
 

1 
 

A Partisan’s Paradox 

 

Paul Davis 

University of Sunderland 

Chester Road 

SR1 3SD 

 

ABSTRACT 

There appears to be a paradox at the heart of the psychology of partisan sport 
fandom. Fans regularly relish the prospect of or retrospect fondly upon a tough 
contest, yet during the contest they want to get out of sight as quickly as possible. 
The essay tries to explain why the paradox cannot be adequately or usefully 
understood as a mere conflict of desires or clash between purism and partisanship. 
Instead, four partially intersecting explanatory themes are identified and unpacked: 
self-understanding, self-affirmation and self-celebration; the significance of the 
narrative; Hegel, reinterpretation, necessity, and redemption; and volitional and 
affective dissonance. The themes play host to the notions of Rawlsian reflective 
equilibrium, the plurality of life-values in a self-enclosed domain, and the fusion of 
the Apollonian and Dionysian. The last theme (volitional and affective dissonance) 
might mean that, however profitable the others, the partisan sport fan typically has 
an irreducible clash of standpoints.  
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‘What is more satisfying – a romp when everything goes right or a scrap when you 
have to deal with so many things going wrong?’ (English, 2024) 

 

Introduction 

Much has been written in twenty-first century philosophy of sport about watching 

sport. Powerful book-length treatments have been provided (Mumford 2012a; Tarver 

2017), and the output is already sufficient to ground handbook and encyclopaedia 

entries (Jones 2015; Davis 2023). Partisanship, including its interfaces with (for 

instance) ethics, emotion, identity, gender, aesthetics, and time, has been 

interrogated (Dixon 2007; Russell 2012; Mumford 2012a; Dixon 2016; Tarver 2017; 

Davis 2019). This essay unpacks and interrogates a paradoxical juxtaposition within 
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experience of partisan fandom. It does not purport to solve the paradox but seeks to 

explain it, to problematise one component, to show how it might yet have no solution, 

and to reflect upon how that outcome might help illustrate sport’s intelligibility as part 

of life.  

 

The paradox 

Partisan fans want their team (a placeholder for team or individual competitor) to win 

at the levels of contest and tournament. At the same time, they often avow, without 

insincerity or self-deception, an appetite at contest and tournament levels for tough 

competition. This appetite is illustrated at the contest level by keen pre-contest 

anticipation of a tough match, by occurrent enjoyment of the rhythms of a tough 

match, and by affirmative retrospection upon a tough match, regardless of its result. 

(That is not to deny that the retrospection is inflected by the result.)i It is reinforced 

by the fact that some fans of teams who repeatedly win matches easily complain 

sincerely about the constantly one-sided contests. It is illustrated on the tournament 

level by keen pre-season or mid-season anticipation of a tough campaign, by 

enjoyment of the rhythms of a tough campaign, and by affirmative retrospection upon 

a tough campaign, regardless of its outcome. (That is not to deny that the 

retrospection is inflected by the outcome.) It is reinforced by the fact that some fans 

of teams who go on long runs of easy league success complain that the absence of 

genuine competition has become boring. There is, again, no good reason to consider 

such sentiments insincere. 

However, what do we find at the episodic levels of contests and campaigns? 

Consider contests first. Do fans, whilst watching the contest, want opponents to take 

the lead or draw level to jolly the tough contest they sincerely say they enjoy and 

might have keenly anticipated? No. If one’s team takes the lead, one wants them to 

increase the lead, increase it further and get ‘out of sight’ as quickly as possible. 

Second, consider tournaments. Do we find of an October, November or February 

weekend fans of a British football club wanting their team to lose for the sake of 

tough competition they sincerely say they enjoy and might have keenly anticipated? 

No. At the episodic level, one always wants one’s team to win, regardless of the 

consequences for robustness of competition. Do the same fans want those they 
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consider likely challengers to win their matches for the same purpose? No. At the 

episodic level of likely challengers’ matches, partisan fans will always punch the air 

or pump their fist if those they think likely challengers have dropped anything. While 

such reactions are sometimes reinforced by hostility towards specific opponents, the 

fact that fans see opponents as viable challengers is sufficient to ground them. 

(‘Challengers’ should be understood liberally. It applies not only to the context of 

challenging for a championship. It applies also to those challenging for a higher 

position, especially where this has material significance, e.g., challenging to get into 

the top six of English football’s Championship.) In this respect, partisan fandom 

seems to be a vigorous affirmation of zero-sum logic.  

From the preceding seems to follow the paradoxical conclusion that partisan fans 

often want x (a tough contest or competition) but never want the conditions of x 

(rivals’ or opponents’ scores or victories) at the time when the conditions can be 

satisfied. The paradox is formalised: 

1. Throughout a contest or campaign, the partisan always wants happenings that will 

materially contribute to victory. 

2. Many partisan fans often relish the prospect of a tough contest or campaign, or 

sometimes retrospect fondly upon the same. 

3. To be practically rational, if one relishes at time t the prospect of something at time 

t+1 or retrospectively relishes that something at t+2, then one should want at t+1 the 

conditions of that something. 

