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This chapter examines the longstanding philosophical issue of how to define sport. It begins by presenting the challenge that there may be no single set of necessary and jointly sufficient conditions, which adequately captures the meaning and range of activities commonly grouped under the term, including McBride’s argument that both the intension and extension of ‘sport’ are inherently vague, rendering attempts to produce a classical definition futile. For contrast, the chapter presents Suits’ influential account, according to which sports are goal-directed, rule-bound, voluntarily hindered, physical skill-based activities with stable popularity. To scrutinize Suits’ classical account, the chapter provides an overview of a wide array of “hard cases”, and shows how these cases generate persistent ambiguities for Suits’ conditions, particularly with respect to rule-boundedness, the nature and degree of physical skill, and the relevance of popularity or historical stability. The chapter argues, that some ambiguities and disagreements arise because participants rely on different notions of what it is to define, and distinguishes four types of definitions: idealist, lexical, stipulative, and explicative. It further argues that differences in the approach to defining are often motivated by the practical purposes a definition of sports serves. The chapter concludes that definitions remain useful tools for structuring inquiry and clarifying arguments, but cannot by themselves resolve normative questions concerning how various activities should be labelled or treated. Instead, clarity about the purpose of a definition, and humility regarding its limits, are essential for productive conceptual analysis of sport.
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Sports, balloons, and clipped poodles
The second modern Olympic games were held in Paris through the months of May to October in the year 1900. The organization was, to put it gently, something of a mess. Many of the currently established conventions around proceedings, events, rules and participants did not yet exist, and proposals for each were hotly contested. Infighting between different French committees and sports organizations in the years leading up to the event meant that both the organizers and the schedule changed shortly before the beginning of the games, which caused many athletes to withdraw. Some 1200 athletes did compete however, of which a little more than 700 were French. Unsurprisingly, France won the most medals, both gold, silver and bronze. Many athletes, however, were not even aware that they had participated in the Olympic games – some events were billed as part of the 1900 Exposition Universelle (aka World Expo) that took place simultaneously, others as Paris Championships or World Championships. Only some winners received actual medals with many getting trophies instead. Looking back on the event, the chaos was summed up by the man often called the founding father of the modern Olympic games, the French baron de Coubertin, in his stern judgment that: “It’s a miracle that the Olympic Movement survived the celebration.” (Voigt 2016)   
The games held a number of events that are staples of contemporary Olympics, including archery, athletics, cycling, fencing, gymnastics, rowing, sailing, and swimming. However, it also included more unusual events. In early August, six hundred participants fished the Seine during the angling competition, an event already challenged by the poorly oxygenated summer water in the river and made more difficult still by a splash of sewer pollution that killed 30 tons of fish a week before the event. A total of ten players, all French, took part in the croquet event, which was notable chiefly for being the first Olympic event to feature female contestants, and perhaps for having only a single paying spectator. Only a few more were involved in the tug-of-war, with just two teams of six participants each. An American team had to withdraw at the last minute due to a scheduling conflict with the hammer throw event, so a team of mixed Scandinavians competing in other events was scrounged up, rounded out by a Danish journalist who thereby realised to the highest degree the Olympic ideal of being an amateur contestant. Regardless, the Scandinavians won handily. In October, the Comte Henry de la Vaulx and his co-pilot Georges Castillon de Saint-Victor won gold in the hydrogen-ballooning event when they set a new world record, flying 36 hours and 1925 kilometres from Paris across all of modern-day Germany and Poland, landing near Kyiv in the Ukraine. Neither croquet nor ballooning has ever been featured – regrettably, some might think – as Olympic events since. Meanwhile, the Paris 1900 shooting event thankfully remains the only such in the history of the Olympics to have used live pigeons as targets.       
As odd as some of these might sound, pride of place in the carnival of the bizarre surely goes to the competition reported by The Daily Telegraphs’ sports correspondent, Christopher Lyles, in 2008: 
“128 […] competitors […] participated in the poodle-clipping event at the 1900 Olympics in Paris. The event was held in the leafy environs of the Bois de Boulogne and it was the only occasion that it featured as an Olympic discipline. […] The gold medal was won by Avril Lafoule, a 37-year-old farmer's wife from the Auvergne region of France, who successfully clipped 17 poodles in the allotted two-hour time frame.” (Hooper 2008; Museum of Hoaxes 2016)  
The story has since been widely reported. A Google search will turn up numerous apparently credible sources presenting it, whether one looks for the event specifically, or something more generic, such as unusual Olympic disciplines. Unfortunately, the story is false. Lyles wrote the notice as an April fool’s joke for the newspaper, inventing the whole event and the various details (the hint is in the name of the winner).  
We can chuckle at the strange choices made by the 1900 committee today – the poodle clipping prank works so well because it is not outrageous when viewed in the context of some of the events that actually did take place. But we can also ask why these choices strike us as strange? Today, the litany of Olympic events is reasonably well-established. Sure, the IOC is deliberating whether to include cricket, squash, skateboarding and surfing (the latter two have been featured previously), but they are as unlikely to include angling, ballooning or poodle-clipping as they are to remove swimming, gymnastics or the 100-metre dash. The latter, after all, are paradigmatically Olympic sports, whereas the former very definitely are not. But why not? What is it that makes something a sport?     
Answering this question, it turns out, is surprisingly difficult, all the most common suggestions controversial. This chapter provides an overview of some influential ideas about how to define sport, and discusses these before turning to the question of why we should care how we define sport, and what difference it will make. Foreshadowing the conclusion, I will suggest that there are different ways one can approach a definition, each with its own benefits and detriments, and that ultimately, an awareness of the strengths and weaknesses of any particular definition may be more useful than attempts at deriving the one definition to rule them all. We begin, however, with considering the argument that any definition of sport is impossible and efforts in that direction therefore fundamentally misguided.
The Austrian’s game theory
Philosophers like to define things. Often, there are good reasons to do so. At least some disagreements, both in philosophy and outside it, arise because participants to the debate understand central terms in different ways. Similarly, at least some mistakes in reasoning occur because a person has not carefully considered what a central concept means. In these situations, clarifying what we mean can help establish whether there is actual disagreement and if so, what it is about, or how a fallacious conclusion has been drawn. It can also be helpful for oneself to set the boundaries for a concept one is working on, and for readers to know exactly how an author understands it and hence what meaning a term has in a particular context. In addition to all these, defining can be an enjoyable activity, in much the same way other mental puzzles can please, such as crosswords or Sudoku. Many philosophers, at least, seem to take pleasure in fiddling with a definition, trying out and tweaking conditions, testing with counterexamples, and finding something that feels right (admittedly, this peculiar taste is rarely shared by non-philosophers).
Not all philosophers feel this way. The Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein famously argued that the classical definition – a set of individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions – fails to capture the way our language works. Concepts, on his account, do not have the sharp boundaries assumed by the classical approach to defining. They are fluid and interwoven, given meaning not by definitions and conceptual boundaries, but by the roles they play in the everyday way we use language.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Wittgenstein is probably the most well-known proponent but was neither the first nor the last to take this approach to concepts and defining. Similar ideas are found in prototype-theory and its precursors. See Hampton 2006; Rosch 1973.] 

