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Revisiting the sport ethic: A psychoanalytic consideration of sport’s

contradictions

Jack Black, PhD, School of Sport and Physical Activity, Sheffield Hallam University,

Sheffield, UK

Abstract

This paper offers a critical reappraisal of the sport ethic through the lens of
psychoanalytic theory. Building on the foundational work of Hughes and Coakley
(1991), the sport ethic is defined as a normative framework, which compels athletes to
pursue excellence through sacrificial commitment, self-discipline, tolerance, and a
refusal to accept limitation. Though celebrated, ultimately, athletic subjectivity is
legitimatised through practices that are harmful to an athlete’s health, identity, and
social relations. Whereas existing critiques of the sport ethic have focused on its
normative demands, this paper shifts the analysis from identity and ideology to the role
of desire. Drawing on Lacanian psychoanalysis, it is argued that while athletes, and
fans, are socialised into an overconformity with the sport ethic, such adherence is
sustained via the subject’s desire for the very sacrifices it requires. This desire is not
reducible to rational intention or external coercion but is instead sustained through
forms of unconscious enjoyment (jouissance), in the form of self-sabotage, bodily
harm, or the pursuit of impossible ideals. On this basis, the paper challenges moralising
accounts that treat overconformity as a correctable pathology or failure of awareness,
insisting instead that an ongoing adherence to the sport ethic must be conceived in
relation to the sacrifices and excesses it posits. The paper concludes by calling for a

renewed ethical relation to sport—one that does not seek to eliminate desire or resolve



contradiction, but to critically inhabit them. By recognising that desire is not a flaw but
constitutive of the subject, the paper opens a space for resisting blind conformity to the
sport ethic through confronting the impossible demands that give it meaning. In doing
so, a new way of approaching sport, beyond utility, identity, or moral virtue, is

provided.
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The enduring power of the sport ethic

Published in 1991, Robert Hughes and Jay Coakley’s, ‘Positive deviance among
athletes: the implications of overconformity to the sport ethic’, continues to offer a
powerful analysis of the normative framework that governs competitive sport: what
they term the ‘sport ethic’. Valorising dedication, sacrifice, and the prioritization of
athletic achievement, above all other considerations, the sport ethic describes a widely
accepted expectation that athletes will internalize and enact a set of required values in
the pursuit of sporting excellence. This includes striving for distinction, accepting risk
and pain, subordinating personal interests for the sake of performance, and refusing to
quit in the face of adversity. While adhering to these values is celebrated as a marker
of discipline and excellence, the sport ethic simultaneously functions as a disciplinary
regime, with Hughes and Coakley (1991, 309-310) outlining a number of interrelated
values and expectations that shape how athletic identity is governed. This includes 1) a
sacrificial commitment to sport, 2) a relentless pursuit of distinction, 3) the

normalization of pain and risk, and 4) a refusal to acknowledge limitation.



Taken together, these principles constitute a powerful ideological framework
that legitimates not only particular forms of behaviour but also a broader cultural
mythology about what it means to be an athlete (Coakley 2015; 2017). Though these
norms are celebrated within sporting cultures, they have also invited critical scrutiny,
especially in terms of the costs they impose on bodies, psyches, and social lives (Berg
et al. 2023; Boudreault et al. 2022; Coker-Cranney et al. 2020; Johns 1998; McGee et
al. 2025). As a result, research has increasingly shown how the sport ethic not only
structures normative behaviour but also gives rise to a particular form of deviance
(Fournier et al. 2022; Sefiha 2012a).

Conventionally, deviance is understood as a transgression of accepted social
norms (i.e., behaviour that violates shared moral standards, and, thus, subject to
sanction), however, within sport, Hughes and Coakley (1991) highlight how a
distinctive form of deviance arises not from a rejection of norms but from an excessive
adherence to them. Here, athletes who overidentify with the core values of dedication,
sacrifice, risk-taking, and the relentless pursuit of sporting success exhibit behaviours
that, while valorised within the sport’s industry, are often socially or medically harmful,
and, more generally, would typically be perceived as deviant in wider society.
Consequently, as manifested in excessive training, playing through serious injury,
neglecting personal responsibilities, or engaging with performance-enhancing
technologies (Berg et al. 2014; McGannon et al. 2022), Hughes and Coakley (1991)
identify an overconformity to the sport ethic that results from an internalisation of the
very standards that define athletic legitimacy. In sum, athletes become deviant not
because they disregard the ethos of sport, but because they embrace it too completely
(Boudreault et al. 2022; Coker-Cranney et al. 2020; Demers et al. 2021; Sefiha 2012a;

McGee et al. 2025).!



Overconformity to the sport ethic highlights the need to examine how sporting
institutions both reward and reproduce behaviour that thrives on an excessive
commitment to the sport ethic (Hughes and Coakley 1991; Waldron and Krane 2005).
Coakley (2017) notes how overconformity is often rewarded rather than punished, as it
serves the interests of coaches, managers, sponsors, fans, and media alike, who all
interpret extreme dedication and risk-taking not as transgressions, but as admirable
proof of an athlete’s commitment, and as a source of entertainment and success.