(‘Contest’ functions from now as a placeholder for singular matches and 

tournaments.) 

How then, if at all, is the paradox intelligible? The essay will offer some observations 

and reflections that, taken together, help to explain it and to problematise 3. First, 

some disclaimers are provided. 

 

Disclaimers 

This essay does not claim that partisan fans indiscriminately relish the prospect of a 

tough contest or campaign and indiscriminately retrospect fondly upon the same. Nor 
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does the paradox require that, since it requires only that partisan fans often relish a 

tough contest, prospectively or retrospectively. There might be a faction who never 

relish the prospect of a tough contest and who never retrospect fondly upon the 

same. There might be some who would appreciate a perpetual running up the score 

and a perpetually lengthening gap in league tournaments. Sometimes a tough 

contest is relished only retrospectively, since it is figured beforehand that’s one’s side 

should win with some comfort. (In cases of the latter expectation, retrospective relish 

is less likely if the contest is not won.) Sometimes the tough contest is relished 

neither prospectively nor retrospectively, since there is thought such a gulf that a 

victorious tough contest is considered heavy weather, ii and a drawn or lost one at 

best an embarrassment and at worst a disaster.  

Again, it might be thought that tough contests are appreciated, prospectively or 

retrospectively, only for instrumental reasons, e.g., fans might want their team (say) 

to face robust domestic challenge to equip them better for continental competition. 

But that is untrue. While fans might appreciate tough contests for instrumental 

reasons such as the preceding, tough contests are prospectively or retrospectively 

appreciated for their intrinsic qualities. Moreover, higher-level competition elicits the 

same prospective and retrospective relish of the tough contest as lower-level 

competition, replicating the paradox at the higher level.  

Finally, the paradox is not threatened by partisan fans who relish following an outfit 

who, in fact or mere narration, scavenge narrow wins with conspicuous regularity. iii 

There are two reasons. First, the said relish can coexist with situated desires to get 

‘out of sight’ during contests. Second, the existence of fans who never want anything 

other than scavenged narrow wins is consistent with the premise that partisan fans 

often relish a tough contest, prospectively or retrospectively. 

 

A genuine paradox? 

There are possible objections to the notion that there is a paradox here. This section 

tries to explain and respond to three. iv There is some thematic overlap between 

them, and therefore some thematic overlap of response.  
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Conflict of desires 

It might be demurred that the scenario sketched does not deserve to be considered 

a paradox. Instead, it is a mere conflict of desires, a conflict (infamously) familiar 

across the landscape of life. For instance, one would like another drink, but one also 

wants to feel fine and be on top form at work throughout tomorrow; one is 

heartbroken at the thought of absence from tonight’s match or concert, but one 

keenly wants to meet a deadline tomorrow; one wants one’s children to flourish 

maximally, but one does not want them living on the other side of the world; and one 

has pervasive conflicts of desire anchored to work, relationships, family, friends and 

sociocultural life. But it is inadequate to conceive the partisan’s paradox as a mere 

conflict of desires. Sufficient reason is that if it were a mere conflict of desires, then 

experiences of ambivalence, dilemma or regret would bulk large. But they do not. 

When at time t, one relishes the prospect of a tough contest, that relish is not 

threatened by the fact that a tough contest means a robust chance of defeat. One 

wants one’s team to win, but that does not compromise one’s lip-smacking, hand-

rubbing excitement at the prospect of a tough contest. Even the fear the contest 

might engender can be enjoyed.v Similarly, at time t+1, one’s desire to add to a lead 

is unbridled by one’s prior relish of the tough contest. There is no ambivalence, no 

regret about stretching one’s lead and getting out of sight. At the final whistle (or 

equivalent) of such a contest, there is no twinge of regret that what one relished in 

advance did not materialise. Again, if one’s favourites drop down to third gear in the 

latter stages, the opponents having effectively given up, one feels not an iota of 

regret at how this belies the prospect one relished. The only point at which the 

objection might have purchase is time t+2, that of retrospection upon the tough 

contest. But it should not be exaggerated here either. If one’s team loses a tough 

contest, that (again) inflects one’s conception of the contest. It would be better if 

one’s team had won, and the relish of the contest would be different and better. But 

that coexists with the fact that the tough contest that unfolded is often retrospectively 

relished per se; defeat does not always preclude one from thinking and saying 

categorically and gratefully, ‘It was a great match’ (and see Endnote 1).    
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Purism versus partisanship 

It might be argued that the paradox can be understood as illustration of the tension 

between purism and partisanship. That is, prospective or retrospective relish of the 

tough contest manifests one’s purist side, whilst the desire to continually stretch the 

lead during the contest manifests one’s partisan side. However, it is doubtful that 

such conceptualisation is adequate. The first thing to observe in its examination is 

that purism is not conceived homogenously in the literature; it is heterogenous.  

Dixon (2007) and Mumford (2012a) together provide a range of characterisations of 

the purist. Does any entail the prospective or retrospective relish of a tough contest? 

They are considered in turn.  