Wittgenstein was making a more general claim but his example to illustrate the point, although not sport, is close enough for discomfort. He chose the concept of games: 
“I mean board-games, card-games, ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them all?—Don’t say: “There must be something common, or they would not be called ‘games’ ”—but look and see whether there is anything common to all.—For if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all, but similarities , relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: don’t think, but look!—Look for example at board-games, with their multifarious relationships. Now pass to card-games; here you find many correspondences with the first group, but many common features drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to ballgames, much that is common is retained, but much is lost.—Are they all ‘amusing’? Compare chess with noughts and crosses. Or is there always winning and losing, or competition between players? Think of patience. In ball games there is winning and losing; but when a child throws his ball at the wall and catches it again, this feature has disappeared. Look at the parts played by skill and luck; and at the difference between skill in chess and skill in tennis. Think now of games like ring-a-ring-a-roses; here is the element of amusement, but how many other characteristic features have disappeared! And we can go through the many, many other groups of games in the same way; can see how similarities crop up and disappear. And the result of this examination is: we see a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail.” (Wittgenstein & Anscombe 1953, §66) 
Wittgenstein admits, of course, that it is possible to create definitions of concepts with the traditional approach. We can “sharpen” a concept by postulating a definition. But, he claims, we should be mindful of what we are then doing: 
“…I can give the concept ‘number’ rigid limits in this way, that is, use the word “number” for a rigidly limited concept, but I can also use it so that the extension of the concept is not closed by a frontier. And this is how we do use the word “game”. For how is the concept of a game bounded? What still counts as a game and what no longer does? Can you give the boundary? No. You can draw one; for none has so far been drawn.”(Wittgenstein & Anscombe 1953, §68)
So far, so bad for the definition of games. What about sports? Are there perhaps some concepts, which can be precisely defined, and if so, might sport be one of them in spite of its intuitive conceptual relation to games? In a seminal article on the definition of sport, Frank McBride extended Wittgenstein’s point to argue that the answer to this question should be a resounding “no”.
One difficulty, McBride suggests, is that the intension of ‘sport’ is vague. We are not sure or disagree about what the necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for something being a sport are. A second difficulty compounding the first is that the extension of ‘sport’ is vague. We are not sure exactly which things are and are not sports. Solving the first puzzle would be much easier, surely, if we at least knew the complete set of things which the term ‘sport’ refers to. Then we could review them to figure out which properties, if any, were shared across all members, and only across members of this set – a definition![endnoteRef:2] Figuring out which things are members of the set of things referenced by ‘sport’ – the extension of the concept – would also be much simpler, of course, if we had a solid and shared intensional understanding. For any candidate member, we would need only to check if it possessed the necessary and jointly sufficient properties. Perhaps there are an unlimited number of possible sports, tiny variations on rules differentiating close neighbours, which would prevent us from constructing a complete list, but even were this the case, it would pose little in the way of a practical challenge. We could draw the line in any individual case, as and when needed. Perhaps there would also be cases where it would be difficult to tell whether something did or did not possess a necessary property. Suppose, to take a prescient example, something must be an activity with a sufficiently large and stable base of practitioners and fans for it to be a sport. There might then be cases, we can assume, where it would be difficult to say whether an activity had the required base of practitioners and fans simply because empirically determining the size and stability of these groups was challenging. The real problem, McBride argues, is not such challenges of application, but that we have neither intension nor extension. This appears to create a catch-22 type situation: we need the extension to clarify the intension, and the intension to establish the extension.   [2:  Apart, of course, from the property of being a member of the set of things referred to as ‘sport’.] 

