no dualistic perspective: he is aware of his actions but not of the awareness
itself” (Csikszentmihalyi 2000, p. 38).

A second characteristic of flow experiences makes possible this merging
of action and awareness; in the flow states the actor’s attention is all focused on a
narrow stimulus field. Thanks to this, he feels in control of the environment in
which action takes place. “Perhaps the most salient element of the flow state is a

sense of control over the environment” (Csikszentmihalyi 2000, p. 191). Flow
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activities have clear and simple rules that allow people who perform in them to
get lost in them and temporarily forget their identity and their problems creating
the conditions for living an extremely rewarding process.

A concept that has much in common with the notion of flow is that of

edgework. In 1990, S. Lyng published a paper, titled Edgework. A Social
Psychological Analysis of Voluntary Risk Taking, whose theoretical premises
were born out of the remark of the scarcity of research on voluntary risk-taking
behaviour. If in this effort he was not alone (see Short 1984), he was for his goal
to direct attention “[...] to an even more puzzling issue — the problem of what
makes risk taking necessary for the well-being of some people” (Lyng 1990, p.
852). Lyng noticed how the previous attempts — like Csikszentmihalyi’s — to
explain such behaviour could not be considered thorough sociological
explanations, since they did not ground the psychological factors as socially
constituted and the subjects as acting in a historically specific social
environment.
Attempting to overcome these shortcomings, Lyng tries to find a sociological
explanation at the contextual micro-level in opposition to the dominant
psychological and sociological ones at the macro-level. He does so studying the
complex subculture of skydiving in a skydiving centre where he conducted a
thoroughgoing ethnography. The concept of edgework was born in 1990 from
this experience. The term is borrowed from the journalist Hunter S. Thompson,
an advocate of the ‘full immersion’ participation in ‘dangerous’ activities who
also inspired other scholars (i.e. Sands 1999b). Edgework is based on thrill
seeking, on placing oneself in threatening situations over which the actor has
high degrees of control. Activities such as skydiving, in which the threat of death
or injury is ever present — although often the participant tends to minimise it —,
that involve the use of specific individual abilities, and the development and use
of particular skills can be classified as edgework.

Lyng defines as an interesting irony in the edgework experience the fact
that success in negotiating the edge is, to a large extent, determined by chance,
although the actors believe instead that their skills only account for the outcome.
“In one sense this perception is accurate since one’s ability to control fear, focus
attention, and so forth is crucial to whether or not one can successfully negotiate

the edge. [...] In any case, edgework is one of the few experiences in modern life
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where ‘success’ (survival) can be unambiguously attributed to individual skill”
(Lyng 1990, p. 873). According to Lyng, the individual who voluntary takes
risks experiences feelings of self-determination and self-actualisation; s/he lives
one of the few opportunities to move from her/his everyday constraints towards a
spontaneous realisation of her/his self.

Another type of interpretation of voluntary risk taking has been provided
by the French sociologist David Le Breton (1995; 2004). According to this
author, in traditional societies the physical certainties which permit survival are
very scarce and people compensate for their lack by creating strong symbolic
certainties: about the help granted by gods, about the truth of traditional
behaviour, about the strength of the social ties of their family, of their tribe. On
the contrary, in our society physical certainties abound, and life is comparatively
easy. Material needs are quite simply answered for. This implies that people are
free to choose the life that they prefer, but thanks to this post-modern abundance
of possibilities they have lost the sense of who they are. They feel a lack of
guidance in their lives since the limits to what is possible to choose are absent.
“Risk-taking is not to be confused in any way with a desire to die. It is not a
clumsy form of suicide, but a roundabout means of ensuring that one’s life has a
value and pushing back the fear of personal insignificance. It is a private rite of
construing a meaning” (Le Breton 2004, p. 3).

The limits to people’s behaviour are very scarce and this extreme
freedom of action is sometimes perceived, especially by younger people, as
frightening. From here there arises the need to create symbolic borders. As
societies, in order to give themselves an identity, create food taboos (Douglas
1996); or as a society of consumers such as ours, uses goods to establish borders
of symbolic meaning, to become markers of rational categories (Douglas and
Isherwood 1979), so the individual explores her/his (bio)physical limits that are
seen as the only possible source of identity.

“In modernity, the confusion of the reference points, the discontinuity in
meaning and in the value of existence, lead any actor to the personal production
of his own identity, by means of a cultural *bricolage’ in which social influences
depend mainly on the fashion of the moment” (Le Breton 1995, p. 14 my tr.).
Sports such as gliding, hang gliding, parachuting, surfing, give the individual a

feeling of dizziness and at the same provides him with the possibility to
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physically control the situation by relying on one’s personal resources. The
individual finds her/himself able to overcome strong contrary forces, and this
restores her/his confidence and overcomes the feeling s/he has of being lost
which has been caused by the social field.

Le Breton goes further, pushing his analysis to the point where he
discovers “a symbolic contract established with death” which makes existence
psychologically bearable. Each time s/he performs her/his activity, the
practitioner is conscious that one possible outcome might be death. This
frightens her/him, it is a dizzying possibility, the most extreme of all. But, at the
same time, it represents a reality in which human behaviour is once again
experienced as something serious, in which the cultural subtleties of
contemporary society are exchanged for a strong fact, easily understandable, and
for this very reason a fact more capable than others of restoring the individual
sense of personal identity. The practitioner “[...] is entering a symbolic
exchange with death: I will risk my life, but if I come out of this alive, | expect
death to give me in exchange a feeling of omnipotence and exaltation which was
missing from my life. | accept the risk of paying with my life for this moment of
omnipotence, which will at last give me the feeling that | exist” (Le Breton 2004,
pp. 9-10).

25 Conclusion

In this chapter | examined the three main bodies of theory on which the
analysis developed throughout this thesis is grounded. | first dealt with the
anthropology of sport based on participant observation, meant as the
thoroughfare to gather data and understand practices and meaning of sports. In
the following chapter | expound how, within the scope of the discipline, | have
adopted a particular type of fieldwork practice, judged fitted to the purpose of
my study.

Subcultural studies were then introduced, with a sketch of their history
from classical sociological works of the first half of the Twentieth century which
showed how their analytical suggestions have been widely adopted to assess and
understand sport practices. In Chapter 7 | shall resort to subcultural theory in
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order to interpret my data. | will show how in the study of sports like gliding this
concept can be tuned to the analysis of small communities (such as a team or a
gliding club, as in my case). Besides, | will contend how this thesis represents an
early study on a middle-aged subculture.

The third theoretical issue examined was the social theory on risk, with
particular regard to hazards in the sport setting and to voluntary risk taking. In
Chapters 5 and 8, grounding my analysis on these studies, I dwell on the social
management of risk, showing in particular how glider pilots collectively

represent the possibility of death.
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Chapter 3

Ethnography and Method

3.1 Introduction

Having occupied an unambiguous position as a long-term participant in
the gliding groupculture based in Bilonia, when | decided to study this
experience and its associated meanings | followed the next logical step of
transforming myself into a participant-observer. In the first paragraph | review
the literature dealing with this transformation, highlighting the ethical
considerations this brings about. The method of intensive participation often
adopted for the study of sport practices is discussed in paragraphs 3.3 and 3.4. In
the latter I also describe in detail fieldwork design, the usefulness of including in
the picture the experiences of the few women pilots, the use of written sources
besides participant observation and the reasons behind a second short fieldwork
at a different gliding site. The issues that arose when | was analysing my data

and giving shape to the final text are finally presented in the last two paragraphs.

3.2 Methodological remarks on subjectivity

This ethnographic study of gliding is based upon my involvement in the
activity for over seventeen years. One of the main reasons that inclined me to
analyse gliding and not just practice it was the need to come to terms with a state
of anxiety | experience every time | pilot a sailplane. Besides, there was my
being ill at ease with the social life at the airport, which appeared to me limited
in its values and scopes. As a matter of fact, it should be clear that my focusing
on the dangers of flying and how they are converted into a series of social
attitudes derives, first and foremost, from a personal bias. A bias that may have

influenced all my analysis and of which | am well aware. By the same token, the
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focus on the subcultural character of the gliding community may have been
prompted — besides the reading of the extensive literature on the topic — by my
unease with some of the social implications linked to its subcultural groupings.
Therefore, writing this thesis | had to write about what | would have rather not
written about, revealing fears and social difficulties |1 would rather have kept
hidden. Thus, my own piece of research confirms that, when the researcher is
dealing with data that has been produced about his own experience, touching
sensitive areas, data generation could become problematic (Tenni, Smyth and
Boucher 2003).

On the other hand, the self is a resource for making sense of others.
“Fieldwork is situated between autobiography and anthropology. It connects an
important personal experience with a general field of knowledge” (Hastrup, in
Okeley and Callaway 1992, p. 117). The advocates of an ‘anthropology of
emotions’ stress this point even further. They maintain that the ethnographer’s
emotional response to fieldwork can be the main road for developing an
interpretative approach to culture. “[...] there might be a more general and
systematic attempt to examine the observer’s anxieties that Devereux sees as the
‘basic and characteristic data of behavioural science [and as] more valid and
more productive of insight than any other type of datum’” (Lutz and White 1986,
p. 430). According to Crick, if much of what is called “method” has
characteristics of a “reaction formation” designed to protect the investigator from
anxiety in the face of social phenomena, then a most important kind of
ethnographic data is clearly what transpires inside the researcher. “We require
that our selves become objects for scrutiny in the same way that our research has
rendered objects those other selves with whom we have interacted in the field”
(Crick in Okeley and Callaway 1992, p. 175). The existence itself of someone
who observes, and the related and unavoidable anxieties, are cause of distortions
that are logically, not only technically, unavoidable. So every method in the
behavioural sciences must take into account these emotional perturbations in
perception and interpretation. They represent the most characteristic and
significant data of the research, in that the subjectivity inherent in every
observation ought to be transformed into the main road towards an authentic
objectivity. According to George Devereux, the concept of objectivity must be

defined as ‘what is really possible’ and not as a compulsion to the perfection of a
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‘must be’. Because the distortions that come from subjectivity, when excluded
from the conscience — when they are psychological defences that pretend to be
‘methodology’— become the source of unaccountable mistakes (Devereux 1986).

Besides, we must be aware that the explanatory system which
characterises scientific knowledge as such implies a shift from the empirical
individuals directly accessible to ordinary intuition to constructed individuals
(whether a person or an institution) which exist only in the network of relations
elaborated by scientific study (Bourdieu 1990). The gliding club I describe in
these pages is no exception. For this reason, the knowledge acquired in a field to
which the researcher already belongs must abide by an epistemological
awareness. “In choosing to study the social world in which we are involved, we
are obliged to confront, in dramatised form as it were, a certain number of
fundamental epistemological problems, all related to the question of the
difference between practical knowledge and scholarly knowledge, and
particularly to the special difficulties involved first in breaking with inside
experience and then in reconstituting the knowledge which has been obtained by
means of this break” (Bourdieu 1990, p. 1). Excessive proximity can represent an
obstacle to scientific knowledge as excessive remoteness does. The researcher is
faced with the hard task of reconciling the knowledge s/he has acquired thanks to
her/his role of insider with everything s/he doesn’t wish to know as long as s/he
remains an insider, but that her/his study unveils. S/he has to cope with the
difficult task of sustaining a relation of proximity broken and restored, which
requires hard work done on her/himself.

These are the methodological premises of the kind of ethnological
research that | propose. They reflect “a growing tendency among fieldworkers to
recognise and reveal, rather than to deny or conceal, the part that personal
interests, preferences, and experiences play in the formulation of fieldwork
plans” (Georges and Jones 1980, p. 33). They suggest that an anthropologist
shouldn’t escape or negate her/himself. In studying others s/he should be using
her/himself to this purpose, but at the same time going beyond the mere study of
her/his self. The risk to be avoided is that of constructing others in one’s own
image, at the same time dodging the bias usually to be met in social
anthropology, that is the use of general categories which exclude the self. Thus

the “[...] self-driven view may be less exciting theoretically, but may be closer
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to our experience” (Cohen 1992, p. 235). From this, it follows that the only
reliable option that the anthropologists have is to incorporate their selves into the
research, taking their cue from them.

Whenever the researcher decides to study through fieldwork individuals
with whom s/he regularly interacts, such as members of the same leisure activity,
s/he operates as what has been termed an ‘unknown observer’ (Georges and
Jones 1980, p. 48). This process of the transformation of personal involvement
into a research project has been described as “becoming a critical insider” and
requires the adoption of a peculiar analytical technique “continually taking
mental steps back so as to observe, compare, contrast and question as well as to
experience” (Hodkinson 2002, p. 5 and p. 6). Being myself an insider presented
some risks of not being able to perceive things as a researcher with the freshness
of view that only the outsider can have. There was the risk of taking things for
granted that an outsider would notice as particular and important (Waaler Loland
2000). On the other hand if, as an old practitioner turned researcher, | imposed
unwanted categories upon my data, hopefully these were imposed as a glider
pilot, a full fledged member of the community. Therefore, those categories are in
any case a reflection of that same community (McDonald-Walker 2000).