Dixon (2007, 441) conceives purism as support for the team whom one thinks 

exemplifies the highest virtues of the game. While the latter notion might be neither 

finite nor translucent,vi there is a strong case that the highest virtues of the game can 

be displayed in a contest or series of contests won with comparative ease. The peak 

performance Roger Federer might be an example.  

Dixon (2007, 449) conceives purism also as the insistence that the game be played 

fairly, skilfully and with style. This, too, is consistent with the absence of tough 

contests, with the caveat that higher levels of skill might be necessary to win certain 

kinds of contest, where the instrumental temptations to unfairness might also be 

stronger.  

Dixon (2007, 448), in the same treatment, conceives purism as the rejection of 

violent play, cheating, verbal abuse of opponents and referees, and the rejection of 

playing ‘in a manner that violates the spirit of the game and interferes with the 

emergence of the game’s most skilful, exhilarating features by using professional 

fouls or other cynical tactics.’ This condition, again, is clearly attainable without tough 

contests. 

Dixon (2016, 236) later aligns purism with the use of aesthetic criteria in one’s choice 

of team and disappointment if one’s team wins after playing poorly, unattractively or 

unfairly. These conditions can clearly be satisfied without tough contests. Roger 

Federer, again, regularly played well, attractively, fairly and aesthetically agreeably, 

while winning with comparative ease.  
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Several of Mumford’s characterisations of the purist can be combined: the purist’s 

perception of the game is an aesthetic one (Mumford 2012a, 10); the purist has a 

‘purely aesthetic perception’ (Mumford 2012a, 12); the purist has a ‘relatively tranquil 

pleasure’ (Mumford 2012a, 12); the purist would ‘rather see a beautiful game 

irrespective of the winner’ (Mumford 2012a, 14); the purist enjoys ‘an aesthetic rather 

than a competitive perception of the game and this gives them a gentler, less frenetic 

enjoyment’ (Mumford 2012a, 17); and the purist appreciates the game for its 

aesthetic qualities and will find some in every game’ (Mumford 2012a, 17). It should 

be clear, again, that these desiderata of purism are neutral on whether a contest is 

tough or not.  

The final three of Mumford’s characterisations of the purist are separated from the 

preceding set because they might be slightly more ambiguous. The first is that for 

the purist, ‘the only thing corresponding to the defeat of the partisan would be a poor 

contest that offered little by way of aesthetic interest’ (Mumford 2012a, 134). It might 

be thought that part of the meaning of ‘poor contest’ is ‘one-sided contest’. But the 

flavour of Mumford’s treatment suggests that the ‘poor contest’ just is one that offers 

little by way of aesthetic interest. The second is that the purist may enjoy ‘how the 

game has key moments of drama’ (Mumford 2012a, 10). When illustrated in 

episodes such as last-minute winners, this certainly goes well with the tough contest. 

But key moments of sporting drama are far from confined to the latter. Indeed, 

unexpectedly one-sided contests can be marked by a series of dramatic moments. 

Consider in illustration Germany’s 7-1 defeat of hosts Brazil in the 2014 World Cup, a 

game arguably as dramatic as any in football history. Each German goal was an 

increasingly key moment of drama, until the game was so far beyond their 

opponents that the remaining German goals were the occasion only of contented 

German smiles and wearied Brazilian sighs. The third is that the purist ‘may enjoy 

working out the tactics of the two teams and seeing how the play develops’ (Mumford 

2012a, 10). Again, this is neutral with respect to the toughness of the contest. 

Indeed, it can be intriguing to observe and examine the respective tactics in a one-

sided contest, especially one that is unexpectedly so. A vivid illustration is the 1975 

Wimbledon Men’s Singles Final, won unexpectedly and with comparative ease by 

Arthur Ashe against reigning champion, Jimmy Connors. The match is conceived as 

a tactical victory par excellence, decided by Ashe’s craft in starving the ball of pace 



 

8 
 

through chipping and slicing, therefore denying Connors the platform his turbo-

charged game needed and usually got.  

Nor does it seem that the paradox be adequately understood, paraphrasing Mumford 

(2012b), as fan oscillation between purist and partisan standpoints. The notion of 

essential purism before and after the relevant contests, and essential partisanship 

during them, is artificially dichotomised. Indeed, the prior relish for the anticipated 

tough contest is impossible to detach from the fact that one’s own team is involved. 

The equivalent applies to retrospective relish of the tough contest: the relish is 

impossible to detach from the fact that one’s own team was involved, and it is 

typically inscribed with recollection of one’s emotions as one watched.vii (That is not 

to deny that one can relish the prospect of a tough contest and retrospectively relish 

its occurrence when one has no partisan affinity.) This possibly speaks to a broader 

set of concerns with the purist/partisan distinction (Davis 2019, 248-252).  