McBride recognizes, as did Wittgenstein for games, that we can of course stipulate precise definitions of sport. Doing so is simple and can be useful, but this is not the point in contention and we should be careful not to mistake one for the other: “What I do quarrel with is for the stipulative definition to be masqueraded as conventional. It may satisfy someone's compulsion for precision or order but is at best misleading and at worst deceitful.” (McBride 1975, p.4)
Not all McBride’s arguments are equally forceful. One reason defining sport is impossible, McBride writes, is because ‘sport’ is used in many quite different senses. To support the claim, he cites OED- inspired examples ranging from jests (“it was just in sport”) over fun (“It was great sport to watch the kittens play”) and to fairness (“A sporting chance”). The trouble here is that the task at stake, as conventionally understood, is not to find a definition that will cover this whole range of different meanings. It is to find one that will accurately capture the particular sense of ‘sport’ that applies to sports such as football, boxing, and tennis – supposing of course, that such a particular sense exists. In any case, the many other senses can be set aside as irrelevant.   
The fundamental challenges remain. If we cannot list the members of the set of activities that are sports, we cannot analyse them to derive a definition. And if there is no set of necessary and jointly sufficient conditions that will capture and isolate our understanding, then such efforts would in any case be futile. “Philosophers of sport,” McBride concludes, “ought not waste their time attempting to define 'sport.'” (McBride 1975, p.4)
A suitable response
The allure of conceptual engineering may have proved too great. Despite the efforts of Wittgenstein and McBride, many philosophers have since attempted to define both ‘game’ and ‘sport’. Connecting the two, the locus classicus for most contemporary debate is the idea developed by Bernard Suits in another seminal text. (Suits 2007)   
A game, Suits claims, can be pithily summed up as “the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles”. (Suits 2007, p.14) Stating this in terms of a definition, Suits holds that a person plays a game iff she:
1. Attempts to achieve a specific state of affairs,
2. using only means permitted by rules,
3. which prohibit the use of more efficient in favour of less efficient means, and
4. which are accepted by the person just because they make possible the activity as an activity.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Suits couches these conditions in terms of “lusory” and “illusory” means and ends, distinguishing further between pre-lusory and lusory ends. We shall mostly avoid these terms to protect the reader’s sanity.] 

Sports, according to Suits, are a subset of games.[endnoteRef:4] For a game to be a sport, Suits holds that it must meet four further conditions: [4:  Suits modified this view in latter work, suggesting that not all sports need be games, because some sports are performances. Suits 1988. For critical discussion, see Meier 1988.] 

1. Achieving the state of affairs requires skill,
2. the skill required is physical,   
3. there is a wide following of persons partaking in the activity, and
4. the following has a certain level of stability. 
Restructuring and rephrasing slightly, we can put the whole thing together as the classical Suits definition of sports, which holds that an activity is a sport iff:  
1. Participants attempt to achieve a specific state of affairs (the goal-directed condition) 
2. There are rules for what participants can and cannot do (the rule-bound condition) 
3. The rules prohibit the most immediately effective means of achieving the desired state of affairs (the hindrance condition) 
4. The rules are constitutive of the activity (the constitution condition) 
5. Participants must be skilled to achieve the state of affairs under the hindrances imposed by the rules (the skill condition) 
6. The requisite skill is at least in part physical (the physicality condition) 
7. The activity is widely pursued, (the popularity condition) and 
8. The activity has been widely pursued for a certain amount of time (the stability condition).
This definition looks promising – it is no mere coincidence that it has been so influential – because it appears to fit paradigmatic examples. Take football, that is, the game played mainly by kicking a round, inflated object (i.e. a ball) with your feet, which is arguably the world’s most popular sport.[endnoteRef:5]  [5:  As opposed to the US American game played mainly by carrying and throwing a vaguely egg-shaped object (technically, a tapered prolate spheroid) using your hands. ] 