3.3 Issues about method

As an active pilot | adopted a partially covert ‘complete participant’ role,
based on my established position within the group, and my familiarity with the
main setting. At the beginning, when | was writing my project — one year before
starting my fieldwork — I mentioned openly to some of the pilots more close to
me, that | was planning to transform gliding into a subject of study. I did so in
order to test their reactions, to assess how far | could push the subject without
jeopardising my being a full member of the community. They showed a
perfunctory interest in my enterprise, some were curious about it, but in the
following weeks nobody mentioned the subject again, as though it had not been
taken too seriously. When | started my fieldwork, | decided not to boast about
my project among the fellow members of the club. I spoke openly about what |
was doing only to my informants. Two of them mentioned my project to other
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pilots, but | never ‘officially’ informed all the members of Bilonia of the project.
The rare times that somebody (prompted by my questions or by my informants)
showed interest and asked questions | would offer the explanations required.
During the five years of my fieldwork this happened with 10-12 people, but only
four or five were curious enough to ask for details. My analytical interpretations
of the subcultural nature of the gliding community and of the shared lack of
reflexivity in understanding risk were discussed with three key informants.

Not advertising my project inside the community clearly brought about
ethical considerations, already encountered by other authors, in that 1 was
partially concealing my true intentions from the group (Wheaton 1997).
However, it has been remarked that often “[...] fieldworkers are selective when
they describe themselves and their interests to those they have chosen to study”
(Georges and Jones 1980, p. 57). As we have seen, this holds true especially
when observations and analysis pivot on the social reality to which the
researcher himself belongs.

The type of ethnography | have adopted has been widely used in the study
of sport. It has also been described as ‘intensive participation’ (Sands 1999b). It
differs from the traditional method of participant observation in that the
researcher belongs to the population under analysis and takes part in all the
aspects of their interaction. S/he stays in the field for a lengthy period of time so
that s/he is able to gain control over its social fluctuations. Most of the time the
anthropologist studies a sport that s/he actively practices. In two of his books,
Robert Sands dwells on black sprinters and on American football because in two
different periods of his life he was active as a sprinter and as a football player. In
some cases the scholar blends her/his desire to devote her/himself to a particular
game with her/his desire to conduct qualitative research. Sometimes, as in my
case, s/he sticks with the sport s/he is familiar with.

Bringing to the academic investigation previous experience and an
ongoing personal involvement, the problem is not that of negotiating entry to the
activity and forming relationships in the field. Rather it is that of obtaining the
degree of separation needed for conducting critical analysis of situations one
knows in personal terms (Dyck and Archetti 2003). In direct contrast to the
negotiations and interpretations advocated by interpretative anthropology, the

voice of the researcher coincides with the voice of the native. “My experience is
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not a metaphor of the experience of others. In a way, | have crossed the final
bridge that spans the chasm of researcher and those studied” (Sands 1999b,
p.15). Researcher and natives belong to the same cognitive world and share an
identical worldview, so that the former “[...] being a participating member of
that group, becomes, in essence, an informant who can use experience to validate
or ‘check out’ the experiences provided by the other members of that group. In
this case, the researcher represents an added dimension of validation not
available to traditional participant observation” (Sands 1999b, p. 31). My own
fieldwork dictates many instances of this sharing and checking out of
experiences. The enthusiasms arising from flying in a glider mentioned
particularly in Chapter 9 are also my enthusiasms. When | perceive that a pilot
has a fear of flying | can assess her/his fear through the scale of my own. In
Chapter 8, | state a social regulation of risk also because | can recall many
occasions in which my practice has been influenced by the social environment. |
often was among the ones who ran an inordinate amount of risk just after
discussing safety-related matters with my informants. Like them, | was also
under the ‘spell’ of the activity as a social practice normatively dictating just
what is hazardous and what is not. The subcultural values of the gliding
community | share and adopt, judging others and myself as a glider pilot and
member of the community. | too relished the endless discussions about gliding,

sharing with the fellow members the appropriate jargon of the subculture.

3.3.2 Doing research at home

For a middle-class anthropologist to study a sport s/he practices is equal
to conducting a research in her/his own home with all the associated problems.
The bright side is that this automatically turns the anthropologist into a key
informant; besides this, the fact of being involved “first hand’ leads the scholar to
‘think hard’ about how the sport s/he is experiencing is tied into society
(Lithman 2000). S/he can exercise the methodological techniques of her/his
trade, linking behaviour to cultural constructs and presenting the data in terms of
meaningful native categories (Weiss 2000). The down side is that s/he develops

her/his anthropological discourse according to an already established version of
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reality, an intellectual setting that could influence her/his way of perceiving and
classifying (Dyck 2000).

The researcher can reach a deeper comprehension of her/his social
situation which, at the same time, is the object of her/his analysis. In a revealing
example of research at home, studying the social structure of the British police —
in whose ranks he had worked for several years — the police officer Malcom
Young, transformed into social analyst, found that the analytic curiosity that had
been the stimulant for his research had brought him for the first time to
understand “the deep structures that generated the intensity of actions I had once
merely lived with” (Young 1991, p. 393). This is an outcome already outlined by
social researchers. At the dawning of the subcultural studies inside the Chicago
School of Sociology, Whyte in his Street Corner Society (1943) pointed out how
writing his book had been valuable to him largely in what it had taught him
about himself and his world (Georges and Jones 1980). Young makes some
remarks about this type of research — hinged on the interests and life of the
scholar. “It can be quite painful, for the insider is studying his own social navel,
with the potential always present that he will recognise [his analysis] to be only
one of a number of arbitrary possibilities” (Young 1991, p. 9). Moreover, the
researcher can also discover that many aspects of her/his life are flawed. Young,
for example, had to admit to himself that many practices of the British police —
hence of his present job — were “built on the flimsiest of moral precepts”
(ibidem). My own piece of research brought me and my key informants to have
to acknowledge the startling reality that gliding — although an exciting dangerous
sport intertwined with the powerful myth of the aviator — shares most of its
appeal with apparently far less enthralling leisure activities, such as shuffleboard

and lawn bowling, which, for their practitioners, are equally engrossing.

3.4 Fieldwork design

In the previous paragraphs I have shown how my social research is deeply
linked with my personal biography, by where | live and by my current interests
and activities. I now approach the issue of its being ‘objective’ as well as
‘subjective’, in terms of its more traditional or orthodox ethnographic practice.
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The research design was quite straightforward. Having been involved in
the activity for such a long time, also before the formal phase of my fieldwork
began, | had well in mind some recurrent themes — such as the responses to the
hazards that the activity poses, or the way the practitioners have to feel as being
apart from wider society. These themes | found mirrored in the relevant literature
on the anthropology and sociology of sport. The research issues of the social
regulation of risk and of the subcultural character of the gliding community
were, thus, born out of these readings. Thus, thanks to this analytic reflection, |
was able to transform long-standing impressions and ideas, and vaguely
foreshadowed problems, into researchable hypotheses that were to guide my
inquiries in the field. At this stage, some issues, such as that of the practitioners'
motivations, which when planning the research had seemed to be pivotal, were
found to be less promising and already covered by the existing literature. They
were, therefore, subject to a marginal analysis (see Chapter 9).

Studying an activity that belongs to my life, data collection and analysis
were not clearly divided into different phases of the research process. Once | had
selected potentially relevant themes — such as the attitudes towards risk and the
subcultural nature of the community — | decided to combine an in-depth study of
one location (Bilonia airport) with a more cursory analysis of another location
(Piti airport). In this second place, based on my previous experience, | knew that
gliding and matters related to flying were conducted differently.

In both these clubs, | adopted the ‘complete participant’ role
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995; Young 1991) based on ‘intensive
participation’ (Sands 1999b) or, at least, as much as each of these sites allowed.
The nature itself of my object of study dictated the kind of fieldwork I have been
conducting. The gliding section of the Aeroclub di Sirto has its base at Bilonia
airport, an Air Force premise that is open to civilian pilots only at certain hours.
That is why | gathered my data a few hours at a time, a couple of times a week
for a long period; from January 2001 to December 2005 during the formal part of
my research, but as a matter of fact, for much longer, both before and afterwards.
The only occasion in which | spent all my time with *‘my tribe’ was during the

week long intensive courses at Piti attended by a group of pilots (8-10) from the
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Aeroclub di Sirto (see paragraph 4.6)". ‘Complete participation’ was sometimes
toned down by my personal difficulties in completely merging with my group.
For the purposes of my research that could have been an advantage, since the
ethnographer must resist the tendency to feel too much at home in the field. S/he
needs not surrender all her/his wits to it, since the work of analysis is produced
in the very distance created by this being apart (Hammersley and Atkinson
1995).

As | said, since | was already an insider | didn’t have the problems of
access fieldworkers usually meet, although, as it happens in more traditional
ethnographic settings, | too was caught up in the web of social relationships, of
friendships and enmities, that somehow influenced the people | could get in
contact with and prevented a further study in a new location. When the Aeroclub
di Sirto split, at the beginning of 2005 (see Chapter 6), | was perceived as siding
with the group that remained, so that extending my analysis to the new location,
as | had done with Piti, proved very difficult. 1 was able to make only a few
cursory visits, and therefore | didn’t include the new break-away group into my
fieldwork™, although, from an analytical point of view, that could had been very
interesting, allowing a further possibility of ‘triangulation’, as the process of
checking data from different sources, different places or different phases of the
fieldwork is called (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995).

During the fieldwork | observed what the glider pilots did, and listened to
what they said. | engaged them in informal conversations, and when possible,
steered the discourse to topics that might expose their beliefs and feelings and
their way of perceiving their own behaviour and that of the other people. Those
with whom 1 got along better were selected as privileged informants so that,
although at the beginning of my fieldwork | already knew everybody, and
although during the entire time | continued observing the behaviour of every
member, | solicited comments and more detailed information from few
informants only. In spite of the fact that interviewing can be an important source
of data, and that there are some advantages in combining participant observation
with interviews, since the data from each can be used to illuminate those of the

3 There is the custom among Bilonia based glider pilots every year to book all the places
available in one of these courses, so as to spend the week together.
4 Another reason behind this decision was that the period of my fieldwork was almost over.



57

others (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995), | decided not to resort to it. | believe
that numerous conversations with various informants could provide the same set
of data. | had lengthy conversations with my main informant, who being one of
the oldest members of the community (he has been enrolled in the Bilonia club
for over twenty years and also flies regularly in Piti and in the new community in
Cappo) is an insider with great knowledge and sensibilities, and has no qualms
about discussing them. In the course of our conversations he has proved to be
rather sharp and consistent in his descriptions and his comments were very
helpful to honing my argument. | also had very fruitful conversations with the
new entrants (Donnelly 2006), pupils who attended the gliding course, or pilots
who had just obtained their license, with two female pilots and with the woman
secretary of the club (see paragraph 3.4.2), and some old fellows who had joined
the newly formed gliding club of Cappo before or after the separation.

These discussions involved 35-40 pilots. Some of them took the form of
lengthy conversations, others lasted only a few minutes but were repeated
several times, sometimes months apart, until | was convinced | had a good grasp
of the views of the interviewee. These spontaneous conversations, during which |
always kept in mind my research agenda, gave me new perspectives on the two
main analytical issues of my thesis — risk perception, and values of a middle-
aged subculture. Together with the second cursory fieldwork done in Piti and the
wealth of written documents of the electronic mailing list, they provided the
necessary triangulation for my analysis (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995).

My actual fieldwork didn’t end in the usual way, with the ethnographer
leaving the field. When | started writing up the thesis | gave up taking field notes
and went back to being an ordinary member of the gliding club, which for a long
period had been the object of more structured analysis. But this didn’t mean |
stopped my observations, though I carried them on in a more relaxed way.

