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Abstract

In this paper, I reconsider why the concept of the sport ethic, first theorised by Hughes
and Coakley (1991) as a cultural framework demanding commitment, distinction,
risk, and the denial of limitation, continues to dominate sport despite its well-
documented harms. While critical scholarship has exposed the sport ethic’s role in
legitimating injury, overtraining, and self-destructive overconformity, its persistence
cannot be fully explained by conscious intention or ideological manipulation.
Drawing on Lacanian psychoanalysis, the paper argues that the sport ethic endures
because it is sustained by desire, unconscious enjoyment (jouissance), and sacrifice.
Athletes and fans do not merely comply with the ethic, they desire the very sacrifices
it demands, deriving enjoyment from pain, excess, and the pursuit of impossible
ideals. The ethic’s contradictory character—sacrificing the ‘good’ of wellbeing and
fairness and exalting the ‘useless’ pursuit of victory—illustrates how enjoyment
attaches to loss rather than attainment. The paper concludes that the sport ethic cannot
be overcome through moral reform, since it is rooted in the subject’s constitutive
relation to desire. Instead, an ethical engagement with sport requires confronting and
inhabiting its contradictions, or, refusing blind conformity while remaining faithful to
one’s desire. In this way, sport emerges as a privileged site for examining the
entanglement of desire, sacrifice, and enjoyment in contemporary culture.

Bibliography

Black, Jack, Gary Sinclair, and Colm Kearns. 2024. “The fetishization of sport:
Exploring the effects of fetishistic disavowal in sportswashing.” Journal of
Sport & Social Issues 48 (3-4): 145—64.

Black, Jack. 2025. “Revisiting the sport ethic: a psychoanalytic consideration of
sport’s contradictions.” Sport, Ethics and Philosophy. DOI:
10.1080/17511321.2025.2556809.

Coakley, Jay. 2015. “Assessing the sociology of sport: On cultural sensibilities and
the great sport myth.” International Review for the Sociology of Sport 50 (4-
5): 402—06.

Greenshields, Will. 2024. “Death, jouissance and the bodybuilder.” Psychoanalysis,
Culture & Society 29 (2): 205—21.

Hughes, Robert, and Jay Coakley. 1991. “Positive deviance among athletes: The
implications of overconformity to the sport ethic.” Sociology of Sport Journal
8 (4): 307—25.

Lacan, Jacques. 1997. The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 1959-1960. The Seminar of
Jacques Lacan. Edited by J-A. Miller and Translated by D. Porter. W.W.
Norton & Company.

McGowan, Todd. 2007. The Impossible David Lynch. Columbia University Press.

McGowan, Todd. 2025. Pure Excess. Columbia University Press.



More, Cameron. 2024. “Drive beyond body: The undead jouissance of endurance
sports.” Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society 29 (2): 280—89.

Neill, Callum. 2024. “While not having the last word....” In Studying Lacan's
Seminar VII, edited by Carole Owens. Routledge.

Ruti, Mari. 2014. The Call of Character. Columbia University Press.

Zizek, Slavoj. 2008. Enjoy Your Symptom! Routledge.