Football, we could say, has the end of putting the ball into the opposing team’s goal more times than they do in your own team’s goal. 
It has a long list of rules, including prominently the prohibition on touching the ball with your arms or hands (unless you’re the goalkeeper), but also rules on tackling and other physical contact, limits to the equipment you can use (no football cannons on the pitch), restrictions on the number of players, boundaries and out-of-bound rules, penalty kicks, time limits and half-time, substitutions, and of course that lovable classic the off-side rule. 
Many of these rules hinder the players’ ability to score goals – it would be much easier to carry the ball towards the opposing team’s goal in your hands than to run while dribbling it with your feet, or to just bring a football cannon and fire the ball across the pitch at barely sub-sonic speed. Indeed, the presence of an opposing team might be said to be the fundamental hindrance, determined as they are to prevent you from doing so. But the rules also define the activity as such – if you flagrantly ignore them, smuggling a dozen extra footballs onto the pitch, covering your own goal with a tall wooden fence, or firing a football cannon, then in a sense you are no longer playing football, just as if you insist on moving all of your pawns as if they were queens, then you are not playing chess.[endnoteRef:6]  [6:  This gives rise to the much-discussed problem of penalties. Suits claims, and it seems plausible in some cases, that one does not really play a game, unless one obeys the rules. But in some games, some rules impose penalties for breaking other rules – think of the red card being used to send off a footballer who fouls an opposing player – so it appears that one can play a game while breaking at least some rules. See e.g. MacRae 2020; D'Agostino 1981.] 

Playing football, and in particular playing it well, requires a range of different skills, from setting up plays, communicating with team mates, reading the state of play and predicting opponents’ moves, to dribbling, tackling, heading, passing, and shooting. The latter skillset, at least, are physical skills under any reasonable definition of what that might mean.  
And finally, football has a massive following across the world, with one widely cited figure from a 2006 FIFA survey estimating 250 million organised players globally. (FIFA 2006) In a similarly impressive display of popularity, the 2022 FIFA World Cup finals between Argentina and France drew a worldwide live audience of 1.4 billion viewers. (FIFA 2022) And football has been a well-established sport for more than a century, with the first European countries forming professional national leagues under rules very similar to contemporary rules of play in the late 19th and early 20th century. 
The fact that central examples of what we think of as a sport meet the definition’s conditions does not, however, mean that Suits’ definition should be accepted. After all, as we have known at least since Popper’s critique of verificationism, the most important test of an idea is often not whether we can corroborate it, by finding data that fits the theory, but whether it survives our best attempts to falsify it.[endnoteRef:7] (Popper 2002) In this vein, an important line in the literature on defining sport has been attempts to either overturn or modify Suits’ definition in the light of hard cases – examples of activities that are intuitively sports but do not fit the definition, or activities that are intuitively not sports, but which do fit the definition. Let us review some examples and how they might pose a challenge.  [7:  Popper would put the point somewhat more strongly, as the claim that evidence only supports a scientific theory if it was possible that the evidence could have falsified the theory, and that only theories capable of being falsified in this manner count as science.] 

Hard cases
It is easy to think of paradigmatic examples of sports that, like football, appear to fit Suits’ definition. From combat sports (e.g. boxing and wrestling) and athletics (e.g. pole-vaulting, high-jumping, long-jumping, javelin throwing, the marathon, and the 100m dash), across other ball-games (e.g. handball, basketball, volleyball, water polo) and racquet sports (e.g. tennis, table tennis, squash), to cycling, rowing, swimming, golf, and gymnastics. These are all core cases of what ordinary language users will classify as sports, and they arguably meet the conditions of the classical Suits definition.
But there are many activities about which we might be less certain. These hard cases can be loosely organised on a spectrum from those which we feel probably but not definitely ought to be considered sports towards those where we grow gradually less certain. The former will present a challenge mainly if they fail to meet Suits’ definition. Cases on the opposite end of the spectrum challenge the definition mainly if they do meet it. Any such list will be controversial, with fans and practitioners protesting that there is nothing unclear or uncertain about the fact that specifically their preferred activity is a sport. At least in part this is because of the normative importance we sometimes place on something being a sport (a point to which we shall return later). I should stress, therefore, that I do not mean in any way to disparage the activities discussed below. Consider the following a starting point for reflection rather than a considered conclusion about the definition of sport, and certainly not a claim about the merits of any particular activity. 
Consider first: are the traditional bar and café games such as darts, pool (as well as billiards and snooker), pétanque (as well as boule and boccia), and bowling sports? If we were to say no, why not? And if we want to say that they are but feel some twinge of hesitation in doing so, what is it about these activities that makes us slightly more hesitant to label them sports than, say, football? 
Are precision shooting activities sports? These include archery, rifle and pistol, as well as variations such as biathlon, where the participants first ski and then shoot. If so, do they constitute sports outside of competitive contexts or only when performed in such contexts? If yes to the former, then game hunting, or “blood sports”, would appear to be a sport. Is that counter-intuitive? And as above, if we want to say no to any of the above, or even feel hesitation in saying yes, what about these activities is it that might make us hesitate or doubt that they are sports?[endnoteRef:8]   [8:  For an argument that we should indeed reject blood sports as sport, see Humphreys 2023.] 