A powerful illustration of overconformity to the sport ethic, and its harmful
consequences, can be seen in the case of former NFL linebacker, Junior Seau, whose
career and tragic death are emblematic of overconforming to the dominant norms of
elite sport. Seau played for two decades in the NFL, often competing through serious
injuries and embodying the hypermasculine ideals of toughness, stoicism, and bodily
sacrifice (Acee 2016). These behaviours aligned closely with a valorisation of enduring
pain, ignoring vulnerability, and privileging the team or game above personal well-
being (Hughes and Coakley 1991). Following his suicide in 2012, Seau’s brain was
found to exhibit signs of chronic traumatic encephalopathy (CTE), a degenerative
condition linked to repeated head trauma, particularly prevalent among American
football players (Fainaru-Wada and Fainaru 2013). Seau’s case exemplifies how the
internalisation of sport’s core values, such as the expectation to ‘play through pain’ and
never show weakness, contributed to long-term psychological and neurological harm.

Similarly, a contrasting, but equally telling, example can be found in the case of
Mary Cain, a former teenage track star who trained under Alberto Salazar at the Nike
Oregon Project. Cain was encouraged to lose an extreme amount of weight to optimise
performance, a decision framed within the sport’s logic of discipline, sacrifice, and self-

denial (Li 2021). Notably, Cain’s story demonstrates how continuing to train through



injury and emotional distress can function differently across gendered lines (Berg et al.
2014; Berg et al. 2023; Demers et al. 2021). That is, whereas Seau’s conformity centred
on pain tolerance and physical endurance, Cain’s experience was shaped by bodily
control, emotional silencing, and the institutional normalisation of abusive coaching
practices (Demers et al. 2021; Fournier et al. 2021). Unfortunately, together, both cases
reveal how athletic culture(s) reward and reinforce excessive conformity, even when
resulting in death, physical damage, and/or psychological trauma.

Certainly, while examples of overconformity to the sport ethic can be easily
attributed to the pursuit of extrinsic rewards, including fame, financial gain, or
competitive success, this is undermined by the fact that many athletes, who have little
realistic prospect of sporting success or commercial reward, still engage in deviant
practices. Here, on-field violence, the use of performance-enhancing substances, and
self-endangering behaviours are not confined to elite or professional athletes but instead
emerge from a profound internalisation of the very ideals that the sport ethic celebrates
(Hughes and Coakley 1991; McGannon et al. 2022).

Given that athletes, coaches, fans, journalists, and club administrators have
come to internalize the sport ethic (Boudreault et al. 2022; Smith & Lord 2018), its
resilience continues to raise serious concerns about the cultural, political, and economic
success of sport, which remains invested in the unfounded belief that sport inherently
does ‘good’. To the chagrin of Coakley’s (2015) later reflections, the sport ethic sits too
easily alongside assumptions that serve to frame sport as inherently positive, promoting
character-building, and being socially transformative. Discipline, teamwork,
perseverance, and fair play, while largely positive values, are subsequently associated
with a moral incentive in which children, marginalised youth, and citizens, in need of

integration or social cohesion, can be reformed and uplifted.



It is in light of the above that the remainder of this article will undertake an
alternative path to approaching the significance of the sport ethic. At the heart of this
approach is the undeniable concern that, despite over three decades of critical
scholarship exposing the detrimental effects of the sport ethic, including its links to
overtraining, injury, mental health decline, and the normalisation of harm, this
normative framework not only endures but continues to structure the moral and cultural
logic of sport. Indeed, this seems to elicit a conundrum for the athlete, sports fan, and
critical sports academic: fully aware of the harmful effects of the sport ethic, on the
whole, there has not been much success in overcoming its detrimental impacts on the
culture of sport. It is for this reason that the persistence of the sport ethic cannot be
explained through a rational adherence to sporting tradition, a lack of education and
awareness, or to an ignorance of mounting evidence. Rather, the fact that the sport ethic
remains in the face of overwhelming evidence of harm suggests that its function is not
merely regulatory, but constitutive. In other words, the sport ethic gives form to a
sporting subject, for whom the anchoring of meaning in a logic of sacrifice is culturally
sanctified and emotionally charged, but also desired by both the athlete and wider sport
industry (fans, coaches, media, etc.) (Black 2023a; Black and Reynoso 2024a; 2024b;
Black et al. 2024). What follows, then, is an examination of the effects of the sport ethic

in relation to Jacques Lacan’s theorization of desire and its connection to enjoyment.

