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Is it possible to remain a sports fan when prominent sports teams and events are utilized 
to “sportswash” human rights abuses and other controversies? Indeed, while there is an 
abundance of analyses critiquing different instances of sportswashing, the exploration 
of the role of sportswashing and its connection to the “sports fan” presents an essential 
and necessary area of investigation and theoretical inquiry. To unpick this dilemma, this 
article proposes the concept of “fetishistic disavowal” to help theorize the impact of 
sportswashing, as well as its relation to the sports fan and critical sports academic. This 
argues that, as spectators and fans of sport—and, moreover, as critical academics—we 
often acknowledge and accept that sport is used to perpetuate and even maintain a 
variety of social, economic, and political inequalities. While we are aware of such 
knowledge, we nonetheless remain fully capable of disavowing this very knowledge as 
an accepted part of sport. In this presentation, it will be argued that the fetishization of 
sport provides a suitable conduit for the fetishistic disavowal that sportswashing 
requires, with the concept offering a unique way of approaching sport’s inherent 
contradictions, while also theorizing how subjects relate to these contradictions as part 
of their sporting investment. Ultimately, this provides a theoretical lens through which 
analyses of sport, and its ethical significance, can be critiqued. 
 
References 
Archer, A. 2021. “Fans, crimes and misdemeanors: Fandom and the ethics of love.” 

The Journal of Ethics 25: 543–566. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-021-
09371-5  

BBC Sport. 2023. “Mohammed bin Salman: “I don’t care” about “sportswashing” 
accusations.” September 21, 2023. https://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/66874723 

Black, J., G. Sinclair, and C. Kearns. 2024. “The Fetishization of Sport: Exploring the 
Effects of Fetishistic Disavowal in Sportswashing.” Journal of Sport and 
Social Issues. https://doi.org/10.1177/01937235241269906  

Black, J., and J.S. Reynoso. 2024. “Just a game? Sport and psychoanalytic theory.” 
Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society 29, no. 2: 145–159. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41282-024- 00436-6 

Coakley, J. 2015. “Assessing the sociology of sport: On cultural sensibilities and the 
great sport myth.” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 50, no. 4/5: 
402–406. https://doi.org/10. 1177/1012690214538864  



 2 

Fletcher, R. 2018. “Beyond the end of the world: Breaking attachment to a dying 
planet.” In Psychoanalysis and the global, edited by I. Kapoor (pp. 48–69). 
University of Nebraska. 

Freud, S. 1927. “Fetishism.” In The complete psychological works of Sigmund Freud 
(vol. XXI), edited by J. Strachey (pp. 147–157). Hogarth and the Institute of 
Psychoanalysis. 

Freud, S. 1938/1940. “Splitting of the ego in the process of defence.” In The complete 
psychological works of Sigmund Freud (vol. XXIII), edited by J. Strachey (pp. 
271–278). Hogarth and the Institute of Psychoanalysis. 

Fruh, K., A. Archer, and J. Wojtowicz, J. 2023. “Sportswashing: Complicity and 
corruption.” Sport, Ethics and Philosophy 17, no. 1: 101–118. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17511321.2022.2107697 

Geal, R. 2023. “Football and fetishism.” Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society 29, no. 2: 
269–279. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41282-023-00387-4 

Gibson, O. 2015. “Fifa’s Sepp Blatter says 2018 World Cup in Russia will stabilise 
region.” March 20, 2015. 
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/mar/20/fifa-sepp-blatter-2018-
world-cup-russiapeace-region 

Jarvie, G. 2021. “Sport, soft power and cultural relations.” Journal of Global Sport 
Management: 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1080/24704067.2021.1952093 

Kalman-Lamb, N. 2019. “Athletic labor and social reproduction.” Journal of Sport 
and Social Issues 43, no. 6: 515–530. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0193723519850879 

McGowan, T. 2020b. “The mask of universality: Politics in the pandemic response.” 
Crisis & Critique 7, no. 3: 229–243. 

McGowan, T. 2022a. Enjoyment right and left. Sublation Press/Sublation Media. 
Mulvenney, N. 2022. “FIFA chief accuses critics of Qatar of hypocrisy ahead of 

World Cup.” November 19, 2022. 
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/soccer-fifa-chief-accuses-critics-
qatarhypocrisy-ahead-world-cup-2022-11-19/ 

Neroni, H. 2022. “Confederate signifiers in Vermont: Fetish objects and racist 
enjoyment.” In Lacan and race, edited by S. George and D. Hook (pp. 51–64). 
Routledge. 

Rhodes, C. 2022. Woke capitalism: How corporate morality is sabotaging democracy. 
Bristol University Press. 

Volpe, S. 2023. “NUFC Fans Against Sportswashing protest Saudi Arabia football 
friendly at St James’ Park.” https://www.chroniclelive.co.uk/news/north-east-
news/saudi-sportswashingnewcastle-st-james-27682974. 

Weintrobe, S. 2013. “Introduction.” In Engaging with climate change: Psychoanalytic 
and interdisciplinary perspectives, edited by S. Weintrobe (pp. 1–15). 
Routledge. 

Zupančič , A. 2022. “Conspiracy theory without theory: On don’t look up.” e-flux 
Journal, December 16, 2022. https:// www.e-
flux.com/notes/509069/conspiracy-theory-without-theory-on-don-t-look-up  



 3 

 
Bio 
Jack Black is Associate Professor of Culture, Media, and Sport at Sheffield Hallam 
University, where he is also Research Lead for the Anti-Racism Research Group. An 
interdisciplinary researcher, working across the disciplines of psychoanalysis, media 
and communications, cultural studies, and sport, Jack’s research focuses on topics 
related to race/racism, digital media, and political ecology. He is the author of The 
Psychosis of Race: A Lacanian Approach to Racism and Racialization (Routledge, 
2023), Race, Racism and Political Correctness in Comedy – A Psychoanalytic 
Exploration (Routledge, 2021) and co-editor of Sport and Psychoanalysis: What Sport 
Reveals about Our Unconscious Desires, Fantasies, and Fears (Lexington Books, 
2024) and Sport and Physical Activity in Catastrophic Environments (Routledge, 2023). 
Jack is Associate Editor for the International Journal of the Sociology of Leisure and 
Psychoanalysis, Culture and Society. 
 
 