Is sailing a sport? I mean sailing a boat powered by the wind on the sails, as well, perhaps, as wind surfing and kite surfing, which are in some respects similar. If yes, does it depend on the type of sailing vehicle? Might it for example be a sport to wind surf or to sail a single person dinghy, but not to be a crew member on a three-masted frigate? And if so, where is the dividing line between those boats that it is a sport to sail, and those it is not? As above, is sailing only a sport in a competitive context or also when done recreationally or even professionally (were 18th century fishermen and merchant sailors engaged in sports)? If any types of sailing are not sports, then what is it about them that precludes this? 
Is horseback riding a sport? If yes, does this include all forms of competitive horseback riding, from horse races across bronc riding at rodeos, where the participant has to stay in the saddle on a bucking horse as long as possible, to dressage? And if yes again, does it extend to recreational or professional horseback riding? If we want to say no, or hesitate to say yes, to any of these, why? 
Are so-called “motor sports” sports? If we so to speak replace the horse with a motorcycle or a dirt bike, does that make a difference? And if we then change the bike for a racing car or even a motorboat, is driving such a vehicle a sport? We tend not to label everyday driving of vehicles sports, but are they sports in a competitive context and perhaps when driven recreationally (e.g. driving an obstacle course on a dirt bike)? And does it make a difference what type of setting or vehicle? That is, might Formula 1 be a sport while free style monster truck competitions are not? And again, what might be making a difference here, if there is any? 
Is dancing a sport? Some related or dance-like activities are widely considered sports, such as figure skating and synchronized swimming. And there is no doubt that dancing requires physical skill, particularly when done at a competitive level. But if dancing is a sport, then it is presumably only so when done competitively, or should we label recreational dancing at parties and clubs sports? If we restrict ourselves to competitive dancing, are all forms of competitive dancing sports then, across genres and styles – from modern, ballroom, and jazz-ballet across samba, salsa, hip-hop and breakdancing to twerking, line dancing and tap dancing – and all types of competitions? Or only some? And what about somewhat similar performances such as cheering (the activity conventionally performed by cheerleaders at sports events – for a different sport, that is) or the various activities most commonly associated with the circus, such as acrobatics, juggling and line-walking? Are these too sports when done competitively? And how certain are we about all these activities not being sports when done outside of a competitive context?
Are “outdoor” activities – such as hiking, climbing, canoeing, and skiing – sports? We tend to say that skiing is a sport when it is done competitively – various skiing competitions are core disciplines at the winter Olympics – but might it also be a sport when done recreationally? That is, are we doing sport when we spend a vacation cross-country skiing up a mountain, or racing down the slopes? And if so, might the other assorted “outdoor” activities also be sports when done recreationally?[endnoteRef:9] If they are, what about in-door activities, such as just going to the gym to work out? If not, what in terms of being a sport is the relevant difference between hiking up a mountain and going for a long walk on the treadmill? [9:  For an argument in the affirmative, see Howe 2019.] 

Is chess a sport? It certainly has adherents who claim as much, and it meets many of the classical Suits conditions.[endnoteRef:10] But if so, is it only a sport when done as part of an organized competition? Or is it also a sport when played casually between friends or against a computer? And if yes, are similar games then sports? Go, the Chinese board game of black and white stones, might be similar enough that it would be difficult to explain why it too should not also be a sport. And what then of Bridge or Poker? Or Backgammon and Kalaha? Will we end up having to say that three kids playing Monopoly at home on a Thursday afternoon are doing sports? If we don’t want to say that, how do we distinguish between board games that are and board games that are not sports? [10:  Notably, both chess and bridge were recognized as sports (“mind sports”) by the IOC in 1999. For discussion, see Kobiela 2018.] 

Can playing a computer game be a sport? Much of the debate on the definition of sport in recent years has centred on the question of whether so-called “Esports” should be considered sports.[endnoteRef:11] Indeed, the invention of the neologism was motivated, presumably, by the desire to see playing computer games recognised as such. Professional computer gamers certainly compete in ways that resemble traditional sports competitions, with opposing teams, tournaments, rules and referees, as well as impressive amounts of funding and prize money. The largest tournaments on multi-player battle arena games (e.g. Dota 2, League of Legends), real-time strategy games (e.g. StarCraft 2) and first-person shooter games (e.g. Counter-Strike) attract thousands of competitors and millions of viewers. And why, proponents might ask, should Esports not be considered sports? Playing Counter-Strike would appear to require more physical skill than playing chess. And if racing a physical car is a sport, why could racing a digital car not also be? Regardless of which side of the issue one comes down on, it is worth considering what it is about playing computer games that might qualify or disqualify them as sports. Why, seems to me the most interesting question, are Esports a dividing issue?   [11:  On this controversial issue, see e.g. Rosell Llorens 2017; Parry 2019; Mareš & and Novotný 2023; Elstein 2025.] 