The sport ethic: a psychoanalytic intervention

To begin, one must move away from those approaches that focus too readily on the

conscious intention of athletes themselves. As Hughes and Coakley (1991) argued, a

significant portion of athletic deviance stems not from rejecting societal values, but



from an uncritical overcommitment to the very goals and norms of sport, which reflect
an internalisation of expectations instilled by influential figures during the course of an
athlete’s development. Accordingly, understanding athletes’ adherence to the sport
ethic has typically drawn from a number of motivational theories, which seek to explain
how athletes come to internalise and overconform to the sport ethic (McGee et al.
2025). Referring to the work of Nicholls (1989) and Waldron and Krane (2005), McGee
et al. (2025) highlight how work associated with Achievement Goal Theory (AGT), has
focused on personal development, mastery, and ego-oriented goals, which emphasise
outperforming others and demonstrating superiority (Nicholls 1989). Within
competitive sport contexts, particularly those that reward winning and foster peer
comparison, ego-oriented motivational climates are often dominant, shaping how
athletes define success and evaluate their self-worth, while also encouraging behaviours
that align with external validation, rather than intrinsic improvement. This is extended
by Waldron and Krane (2005), who argue that athletes immersed in these ego-driven
climates are more likely to adopt uncritical forms of conformity to the sport ethic,
prioritising success, toughness, and distinction above personal well-being. The desire
for social approval and team inclusion further reinforces this dynamic, as athletes
internalise the belief that sacrifice, risk-taking, and the pursuit of excellence, at the
expense of one’s health, are necessary in order to be recognised as a legitimate and
valued member of the sporting community. What underscores such accounts is the
assertion that an ego-oriented climate not only fosters a win-at-all-costs mentality but
sustains a culture in which harmful behaviours become normalised signs of dedication.
Indeed, such theories are echoed elsewhere, for example, when ‘overconforming to the
norms of the sport ethic becomes an identity strategy’, consciously adopted by athletes

(Coakley 2017, 317, italics added, see also Coker-Cranney et al. 2018, 2020;



Graupensperger et al. 2018), or when athletes are framed as ‘active agent[s]’ in their
adherence to the sport ethic (McGee et al. 2025, 2).

In contrast to such approaches, the following discussion will proceed from the
psychoanalytic contention that adherence to the sport ethic does not reside within one’s
conscious intentions but from an unconscious enjoyment that revolves around the
subject’s desire (Black and Reynoso 2024a; 2024b). In short, it will be asserted that it
is in relation to desire that the subject’s investment in the sport ethic relies precisely
upon its less favourable and more troubling aspects (Black and Reynoso 2025). In fact,
as McGowan suggests, ‘Perhaps the fundamental counterintuitive claim of
psychoanalysis is that subjects do not act in their own self-interest. Instead, they
sacrifice their self-interest in order to create or sustain themselves as desiring’ (2007,
123). For this reason, sport offers a unique domain to locate acts of self-sabotage and
self-sacrifice in relation to an enduring adherence to the sport ethic.

Indeed, we can consider how forms of self-sabotage and self-sacrifice are often
pursued across ideals that prioritise extreme commitment, the tolerance of pain, and the
uncritical pursuit of success, all of which compels athletes to engage in practices that
undermine their physical and psychological well-being (Bennett 2024; Berg et al.

2023). As a result:

what we might refer to as the corruption of sport ... involves a process by which
common restraints on behavior give way to encouragement to engage in
potentially self-destructive behaviors in an effort to demonstrate worthiness for
continued group membership and status within a specific sport group. (Hughes

and Coakley, 1991, 312)



By emphasising ‘self-destructive behaviours’, sport compels athletes to subordinate
their relationships, education, and mental health to the relentless demands of
performance and achievement. Such demands are routinely encountered when athletes,
who exceed normative expectations, including competing while injured, training
obsessively, or making visible personal sacrifices, are subsequently celebrated, thus
reinforcing a performance-based identity that equates worth with suffering (McGannon
et al. 2022). As noted, in this context, self-sabotaging behaviours are not signs of
deviance in the traditional sense but are instead aligned with the normative ideals of the
sport ethic (Dodd and Woodruff 2024; Fournier et al. 2021; Greenshields 2024; More
2024; Sefiha 2012b).

To this extent, the enduring power of the sport ethic does not lie entirely in
institutional reinforcement or cultural tradition, but in the unsettling possibility that
we—both athletes and fans—enjoy it (Black 2023a; More 2024; Reynoso 2021, 2024).
In this way, the sport ethic is sustained not in spite of its excesses, but because those
excesses are a source of unconscious enjoyment, woven into the very fantasy structure

of contemporary sporting culture. Here, Reynoso asserts:

The enjoyment of the fan is based on the unconscious sacrifice sports stages in
all its forms. ... Efforts to make sports more inclusive and fairer must continue
but without illusions of overcoming the ultimate unconscious satisfaction
derived from disappointment, disruption and our own undoing. ... The
contradictions we find in fandom reflect the unmatched unconscious enjoyment
we derive from all the domination, exclusion and inequity of sports. We may
desire to have a more just sports, but we must contemplate how we also take