Finally, it is salutary to disclaim a possible misapprehension. Given the comparative 

mileage of skill, style and aesthetic quality in the purist lexicon, it might be proposed 

that the prospective or retrospective relish of the tough contest is fundamentally 

purist in character, because it encodes a wish to see one’s team rise to excellence 

(some combination of skill, style and aesthetic quality) through the hard-fought 

contest. But this proposal is inscribed with a false assumption. The precise pleasures 

of experiencing and even winning a tough contest do not reduce to or require the 

pleasures of attaining excellence through the hard-fought contest. The prospective 

relish might instead take the form of keen anticipation of mediocre, mid-table or poor, 

bottom-of-table teams playing each other, and it might be (equivalently) a dogfight or 

slugfest that is retrospectively relished (see Edgar 2013; Davis 2015, 149). (One 

might, indeed, consider one’s team incapable of athletic excellence.) These framings 

count just the same as instantiations of the paradox, so long as during the contest, 

one categorically wants one’s team to extend any lead they have. The partisan’s 

prospective or retrospective relish of the tough contest has no essential connection 

with a wish to see one’s team rise to athletic excellence, short of a heavily freighted 

liberalisation of athletic excellence to cover merely performing competitively in a 

tough contest. 
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Mere order of the process 

It might be objected that what is on display here is not a paradox, but merely the 

order of the process of meaningful competition that we regularly find. That is, we 

regularly try to set up the conditions of tough, meaningful competition. Fans, 

including partisan fans, want that as well as competitors, coaches and other 

stakeholders. But when the contest begins, competitors are committed to obtaining 

the win, and partisan fans are in turn committed to supporting their team in that 

pursuit. We might get the tough contest we prospectively relished and can 

retrospectively relish, but we might not. If we don’t get it, we can try again under 

largely the same conditions, which can withstand some one-sided contests and the 

occasional blowout, because there is always tomorrow and the likelihood of the 

tough contest.  

This is a plausible and challenging objection. But it arguably comes up short. It 

underplays the extent to which toughness of contest is specifically relished by 

partisan fans (it might be said that a tough contest is the intentional object of 

anticipation). That is, for those fans it is not a matter of being satisfied in advance 

that the conditions of the tough contest are optimally arranged, with indifference 

about whether it unfolds in fact (maybe because we can always try again). Instead, 

the actual unfolding of a tough contest is regularly relished prospectively (and 

retrospectively) by partisan fans. The point is reinforced in a perhaps surprising way. 

For some partisan fans, tough contests are rare, therefore anticipation of tough 

contests is rare. For instance, if one follows Real Madrid or Liverpool in football, or 

Carlos Alcaraz or Novak Djokovic in tennis, then anticipation of a tough contest does 

not happen especially often. That is not to say – critically – that most contests lack 

robust fan meaning, even when they do unfold comfortably as anticipated. The 

contests have fan meaning for a plurality of reasons. Concomitantly, fan anticipation 

of and retrospection upon the contests are meaningful for a plurality of sometimes 

fine-grained reasons. Not among those reasons is the intentional object of a tough 

contest. However, when an anticipated tough contest (Real Madrid v Liverpool or 

Alcaraz v Djokovic, say) rolls around, then the anticipation is for many fans critically 

different insofar as it is (or involves) the keen anticipation of a tough contest. But 

again, once the contest is under way, the desire of partisan fans who have been 

smacking their lips in anticipation of a tough contest (and might retrospectively relish 
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the same if it happens) is to get out of sight as quickly as possible. While Alcaraz 

fans no doubt relish the memory of the epic and victorious 2023 Wimbledon final 

against Djokovic and might have keenly anticipated the same a year later, they 

doubtless have no regret about the comfortable, straight sets 2024 win. Finally, it 

arguably does not avail much to observe that we can try again if the relished tough 

contest does not materialise. This is because the same (apparently paradoxical) 

state-of-affairs can be replicated indefinitely, the desire during the contest to get out 

of sight as quickly as possible unmoderated by a succession (say) of one-sided wins.  

If the treatment in this section is sound, then the fan relish (prospective or 

retrospective) of a tough contest and the fan desire to multiply one’s lead during the 

contest are not a mere conflict of desires, do not map respectively onto purism and 

partisanship in any adequate or useful way, and are not adequately reduced to a 

sequential form often taken by meaningful sport challenge.            

It might be, though, that the prospective or retrospective relish of a tough contest is 

constitutive of a worthy conception of partisanship. This notion is given substance in 

the remainder of the essay.  

 

Towards a rationalisation  

The route to a rationalisation focuses, again, on 3. Four partially intersecting themes 

are identified and unpacked. Taken together, they arguably show that 3 is intelligible 

alongside 1 and 2. These themes are: self-understanding, self-affirmation and self-

celebration; the significance of the narrative; Hegel, reinterpretation, necessity, and 

redemption; and volitional and affective dissonance.  

 

Self-understanding, self-affirmation and self-celebration 

Sport, again, involves the affirmation and celebration - for performers and spectators 

- of our human physical abilities. This characterisation, while true, radically 

underdetermines. Which of our physical abilities are apt for affirmation and 

celebration, and which are not? (We have nefarious and merely worthless physical 

abilities.)viii In sport, are there conditions that undermine the value - for performers 
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and spectators - and even the identity of physical abilities? Does the answer inscribe 

the appetites and self-conceptions of partisan fans?   

One’s identity as a partisan fan is typically more substantial than a mere wish for 

constant victory.ix Partisan fans, especially those whose partisanship has a certain 

stability and robustness, wish their partisanship to be a source of genuine value. 