Moving very far from the core of what we tend to think of as sports, we can revive examples we have already encountered and add more. There are many activities that in various ways resemble sports, but which we would not ordinarily label as such, or where we might at the very least be unsure. The angling and ballooning competitions at the 1900 Paris Olympics strike us as amusing today because these are not activities we tend to think of as sports. But why not? Or consider crafts such as cooking, knitting, pottery, and carpentry, or playing music, whether the piano, the drums or the bagpipe. We do not normally call such activities sports, not even when they are done or were they to be done in a competitive context.[endnoteRef:12] But why not? Why does it seem absurd, and therefore funny, when The Telegraph reported poodle clipping as a sport? Could it be? If not, why not? [12:  Jim Parry writes: “…the famous Leeds International Piano Competition has demonstrated that music competitions are both possible and desirable. However, despite the high levels of human physical skill (of a kind) being contested, no-one would dream of calling this ‘sport’.” Parry 2019,  p.10. The difficulty, which Parry skirts around, is that even if very few would call this sport, it appears that according to some definitions, including Parry’s own, they ought to do so. In the context of discussing competitive cooking as potentially a sport, David Elstein argues that: “…activities in which the goal is to produce a product that is judged are not sports, [because in sports] it is the bodily movements themselves that are judged.” Elstein 2025,  p.104.] 

Reviewing the classical conditions 
Hard cases raise questions. To begin answering them, we need to take a closer look at the eight conditions suggested by the classical Suits definition. In this section we do that, testing the conditions in the light of some of the hard cases, and showing how some can be modified to make the definition more expansive or more exclusive. 
For each condition, it is worth considering two questions: 1) how exactly should we understand the condition? When precisely is it and is it not satisfied? As we shall see, this is often difficult to say. And 2) is the condition truly necessary or overly inclusive? Do we rule out cases of what we might intuitively want to call sports by imposing it? Or include cases that intuitively ought not be included? As we shall see, answers to these questions often come down to intuitions that may be uncertain, or where different persons may give different answers.  
The goal-directed condition 
The first and most fundamental condition of Suits’ definition is that participants are pursuing a goal. This sounds plausible. For example, some sports might be thought to have the goal of moving a certain distance as fast as possible, others of scoring more points than the opponent. The challenge for this condition is not that there are clear cases of activities we tend to label sports, which do not meet it, but rather that as a general condition for the concept of sport the condition may be trivial, since all human activity is in some sense goal-directed, and it is unclear how we ought to specify the particular goal of any individual sport. 
Consider the latter challenge first: How do we determine the goal of a sport? Suits famously distinguishes between “lusory” and “pre-lusory” goals. In his footrace example, winning the race is the lusory goal, and crossing the finish line before the other participants is the pre-lusory goal, which participants pursue in order to achieve the lusory goal of winning the race. (Suits 2007, p.10) The lusory goal, it might seem, is trivially the same for every sport: winning. But in fact, Suits holds that winning as a goal should be understood not in the generic sense but in the specific sense of the individual game, as detailed by the rules. This makes the distinction far more slippery than Suits acknowledges, because defining the pre-lusory goal is not simple, and can sometimes take us very close to terms that are identical to winning in the specific sense. Take tennis. In the broadest possible (generic) sense, the goal of tennis is to win the game, but this is presumably too broad. Every game has this goal. In an only slightly less broad sense, the goal of tennis is to score points and prevent the opponent from scoring points. These are still not goals that define tennis as a particular sport, however, and might therefore again be thought too generic. Does tennis have the same goal as basketball (and every other points-based game)? They are two quite different sports after all. Is the goal then something like hitting the ball so that after striking the opponent’s half of the court, it will either bounce a second time, or force the opponent to return into the net or out of bounds? This, roughly, is how one scores points in tennis. But it is also a description which presumes rather a lot of rules, about court halves, permitted bounces, the presence of a mid-court net, and bounds. Does this reliance on rules make the goal too specific? Or is the goal still not specific enough? After all, we could also say that the goal of tennis is to win four or more consecutive points for at least six games with a two-game lead in a majority of the sets played (either three or five), and then take the former formulation as the additional specification of how to score a point. This would make the goal much more specific at the possible cost of further increasing the reliance on rules.
As for the former challenge, it is generally possible to test if a condition is trivial, by considering whether it would make sense to negate it. If we say, for instance, that a dog is a medium-sized mammalian animal, it would be not senseless but false to change this to a medium-sized non-mammalian animal (dogs are neither penguins nor monitor lizards). What about the goal-directed condition – what would it mean for something to be a goal-less activity? All of our regular activities have goals in some sense. We work, cook, clean, shop, repair things, and transport ourselves in order to achieve goals. Even leisure activities, such as socializing with friends or reading a book have goals, in the abstract sense of building social bonds, learning, and deriving enjoyment, and in the concrete sense of catching up with how a friend is doing and finishing the next chapter. We sometimes speak of procrastinating, wasting time or idling about as activities, and these, it might seem, could then be said to be goal-less activities, but this seems either to be stretching the concept of an activity or cases of activities for which doing nothing specific while waiting for time to pass is the goal. Sports, and games alike, are perhaps better defined by having particular kinds of goals than simply by having a goal, if the goal-directed condition does not distinguish them from any other human activity.  
The rule-bound, hindrance, and constitution conditions 
The next three conditions all concern rules, which regulate, define and limit the activity.
The second condition holds that something is a sport only if it is an activity governed by rules. Paradigmatic examples of sport are certainly rule-bound. But what type of rules meet the condition? A narrow interpretation of the condition will rule out (no pun intended) rather a lot, including perhaps activities that some might feel ought to be considered sports. A looser interpretation runs the opposite risk, of including activities that should not count as sports. Consider: 
Weekend Run. Every weekend, I run five kilometres. I like to “compete with myself”, and always run as fast as I can, noting the time, and comparing it with my previous runs. 
Is Weekend run sport? If I entered a five-kilometre race to compete with other runners, most persons wouldn’t hesitate to say that my running was sport. Why might we be more reluctant to say this about my weekend runs? I set myself a goal (moving 5km), avoid using the most efficient means of achieving this goal (taking the bus or riding my bicycle), these restrictions are constitutive of the activity, which requires physical skill, and enjoys stable popularity.[endnoteRef:13] If my recreational running is not a sport the way competing in a 5K race would be, then the most likely culprit among the classical Suits conditions is the absence of formal rules. I might be said to impose certain rules upon myself informally, but on a narrow interpretation these do not suffice.  [13:  Reliable figures are hard to find. A RunRepeat/IAAF-report concludes that 2.9 million runners competed in official 5K races in 2019. Andersen 2024. Assuming an even distribution of race-days across the year (which is a conservative estimate), this would average almost 16.000 5K competition runners every weekend. Presumably the number of casual runners is much higher. ] 