satisfaction and participate in maintaining its injustice. (2021, 599)
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This moves beyond a simplistic sociological or psychological reading of the sport ethic,
which casts the athlete or fan as a passive ‘cultural dupe’, who uncritically absorbs and
reproduces dominant sporting values, or reduces the athlete’s actions to a rational
pursuit of self-interest and external reward (such as, fame, status, or financial gain).
Instead, it invites a more complex understanding of how athletes are caught within a
web of expectations, desires, and identifications that exceed conscious intention or
strategic calculation. While there is, undoubtedly, an ideological element to the sport
ethic that contributes to the reproduction of dominant cultural values (i.e., neoliberal
ideals of self-reliance, productivity, and meritocracy)—whose consent is secured by
being presented as common sense and morally virtuous, thus limiting the space for
alternative ethical orientations or critiques of the systemic harms embedded in sporting
institutions—there nonetheless remains an important psychic component that
underwrites ongoing investments in the sport ethic.> On this note, from a Lacanian
standpoint, the success of any ideological assertion lies not in its disciplinary power
(Foucault 2008), but in what troubles the maintenance of the ideological edifice (Zizek
2008a). As will be argued below, appreciating the significance of this dynamic, within
the context of the sport ethic, requires recognising the extent to which it is the subject’s
desire that can constrain just as much as it upholds the potential to disrupt ideological

limitations.

Desire and the sport ethic
For Lacan (2019), desire is a structuring principle of subjectivity, indeed, a product of
the subject’s entry into language and the symbolic order. Importantly, desire is not

directed toward a specific object that can satisfy it, instead, it is constituted through
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lack. This lack resides as an absence that is introduced through what Lacan (2006b,
2020) refers to as the subject’s symbolic castration (a constituted alienation that forever
marks the subject’s being). Unlike need, which can be satiated, desire is metonymic.?
In other words, it is endlessly deferred, moving from object to object without ever being
fulfilled. For this reason, it is never the desired object which proves essential, but the
desire for the object which sustains the subject’s sense of being.* If the desired object
is achieved, then, very quickly, the subject realises, this isn’t it.

What is more, ‘desire is the Other’s desire’ (Lacan 2006a, 525). That is, our
desires are shaped by the desires and recognition of others. We want what we perceive
the Other to want, and, in turn, we want to be desired by the Other. It is in this regard
that, as Ruti (2014) considers, the moment we enter the social world, we are shaped by
a network of culturally sanctioned desires that blur the line between individual agency
and collective normativity. This corresponds with sociological interpretations of the
sport ethic, which emphasise how examples of overconformity are not merely a matter
of individual excess but a symptom of institutionalized ideals of success and excellence
(Coker-Cranney 2020; Demers et al. 2021; Hughes and Coakley 1991; McGee et al.
2025; Sefiha 2012a). Moreover, while the subject internalizes desires that are not their
own, such internalization occurs through a scientific, cultural, and economic context
that often benefits from this very internalization (Coakley 2015, 2017).

The key, however, is to remember that such internalization of the Other’s desire
is itself predicated on the assumption that this desire points towards a sense of some
prior fulfilment, a total enjoyment (jouissance), which the subject has lost. It is this loss
of enjoyment, indeed, this lack, which constitutes the subject’s desire, so that ‘Desire
is born of this constitutive loss of enjoyment’ (Flisfeder 2018, 475). It is for this reason

that the subject turns to the Other as a source of enjoyment, both in the belief that the
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Other possesses a mode of enjoyment that could be uncovered and imitated, or, in the
suspicion that the Other has stolen or withheld one’s enjoyment (as is often the case in
examples of racism [Black 2023b]).

Furthermore, the significance of desire is that it incorporates the subject’s
investment in a lack that is, in most instances, confounded by the subject’s lack of self-
identity. Indeed, if the subject is constituted through lack, then, it is “This lack of self-
identity [that] gives the subject distance from the conditions out of which it emerges’
(McGowan 2024, 3). As McGowan explains, ‘If I am not identical to myself, if [ am at
odds with myself, I cannot be completely determined by external forces’ (2024, 3). This
lack of self-identity prescribes a margin between the subject and wider external forces,
thus endowing desire a certain possibility and potential. In this regard, ‘it is precisely
the subject’s persistent awareness of being less than fully realized that allows her to
approach the world as a space of possibility’ (Ruti 2008, 489).

Such possibility is not an unending point of unperturbed freedom, uninhibited
by the constraints of the world. Rather, forged as it is in relation to the Other, and, thus,
forever undetermined and unqualifiable, always assumed and never entirely confirmed
(Fink 2025), desire remains both ‘disturbing and problematic’ (O’Callaghan 2024, 158).
In fact, ‘desire functions as a paradoxical site of self-determination in the sense that it
remains one of the few things about human life that stubbornly resists biopolitical
conditioning’ (Ruti 2018, 157). Such resistance emanates from the fact that desire is a
contradiction for the subject, indeed, ‘a contradictory being that wants to be other than
it is’ (McGowan 2019, 77), for, as Lacan puts it, desire is ‘what we are as well as what
we are not’ (Lacan 1997, 321).5