That they vary in how much they reflect upon their partisanship and in their ability to 

articulate and theorise the grounds of its value constitutes no objection to this 

assertion.x Just as the value in playing dwindles for performers if one constantly wins 

easily against mismatched opponents,xi the value of supporting and identifying with 

performers pales for most if one’s team constantly wins easily against mismatched 

opponents. Fans typically want what can be fairly conceived as a Rawlsian reflective 

equilibrium of the desire for victory and a challenge that safeguards fair, interesting 

and worthy competition. Fans who do wish constant and untroubled victory are 

unable to appreciate the moral and agonistic status of the opposition, and so to 

appreciate and acknowledge an emotional journal (as the opposition teams win and 

lose) equivalent to their own.xii Kretchmar (2017, 61) observes that athletes confront 

two sets of problems: those associated with playing well and those associated with 

playing better than one’s opponent. He observes too that athletes gamble and ‘flirt 

with disaster’. While no partisan, again, is likely to want her team to constantly flirt 

with disaster, she knows that constant easy wins amount to the constant solving of 

trifling or perversely limited problems and constant failure to have agonistically 

worthy opposition. Playing better than one’s opponent diminishes in meaning. The 

physical abilities necessary become pallid. The latter point is not, conceptually, a 

matter of skills being merely less pleasing because of limited pushback. The identity 

of the skills necessary, again, is shaped by the quality of the opposition: different and 

better attacking skills, for instance, are necessary against an excellent defence than 

against an inferior defence. A football attacker needs better dribbling skills, say, 

against lithe international class defenders than she does against plodding club level 

defenders. (In team sports, team skills are also at issue, which complexifies and 

arguably heightens the point.)  

Similarly, psychological and emotional performance-relevant qualities – at individual 

and collective levels – typically need cranked up against superior opponents. Greater 

courage, belief and nerve, say, are typically necessary against international class 
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opponents than against club level opponents. And just as performers’ value in 

playing dwindles if the need of such qualities is limited, the value of supporting and 

identifying with performers pales in such circumstances. Indeed, the need of high 

levels of courage, belief and nerve (say) in a team generates the equivalent need of 

high levels in its fans, in turn deepening the value of the latter’s support.  

This paragraph has some overlap with the last. Cordner (1988) observes that sport 

mirrors art insofar as each involves the realisation of life-values in a self-enclosed 

domain, and that this is perhaps the deepest source of the meaning each has for us. 

Art and sport are self-enclosed as neither the artwork nor sport contest essentially 

serves a purpose (hence Kant and Adorno’s conception of art as purposiveness 

without purpose).xiii This allows each to play a vital role regarding our sense of 

ourselves. The life-values Cordner observes include suffering, nobility, dignity, vanity, 

innocence, complacency, stupidity, wisdom and bounty. From art, Cordner cites Van 

Dyck’s portrait of Charles I, which he considers painted to realise delicacy, 

sensitiveness and weakness in the face. For sport illustration, Cordner approvingly 

invokes a critic’s description of Jackson Pollock’s painting, ‘Blue Poles’, as ‘bountiful, 

violent and rigid’, asserting that American football is equally well described as such. 

Other sports might be apt for equivalent descriptions, illustrated in football’s 

established description as beautiful.xiv Contests might be similarly apt, e.g., a contest 

might be described positively as open, bountiful and exciting, or negatively as 

niggardly, tetchy and tedious. A contest performance, finally, might be similarly apt 

again, since a team’s performance might be described positively as one of suffering, 

nobility, dignity, wisdom and triumph, or negatively as one of vanity, innocence, 

complacency, stupidity and failure. The observations in this paragraph extend to 

partisan fandom in arguably two ways. First, partisan fans typically wish to see their 

team and its contests realise a plurality of positive life-values (Davis, 2006; Davis, 

2015) and avoid negative life-values, in the self-enclosed domain of the contest.xv 

Second, partisan fans, again, typically wish to embody in their support a plurality 

positive of life-values and avoid negative life-values. Courage, patience,xvi resilience, 

sacrifice, suffering,xvii generosity, stability, wisdom and dignity are examples of 

positive life-values which can characterise fandom.xviii Tough contests and their mere 

anticipation, as well as response during them and retrospection upon them, extend 

the range of positive life-values realisable by fans. (Some of the preceding examples 
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of positive life-values, again, look like virtues, and might feasibly belong in the last 

paragraph. This treatment can remain neutral on the conceptual and axiological 

status of life-values.)  

It is worth reflecting briefly upon the distinction between the singular contest and the 

tournament. Fans typically wish the latter to manifest a plurality of life-values. Davis 

(2015, 149) observes that, ‘Fans of title winners are liable to relish the memory of the 

away November slugfest won by the sixty-third minute deflection just as they relish 

the memory of the opulent 4-0 home win in the sunshine of early September or early 

May.’ If a triumphant campaign were to manifest as an unbroken series of opulent 

wins, then the range of life-values manifest would be impoverished. There would be 

scarce need for courage, resilience, patience and wisdom, for instance. Again, fans 

typically affirm being the locus of a plurality of life-values themselves across a 

campaign (though the life-values manifest in performers might not be fully identical 

with the life-values manifest in fans).  