If we restrict the interpretation of rules this way, then many activities will not be sports, even when quite similar to actual sports. Just as with my run, playing football will only be a sport when done subject to formal rules. Consider: 
Kids’ match. Six kids create two goals with a stray box, a trash bin, a backpack, and a spare hoodie bundled on the ground, and play three-on-three football until two of them are called home for dinner. Bounds and fouls are loosely defined and subject to impromptu negotiation, teams change during the match with players switching sides, while referee decisions are settled collectively.
If the lack of formal rules precludes Weekend run from involving sport, then Kids match would seem to involve football in some sense, but not as sport. Nor will hiking, climbing, skiing, swimming, sailing, driving, and hunting qualify as sport in the absence of a competitive setting with formal rules. Is this right? It might strike some as strange, that the exact same activity should be a sport if done subject to formal rules but not a sport if done subject to informal rules. The line between the two can be made very thin indeed – what if I begin making my 5K runs with friends, and we agree some terms for the runs in writing? – and eventually it will be difficult to see why something should be a sport on one side but not on the other. 
Moving in the other direction, we could make our interpretation as loose as possible. Some form of rules – formal or informal – are plausibly required for something to be a sport. Consider: 
Weekend stroll. I decide to take a 10.000 steps walk one weekend, using my smartphone to track my progress. Along the way, I stop to browse in shops, sit down to relax and enjoy the view, or grab a cup of tea as the mood strikes me. 
Even if we were to say that Weekend Run qualifies as sport, this casual, improvised stroll presumably does not. But where should we draw the line? The looser we make our interpretation of the condition, the more activities are likely to be included as sports. 
The third condition is that rules must impose hindrances on the participant, precluding at least some of the most effective means of achieving the goal. Must this be true for all the rules or only some rules? And could we imagine a sport that did not have hindering rules?[endnoteRef:14]  [14:  It is worth highlighting here that Suits retracted support for the condition in later work, arguing that some sports are not games specifically because unlike games they do not impose voluntary hindrances on the participant. Diving, in one of his examples, is judged according to certain standards, such that there are rules for how to win, but does not impose limitations on how to achieve the goal. Suits 1988. One can question whether Suits’ argument is persuasive (see Meier 1988.), but as illustrated in this section there are independent arguments that can perhaps support a similar conclusion.] 

Some rules don’t appear to impose hindrances on obtaining the goal. Take the rule that a game of football lasts 90 minutes with a halftime break. This at once enables football to be a game at all – else, when would a match end? – and gives players a much-needed pause to rest and revise their tactics, which makes it more enjoyable for both participants and spectators. But it does not appear to make achieving the goal of football, however we conceive that, any more or less difficult. Rules requiring mandatory protective equipment in many sports are imposed not to create hindrances, but simply to prevent injury. Some rules, then, rather than hindering the achievement of the desired state of affairs, are designed to create a framework for the sport, or to make it safer and more enjoyable to participate.[endnoteRef:15]  [15:  See also Berman, arguing that rules can facilitate the realization of a sport’s goal. Berman 2013,  p.165-166.] 