Though desire can never be fully satisfied, it is this persistent lack that gives

rise to the excesses of desire. Consider, for instance, the case of sex: as Zizek observes,
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‘we almost never engage in sex to fulfill its natural goal (procreation) but for the
enjoyment it provides—we became human exactly when sex leaves behind its “natural”
goal of procreation and turns into an end in itself’ (2024, 63). In this way, desire is
fundamentally distinct from need, which can be satisfied by its object. Instead, the
object of desire is never fully attainable, precisely because enjoyment lies in its
excessive pursuit (‘and end in itself’), rather than its fulfilment. It is, then, ‘the
paradoxical, deviant, erratic, eccentric and even scandalous nature of desire that
distinguishes itself from need’ (Lacan 2006b, 579). Ultimately, the subject is bound by
a desire that is driven not by a rational, conscious judgement, but by an insatiability that
goes beyond what can be demanded of, or requested by, the subject. In order to further
explore how the effects of the sport ethic relate to desire, two key characteristics will

need to be addressed: 1) the sacrifice of the ‘good’, and 2) the sacrifice of the useful.

Sacrificing the ‘good’

As previously touched upon, the widely held belief that sport is inherently pure and
good, and that participation in sport inevitably fosters moral character and personal
development, goes beyond mere cultural assumption (Coakley 2015, 2017). For the
sport ethic, it functions as a normative framework that shapes institutional agendas,
public perceptions, and self-understanding. That is, while it underwrites popular
narratives about sport’s capacity to improve character and promote social values, it
simultaneously obscures the structural conditions and power relations embedded within
sporting practices. Notably, McGee et al.’s (2025) reflections on athletes’ post-sport
narratives demonstrates how even when athletes recount difficult or harmful
experiences, the dominant cultural script positions sport as a vehicle for growth and

virtue. The framing of adversity as character-building reflects the internalization of the
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sport ethic that depicts athletes as emerging from sport as all the ‘better’ for it. In this
sense, the sport ethic operates not merely as a behavioural code, but as a moral telos,
inasmuch as it remains a vision of the good that is tied to ideas of authenticity and self-
worth.

Yet, this ‘good’ is not only pursued by athletes, but, at the same time, sacrificed,
insofar as many of the goods commonly associated with sport, such as, physical and
mental wellbeing, ethical conduct, and inclusivity, are actively transgressed in
maintaining and adhering to the sport ethic (Zizek 2008b). As a consequence, what is
sacrificed in the pursuit of the sport ethic is the very idea of sport as a space for health,
mutual respect, and human flourishing. While fostering the normalisation of injury, the
erosion of moral boundaries (e.g., through doping or cheating), and the exclusion of
those unwilling or unable to conform to the sport ethic, alongside commercial logics
and institutional demands that exploit athletes’ labour under the guise of commitment
and professionalism, ultimately, what is surrendered is the ‘good’ of sport as well as its
capacity to offer meaningful experiences beyond instrumental success.

It is in this sense ‘that the good can also serve as the vehicle for enjoyment’ (McGowan
2025, 167). McGowan clarifies: ‘The good doesn’t lead directly to enjoyment. Instead,
it gives us something to sacrifice so that we might enjoy. The good is in effect a tool for
structuring our enjoyment. We erect the good as an obstacle that we can subsequently
sacrifice to enjoy’ (2025, 167). As a result, while the sport ethic appears to elevate the
athlete toward an ideal of excellence via an assumption of the ‘good’, its sacrifice
sustains the very loss (or lack) that keeps enjoyment in motion. By demanding a
sacrifice of the good in order to generate enjoyment through transgression and excess
(Zizek 2008b), the pain of playing through injury, the loneliness of obsessive training,

and the narrow pursuit of victory above all else, are, in effect, not failures of the sport
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ethic but the very conditions through which our enjoyment in sport is sustained. This
suggests that enjoyment in sport emerges not from fairness or resolution, but from the
very sacrifices, contradictions, and forms of suffering it stages and repeats, often
unconsciously, for both athlete and spectator alike (Black and Reynoso 2024a, 2024b,
2025).

Moreover, this reveals a contradiction at the heart of the sport ethic: that the sacrifices
it demands are made not in the service of something strictly useful, but, instead, for

sport itself—an activity whose value is sustained precisely through its inutility.

Sacrificing the useful
According to McGowan (2025), sacrifice only takes on its properly sublime character
when it is made for something useless—in other words, for something whose value
cannot be justified in instrumental, utilitarian terms. To sacrifice for what is merely
useful is to make a rational exchange, while to sacrifice for what is useless is to stage
an encounter with enjoyment in its most profound and excessive form.5

This logic helps clarify the affective and libidinal economy of sport, particularly
under the conditions of the sport ethic. Athletes, spectators, and institutions do not
invest in sport because it is useful, in any narrow sense; rather, they are drawn to its
apparent inutility, such as, its detachment from necessity and the forms of sacrifice that
it demands. In the case of the latter, the sport ethic constructs a framework in which
athletes give up rest, health, social relationships, or even long-term physical integrity
in pursuit of goals that, while dressed in the language of professionalism or sporting
legacy, are often excessive and unnecessary. Paradoxically, what lends the sport ethic
its obedience is precisely this disjunction between the magnitude of the sacrifice and

the apparent triviality of the object (i.e., winning a match, shaving milliseconds off a
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time, breaking a record). In this sense, sport becomes a privileged site for the production
of enjoyment, not despite its uselessness, but because of it.