Finally, Kretchmar (2017, 61), again, unwittingly characterises typical fan experience 

when he notes (of performers) that, ‘We attempt to escape troubles by picking up a 

book or heading to an athletic field, only to reinvent problems in those very places 

and paint them in even brighter colours.’xix The preceding self-enclosure (autotelicity) 

of the sport contest facilitates fan sanctification of the human staple of hoping-to-

avoid-or-overcome itself (as opposed to the object of avoidance or overcoming) and 

the experiences themselves of watching the avoidance, the overcoming and the 

struggling but failing to overcome. If we do not have tough contests (including 

sporadic flirtation with disaster and regular flirtation with a merely bad end), then we 

cannot properly celebrate these experiences in sport fandom. Conversely, if we do 

not hope to avoid the adversity of opposition scores, then we do not have the 

experiences to celebrate. The self-enclosure of sport contests means that in 

watching sport we have the luxury of celebrating our experience as though a piece of 

Modernist art, insofar as we purposely expose ourselves to, not merely – if at all – a 

burnished product with its tidy satisfactions, but also to the uncertain, often volatile 

process, with its hopes, fears, setbacks, delights, and – regularly – failure. 

The (possibly inexhaustive) points of impact above show why constantly watching 

one’s team run up the score or win easily against mismatched opponents is an 
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unworthy vision of partisan support, and a vision which partisan fans typically do not 

endorse. They help explain fans’ regularly keen anticipation of a tough contest, their 

regular embrace of the same, and their regular, chosen retrospection upon the same.  

 

Significance of narrative 

This section is continuous with the last and tries to take another step in making the 

paradox intelligible. First, ‘tough contest’ is not coextensive with ‘close result’. A 

contest might result in a robust victory margin but be tough for the victors as well as 

the losers. For instance, the score in a football match might remain at 1-0 in a 

contest roughly equal in possession, skill, chances, shots on target and saves made, 

until the last five minutes, when the losing team throw everything forward and their 

opponents score twice to win 3-0. A tennis match, similarly, might be won in straight 

sets, yet involve a tie-break, many deuces, and many hard-fought points. In these 

cases, the contest that unfolds is correctly described as tough, and the distinctive, 

dramatic satisfactions – for performers and fans – of inhabiting and winning a tough 

contest are preserved. A league championship might be won by a handsome margin 

yet remain in the balance until the last few weeks of the campaign (with, perhaps, 

momentum irrevocably shifted or consolidated in a key contest). Again, the 

distinctive satisfactions – for performers and fans – of inhabiting and winning a tough 

contest are preserved. While, again, the partisan fan always desires an increased 

lead, the background means that the increases here have a meaning not present in 

easier contests, since they are squeezed from a world that is more resistant or 

structurally capable of more resistance and conceived as such. They are essentially 

an increased lead in a tough contest. Therefore, the enjoyment of the increased lead 

and the enjoyment of the tough contest go together intimately.  

Second, in cases where the keenly expected tough contest materialises neither in 

the above fashion nor as a contest with a close result, scores yet have the distinctive 

meaning of scores against this opposition, whom the prior evidence suggests will 

provide a tough contest, which might well result in defeat. Dixon (2016, 241) asserts 

that moderate partisans – whom he conceives as embodying the best of partisanship 

and purism – ‘want rivals to perform well in order to provide a sterner test for their 

favoured athletes and teams.’ If this were offered as a rationale for prospective fan 
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relish of a tough contest, it would be too categorical. Opponents need not in fact play 

well to provide a stern test and distinctive prior relish of the contest. They need only 

be capable and known to be capable of providing a stern test. Therefore, if one is to 

win at all, one likely needs to play well, and if one is to win handsomely, one likely 

needs to play superlatively. There is a stern test, at least psychologically, in one’s 

opponents merely walking onto the turf. There is likely (and rationally) intense 

excitement, anxiety and even fear for a fan before the contest begins, and indeed 

during the contest. That is itself a distinctive excitation of partisan fandom, which 

inscribes response to goals or points scored (and conceded). Scoring the first goal 

(say) is such a contest is, again, different from scoring the first goal against 

opponents one expects to beat comfortably. It elicits a distinctive excitation. One, 

again, wants the lead to be increased as quickly as possible, and increased further 

as quickly as possible. If these happen, further and distinctive excitations are elicited. 