3.4.2 Female informants

Studying the experiences of women who have ventured into male-

dominated fields can sometimes be enlightening (Laberge 1995). Women can

point out facets of the activity that might otherwise remain hidden. In the world
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of flying, right from the start, the myth of the war pilot as portrayed by popular
culture was cast into doubt by the presence of numerous women pilots who
performed the same daring stunts with the same competence (Carocci 1997).
According to Mary Cadogan (1992) who has comprehensively studied the lives
of many women pilots, in the accounts of their flying careers, the link with the
world of feelings was more overtly stated than was generally the case for their
male counterparts. By the same token, the negative aspects of flying were more
readily acknowledged by women. For example, one woman pilot in her
autobiography (Linda Rhodes-Moorhouse, Kaleidoscope, 1960) comments that
her love for being in the air never quite matched the total joy which both her
husband and her son found in flying. She adds: “besides [...] moments of intense
pleasure there were hideous ones of fear and apprehension” (quoted in Cadogan
1992, p. 262). Doubts and fears are generally more easily acknowledged by
women pilots, whether they fly power airplanes or gliders

A successful woman sailplane pilot, Wendy Durham, from her double
vantage point of view of being a person who is at the same time deeply involved
in the activity and who belongs to the gender minority of the practitioners,
enables us to perceive ‘from inside’ some relevant issues. In an autobiographical
article (Durham 1997), she described the change of her attitudes towards gliding
over the years due to the arising of feelings of anxiety and fear which in the end
convinced her to abandon flying. She described a gradual erosion of confidence
that led her to the point of no longer enjoying her favourite leisure activity. She
discussed the way in which women are less confident than men. “This basic fact
of life is exacerbated in gliding by the inherent danger of the sport, and by the
fact that even if Mr Average should begin to doubt of himself, or his skill, he
would rather bale out without a parachute at 3000ft than admit it to his peers —
leaving Ms Average feeling even more inadequate than nature dictated” (Durham
1997, p. 18).

In contrast with the usefulness of some of their accounts, women are not
usually written into ethnographies on sport subcultures (Free and Hughson
2003). Although many sport settings often create forms of idealised masculinity
that relegate women to the margins (Anderson 1999), these are not often
challenged in the studies where the meaning of female participation goes

unnoticed (Wheaton 2007a). The scholars look only at core members (Donnelly
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2006) and “[...] select a masculine criterion of commitment that necessarily
‘marginalises’ the subcultural participation of females” (Muggleton 2000, p.
153). The available ethnographic literature about women’s participation in sport
shows comparable levels of commitment in women and motivation for
involvement very similar to that of men (Heuser 2005), especially in later stages
of life, when the need to construct one’s gender within a sporting practice is less
evident (Anderson 1999).

3.4.3  Written sources

Like most anthropologists who conduct research at home, | dealt with
literate people who produced written documents, mainly e-mails (and some
articles in the bimonthly magazine Volo a Vela [Gliding]. These being far less in
number and covering the same topics were discarded in due course). Written
documents proved to be a valuable resource in pointing out ‘sensitizing
concepts’, suggesting ways in which my subjects organized and understood their
experiences. In this way they helped me gain a clearer grasp of particular issues
which | had already identified and they suggested new lines of enquiry —
especially about different ways of reacting to fatal accidents and the different
mental attitude of competition pilots — which | subsequently tested through my
conversations with the informants (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). | used
them to pin down the mainstream values for gliding with which the club under
scrutiny is confronted and which constitute a model in the process of
differentiating the subculture and constructing its distinctive identity (Albert
1999; Moorehouse 1991; Wheaton 2000). As | said, these were mainly
constituted by an electronic mailing list to which a substantial number (more
than 300) of the Italian practitioners (in 2006, the total number of gliding
licences in Italy was 1742%) subscribe. All the relevant issues to the discipline
find space on this list. The members of the subculture talk about accidents,
safety, performances, technical aspects of flying and organisational problems.

During the last years, a high number of accidents, and particularly severe

15 Source: Aeroclub d’ltalia.
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problems in managing the organisational aspects of the activity prompted debate.
From these debates the picture of the gliding community in Italy emerges in
detail. It is relatively easy to distinguish in it characteristics shared by all
practitioners from characteristics which mark higher status practitioners. And,
more importantly, the electronic mailing list provided me with a much-needed

touchstone to compare the community | was studying.

3.4.4 Fieldwork at a different site

Participant observation in a different location helped me towards the
same goal and a better understanding and explanation of my hypothesis, by
providing a different picture of gliding in Italy, which, although it is framed by
the same subcultural values, focuses on different cultural attitudes and
perceptions.

For this second fieldwork I chose the airport of Piti, a small town that lies
in a large valley located 70 kilometres North-East of Sirto. Its airport hosts two
gliding clubs, plus a gliding section of the Italian Air Force: the local club,
bigger than average considering the size of the town, and the ACVV (Aeroclub
Centrale di Volo a Vela), the Italian national soaring club, which organises
residential courses on a regular basis to train pilots for cross-country flights and
for competition. | took part in two residential courses, each lasting one week,
and | took up flying every now and then in this airport*®. Every summer
important national and international competitions are held in Piti; in 1985 it
hosted the International Gliding Championship (held every other year) and was
also supposed to hold it in 2003". Piti again hosted the world championship in
August 2008. This wealth of gliding activities on just one airfield is mainly due
to its incomparable soaring conditions. The valley in which it is located is
surrounded on two sides (East and West) by high chains of mountains, and on
the other two sides (North and South) it is enclosed by high hills; thanks to this
geographical peculiarity it benefits from a continental climate which is not

16 This fieldwork lasted 45 days over a period of three years (2003-2005).

7 The event was eventually moved to Laszlo in Poland, due to administrative and organisational
problems. The ACVV went bankrupt and was thereafter put under compulsory administration in
2002.
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affected by the relative vicinity of the sea. Moreover, it is endowed with a high
level of insulation that characterises this latitude of the hemisphere (and which
is responsible for the thermal activity which produces lift) and by the ample
possibilities of ridge soaring offered by the mountains®.

The pilots who go flying in Piti come from all over Italy and from abroad
and practice their activity with a totally different frame of mind. Training and
spurring to maximum performance is the ACVV’s main goal. In the training
stages the pilots are always reminded of safety issues and procedures during
briefings at the beginning and at the end of the flying day. On the other hand,
everybody is expected to engage in long distance flights which, when done over

mountainous terrain as in Piti, are intrinsically and potentially dangerous.

3.5 Data recording

For five years | regularly took notes of my field observations and
conversations. In my car before driving home | usually scribbled down
significant sentences heard or observations which | reduced to key words. At
home | enlarged upon these first notes transforming them into a coherent text,
privileging as far as possible concreteness and abundance of detail. Thanks to my
long previous experience in the field and the background literature I read, | had
already settled upon the analytical ideas that would guide my research. Thus,
from the very beginning of my note taking | was able to select the significant
content to be recorded in the notes, assigning the data to already known analytic
categories. During the formal phase of my research there was little need to re-
focus my ideas since the main topics of enquiry had already been identified.

Although I was already familiar with the technical vocabulary adopted by
the Italian gliding community in talking about their practice, | had some
difficulties translating into English the informal jargon sometimes used in
conversations and in the e-mails. Reading the final text | have the impression
that, unfortunately, most of its lively forcefulness has been lost. For example,

18 Bilonia, the site of my main fieldwork, is not so endowed. It has mountains only on its East
side (which implies that ridge soaring is possible only if the wind is blowing from West).
Besides, its closeness to the Mediterranean, means that its thermal activity is shortened by the
breezes that in the afternoon blow from the sea towards the mountains.
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when (p. 117) I quote a pilot saying “Why do you want to fly on such a windy
day?”, the anodyne translation in the original sounded “Ma che vi salta in testa di
volare in un giorno come questo, con tutto il vento che c’e!” (literally “What

jumps on your head ...”).

3.6 Subjectivity in the final text

It has been noted that the way of writing and of creating the final text also
depends on the selective interests of the ethnographer, since “what is taken to be
experience is a function of the observer’s interest” (Clandinin and Connelly
1998, p. 156), and any translation of the field experience includes a personal
interpretation. As explained by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, “There is no
object that does not imply a viewpoint, even if it is an object produced with the
intention of abolishing one’s viewpoint (that is, one’s bias), the intention of
overcoming the partial perspective that is associated with holding a position
within the space being studied. But our very operations of research, by obliging
us to articulate and formalise the implicit criteria of ordinary experience, have
the effect of rendering possible the logical verification of their own premises”
(Bourdieu 1990, p. 6). But, despite this verification, the scholar — whether he
realises it or not — can’t help injecting subjective matters into her/his account
(Young 1991). It seems to be very important to recognise that ethnographers
construct their own accounts of the social world, and that their writing doesn’t
simply mirror reality.

A corollary of this is that the researcher and the subjects s/he studies will
see the product of the research in different ways. Therefore, conflicting
interpretations cannot be ruled out (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). The
presentation of the findings of a fieldwork in a written form is aimed at the
academic purposes of the research and could sound unfair and biased to the
native eyes, in this case people of the same social background of the researcher,
with whom — as is my case — there may be a long lasting link of shared interests
and even friendship. The scholar directs her/his attention towards privileged
themes, selected according to her/his tastes and personal inclination, but also, as

we have seen, to her/his fears and psychological defences (Devereux 1967). The
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reality s/he describes as emerging during fieldwork is biased from a personal
standpoint. Later, when this reality takes shape during the act of writing another
kind of bias is again added. “What we write is the meaning of action and speech,
not the actions and speeches themselves as events. And meaning is positioned,
just as discourse is addressed. [...] textualisation implies an interpretative
authority which excludes dialogue (Clifford 1983)” (Hastrup 1992, pp. 124-125).
“For the informants, anthropologists’ accounts of the home society may be
regarded as partial, obvious, repeating what is known, but also as idiosyncratic
and trivial; he/she has merely authored another version. For fellow scholars, on
the other hand, the conventional basis of the analytical framework is made
transparent; writing is revealed to be a device” (Strathern 1986, p. 27).

The risk of the fieldwork data becoming selectively sifted by memory is
in my case attenuated by my personal involvement in the subject of my research
not being broken off. If the meanings | am looking for are biased by my personal
equation — as they certainly are — my findings are prevented from becoming
selectively edited by memory by my constant relation with the field also during
the final stages of writing up the text. This can help me to remain aware of
possible mistakes and a lack of subtlety in the presentation of my material
(Kenna 1992).

However, the bias of the researcher can also be part of a different
assumption. It can be envisaged in terms of greater understanding. “As author
the anthropologist may cast people’s experiences into a different light in an
illuminating way: people will know more about themselves” (Strathern 1986, p.
27). Describing my research to my main informant, | was able to remark how
interested he was by my framing the risk that we glider pilots run as socially
determined; how the single pilot adjusts her/his practice to the unwritten rules of
the different environments s/he is in. The notion of subculture and its corollary
of identity, meanings and values that reshape the pilots’ perception of their

activity, determining a shift in their priorities, also aroused his interest.
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3.7 Conclusion

In this chapter | discussed the theoretical implications of doing
research in an environment which the researcher already frequents as an
ordinary practitioner. Being involved in the gliding scene in Central Italy for
many years implied the transformation from an ordinary member to critical
participant observation. As is often the case, my role as researcher was
partially concealed from my subjects, in that they found it difficult to accept
my new role, and in order not to jeopardise my continuing engagement in the
gliding community. The body of literature connected with doing research in
sport settings and at home is discussed for its implication in my research.
Fieldwork design is presented in detail.

The following chapter provides the reader with a description of the

setting in which my main fieldwork was carried out.
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Chapter 4

The Gliding Experience in Bilonia

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter, adopting the framework devised by Celsi, Rose and Leigh
(1993) for their study on skydiving, I introduce the airport of Bilonia, the people
who make it a living reality and their activities that revolve around gliding. It is a
little world with its own rules that for a long time has been the setting for my
main leisure activity. | begin by describing the physical setting, the landscape
around the airport, the airport, with its runways and hangars, the tiny office of
the gliding section of the Aeroclub di Sirto, the sailplanes and the tug aeroplanes.

I then introduce the various actors. These are the glider pilots, the tug
pilots, and the manager for the day activities on field, the instructors, and also a
secretary, families, tourists. | continue describing gliding as a performance
divided into different stages, also making use of comments | gathered first hand
by the participants themselves. | carry on my account explaining the successive
phases of a pilot’s development, i.e. from pupil who attends a gliding course to
experienced pilot. In the last section | consider the marginal role of other

activities practised in Bilonia besides flying: dinners, parties, meetings.

4.2  Theairport

The Air Force base of Bilonia'®, with its airport, is located on the vast
plain of Lazio that stretches from the Tyrrhenian Sea to the first ridges of the
Apennine. This plain and these mountains constitute the setting for local flying

of the gliding section of the Aeroclub di Sirto.

19 The village of Bilonia was founded in 1935-37, in a typical fascist style, to host the people who
worked in the nearby airport and their families.
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Just two kilometres east of the airport raises a first hill named Monte
Sterrano, 600 meters high. After two-three kilometres, Monte Sterrano, whose
orientation is west-east, merges with the first ridge of the Apennines. The
Antiappennino Laziale has a north-south orientation and it is here that some of
the range’s main peaks are to be found in Monte Mirro (1050 metres) and Monte
Zeppo (1250 metres). To the north, the ridge turns east for a few kilometres
before resuming its original orientation. Its northernmost mountain is Monte
Serotto (1300 metres) which lies 20 kilometres from the airport. Towards the
south the chain is interrupted by the wide Anolo river valley (the Anolo is main
affluent of the Torento, the river that crosses Sirto), which measures six
kilometres across. It then runs for about 15 kilometres, as far as the village of
Pilastro (an ancient Roman town) having in the middle the tiny village of Giorro
perched on top of its main peak (Monte Giorro, 1300 metres). Starting from
Monte Sterrano a lower ridge of hills (main peak Monte Rapo, 500 metres) rises
behind the small town of Tessara and with just a short interruption stretches all
the way to the southern ridge.