This unique perspective asserts that what is useful in sport is not found in
directly acknowledging its health benefits, its role in education, or its capacity to foster
social cohesion—these are the broccoli of sport.” Rather, it emerges in the domain of
the excessive, the irrational, and the useless—key attributes of the sport ethic. Indeed,
when athletes damage, and often destroy, their bodies in pursuit of fleeting glory, when
fans suffer unbearable tension for outcomes with no practical stakes, and when
institutions preserve the spectacle of sport despite its cost, such sacrifices are not an
exchange but a gesture toward something beyond measure, indeed, an inutility that

makes enjoyment possible.

Playing for the (im)possible: desire and prohibition

What is proposed in the above is the centrality of sacrifice as both a fundamental
mechanism, through which the authority of the sport ethic and its contradictions are
sustained (Hughes and Coakley 1991). On one hand, sacrifice functions as a
legitimating force, whereby the athlete who gives up rest, relationships, or even long-
term well-being is culturally valorised as a model of commitment, embodying sport’s
moral and developmental promise. Yet, on the other hand, it is precisely this ethic of
sacrifice that brings sport’s claims to virtue into question. The repeated transgressions
of physical and ethical boundaries suggest that what is often sacrificed in sport is the
athlete’s body and the very ‘good’ that sport purports to uphold. Importantly, sacrifice
does not negate enjoyment, but enables it (McGowan 2025). What is significant, and
psychoanalytically useful, is how the sport ethic stages enjoyment not in the successful

attainment of the good, but in its very loss. As will be discussed below, it is by masking
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exploitation and justifying harm that the ethic of sacrifice serves as a hindrance, but
also as the site where the sport ethic might be contested.

Before then, however, it is in light of the above that one could assume that with
the excesses of the sport ethic, there would be a saturation of the desire that is required
in order for it to be maintained (Zizek 2008b).® This follows the Lacanian assertion that,
without a prohibiting agency, there is no obstacle that is erected to elicit one’s desire
(Lacan 1997). Indeed, is not the purpose of the sport ethic to overcome any obstacle in
the pursuit of sporting success? The answer to this question lies in the ‘dialectic
reciprocity of prohibition and desire’ in sport (Meeuwsen and Zwart 2023, 52). For
desire to be maintained, it must always be conceived as possible and potentially
obtainable, and it is here that the prohibitory effects of the sport ethic come to the fore.

What the sport ethic prohibits are those practices and dispositions that fall
outside, or challenge, its fundamental ideals. This can include discouraging rest,
recovery, and self-care, as well as positioning physical and mental vulnerability as signs
of weakness, as opposed to being conceived as legitimate responses to the demands of
athletic performance (Bennett 2024; Fournier et al. 2021). It is in this sense that one’s
desire is maintained through prohibitions that make the impossibility of desire possible.
That is, instead of confronting the internal deadlock of desire—its inherent
impossibility—the sport ethic displaces this deadlock onto a prohibitory framework that
is steered towards an unattainable ideal. Here, prohibition and idealisation are not
obstacles to enjoyment, but it’s very condition.’ For the athlete, the sport ethic endows
the transformation of an internal impossibility of full enjoyment into an external
structure of prohibition (you must play through pain, you must never stop striving, you
must never accept limits) that is steered towards an inaccessible ideal (the perfect

athlete, the world record, total dedication). In fact, as an inaccessible ideal, which
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presents itself as entirely attainable, there remains the potential of possibility, and, thus,
the animation of desire. Insofar as athletes are led to believe that with enough effort,
discipline, and pain they can achieve the status of the ‘real’ athlete, the very void at the
heart of desire is ignored in the face of a clear narrative: that the object of desire—in
this case, the sporting achievement—is attainable if only one sacrifices enough, trains
hard enough, or embodies the ethic completely. In so doing, the sport ethic operates as
a framework through which the athlete transforms the unresolvable deadlock of desire
into a field of disciplined striving, symbolic prohibition, and possible success.

In sum, Lacan’s account of desire as an uncontainable excess resonates
powerfully with the logic of the sport ethic. The imperative to pursue excellence ‘at all
costs’, to push beyond limits, and to remain uncompromising in one’s commitment, is,
far from being a pathological distortion of athletic life, a relentless striving that
underwrites our very relation to sport. Much like desire, the sport ethic does not aim at
balance or satisfaction but is driven by a structural excess that both sustains the subject

and threatens to unmake them.

Reapproaching the sport ethic
The above argument leaves us in a difficult predicament. Given that desire plays a
constitutive role in the formation of the subject, and is intrinsically tied to our relation
to sport—so much so that our investment in sport often involves a desire for the very
harms that critical scholarship seeks to expose—what, then, are we to make of this
relationship?