There are two, just distinguishable qualities to be observed here. First, acquisition 

and increase of the lead, again, is essentially conceived as 1-0, 2-0 and 3-0 (say) 

against so-and-so, where so-and-so are known to be equipped to yield a tough 

contest (and possibly defeat). Therefore, repeated increase of the lead, especially if 

comparatively early in the contest, can have a ‘dreamland’ quality. Psychologically, 

this is structurally continuous with the preceding excitement, anxiety and even fear 

before (and during) the contest. Second, given the abilities the opposition are taken 

to have, and which ground the likelihood and rational expectation of a tough contest, 

there is, again, a distinctive insecurity that is difficult to assuage. While a 2-0 lead 

after 60 minutes against opponents of substantially inferior ability will likely feel safe, 

the same against opponents of closely matched ability goes together with a rational 

fear of recovery and even victory. Without the ambiguous tingle of the ‘tough 

contest’, the distinctive satisfaction of the third goal (say) that puts the contest to bed 

is not possible.xx    

Finally, the preceding distinctive satisfactions can be buttressed by contextual factors 

(Davis, 2019, 254; Kretchmar 2017, 67), such as rivalry and previous contests. Local 

rivalries, for example, tend to accentuate the keen relish of a tough contest and the 

preceding responses to extending one’s lead and getting eventually out of sight.  
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Hegel, reinterpretation, necessity and redemption 

Hegel has a rational interpretation of history, for which the aim of world history is the 

development of the self-consciousness of spirit (Geist), which is the self-

consciousness of freedom. The world spirit does not, however, have a conscious 

aim. Instead, the purpose of history can be understood only retrospectively, through 

the spirit achieving its aim. Therefore, one must know the result to trace its ancestry. 

For example, the choice of one’s university is, retrospectively, almost inevitably the 

right and best choice - because the university has made one the person who looks 

back on and judges that choice.xxi This illustrates, in turn, not only how the past 

influences the present, but also how the present inscribes our interpretation of the 

past.  

The Hegelian framework can be applied to the preceding partisan fan paradox. A 

contest is not, to be sure, a micro-Geist. It is not conscious of itself and striving 

towards a final self-consciousness equivalent to freedom. But it can be interpreted 

only when it is over, at which point new meanings can be attributed to earlier 

happenings.xxii The dismay at going two goals behind in a vital, anxiously awaited 

‘tough contest’ assumes a certain joy against the heroic fightback to win 3-2 at the 

death. Conversely, the thrill of going two goals ahead in a similar contest is sombrely 

reconfigured by the eventual 3-2 defeat. (This, again, is not a finite process with a 

temporal cut-off point. The notion of a full interpretation or a finite set of 

interpretations is probably misplaced.) If the outcome of the contest or tournament is, 

from a partisan standpoint, a good one, then the possibly myriad constituents of the 

process enjoy redemption. Moreover, negative moments can take on the appearance 

of necessity, e.g., ‘Going behind worked in our favour’ and ‘We needed that defeat to 

give us a wake-up call.’ If the outcome is a bad one, then the possibly myriad 

constituents of the process yet acquire affirmation (if not redemption), because of (i) 

the preceding retrospective process of interpretation, which is a part of our nature, 

(ii) the preceding Rawlsian reflective equilibrium of the desire for victory and the 

desire for challenge (to give the victory meaning), and relatedly (iii) the preceding 

celebration of the hoping-to-avoid-or-overcome itself and the experiences 

themselves of watching the avoidance, the overcoming and the struggling but failing 

to overcome. Again, negative moments can take on the appearance of bleak 

necessity, e.g., ‘When their goalkeeper made that save, that was the turning point,’ 
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‘The decline started when we lost that three-goal lead at ...,’ and ‘When Federer 

failed to convert either of those two match points, it was Djokovic’s title again.’ Not 

only can the stories of a contest be fully told only when it is over, but the stories of 

our experiences of the contest can be told only when the contest is over. 

Paraphrasing Gleaves (2017, 35), previous chapters take on additional meaning as 

new chapters are written. The preceding processes of narrative reconfiguration 

bespeak (in terms more Nietzschean) the human predisposition to give retrospective 

Apollonian form to dangerous and sometimes chaotic Dionysian experience. The 

latter, again, is not something to curse, but is essential to the meanings expressed in 

Apollonian form.  

 

Volitional and affective dissonancexxiii 

Volitional and affective dissonance is a part of life. Berg (2018, 273) observes that 

identities are ‘performative and multifaceted’, and it might be that facets of some 

identities are finally in some conflict with other facets of the same identity. It might be 

that partisan sport fandom finally manifests it in the preceding paradox. That is, it 

might be that the preceding efforts (plus any others) to explain it, however profitable, 

yet leave a volitional and affective ‘remainder’ that cannot be explained away. It 

might be that the partisan fan’s desire to win might finally be in some tension with the 

desire for (say) meaningful challenge, drama, virtue and a plurality of life-values in a 

self-enclosed domain. It might be that the prospective, occurrent and retrospective 

relish of the tough contest cannot be fully squared with the desire to multiply one’s 

lead and get out of sight in such a contest. Nagel (1986) unpacks the irreducible 

clashes of standpoint that come with being human. It might be that most partisan 

sport fans finally have a further irreducible clash of standpoints in the form of the 

partisan’s paradox, a clash that cannot be adequately described as a conflict of 

desires or a tension between purism and partisanship or the sequential form often 

taken by meaningful sport.  