To gain access to the military base civil pilots and visitors first have to
obtain a permit at the main entrance. The sailplane pilot members of the
Aeroclub di Sirto have a permanent pass entitling them to entry after they deposit
their 1D and vehicle papers at the check-point; other pilots and guests must first
obtain a temporary permit signed by one of the permanent club members. This
often means having to wait at the check-point until their host comes to sign their
permit. A long alley flanked by tall pine trees leads from the gate to the field
where the two runways and the civil hangar are located®®. The main runway,
1500 meters long, 25 meters wide, oriented exactly north-south, is in tarmac; the
second one, which intersects the first slanting 40 degrees on its right (40-220), is
in grass. It is 800 meters long and 50 meters wide. Opposite the beginning of the
runways is a large meadow on which the tug plane and the sailplanes are parked
before and between the flights, and where for a short period there used to be a
temporary control tower. The main control tower, and one that is no longer in
use, are located at the centre of the airport. At the end of the meadow, at some

distance from the hangar and the runways, there is a small-prefabricated shack (a

? The larger military hangars which the civil pilots don’t have access to, are located far away
from the runways.
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kind of container); this is the *office’. It is used by the secretary of the gliding
club and contains a tiny room for informal meetings or for the people to cram
into when it rains. These premises®* constitute the main stage on which acts the
community under analysis (Goffman 1969; 1990). This is where the main
actions, apart the flying itself, take place, here the conversations and comments
unfold that punctuate any typical day of activity.

All the gliders on the airfield belong to the Aeroclub di Sirto or the
Aeroclub d’ltalia which leases them to its Sirto branch. In the Air Force
compound privately owned sailplanes are not admitted®”. The number of
sailplanes and tug planes available varies according to the periods; due to lack of
funds and some accidents, in the period 2001-2005 it reached an unprecedented
low. There was only one tug (most years there were two, at the end of the 1990s
there were three) because the second one was destroyed in an accident at the end
of 20047 and there are between eight and ten sailplanes (depending on the year
— from 2000 until the end of my fieldwork their number decreased); only some
of these may be flown since the others, due to the reduced number of members,
are not insured. For a couple of years the club’s motor glider lay disassembled
inside the hangar until it was sold in order to raise money.

4.3 The actors

On a typical day, on the above premises it is possible to find people that
belong to the scene where they perform different roles. Most prominent among
them is the member of the club that manages the flying activity. Every day has
its manager: he is either an old instructor now retired, an active instructor, or a

member of the board of the club in charge of gliding affairs. He is the one who

1 The gliding club has no facilities or lavatories of any sort on the premises of the airfield.
Although it has been hosted on the military base for almost 30 years, the premises continue to be
conceived of as if they were a temporary accommodation. Pilots usually go behind the hangar to
pee.

*2 In those cases in which one happens to land in Bilonia it is confiscated for having violated a
military space and then not allowed to take off again. The owner must take it apart and haul it
away on a trailer.

%% In any case it had been put on sale to raise funds for the purpose of recovering after
bankruptcy. The accident resulted in the airplane being written off but only minor injuries for the
pilot.
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goes through the paper work necessary in order to begin the flying (the club,
besides being inside a military base, operates inside a towered airport), who can
grant the authorisations for the beginning of the flying activity, who can wave
off pilots short of training or ask them to undergo a ‘check’?* and sees to it that
everything is running as it should.

The tug pilots take turns so that one of them is always available; at
weekends two or three of them alternate shifts between the morning and
afternoon. Some of them are also sailplane pilots themselves, but all perform
their task willingly since this offers them the opportunity to fly and build up a
considerable experience in take offs and landings almost for free?. For some of
them this is a way of maintaining their private pilot licence on a budget.
Although it has not always been so, during the five years of my fieldwork most
of the tug pilots were people over sixty or seventy years old; two of them were
eighty. Until 2005 the tug pilot in charge of managing the group (scheduling
turns and providing substitutions) was a woman (Maria, one of the few women
glider pilots) who jokingly referred to her group as ‘my geriatric ward’. Their
age gives rise to concerns about their safety in performing their duty (see
Chapter 7).

In the small shack that houses the office, a secretary (a middle-aged
woman named Antonietta) notes down the times of all the take-offs and landings,
and calculates — according to the type of sailplane, altitude of release from the
tug and duration of the flight — how much to charge. She also collects the money.
Antonietta is the only person on the field remunerated for her work which is a
real — although unskilled — job. As a side line, she earns some extra money by
catering for the members of the club, providing coffee, beverages and snacks.
Having done this job for many years, she knows most of the community’s
secrets. She is not a member of the subculture, but acts as a gate keeper, giving

information to people that come for the first time, aspiring pilots or tourists.

2+ According to the club rules, every pilot who has been inactive for more than 45 days (in the
past this was 30 days) has to ask his permission; the manager may ask the pilot to undergo a test
with an instructor if he thinks it necessary.

% Traditionally in most gliding clubs around the world the tug pilot is a vocational pilot who pays
nothing for his flights when on duty in the tug. This was also the case in Bilonia till 2003 when
among much squabbling over how to make ends meet, tug pilots were also asked to pay a small
fee (two euro per flight).
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During the hours of flying activity on the field there are almost always
one or two instructors®®. Over the years the total number of instructors has varied
greatly, in part depending on people available reaching the retirement age or on
the quarrels inside the club which led some to quit or others to join from other
clubs?’. They enjoy a different status from that of the regular pilots. In the eyes
of the pupils or of outsiders who happen to come to the airport their status is very
high. They are the ones who know their trade, the experienced and trustworthy
airmen for whom flying holds no secrets, benevolent fathers figures whose
advice is much sought after and heeded. On the other hand the experienced pilots
judge them with different parameters; the instructors’ expertise in the basic skills
of flying or even in performing basic acrobatics doesn’t necessarily mean that
they are ‘real’ gliding pilots proficient at cross-country flying or qualified to
enter a competition. Each instructor is judged on the basis of her/his real
performances and is regarded with the faint suspicion that with all her/his
teaching activity s/he is reducing the amount of time and energy that s/he could
devote to improving her/his performances. The full-fledged members of the
community with less experience are in between these two extremes in their
appreciation of the instructors.

The number of pilots present on the field depends on the day (working
days or holidays), on the season, on the weather, on the time of day and on
whether most of them are in the air. On working days the airport is open to the
non-military pilots only in the afternoon: during winter there may be just a
couple of experienced pilots and two or three students. These numbers can
double in summer months when there are really good soaring days that attract as
many pilots as the number of gliders can accommodate. At weekends, in the
morning there might be more students than pilots since the soaring conditions
develop quite late in the morning, whereas in the early morning there is less
thermal activity and the flight is less bumpy, making the understanding of the

use of the various commands of the craft easier. As the morning advances the

%6 Due to the above-mentioned difficulties of the club, for long stretches of time in the years
2003-2005 the school interrupted its activities. During that period an instructor on the field was
not always to be found.

2T At the peak of the row between factions inside the club the then chief instructor was ousted for
one year from his role and from membership in the club on alleged misbehaviour contrary to the
economic interests of the club.
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pilots begin to arrive in order to secure their favourite sailplane?®. This is the
time when most of the conversations on general topics are to be heard, since
people are not yet under the exciting effect of the flight and the wait, especially
in the summer months, can be quite long. During summer there are more pilots
than places available on the sailplanes, so a lot of people spend their time on the
field talking while waiting for their turn.

From time to time visitors will make an appearance on the airport stage.
They are moved by curiosity — mostly people enthusiastic about flying — wanting
to enjoy the opportunity to watch the gliders take off and land, friends and
companions brought out by some of the pilots and people that want to get their
feet wet trying a first flight in a glider. They offer the pilots the opportunity to
make a short flight paid for by someone else, besides the opportunity to show off
their skill, to promote themselves as experts in an activity the mainstream
considers arduous and compelling. For this reason they are highly valued by the
majority of the pilots, although most experts generally shun them since they
don’t consider the opportunity for a short and unchallenging flight to be worth its
while.

Sometimes, during the weekends, a few pilots though not many, bring
their families with them to the airfield. The ladies usually sit on benches located
behind the office, in the shade of some trees; they read or chat and have plenty of
time to get bored; the children play on the meadow. At lunchtime they have a
picnic. However, after the club split these kind of social occasions have almost

disappeared.

4.4 Performance

Every morning, before the flying day begins, the sailplanes have to
undergo the daily inspection — to make sure that everything is in airworthy
condition — and then be signed off by an authorised official (either the person
who is manager for the day or a mechanic of the Aeroclub di Sirto). Besides,

%8 Sailplanes are rented to the members of the club on a first come first serve basis; in the office
there is a register to be signed for this purpose.
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before her/his flight every pilot is required to carefully inspect her/his sailplane,
and if everything is in order, to sign the craft logbook®®. When the sailplanes
have been inspected in the hangar, one by one they are pushed through the
meadow close to the beginning of the runway, so as to have them ready for
lining up behind the tug before takeoff.

The instruction flights take place one at a time. Only after one instruction flight
has landed another takes off. They occur in a low-performance two-seater
sailplane (ASK 13). The pilots on the field who already hold their licence, often
following the advice of the more experienced among them — who can tell when
the conditions are just right for takeoff — wait for the right thermal conditions to
develop. When the moment arrives, there is the tendency for them to take off one
after the other. As we will see, this is for practical reasons as well as
psychological ones. Late comers may join in subsequently if a glider is still
available or they have to wait for one to land.

Take off is one of the most dangerous parts of the flight. The glider is
connected to the tug by a rope whose strength has been specially regulated to
allow it to snap in case of a strong jerk caused by an abnormal flight path. If one
of the two craft linked together runs into sudden serious difficulties, and if its
pilot doesn’t react instantaneously to free her/himself, the stress on the rope
breaks it automatically®®. This intrinsic weakness of the rope, coupled with
normal wear and tear, could possibly lead to unwanted breaks after takeoff. The
glider pilot could suddenly find her/himself inadvertently severed from the tug.
With no thrust of her/his own the only option would be to land straight away. If
the pilot has already reached an altitude of at least 50 meters s/he can reverse
her/his direction and go back to land on the runway. But if the glider is lower
than that the pilot’s only option is to land straight ahead or turn just a little on
one side. The pilot may not have enough runway left to stop and so be forced to
land in a field outside the airport fence. This is a scary option that has often led

to serious accidents. A pilot, especially one with little experience, is always

2 Since there is no room in the cockpit for the bulky logbook, these are kept on a shelf in the
hangar.

% Or at least it should. A fatal accident occurred near Milan in March 2007, while this thesis was
being written up. It was due to a failed seizure. The glider pilot thinking that he was free from the
cable, after having pulled the release knob pulled up lifting the tug tail and causing it to hit the
ground.
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tempted to go back; in order to do so s/he hurries her/his actions and attempts
the turn at far too low a speed, thus risking to stall and spin to the ground, also
with serious consequences®. This is one of the main worries before taking off.
The less a pilot has flown in the recent past the more s/he is prone to this risk.
The danger could come in the first seconds of a flight when the pilot has not yet
had the time to again ‘feel” how the glider handles and to react properly to it.
Conversely, a risk of complacency arises at the end of the flight when, especially
after a long and satisfactory one, the pilot feels her/himself at one with her/his
sailplane and over-confident of her/his skills.

In order to take off the pilot needs the help of other members of the club
to push the sailplane onto the runway, connect the tug rope to the glider and
finally to hold the wings in a level position®. Although the pilot will fly alone,
or with a companion, her/his take off is a social activity, often accompanied by
talking and various jokes:

“You said you were going to bring this glider back to me in a quarter of an
hour, didn’t you?”; “What are you taking off for? To see if you can land
before the tug? To donate your tug fee to the club?” A former instructor:
“Man, be careful not to make an out-landing, I’m having guests for dinner
this evening”, “Ok, see you later in Celano” (implying: I’m going to push
my limits, and it’s likely that 1 won’t be in a position to return to the

airport, but 1’ll be forced to land in Celano instead).

The first stage of the flight takes place behind the tug. Following the tug
is quite difficult and can prove challenging even for experienced pilots —

especially if there is turbulence:

It was so bumpy that it scared the shit out of me!

*! In these circumstances the pilot usually fails to recognise that during the lapse of time between
when the rope breaks and her/his recovering action the glider’s speed has decreased significantly
to just above the stall speed.