For Lacan (2015), and Lacanian scholarship, the subject’s capacity to live with
and relate to their desire has remained an ongoing predicament in psychoanalytic

treatment and wider cultural applications of Lacanian theory (Fink 2025). Whether
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through ascetic, therapeutic, or ethical means, as a destabilising surplus, what must be
acknowledged is that desire cannot be contained, regulated, or purified. Instead, ‘desire
is in itself a “pathological” excess, a de-stabilisation of any balanced natural order. ...
[T]f we subtract desire from life we don’t get a more balanced life, we lose life itself’
(Zizek 2024, 18). Desire, then, remains a constitutive excess of the subject in which
any return to some harmonious, pre-desiring state cannot be achieved. Similarly, as an
ontological rupture, desire is a structural antagonism that means that one cannot simply
enact further forms of prohibition or simply free our desire from the effects of

prohibition. As Zizek confirms:

That’s why psychoanalysis does not aim at liberating our desires so that we can
freely desire what we want([.] ... [M]ore precisely, it liberates our desires only
in the precise sense that we fully assume the impossibility on which our desiring
capacity is grounded. Psychoanalysis endeavors to mark this impossibility out
in a new way—it’s premise is that we cannot get rid of a constitutive

impossibility, but we can reinscribe it in a different way. (2022, 222)

On this new note, in what ways can we reinscribe our relation to desire in sport?

To begin, identifying the extent to which our involvement in sport remains tied
to its inherent inutility—an inutility that, nonetheless, endows it with a certain value—
can itself prescribe a new relation to sport that sits outside its appropriation to pragmatic
or functional ends (McGowan 2025). When so much of the sport ethic works within a
performance principle, and a capitalist infrastructure, that demands that athletes submit

to the sport ethic in order to be successful, then beginning to perceive sport as a means
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through which such utility is not where our desire lies can, in and of itself, redirect
attention to the fundamental (lack of) purpose of sport, both for the subject and society.

In relation to this, we can, according to Ruti (2014), consider desire as an
aspirational force that binds us to ideals, not yet realised, and as a call for fidelity to our
own potential (see also McNulty 2014; Ruti 2018). This offers a compelling lens
through which to reconsider the sport ethic. In full acknowledgement of the potential
harm of sacrifice, discipline, and the pursuit of excellence, for many athletes and fans,
aligning with these ideals feels socially rewarding but also existentially affirming.
Where the crux of Ruti’s (2014) argument lies, however, is in the fact that desire’s
authenticity often emerges when it deviates from dominant norms. Here, we can locate
the latent tension within the sport ethic itself: the same desire that fuels overconforming
behaviour (i.e., pushing through pain, normalising harm, privileging winning above all
else), can also carry the seeds of resistance, such as, questioning one’s ethical
orientation. With regards to this, Hughes and Coackley’s aim to ‘ge[t] athletes and
others who are directly involved in sport to strike a balance between accepting and
questioning the norms comprising the sport ethic’ (1991, 322) is a perspective that can
align with Ruti’s (2014) assertion that genuine ‘character’ entails an ability to ‘own’
one’s desires, even when doing so places one at odds with institutional expectations. In
this light, the challenge is not to rid sport of desire, but to cultivate a space in which
desire can be interrogated, so that passion does not collapse into blind conformity, but
instead becomes a site of critical, even countercultural, engagement.

This approach rests upon the fact that addressing the contradictions of the sport
ethic does not require a retreat into moralising denunciations of its harms (Smith and
Lord 2018), but instead requires a more difficult, ethical engagement with the structures

of desire that sustain it. That is to say, critiquing the sport ethic does not involve positing
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some moral dividing line, distinguishing right from wrong, or prescribing better
behaviour, both of which would inhibit enjoyment. Instead, redefining the sport ethic
is to return to an ethics wherein sport provides a stage for the impasse of desire,
revealing both the limits of our sporting attachments as well as the cost of pursuing
them. The ethics here is one that refuses resolution and instead opens a space for
reflection on what it means to pursue a desire that may very well challenge and upend
the subject pursuing it (Neill 2024; Ruti 2014).

What must be emphasised is that investment in the sport ethic is not the result
of bad choices, misguided values, or even strategic attempts of motivation and self-
identity, all of which can be corrected through continued calls for reform, which are
expressed, and have been expressed, to no avail. Equally, what is needed is not ‘less
desire’, but a more honest encounter with its structure, an encounter that confronts us
with the impossibility of fully reconciling enjoyment with desire (Lacan 2006c), as well
as recognising that its very investment often relies upon sacrificing what we claim to
value most. It is in the space opened by this contradiction, one that is not closed off by

moral certainty, that an ethical reckoning with sport can begin.