 

 

 



 

18 
 

Conclusion 

This essay has tried to articulate and rationalise a paradox that seems to attach to 

partisan sport fandom. Partisan fans regularly relish the prospect of or retrospect 

fondly upon a tough contest, yet during the contest they want to get out of sight as 

quickly as possible. The paradox was rationalised through the (intersecting) themes 

of self-understanding, self-affirmation and self-celebration; significance of narrative; 

and Hegel, reinterpretation, necessity and redemption. It was posited, however, that 

these fulcra of intelligibility might need to coexist with a final volitional and affective 

dissonance that cannot be adequately described as a conflict of desires or a tension 

between purism and partisanship or the sequential form often taken by meaningful 

sport. This dissonance, like the preceding fulcra of intelligibility, illustrates sport’s 

diffuse character as an expression of human nature.  
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Notes 

 
i Berg’s (2018, 268) point that ‘One can both feel bad about losing and take solace in a well-fought struggle’ 
extends to fans.   
ii Premiership Manchester United’s penalty shoot-out victory against Championship Coventry City in the 2024 
FA Cup semi-final, after they had squandered a three-goal lead late in the match, is likely an example for most 
fans of the team. 
iii Arsenal fan Nick Hornby (Hornby 1992, 125), reflecting on his team’s League and FA Cup Double-winning 
season of 1970-71, muses that, ‘Thirteen of our league games that year ended nil-nil or 1-0, and it is fair to say 
that none were pretty. I would guess that “Lucky Arsenal” was born out of “Boring Arsenal”, in that sixty years 
of 1-0 wins tend to test the credulity and patience of opposing fans.’  
iv I am indebted here to two reviewers of an earlier version of the essay.  
v Radford (1988, 67) observes that ‘danger is a spice to life without which it lacks savour.’ Hence, the danger 
and rational fear a fan might feel before a contest can have an enjoyable quality.   
vi The pluralistic internalism of Kretchmar (2015) throws this into sharp relief. See also MacRae (2018, 60-61). 
vii While such recollection might not elicit poetry or be articulated with the help of poetry, it might sometimes 
illustrate Wordsworth’s celebrated ‘emotion recollected in tranquility’ (cited in Mason 2010, 49). 
viii There is scope for contestation about which physical abilities are nefarious or worthless. If, for instance, one 
agrees with Morris (2021, 397) that trophy hunting is a ‘grave moral mistake’, then one will consider the 
physical abilities it involves nefarious. There are arguably any number of worthless physical abilities, e.g., 
arranging paper clips in straight lines. Some physical abilities, such as proficiency in beer-drinking competitions, 
might be nefarious and might be merely worthless. 
ix See, for instance, Davis (2019, 250-54). 
x For illustration of the conceptual point at issue, see Davis and Edwards (2023, 11-13). 
xi Suits (2014, 82) observes that, ‘The aim of winning, if it is accomplished too easily, thwarts achievement of 
the aim of playing the game.’ Simon, Torres and Hager (2015, 47), similarly, have said ‘the principal value of 
athletic competition lies not in winning but in overcoming the challenge a worthy opponent presents.’ Berg 
(2018, 267), again, in a compelling argument for the compatibility of zero-sum logic and mutualism in sport, 
posits that a match between Roger Federer and an average high-school player would provide a ‘not very 
meaningful’ win for the former.  
xii I am grateful to Andrew Edgar for this point. 
xiii This is not to deny that art and sport have multifarious contingent personal, social, cultural and material 
meanings for performers and fans. The symbolic capaciousness of each arguably reinforces their essential 
purposelessness. See Kretchmar (2015) and Davis (2015, 151).  
xiv For defence of this description, see Ryall (2018).  
xv Many fans will also wish to see their club embody positive life-values outside of its contests, e.g., courage in 
contesting backward social attitudes and bounty in contributing to charitable causes.  
xvi Dixon (2016, 241) observes that ‘long-suffering diehard supporters of teams that have chronically 
underperformed have to develop the virtues of patience and irrepressibility.’ 
xvii See Brady (2019) for a powerful treatment of why sport performers and fans willingly engage in something 
that brings about so much suffering.   
xviii The negative life-values fandom regularly embodies are also well-observed. Kretchmar (2017, 56-57) notes 
that ‘Extreme partisanship can promote parochial sentiments and crass behaviours.’  
xix Of his first visit to Highbury (former home ground of Arsenal F.C.) in 1969 at the age of 12, Hornby (1992, 20) 

writes, ‘What impressed me most was just how much most of the men around me hated, really hated, being 

there (emphasis in-text). As far as I could tell, nobody seemed to enjoy, in the way I understood the word, 

anything that happened during the entire afternoon.’ 

xx It should be observed that different narratives of the same contest are not only possible but common. Fans 
of a victorious team, for instance, might see the contest differently (e.g., one thinks their team was always 
comfortable, while another thinks the lead was always fragile). A jingoistic media or fan narrative (claiming 
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injustice or foul luck, for instance) might clash with a more dispassionate spectator narrative. Narratives are 
liable to inscription by tendentious psychologies and motives, such as the commercial, the parochial and the 
political (see Howe, 2017, 49).   
xxi I am grateful to Andrew Edgar for this illustration.  
xxii And see Davis (2019, 254). 
xxiii I would like to thank Emily Ryall in connection with this theme.  