% Sailplanes have only one main wheel at the centre of the fuselage so that the tip of one wing
rests on the ground.
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In this situation sincerely admitting one’s fear is not considered to be
demeaning. Once the glider has arrived at the desired altitude®® the pilot pulls the
yellow knob that activates the release mechanism, breaks away from the tug, and
starts to gain altitude on her/his own (see below). Afterwards s/he transforms this
altitude into a glide path in the desired direction. In a local flight this always
involves being in a position to glide back to the airfield. During the summer
soaring season this means not going further away than 35 kilometres; during the
winter, when the possibilities to gain altitude in the absence of a strong wind are
less, this distance must be no more than half this figure. Also in local flights
pilots have the tendency to boast of covering distances far greater than what they
really attained. Being at the farthest limits of the local valley can prove quite
unnerving especially in a mountainous setting that doesn’t always allow visual
contact with the airport. Describing one of the first times he went over the first
ridge of mountains, a pilot openly remarked to me:

When | realised where | was, my legs stiffened and stayed that way until |

could see the airport again.

The landing, being recognised as one of the most dangerous parts of any
flight, can cause quite a lot of stress, especially in presence of strong winds,
turbulence and wind shear®*. Since wind and turbulence decrease at the end of
the afternoon there could be the temptation to wait in the air for milder
conditions to develop. Once | was flying in the second seat of a two-seater. The
flight was at an end and we had finished our circuit. The next logical step would
have been to go down to land, but the pilot told me candidly:

Now we wait here for the wind to settle down.

It was the only time | heard so frank a statement, although it was uttered

by a pilot known to everybody for his lack of daring.

* This usually varies between 1500 and 3000 ft and it depends on when and where the pilot finds
lift.

* In Bilonia landing a glider can prove more difficult than in other places. In fact, the tarmac
runway normally in use doesn’t allow the main wheel to slide on its surface in those cases in
which the cross wind factor hasn’t been totally compensated by the pilot’s actions. This can lead
to cater-wheel at the moment of touching down.
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The most satisfying part of a flight is soaring and especially soaring
cross-country. Leaving the valley for other airports is both challenging and
rewarding. Experienced pilots regard this as the only real flying and turn their
noses up at local soaring. Soaring cross-country is done by using the ‘safety
cone’ technique: the higher the altitude, the greater the distance of the glide®.
Progressing from one airport to the next involves imagining series of reversed
cones whose tips are located at the airports and whose bases enlarge skywards;
the height at which two cones intersect marks the safety height from which a
glide can be attempted. From Bilonia the flight can progress north-east towards
the airports of Piti (50 kilometres), Foligno (in Umbria, 100 kilometres), Perugia
(130 kilometres), theoretically going on across Tuscany; to the east, towards
L’Aquila (in Abruzzo, 70 kilometres) and towards south-east to Celano (a
private strip, 60 kilometres). Besides airports, small private strips and large fields
already used for landing into can also be considered possible origins of safety
cones, thus enlarging the areas in which it is possible to soar without trouble.
The risk is to be caught by down-draft in an unexpected position being unable to
glide to the next airport or to go back to the previous one. In this case, the only
option is often a field landing, once again, a frightening prospect. On the one
hand, there are objective difficulties: the surroundings are either mountainous
with the few available flat spots littered with rocks, or a hilly countryside
covered with vineyards and olive groves. Besides, various areas are densely
inhabited: there are roads, houses and electric and telephone wires. The suitable
landing places are few and far between®. On the other hand, there is also a
subjective obstacle which must be overcome: namely, that particular social
attitude to risk developed by the local flying in Bilonia that prevents any serious

attempt to face this challenging possibility (I expound this point in Chapter 5).

* The width of the cones is determined by the performance of the sailplane, the strength and
direction of the wind, the position of the mountains in relation to the flight path.

* This is a peculiarity of this area. Most places, both in Italy and in other countries, where
gliding is popular don’t offer the same degree of difficulty.
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45  The progression of the pilot

Each pilot goes through a series of stages that mark her/his development.
Most of them are characterised by rites of passage of some sort (Brannigan and
McDougall 1983). However, the official position one occupies does not always
correspond exactly with her/his rank inside the community.

At the beginning the individual is a pupil who attends a gliding course.
This is probably one of the stages in which the spell of the new activity and its
world is most strongly felt. The first lessons put the pupil in contact with new
sensations, new feelings, and with the glamour of flying. They can be both
extremely rewarding and extremely frustrating. There usually isn’t a middle

ground. Says one pupil pilot:

I was used to the usual lesson that lasts no more than fifteen minutes. But
once during a lesson that lasted almost an hour, the instructor showed me
how to fly near the mountain side. | could feel the air moving under me ...
it wasn’t still ... it was full of bumps, and | could see on the vario and the
altimeter that we were constantly going up. That was the real flying! | was
scared by all that movement under me, it was really the first time that |
could feel the air moving, but I was entering a new world, it was new and
beautiful. Till the next lesson | could forget all those frustrations about my

inability to stay behind the tug and to get the knack of the landing.

The first solo flight constitutes the first rite of passage. According to the
Italian regulations, this can be accomplished only after a minimum of eight hours
(that is, after around thirty missions) of flight with an instructor; sometimes,
especially in the case of the older pupils, many more. Going solo in an aeroplane
for the first time is one of the most compelling moments in a person’s life. |
remember not being able to swallow for the entire flight for lack of saliva. And
afterwards the bliss and the excitement reached an absolute high that lasted for
several hours making it difficult to fall asleep that night. After having soloed®’

the pupil continues her/his training, alternating flights with an instructor with

%7 Unlike other countries, in Italy there is no particular ritual to celebrate a pilot who has just
soloed. Usually s/he buys some cakes and a bottle of spumante for a toast which is attended by
people who happen to be on the field at the time. Old hands complain that ‘in their days’ things
were different and people threw real parties, roasting sausages and offering red wine.
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flights alone. During some of the solo flights s/he is likely to experience the first
real frightening situations of her/his progression as a pilot. During her/his first
and maybe second solo flight the weather conditions are probably ideal (s/he
wouldn’t be allowed out otherwise) and it is likely that the instructor will follow
her/him over the radio. But thereafter s/he is on her/his own to face her/his first
challenges. There may be some turbulence behind the tug, or some rough air
during the procedure for landing; or some unexpected air traffic which delays
her/his landing or compels her/him to alter hers/his usual soothing habit. Every
unexpected event can be perceived as danger.

At the end of this progression, after the pilot has completed the required
five hours of solo flights, another important rite of passage follows for the
novice: the exam for the licence®. Sometimes due to the ill functioning of the
administration and a chronic shortage of examiners the tests may be postponed
for months, thus frustrating the natural desire of the pupils to become full-
fledged pilots.

During this stage of her/his development the pilot is capable of taking off,
flying under normal conditions and landing on her/his own. Probably s/he can
also be able to exploit some thermal energy to prolong the flights. At this stage,
not very proficient, and perhaps unlicensed, the neophyte pilot cannot fly far
away from the airfield. However, for a while the bliss derived from this limited
activity is enough to maintain her/his motivations to fly. However, after a few
months (or even a few years), things may change and the novice pilot finds
her/himself in the common and embarrassing position of being unable to make
further progress on her/his own, in many cases losing motivation. In fact, there is
general acknowledgement of the fact that there needs to be a ‘second period
training course’ which exists in other countries, for example in France. In Italy,
such second training courses are organised privately only by some clubs and
doesn’t have formal recognition. The only official forms of training in this stage
of the pilot’s development are the intensive courses organised by the ACVV
(Aeroclub Centrale di Volo a Vela) of Piti. But since they usually last only a
single week they are not enough to be considered a real training. It is at this

% In Italy, like in most countries (but not in the UK), the gliding licence is comparable to the
private pilot’s license and is issued by the same authority the ENAC (Ente Nazionale Aviazione
Civile).
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stage, when pilots are marking time technically, that many leave the sport.
Leavers tend to be frustrated and discouraged and usually don’t think themselves
adequately encouraged and supported by former teachers and senior members.
The only way out seems to be two-man flying, i.e., asking an experienced pilot
to join the flight. In Bilonia, there are some experienced fliers who make
themselves available to this end. In fact, in exchange for the help, the less
experienced pilot pays the entire fee. Sometimes quite stable couples are formed,
the same pupil and trainer going together most of the time. The experienced pilot
relieves the novice of most of her/his anxieties since s/he is always there, like the
teacher once was, to take over if things are not as smooth as one would like them
to be. Besides, and most importantly, s/he can show the young pilot how to
improve her/his skills, how to recognise and exploit the various sources of
energy, what to do and what not to do. S/he usually leads the pupil through
her/his first cross-country flights; s/he shows her/him what is really possible to
accomplish with a sailplane and with trust in one’s resources. Some people never
manage to wean themselves from this comfortable position; they almost never
fly alone again. On the other hand, for some pilots this is a way to continue to
improve and perfect their soaring skills.

The moment when the pilot is able to reproduce by herself or himself the
kinds of flights s/he executed in the company of their mentor is when s/he begins
to be accepted as a full-fledged member of the community. Her/his status rises
markedly. Old pilots recognise her/him and cheer her/him when s/he arrives at
the airport. S/he is included in the discussions of the ‘community elders’.

Gradually the pilot begins to make her/his first cross-country flights that
involve the risk of being forced to land in a different airport or on a field. The
first time that this happens the status of the pilot increases; actually some think
that the first out-landing is a kind of rite of passage that immediately changes the
pilot’s status who has proved that s/he is willing to dare to push her/his limits.

Definitely, at the top of the hierarchy of Bilonia are the few pilots who
have taken part in competitions, even if these were very low level ones. As far as

I know, there were only four of them®. In most cases they maintained only a

% | use the past tense here since three of them left the club after the partition and the fourth died
in a gliding accident.
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very loose relationship with their old club. Most of their flying was, in fact, done
in Piti. All of them owned one or more shares in a jointly owned glider. When
every now and then they returned to Bilonia they were always invited to fly in a

two-seater glider by another pilot who wanted to profit from their skill.

4.6  Activities besides flying

When people come together to practice a certain leisure activity or sport
they create a social world that can give rise to a number of other social activities
not directly linked with the purposes that brought them together. As a sideline,
people may organise a social calendar, attend meetings, have dinners, throw
parties, or organise trips together. In some instances these activities play a
central role or are even functional to the activities that hold the group together.
This is what happens in clubbing (Jackson 2004; Polhemus 1994), in some
stylistic subcultures such as the Goths (Hodkinson 2002), or in grown-up punks
(Bennett 2006), and also in some sports (Bricknell 1999; Heuser 2005; Sands
1999b; Snyder 1986).

In the period examined (2001-2005), in the gliding community of Bilonia
these kind of activities were only of marginal importance. There were some
regular meetings of the members of the Aeroclub di Sirto, to which the gliding
section of Bilonia belongs, and there were the meetings of the gliding section
alone. Both were usually hold at the Aeroporto di Sirto, in the outskirts of the
town, where the Aeroclub has its headquarters. They were usually held twice a
year and, except in the case of special circumstances — such as the need to
discuss a particularly sharp hike in enrolment fees — only a minority of members
attended.

As | mentioned, during weekends in the past it was quite common for
members and their families to picnic at the airport in the tiny grove of trees that
used to be behind the office (it was cut down by the Air Force at the end of 2005
for unknown reasons). There was a brick barbecue structure where sausages were
roasted, and people brought cooked dishes from home, like cold pasta or rice.
But in 2001, when | began my formal fieldwork, this picnicking had already
stopped. The only lunch was provided by Antonietta, the secretary, who would
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sell sandwiches and snacks for those who wanted a quick bite. On the contrary,
in the new community of Cappo, which formed after the gliding section split (see
Chapter 6), this activity of having lunch together seems to be popular. A shack
besides the office accommodates a basic kitchen where the wife of one of the
oldest members sometimes cooks pasta.

Before the division, usually at Christmas time, members used to organise
a dinner. Pilots attended it, often coming with their partners. It was a good
occasion to chat and tell jokes, but again it is a habit that has died out with the
declining membership. However, the new young members seem to want to
revive this practice. Recently a female member invited a large number of pilots
over to her place for a pizza.

The only occasions, besides personal friendships, in which the pilots do
anything together besides flying or managing their flying, are during the
intensive all-day courses held at the ACVV (Aeroclub Centrale di Volo a Vela)
in Piti. During the week in which the course takes place the pilots live together in
small shacks inside the airport premises, in small rooms for two. In the morning
they go by car to a coffee shop to have breakfast together. After the day’s gliding
is over, they shower in the communal bathrooms and then head together to a
restaurant for supper.

4.7 Conclusion

In this chapter | adopted the framework elaborated by Celsi, Rose and
Leigh (1993) in order to introduce the reader to the activity of gliding in Bilonia,
how it is organised, what it involves from the practical point of view.