Final reflections: do not give ground relative to one’s sporting desire

Again, Lacan (1997) can offer some help here. In his seminar on ethics, he notes, ‘the
only thing one can be guilty of is having given ground relative to one’s desire’ (Lacan
1997, 319). The maxim itself has been widely debated and contested. Certainly, the
refusal to give ground to one’s desire is not a celebration of unchecked individualism
or a call to hedonistic indulgence. It is, instead, an ethical demand grounded in the
subject’s relation to lack and excess. Rather than pointing to a universal moral code—

and, for some, this is where frustrations with Lacan’s maxim may lie—Lacan instead
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offers an ‘ethical compass’, directing the subject back toward what is at stake in their
own desire (Neill 2024, 174). To ‘give ground’ is, therefore, both a personal failure and
an ethical betrayal to the moment in which the subject relinquishes their fidelity to the
singularity of their desire in favour of conformity, recognition, or comfort (Ruti 2018).
Importantly, this is not about achieving satisfaction but about sustaining a relation to
that which is impossible, excessive, and unassimilable. As Zizek (2024) notes, such
fidelity involves a ‘crazy’ desire that destabilises the symbolic coordinates of reality
itself.

In the context of sport, the Lacanian ethic of not giving way on one’s desire
opens a critical space from which to interrogate the stakes of the sport ethic. The
imperative to conform—that is, to discipline the body, to embrace sacrifice, and to
pursue excellence according to institutionalised norms—often conceals a profound
ceding on desire. Instead of staying true to the subject’s impossible desire, athletes
internalise the symbolic demands of the Other as externally validated ideals for the
expression of their own will. Yet, sport also serves as a stage where uncompromising
desire emerges in its most excessive and irrational form, indeed, where athletes reject
utility, transgress limits, and pursue something that cannot be accounted for in
instrumental or normative terms (Black et al. 2024; Greensheilds 2024; More 2024).

To relate ethically to the sport ethic, then, is not to moralise its contradictions,
nor to fantasise about better or more enlightened desires, but to remain within the
contradiction, to persist with negation, and to assume responsibility for desire as
structured by lack. As Glynos (2000) makes clear, this requires that one accepts the
absence of guarantees, for which the subject must decide, nevertheless, to sustain the
infinite metonymy of desire. Here, Flisfeder (2021) goes further, emphasising how the

ethic of desire is not about correcting or purifying desire, but about proceeding through
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the contradiction it avers, thus recognising that contradiction is not a problem to be
solved, but the very condition of freedom.

On this basis, the challenge posed by the sport ethic is how to inhabit its
contradictions differently. Ultimately, this may involve recognising that the sacrifices
it demands are not necessarily failures, but the terrain on which desire sustains itself. In
sport, to not give way on one’s desire requires refusing the closure offered by either
cynicism or conformity, remaining instead with the tension of a desire that cannot be
reconciled: in this sense, the irreducible split between the symbolic ideals of sport and
the excessive, often useless, enjoyment it enables. In the end, such an ethic does not
promise resolution but insists that it is only through the refusal to compromise one’s

desire that sport might reveal something of the subject’s freedom.

Notes

! Alternatively, examples of ‘deviant underconformity’ are ‘condemn[ed] ... because
it threatens the sport and their values’ (Coakley 2017, 111).

2 On this note, the sport ethic functions not only as a guide for behaviour but as an
ideological mechanism that sustains contemporary social and economic arrangements
through the seemingly apolitical domain of sport (Black et al. 2024).

3 Essentially, ‘desire is desire for desire’ (Lacan 2006d, 723).

4 It is, instead, the object-cause of desire, the objet petit a, which, if attained, would
complete the subject.

> Elsewhere, this contradiction can be identified in Lacan’s claim that ‘the truth of
desire is in and of itself an offense against the authority of the law’ (2019, 74). As
McGowan interprets, ‘This is the contradiction at the heart of all desire’ (2021, 219,
fn.18).

¢ Ultimately, following symbolic castration, ‘Subjects engage in acts of self-sacrifice
and self-sabotage because the loss enacted reproduces the subject’s lost object and
enables the subject to enjoy this object. Once it is obtained, the object ceases to be the
object. As a result, the subject must continually repeat the sacrificial acts that produce
the object, despite the damage that such acts do to the subject’s self-interest. ... The
repetition of sacrifice, ... creates a life worth living, a life in which one can enjoy
oneself through the lost object” (McGowan 2013, 13-14).
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7 For McGowan, ‘The fact that broccoli is healthy, that it contributes to one’s good,
gives it a utility rather than a value’ (2025, 49). Even seemingly rational or health-
driven acts (such as, choosing to eat a meal of quinoa and spinach) acquire their
affective charge not through their utility or nutritional value but through the fact that
one has given something up (McGowan, 2021b). The pleasure of the healthy meal is
therefore inseparable from the renunciation of more immediately gratifying
alternatives (i.e., fat, sugar, indulgence).

8 Equally, asserting that our desire is maintained through an act of sacrifice can lead
one to question the maintenance of such desire when the renunciation of the good is
acknowledged or brought to light. This to say: if one is aware of the sacrifice of the
good, to what extent can this sacrifice still be said to sustain desire, once its costs are
fully recognized? 1t is here that such acknowledgment, and its disavowal, forms a
constitutive part of our everyday existence, not least sport (Black et al. 2025).
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