In my treatment of the issue | deliberately chose not to talk about the
people and their concerns. The next chapter will add flesh-and-blood
individuality to my sources, colouring in this technical description with feelings:
fears, hopes, enthusiasms — in short, the reality of a dangerous leisure activity as
it is experienced by its practitioners.
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Chapter 5

Wider Subculture, Local Reality

51 Introduction

In the previous chapter | described the gliding experience in Bilonia as a
matter of fact. Here | try to convey a ‘living’ reality formed mainly by emotions,
relations between people, conversations. | also show how this lived local reality
appears to be quite different from that which characterises the national gliding
arena. In the latter, concerns about soaring performances and competitions are
rife, and anxieties and fears rarely enter the picture, whereas in Bilonia these
anxieties and fears are plentiful, and only a faint echo of the debates that enliven
the national arena is detectable. In Bilonia people practice gliding, but the way
they do so is somehow different and marked by several traits.

Firstly, the theoretical and heuristic value of accounts and anecdotes from
which this chapter mainly draws is briefly discussed. Afterwards, gliding is
examined at the level of the wider subculture, through an analysis of the
practitioners’ main concerns that emerge from the e-mails sent to the electronic
mailing list of the Italian community. In the subsequent sections, | offer a
presentation of gliding at the local level. I introduce some pilots because they
embody exemplary behavioural traits; and these are the same characters that are
subsequently described in action or whose comments on gliding are reported. |
then report the most representative emotions expressed by pilots during my
fieldwork. These reported emotions relate to many aspects of gliding, especially
the anxieties before takeoff, in moving out of the valley, at the prospect of out-
landing, and particular feelings of loneliness and fear. | describe the main
occurrences of some typical days of flight and theirs emotions: mainly negative
emotions, since the pleasures of flying, the elation it can convey will be
examined in Chapter 9.

Finally, I report some of what pilots say about gliding, how in their

conversations they give life to recurrent themes, and how together they elaborate
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a precise way of representing their activity to themselves and to the outside

world.

5.2  Accounts and anecdotes by the glider pilots

The introduction of the main characters and the recording of what pilots
said during my fieldwork about their activity were accomplished within the
framework of Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective. This is a theory that
seems suited to the subcultural dimension prevalent in Bilonia. It has been
noticed how “[...] in the interaction that occurs between actors in the subculture,
impression management plays a significant role” (Donnelly and Young 1988, p.
228). According to Goffman (1990 [1959]) social interaction, through which
people constantly re-shape their identities, could be seen as the stage on which a
theatrical performance is acted. People are like thespians and convey their
identities to others through performances. Their verbal and non verbal actions are
tuned to give the ‘right impression’ through a mechanism Goffman called
‘impression management’. “l assume that when an individual appears before
others he will have many motives for trying to control the impression they
receive of the situation” (Goffman 1990, p. 26). Every person acts out a role
according to the impression that s/he wants to make on the others. As the
member progresses in her/his involvement into the subculture, the composition
of her/his audience changes as well. The ‘others’ can shift from the general
audience, which is the benchmark of the new members, to an inside audience
composed of the fellow members (Donnelly and Young 1988).

In their performance people distinguish between two different settings,
‘front stage’, in which the actions are intended for the audience and the ‘back
stage’, which describes all those situations in which the audience is not supposed
to be there and the actors feel free to be themselves. “A back region or backstage
may be defined as a place, relative to a given performance, where the impression
fostered by the performance is knowingly contradicted as a matter of course”
(Goffman 1990, p. 114). “Since the vital secrets of a show are visible backstage
and since performers behave out of character while there, it is natural to expect

that the passage from the front region to the back region will be kept closed to
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members of the audience or that the entire back region will be kept hidden from
them. This is a widely practised technique of impression management” (ibidem,
p. 116).

Backstage performances in gliding, such as showing anxiety before
takeoff or at the prospect of flying alone, revealing doubts about one’s skill to
complete a particular cross-country course or to cope with turbulence and strong
wind, can be intruded by someone like the anthropologist not meant to see them.
Participant observation can reveal sets of discrepancies between what the gliding
subculture projects as ideal and actual reality, ‘ideal versus real’ culture patterns
(Klein 1986). This “playing roles’ in order to convey to others a good impression
could also be understood in terms of a ‘collective defence mechanisms’ “[...]
allowing everyone, with the complicity of everyone else, to disguise truths
known to all” (Bourdieu 1990, p. 19). In Bilonia, pilots tend to keep hidden the
unpleasant truth that, but for few exceptions, they don’t dare to accomplish
cross-country flights on a regular basis, but they would rather limit their activity
to a course always within gliding distance to the airport.

Paul Spencer highlights how the manipulation of reality to create an
effect through “[...] personal anecdotes, told and elaborated before an audience,
[could be considered] as a form of structured autobiography” (Spencer 1992, p.
50). An autobiography built on such contrivances can render a realistic picture of
the ethos of the social reality it depicts. It represents a self-portrayal which
provides an ideal type, riddled with subcultural clichés, which represents at the
same time a truth of the teller’s ideals as a distortion of biographical and
historical detail (Spencer 1992). Accounts of this kind are useful to highlight the
main tenets of a particular cultural reality. In Bilonia these take the form of the
much repeated assertions by glider pilots that they shun local flying in favour of
cross-country soaring. At the same time they open up “[...] the disquieting
question of the extent to which all our Goffmanesque presentations of ourselves
— even to ourselves — contain an element of autobiographical distortion, giving

coherence and meaning to our being” (Spencer 1992, p. 53).
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5.3  The subculture of Italian gliding and its main concerns

In this paragraph | deal with the way in which gliding is described at the
national level in the quite popular electronic mailing list of Italian gliding. This
is done to draw a broad picture of the activity and its normative order, since the
Italian gliding community is mirrored as a whole in the messages presented,
which sketch its main traits (on the role of subcultural media in giving shape to
the normative order and subsuming the main traits of a sport subculture, see
Thornton 1995; Wheaton and Beal 2003; Wheaton 2007a). This backdrop will
enable me to pin down the peculiarity of the local reality | described in the
previous chapter and which | shall analyse in depth in the following paragraphs,
highlighting the numerous points in which it differs from the wider picture.

Around 300 people® are signed up to the mailing list, although the
majority don’t actively participate. The pilots are from all the regions in which
gliding is practised in the country — all the northern regions, most of the Central
ones but, apart from tiny exceptions, none of the Southern ones. In South Italy
gliding clubs are non-existent, probably because in the 1950s and 1960s, when
most Italian gliding clubs were created, those regions were economically
backwards and, after their relative economic development, pilots opted for other,
more popular types of free flying (i.e. hang-gliding, paragliding). | followed the
mailing list for six years (January 2001- December 2006) during which time |
was able to notice a clearly perceptible ‘saturation” of themes, the main ones

being repeated over and over.

5.3.2 Competitions

One of the main concerns of the pilots appears to be that of competitions.
This prevalence of topics linked to competitions is not surprising. 300 out of
around 1200 active sailplane pilots in Italy compete; that is to say one in four, a

much larger proportion than that in other countries where gliding is more

“© For reasons of privacy, the list of all the people enrolled is not disclosed by its administrator. |
estimated this figure from some e-mails.
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successful, but where the number of those involved in competitions is around
5%. By the term competition | mean both competitions per se and a form of on
line contest, the CID (Campionato Italiano di Distanza) which provides the
scores useful for rating the Italian pilots*.

Competitions per se are divided into several (usually between 5 and 10)
days of contest*. At the beginning of each day the day’s task is disclosed by
organizers. Depending on the weather conditions expected, this consists in the
assignment of a set course of anything between 250 and 600km, rounding
various checkpoints on the way. The gliders will be lined up in grid order and
will be launched as quickly as possible using a fleet of tug planes. Twenty
minutes after the last glider has been launched, the contest is declared open and
the pilots can start on the task crossing the starting line, each of them choosing
the moment s/he judges will provide the best weather conditions. The
competition task consists of completing the course in the fastest possible time.
Points are awarded for each day’s flying and accumulated throughout the
competition. In each class, the pilot with most points at the end is declared
winner. Data loggers carried on board each glider — which use GPS fixes to map
the route taken — give proof that a pilot actually completed the competition
course by rounding the various turn points in the correct order®.

Most of the mailing list contributors agree that, while gliding has a

positive image among the general audience — probably due to its being

*! Italian pilots are divided into two categories: classified and unclassified. The former consists of
a scoring list (the so called ‘algorithm’”) edited every year by the FIVV (Federazione Italiana
Volo a Vela) in which all the ‘National pilots’ are listed; those who will represent Italy in the
international contests are chosen from among the first 16. There are two ways to get into the
‘algorithm’: either by taking part in a race ‘Promozione’ (competition held every year and
reserved for unclassified pilots) and obtaining at least 80% of the highest ranking score; or by
taking part in the CID (Campionato Italiano di Distanza) and scoring more than 1750 points (that
is to say, performing two flights of 500 km) and being at the same time in one of the first 5
positions. Points in the algorithm are calculated through a weighted sum of the 3 best results in
the last 3 years.

*2 Traditionally there were three classes in which sailplanes were divided during the contests:
standard class (15 meters wing span with water ballast allowed but no flaps); race class (same
wing span, flaps allowed); free class (no limits of any sort — usually the wing span is 25 meters
or over). Two classes were recently added: the 18 meters sailplane (basically a race class craft
with an increase in wing span) and the club class which includes older types of sailplanes that,
according to precise rules, are deemed too old to be fit to compete in their original class.

*% Until the early 1990s — before the introduction of GPS — sailplanes were equipped with two
small cameras fixed to the canopy. At each turning point the pilot had to snap two photos
showing the tip of one wing and the turning point (in order to avoid confusion, these are chosen
among the starkest elements of the landscape — such as castles, industrial plants, football pitches).
Two shots in rapid succession were required to reduce the risk of wrongly framing the required
landmark.
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environmentally friendly and its romantic aura — glider races lack appeal. They
last several days and take place far away in the sky where nobody can see the
gliders. People wonder how to fix this problem. Someone suggested putting
cameras on board (like in F1 racing cars) and to have the sailplanes compete on a
short track, and that they should start all at the same time*.

An indirect form of competition, useful for assessing pilots’ skills, is the
OLC (On Line Contest), a German site in which pilots from all over the world
are invited to send the records of their flights in a standardised format, so that
informal comparisons can be made, and everybody interested can analyse the
other pilots’ flights which have been made available (see paragraph 7.4).

The debate on these contests is lively and is often a source of friction
between those who practice competitions and those who don’t. Several messages
dwell on the issue of the high training value of competitions, while others cast
doubts on the hazards they imply. A pilot explains:

Through competitions [...] the less experienced pilot has the
opportunity to fly with the big fish and evaluate their tactical decisions and
the way of flying (8.2.2002).

Defending the races, another pilot affirms:

Some time ago | was among those sceptical about competitions and
their influence on safety ... but of the last 5 deaths only Giulia died during
a competition (6.13.2005).

A seasoned pilot advises a young one who had asked what was needed to
enter that world:

How to get ready for competition? [...] | think that in competition
what is more important than technique is the knowledge that everybody has
of himself, of the way in which he reacts to frustration, of how, at the right

moment, he must accept that he is wrong and change his strategy, but

* In January 2006 a new contest of this type was held in New Zealand for the first time; called
Grand Prix, it aimed at a better visibility for the audience which was able to follow the
progression of the race live on their computers.
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without losing faith in himself ... [...]. Try NEVER to get scared; fear is no
fun. [This point is repeated three times throughout the letter...] To win you
have to want it, really want it! But you should NEVER run unnecessary
risks! (2.10.2004).

Those pilots who don’t practice competition complain of the numerous
good days lost because some contest or other has prevented them taking off. A
pilot from Piti (where most of the Italian gliding competitions takes place)

writes:

Dear friends, what would you think if your gliding field were
seized during the two best months of the year just to allow the 70 pilots
fond of competition to have fun? Well, that’s exactly what is going to
happen this summer against the interest of the majority of gliding pilots
who like this sport only for its own sake and the pleasure of flying
(2.5.2004).

Another one:

In Piti, during the last few years it has been objectively very
difficult to fly with the glider (at least for the ‘humans’ like myself who
don’t own a private sailplane and have to rely on the ones of the club). [...]
We must recognise that during the period when competitions take place all
the other activities are slowed down by 70, 80% ... just try asking at the
club office where all the flights are logged! (2.6.2004).

A big fish is quick to react to these complaints:

I made a list of all those who usually take off before the beginning
of the day’s contest [here follows a list of the names] ** there are plenty of
them. [...] | noticed that most of the grumbling comes from those pilots
who don’t have enough experience to be able to stay airborne at the

beginning of the day, in weak conditions. They are stressed by the fear of a

** During a contest day those pilots who aren’t taking part in the contest may either to take off
before the contestants or afterwards, in which case their flight will be quite short.
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forced landing in the midst of the contestants, and the prospect of being
insulted as though they had taken a motorway the wrong way (2.7.2004).

Somehow linked to the theme of competitions is that of the equipment.
Electronic devices fill today’s latest generation cockpits. Most are deemed
compulsory for competitions. Black boxes log the flights and are used to
determine the final results. Handheld personal computers attached to the
dashboard process GPS data, providing the pilot with much sought after bits of
information about navigation, wind strength and direction, the best speed to fly
for each phase of the flight, the best glide path, turning points, etc. What is lost
is the romantic aura of the ‘stupid and simple’, of the flying ‘by the seat of your

pants’, which is something only a few regret loudly:

Of course, in 1992 people started talking about loggers, but
everybody still used only the old snap shot camera, and only big champions
had GPS. Today without a logger and dashboard personal computer you’d
better just fly the usual small pattern around the airfield (9.16.2003). Old
chaps like me agree that when we were going around with a map and

compass, there were more of us and fewer of us died ... (9.23.2003).

Another facet of competitions is the pursuit of new world-records. The
cutting edge technology incorporated into the newest sailplanes, either
aerodynamic improvements or electronic equipment, and the improvements in
the knowledge of the big wind waves several hundred kilometres long over
various regions (Andes, New Zealand) resulted in some breakthroughs* which
are variously commented upon. Particularly discussed are the issues concerning
the ethics of their registration with the FAI (Federation Aeronatique
Internationale). Speaking about an outstanding 2400 km long flight he
accomplished in Patagonia two months earlier together with a French pilot more

experienced in wave soaring than himself, a prominent Italian pilot points out:

Besides rules, | would like to say that there should be a certain

sporting ethic. | don’t think it right to ascribe a record to a person who

“® Among the others, the World record over a course of 1000 Km at an overage of 203 Km/h.
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wasn’t the real author of it. [And in case of a solo pilot] it should be
verified if the flight was done without outside help, aside from the usual

information received over the radio (2.12.2005).

5.3.3 Shortcomings

Gliding seems to arouse strong positive emotions but also to involve
collectively felt difficulties. Notwithstanding the shared interest for competition,
quite often the list brings up issues relating to the opposite extreme of gliding —
its costs which put it out of reach of most people, and its intrinsic difficulties
which cause a very high rate of newly licensed pilots to abandon the activity.

To many people high costs appear to be more the result of an Italian

attitude rather than the activity per se:

I think this is an Italian flaw. This summer a lot of us were in
Fayence ... well, how many plastic sailplanes®® did the local school use?
[...] There was an ASK21 ... in ten days maybe it had done 2 flights
(8.10.2004).

Several e-mails go on in the same line:

A lot of club members boast about being pilots, and the lower the
number of pilots the more prestigious the license is considered to be. [...]
The difficulties are not only Italian. Of course, the Germans have the big
advantage of a gliding culture with a wide circulation for historical reasons,
but they keep it up because they are unpretentious. The number of
practitioners means they can spread out the costs*®; we shouldn’t brag
about practicing a sport for the happy few and, at the same time, complain
that it costs so much! [...] | am convinced that it isn’t the high costs that
make our sport an élite activity practised only by a few hundred fans.

Maybe causes ought to be looked for in an excessively closed environment,

*" Fayence is one of the most popular gliding venues in France.

*8 *Plastic sailplanes’ refers to modern , high performances fiber-glass gliders versus older and
cheaper ‘wood and fabric’ ones.

** In Germany there are 32,000 glider pilots; in Italy 1742 (2006).
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in the few efforts to advertise it (is it possible that 90% of Italians don’t
know what gliding or a sailplane are?) and, last but not least, in the fact (for
us unbelievable...) that for a lot of people it doesn’t sound so engaging and,
besides, it’s scary as hell! (11.19.2002).

You’re right. Our gliding is mainly managed by pilots who aim
only for performance, forgetting that there are, or rather, there might also
be pilots interested in a type of flying which is an end in itself and done
cheaply (11.19.2002).

In Germany voluntary service is at the foundation of gliding.
Volunteer services means cleaning hangars and offices, performing the
ordinary maintenance on the sailplanes, helping in rigging and de-rigging,
and so on. This way the club doesn’t need overhead costs for personnel:

compared with some Italian clubs this is real saving [...] (11.20.2002).

When | went to Germany two years ago to buy my glider | had the
opportunity to visit some German gliding clubs. The immediate feeling |
had was that of simple folks, with great skill, who fly at low cost and
encourage gliding among young people, bringing them up to the highest
level mainly using cheap sailplanes. This is how new champions can
emerge, also among people who don’t have unlimited resources at their
disposal! (10.6.2004).

Musing about high costs and falling number of practitioners, a member of
the board of the Italian Gliding Association®, very active on the mail list,

remarks:

For a long time now, it has been clear that a real demand for cheap
flying doesn’t exist. And that for technical reasons, a new glider at low cost
cannot exist. Building a LS-8° costs only a little more than building a
“flying lemon’. [...] More likely, young people try first with the paraglider
and they arrive at the glider only when they have seen one a few times

dashing away at high speed while they were confined to the same

%0 FIVV- Federazione Italiana Volo a Vela
* The LS-8 is a German built state of the art standard class glider.
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mountain. Today, more than half of the new glider pilots who don’t leave
after the license are already experts in free flying. They have had the
opportunity to cut their teeth in a similar sport, they are proficient at it and
well aware of the costs to be expected [...] Also in Germany, in the last ten

years the number of practitioners has gone down by 25% (8.20.2002).

5.3.4 Training and generational change

Possible solutions to solve these cost problems and the ones associated
with early abandonment from the sport prompt debates about the so-called
‘second period instruction’, about the ‘Progetto Giovani’ and about the ‘Club
class’ contests. Second period instruction refers to the teaching of the soaring
skills needed to enable a newly licensed pilot to acquire cross-country
proficiency. All the pilots who contribute to the electronic mailing list agree on
the point: that the only serious and worthwhile way of practising gliding is cross-
country soaring. To them, the short flight done in a radius of gliding distance
from the starting airport isn’t real gliding. In other countries (very quoted is for
example the case of France) the second period course has been institutionalised,

whereas in Italy it is done in each club in a different, sometime haphazard, way.

I remember asking a big fish in my club, a pilot with an
outstanding experience, what I could do to go ahead. His answer wasn’t at
all encouraging: ‘Nobody taught the Beatles how to play’. If somebody is
not a Mozart of gliding what can he do? Resign himself to scraping around
the airfield all day? Soon he’ll be fed up and quit. That’s right: cosi fan tutti
[they all do the same]®?, or almost everybody. Ok, but in this case he can
sign up for an intensive course in Piti. Yes, fine, but after that week? [...]
But how come we can’t institutionalise this ‘second period’? [...] Its only
and specific task would be to help the newly licensed to progress in a
sensitive stage of their flying career. [...] | guess that the rate of

abandonment in our sport would drop significantly (11.7.2003).

°2 Mozart’s opera is titled Cosi fan tutte [f.]
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If we go on in believing in ‘Self-made Pilots’, well in that case, we

also have to accept all the accidents that result from it (11.10.2003).
Recalling the first stages of his gliding experience, a pilot remarks:

[...] Taking your airborne ass a long way from home when you’re
all by yourself requires an amount of determination and courage and not
everybody always has that at hand. ... If instead ... somebody can bring
him along just some km away from the field, where he never would go
alone [...] Remember, the newbie pilot needs really very little to have fun
and learn (10.11.2003).

Gliding being so expensive and in view of the total lack of sponsorship
available for young pilots in Italy, it is no surprise that the number of young
people practising it is very small. ‘Progetto Giovani’ * is the first attempt to find
a way to form a new breed of pilots — aged 25 or less. Again, the emphasis is on
competition — creating a junior national team (which in Italy has been
nonexistent for many years) >*, and to take over the places that the older
generation is going to make available. Its main organiser, a former gliding
champion, writing from the airfield of Husbands Bosworth (UK), where the
Junior World Gliding Competition 2005 was taking place, affirms:

When we say that we would have problems entering two pilots at
the World Championship, which we are going to host, they stare at us
almost in disbelief. From this point of view we feel almost as if we were a
kind of gliding Third World. We are discounting some years of wasted time
in taking intelligent decisions like those of the Club Class® and the
Progetto Giovani (8.21.2005).

*% In other instances the same project is called ‘Progetto Futuro’.

* In Germany, where gliding is actively promoted and sponsored, there are 600 junior pilots (and
almost 1000 gliding clubs), and in the 9 Lander a Junior Championship is held through which the
participants to the National Junior Championship are selected. In the United Kingdom every year
the Junior Championship attracts 60 pilots and others have to be turned away. In the Czech
Republic there are around 200 junior pilots and they also organise a Junior Championship.

% Gliders that fit in this class are more than ten years old (in some instances, even thirty years
old), therefore their price is quite low.
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Close somehow to the training of the new generation of pilots is the
problem of the future of gliding, over which some contributions to the list brood.

Statistically out of ten pilots who get their license three go ahead
while seven quit. Why is that so? (11.9.2003)

asks a moody poster. According to that same person the problem lies in a
chronic lack of efforts to spread information about gliding and the unfavourable

environment that the newly licensed pilots encounter in their clubs.

What is paramount is the environment of the club, its social fabric,
the availability of everybody to pass on their experience to the less
experienced. Unfortunately, these are things which are either present or
they are not, they are built up during the years, thanks to the openness and

the desire to communicate of everybody (11.9.2003).

The microlight sailplanes, which appeared on the market in the last years,
give some hope. They present the big advantage of freeing gliding from most of
the red tape that entangles it; but after the first enthusiasm people discovered that
they are far too expensive (and maybe also fragile) compared to the available

club class second hand gliders.

54  Exemplary characters

In the following paragraphs | present the local reality in Bilonia,
describing a series of facts which occurred during the five years of my fieldwork
as a means to outline the typical situations of that milieu. I begin by introducing
the actors in these situations, some of the main characters of the community |
studied, those with whom 1 spent most of my fieldwork time. The people
selected are those later presented in action and they embody the socio-economic
reality, but also the attitudes and values of the community, so that somehow the
sum of their profiles can reveal the heart of this little social world. Some of these

are merely exemplary characters, each representing one or more typical features
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of the reality under scrutiny; others besides being characters in their own right,
are also precious informants. With them 1 shared experiences, but also
conversations, sometimes chatting away the time between flights, other times
trying to grasp their understanding of flying and of the related risks. Some of
them proved to be very flexible and helpful; others were always stuck in their
position, closed to any hint on my part to evaluate their relationship with gliding.
To my eyes, some of the people I regularly met in Bilonia started to appear as the
embodiment of clearly defined moral traits and attitudes towards flying and
towards the community’s aspirations and frustrations. If | reflect on certain traits
of the Bilonia society, | cannot help thinking of some members as actors
performing a certain role on the stage of my observations.

Tristano is my main informant but also a friend. Two years older than |
(he was born in 1953), he started gliding over twenty years ago and is very
committed to the activity, maybe also due to his personal situation. A few years
ago he separated from his wife. He lives with his only child, a daughter in her
late teens. After the separation he didn’t have particular demanding family duties
to hinder him, the daughter being almost independent, and at the same time he
craved for an activity which could absorb him, filling the voids in his life. He has
always been very frank in admitting failures in his sentimental and professional
life. As will be shown in Chapter 7, gliding serves this purpose for many pilots.
Always very committed, due to these life changes and to the changes in the
membership of the club he is now one of its core members and is recognised as
such by the majority of people attending Bilonia airport. His flying skills have
improved dramatically during the last years. He also flies in Piti, where he has a
share (although a peculiar one, since he actually doesn’t own a share but only a
right to fly) in a syndicate that owns an old sailplane (one of the oldest, since it
was built in 1969). Tristano is a precious informant because, besides gliding in
Bilonia, he has experiences of a different way of practising gliding in a different
place. Besides, being a scholar (he is lecturer of Greek literature at the Universita
di Cagliari) he has a good understanding of the kind of information | need. He
furnishes me not only with raw data, but he is able to assess their relevance; with
him | can discuss theoretical matters as well. As a member of the tribe he

represents the relevance of commitment.
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Matteo is the co-founder of the gliding section of the Aeroclub di Sirto
based in Bilonia. Born in 1931, in his youth he was a military pilot; afterwards,
after failing to become a civil pilot, worked as a technician; he is now retired. He
is a former gliding instructor; he is in charge of the maintenance of the sailplanes
of the club on which he performs small and big repairs. He is one of the two
persons in charge of the daily inspections of the sailplanes, which he performs
with earnest dedication. He embodies both the historical past of the club and its
most traditional position. Rigorous with himself and the others, shy and reserved,
naturally inclined to thrift, he can often be heard muttering against the new
attitude in Bilonia. His political leftist sympathies and his traditional views
incline him to see the club as a means to popularise a basic kind of flying, cheap
and without sophistication, open to everybody. He likes the flying for the fun of
it; gliding at its simplest, without the need to push himself to the limits in order
to obtain good soaring performances. He cannot understand the drive new
generations of pilots have for the cutting edge sailplanes or for a cockpit full of
electronic gadgets. With all his stressing the importance of being thrifty, popular
and cautious, he has been accused of hindering the club’s development. The lack
of new sailplanes capable of good performances and of the equipment needed to
perform cross-country flights fails to attract more differently minded people.

Fausto, in his late fifties, appears to be always grumpy. Frustrated by his
job as a office employee he still resents being forced to discontinue his university
studies. He is always ready to mutter or complain about this or that; nothing
seems to go as it should. When asked to engage himself in the managing of the
gliding section of the club, for example by running for the post of gliding
representative on the board, he declined all offers. In 2005, when a large number
of pilots left the club (see Chapter 6) he was among the first to go and never set
foot in Bilonia again. A skilled pilot with over thirty years of experience, besides
his grumpy attitude which was sometimes quite annoying, in my eyes he always
embodied the lack of challenges collectively experienced in Bilonia. He gave the
reason why he never took up gliding in Piti as a lack of money to acquire a share
in a sailplane. Always ready to tease those pilots whose difficulties were greater
than his, bragging about his performances, or, rather “the hours in my logbook”,
nevertheless he never dared to take his flying into an open arena beyond the

shielded and protected reality of Bilonia. He felt like an eagle and teased most of
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his fellow club members because they were chickens, but he dared not fly where
the “‘eagles’ fly. In the case of Italian gliding in Central Italy that place is Piti.

Maurizio, in his fifties, is a successful and wealthy building contractor.
He is talkative and friendly and when he caught the gliding ‘bug’ he contributed
to transforming the social atmosphere of Bilonia, filling it with his jokes,
inquiries and comments. For a few years gliding became the activity around
which all his free time revolved until at a certain point, with the same enthusiasm
he had previously devoted to gliding, he took up kite-surfing. Although one of
the co-founders of the new airstrip of Cappo, where most people went after the
division of the club, due to this new passion his commitment to the gliding
subculture is faltering. For his readiness to talk, he proved to be one of the best
informants. Daring and skilled as he is, nevertheless he described many
situations in which he was frightened by gliding. Although owning a state of the
art sailplane (a German built Ventus with retractable engine) he rarely flies it,
and almost never in Piti, nor has he ever tried to take part in competitions.

Norberto, by some nicknamed ‘Penna bianca’ (White feather) because of
his old fashioned long white pony tail, is in his early sixties, with the past of a
playboy. During his life he never settled into a precise profession; divorced with
a grown up daughter, years ago he left Sirto to go to live in a village in the
Apennines. After having flown hang-gliders for many years he started flying in
sailplanes fascinated by their aerobatics possibilities. He took aerobatics courses
and acted as judge in a World gliding aerobatics championship. Driven by his
passion, he started flying in Piti and took part in some minor competitions. With
plenty of spare time for gliding, not well off enough to own his own sailplane, he
started helping the manager and instructor of the gliding courses in Piti. For
some years, he represented one of the main links between Piti and Bilonia and
the two different attitudes to gliding that they embody. He admires the
performances of the ‘real pilots’ who fly in Piti, and for a while belonged to their
bunch, but, at the same time, for all his advocating zest and performance, he
seems cautious and afraid.

Vasco, in his early forties, an IT technician with a degree in physics, is in
and out of work, a fact which he blames on globalisation and the outsourcing to
cheaper countries of jobs that require his kind of expertise. Although he has had

his gliding license for over ten years, he never managed to become proficient at
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soaring. The lack of determination that he describes when speaking about his
work problems he also shows in gliding. He is one of the pilots in who the
consciousness of the possible hazards of flying brings about a reflexivity on risk
that has a paralysing effect. He almost never dares anything and his cautions
make him the object of teasing remarks by the other pilots.

Lino, in his late fifties, with a gliding license obtained twenty-five years
ago, embodies carefulness itself. At the same time, he is one of the most
dedicated pilots. Recently retired, well off, with a grown up daughter and no
stable partner, he has plenty of time for flying. He owns shares in two different
sailplanes (now both in Cappo) which he flies regularly. Fussy about any small
detail, his almost perfect technical skill in piloting is not matched by his
performances at soaring.

Leonardo is in his mid-forties; self employed in the computer hardware
business, he is one of the few pilots in Bilonia to show a penchant for motor
gliders. Although he is a competent pilot, he never dared to undertake long
soaring flights in sailplanes. He bought instead a share in a syndicate of an old
motor glider based in Piti.

Livio, a technician in his early fifties, embodies a strong change in
attitude determined by a change in location. He got his gliding licence when he
was very young accumulating in the course of the time more than 1000 hours of
activity. Nevertheless, for the almost twenty years he was based in Bilonia he
never attempted real cross-country soaring. He attributes this to his being
terrified at the possibility of an out-landing. By chance, he had the opportunity to
fly for a few days in Piti in a informal course organised by one of the leading
local pilots (Omero) who helped him out of this impasse. He showed him how it
is possible to perform long cross-country flights with a modicum risk of not
being able to get back to the original airport, and how a well planned out-landing
is not really that dangerous. Fascinated by this possibility he left Bilonia and his
cautious approach to gliding behind him; he bought a share in a syndicated
sailplane. For the last years (more or less from the beginning of my fieldwork) he
has been flying only in Piti where he has been able to gain a reputation for his
consistent performances at cross-country soaring.

Gabriele is a Catholic monk in his mid-forties. From his father he

inherited a passion for airplanes and flying which he was able to fulfil when
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senior enough in his order not to have to ask his superiors permission to enrol in
a gliding course. Skilled and daring he represents one of the few pilots that
stretch the cautious approach to soaring prevalent in Bilonia to its limits.
Although he is prevented by his ecclesiastic position from acquiring a stake in a
syndicated glider and flying in Piti, a place where his aspiration at soaring
proficiency could be better fulfilled, he was nonetheless able to avoid the cultural
attitude to risk prevalent in Bilonia (i.e. Gabriele is not cautious like most of the
other pilots in Bilonia). He formally submits to the local rules, at the same time
showing independence in his flying practice not easily to be found in other pilots
in the same environment (see the episode mentioned at p. 105).

Valentino is in his late forties - early fifties. He is a self employed
widower (his wife died during my fieldwork) with one son, and he spends most
of the afternoons at the airport. Extremely proficient, with an enormous soaring
experience, he has nonetheless flown almost exclusively in Bilonia where for
many years he has been available to fly in the back seat with less experienced
pilots. He is probably the only pilot proficient in cross-country soaring who has
accumulated most his expertise in Bilonia.

Silvio, an entrepreneur in his early sixties, is an exception; he stands
outside the main group of players in Bilonia. He divides his gliding activity
between Bilonia and Piti and is one of the few pilots from the group under
analysis to practice competitions. Besides, together with Maurizio, he is the co-
founder of the new airstrip of Cappo and, thus, one of the main agents of the
division the club went through. Before the split his soaring proficiency and his
involvement in competitions made him Bilonia’s most admired member. For
over two decades, Silvio was one of the few pilots able to balance their Bilonia
membership with an involvement in the national gliding arena. He represented
an otherwise missing link between a local reality and a wider world, both
belonging to the same sport subculture but very different as to practices and
attitudes.

The last character | introduce is Antonietta, the secretary of the club, and
one of my main informants. She was not a pilot herself, but spent most of her
working life with glider pilots, taking part in their activities and conversations,
encouraging or consoling those in need of help. She had access to insider

knowledge while maintaining the point of view of the outsider. Antonietta was in
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her early sixties, the unmarried daughter of a former employee in the Air Force
premises; she was soft spoken and witty. She was the only person in the
subculture — including the pilots’ spouses, partners and close relatives — to object
on moral grounds to the risk glider pilots run. She complained that grown-up
people have responsibilities towards their families they shouldn’t forget. She
couldn’t understand why pilots devote so much effort to such a hazardous
pursuit. When she suddenly passed away after a short illness, not long after the
end of my fieldwork, she was sorely missed by all the pilots who felt they had

lost of one of their community’s reference points.

55 A place for strong emotions

Maurizio waits on the ground for Tristano and | in the Grob acro® to
land. As usual, he wants to fly in that particular sailplane. When we land he gets
ready to take-off smoking a cigarette till the moment comes to close the canopy.
Although he is considered skilled and experienced, he is clearly nervous. With
him is Lino. Maurizio almost never flies alone. Some people think that,
whenever he is alone, he gets bored after a short while. That is why in these
instances he often doesn’t stay airborne for more than an hour. I suspect that this
‘boredom’ could be read as uneasiness on the part of a pilot who otherwise —
notable exception — doesn’t feel ashamed to confess his fears. ‘Boredom’ is also
an ‘excuse’ invented by his companions to shield him, one of the core members,
from any hint of being a coward. His companion in this particular flight, on the
contrary, has constructed his persona by doing his best to hide his fears. These,
in the course of the years, have started to show through, and are sometimes the
reason for sharp comments others make behind his back; but his unfaltering
commitment allows him to be fully accepted and even appreciated.

This same day, with Tristano and Norberto | speak about the fear that
most pilots in Bilonia usually have of soaring far away from the field. Norberto,
the most experienced among us and the one with the closest links with the
‘superior’ world of Piti, knows that even pilots reputed for their daring have this

fear. One such pilot, Guido, told him that in these situations he feels his legs stiff

*® This is the club sailplane with the best performances among the two-seaters.
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with fear while piloting (5.9.2004). This episode leads to one of the above

referred themes — that of fear and anxiety.

5.5.2 Fear and anxiety

Sometimes, fear is admitted offhand in a conversational tone, if the
opportunity arises. One day, at the airfield the club runs out of gasoline for the
tug. Unable to fly, waiting for a van that will deliver two barrels of oil*, we chat.
A pilot who got his gliding licence recently, but who holds a private pilot licence
and who works for the civil aviation authority — thus placing himself above the
usual amateur level — spends his time waiting to get through this delay by
sewing the ripped fabric of a lead ballast case. In response to my pulling his leg,
he ejaculates:

Finally I found my vocation, no more flying stress! (4.22.2005).

The underlying idea seems to be that this is a sharable feeling that the
other people present can emphatically understand.
Again, Maurizio, while waiting near the airstrip chatting with his friends,

declares:

For a couple of years now, whenever there is strong turbulence, and
the flight commands don’t seem to respond to the pilot, it scares the hell
out of me (6.2.2004).

I can’t help noticing that the frank admission is shielded behind the bulk
of an experience that stands firmly against any doubt that such a show of
weakness might evoke. A similar way of admitting to be scared without the need
to question one’s own skills is shown by Fausto who states that in the morning,
when he was flying alone in our valley, it was very turbulent. Omero (maybe the

most senior and respected pilot in central Italy, who regularly flies from Piti),

> The gasoline needed for the tug planes must be transported in barrels from the civil airport of
Sirto, since the pumps at Bilonia airport are for military aeroplanes only.
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who was also flying — he goes on — agreed with him over the radio on this. Of
course, this implies that Fausto was perfectly able to face such a situation that
scared all the rest of us on the ground. He boasts about this fact, but behind its
facade I can perceive that he is ill at ease (3.21.2005).

If admitting fear is difficult most of the time, even for people with an
established standing, it seems much more difficult for the beginners. | give a ride
home to one of the new pupils. He started gliding two months ago and has so far
a total of 4 hours and half. That same day Tristano and | have done a flight of
over 5 hours: he is astonished. When | question him, he tells me that gliding
doesn’t scare him; the only time he “almost felt scared” was when he was asked
to perform a half turn of a spin (7.2.2005).

When | drive with my brother-in-law to the airport for his first flight in a
glider he admits he is afraid; instead — I notice about myself — that I am relieved
at the opportunity of not flying alone, of not feeling compelled to go cross-
country. Scared, my brother-in-law gets sick after a few minutes. But | savour
every aspect of this short flight. To me it represents flying without the challenge
of performance, and at the same time of being able to project my fear on another
person. Besides, there is the pleasure that comes from introducing a family
member to a world which is very important for me (5.2.2004). For similar
reasons, almost two years later, | find myself envying the rich members of the
new airstrip of Cappo who bought a syndicated two-seater Duodiscus®. With it,
they bought the possibility of making wonderful flights sharing and diluting the
resulting stress (1.26.2005).

Projecting one’s own worries on other people, putting oneself in their
shoes is another way how anxieties about gliding show through in the Bilo