Must at least some rules hinder the achievement of the goal? Certainly, paradigmatic exemplars of sports have hindering rules, but could an activity be a sport in the absence of hindering rules? Consider: 
Stone age race. In the early Palaeolithic, bored African hominins invent a footrace up a steep, rocky hill. The winner is the Homo who can complete the trip from the river to the sacred tree at the top in the shortest possible time. There are no (other) rules.  
There are obstacles for participants in Stone age race – heat, altitude, exhaustion, sharp stones – but these are due to the goal by nature being difficult to achieve. On the other hand, the race does not have, and does not need, rules prohibiting e.g. taking a helicopter to the top. The most efficient and only way a Homo can reach it is by foot. Is Stone age race a sport? If yes, then hindering rules may be desirable in many cases, but are not conceptually necessary for something to be a sport. If no, is it not a sport because it does not have hindering rules? I suspect that those who balk at describing it as such will also hesitate to describe other types of racing as sports, but the absence of hindering rules might then not be the issue.   
We might also ask: does Stone age race have a hindering rule, that the race is to the top of the hill? In the above, we have assumed that this is not a hindering rule but the goal, which some rules are then supposed to preclude the most efficient means of realising. But if the goal is something else, and a rule then requires participants to travel up the hill, this would certainly seem to be a way to impose a fairly substantial hindrance. Can something be at once a goal and a hindering rule? If so, it might be hard to conceive of any goal-directed activity that is not simultaneously a hindering rule, and the condition would lose all meaning. But if not, when is something a goal and when a hindering rule?  Certainly, if Stone age race has the goal of being the fastest to travel a certain distance, a rule requiring the participants to do so by way of going the specific route to the top of the hill might be a hindrance. But is this the goal? Why should it be? Participants themselves might insist that the race is not about simply travelling this distance, but about the specific route. Is there any reason we should not accept that claim?[endnoteRef:16]  [16:  Cf. Berman arguing that Suits is mistaken when he defines the goal of a standard foot race, such as the 100 metre dash, as being the first to cross a particular vertical plane, as opposed to being the first to travel a certain distance. Berman 2013,  p.164-165.] 

The fourth condition requires that the rules be constitutive of the sport. Participants accept certain rules for how to behave just because following these rules are what it means to be playing the game, whereas in other parts of our lives, the “bureaucratic justification” (in Suits’ wonderful phrasing) that rules should be followed for their own sake is rightly scorned as one of the hobgoblins of little minds. (Suits 2007, p.12) And paradigmatic games are indeed constituted by their rules. There is only some such thing as the game of tag, or Ludo, or rock, scissors, paper, because of the rules that define the game. Furthermore, this clearly distinguishes games from many other activities. Cooking, or playing an instrument, or gardening, all have informal goals. These might be said to ground hypothetical imperatives: if you want to do well, you should do this and that.[endnoteRef:17] But they are not even informal constitutive rules. You can cook (badly) while ignoring them and for all that still be cooking. Such informal guidelines, or techniques and strategies, certainly exist in sports too, alongside more formal rules. But if the constitution condition is necessary for sport, hypothetical imperatives are insufficient on their own. [17:  Suits calls these “rules of skill”, distinguishing them from the constitutive rules that define a game. Suits 2007,  p.11.] 

A first potential difficulty for the condition is that it precludes activities that are otherwise identical to a sport from being a sport in the absence of rules, which some will likely find counterintuitive in at least some cases. Swimming, running, skiing, and riding a bicycle, to take just a few examples, are all paradigmatic exemplars of sports, but apparently only when done in a setting with constitutive rules. Thus, if we accept the condition, then strictly speaking running is not a sport, but the marathon and the 100-metre dash are, and riding a bicycle is not a sport, but the Tour de France is.      
A second potential difficulty is that the line will be blurry or vague in some cases. Are the informal rules I impose upon myself in Weekend run, of running exactly 5K as fast as possible, enough to be constitutive of the activity? If no, what would we need to add in order to satisfy constitution? If yes, what might we subtract before it crosses the line and becomes not sport but mere exercise? Suppose for example that I begin doing interval training, and run sets of 10 seconds sprinting then 10 seconds jogging, continuing until I gas out. This seems to have even less of what might be termed informal constitutive rules than Weekend run, and as such has less of a claim of satisfying constitution, but then it still has some informal rules that might be said to be constitutive. Are they enough? And if not, why not? If yes, how much more informal can we make the activity? Have we definitively crossed the line, if I just go for a run, keeping track of neither time nor distance, but just running as I please? And if yes, do we really want to say that this type of casual run is not sport?     
The skill and physicality conditions 
The fifth condition requires that the activity demand skill from the practitioner, while the sixth condition requires that the skill be physical in order for the activity to be a sport. We review them here jointly, since they are closely connected.[endnoteRef:18] [18:  Indeed, it seems we could merge them as one condition that the activity require physical skill with no loss of meaning or precision.] 

The skill condition is meant to rule out games of pure chance. Offhand, this seems right. Nobody, presumably, would call the game of roulette a sport. There might be other reasons for this, including the fact that it does not require physical activity from the player (as per the physicality condition below), but one important reason seems to be that it is entirely a game of chance. No matter what the player does, the outcome is determined entirely by the random bouncing of the ball.[endnoteRef:19]  [19:  There are strategies for losing more slowly in roulette, such as making small, outside bets (red/black, odds/evens, 1-18/19-36), which have an 47.4/48.6% chance of paying out (depending on where you play), but no strategies that will allow you to win through anything other than chance. ] 

The obvious question is how much skill is required for an activity to satisfy the condition? Will any amount of required skill be enough? And if not, what is the cut-off point? Some games, such as chess, will see stronger players win every single game against weaker players. Other games, such as Monopoly, are dominated by chance, but a stronger player will have a slightly greater chance of winning. Is Monopoly a game of skill? For sports, we may intuitively want to set the bar higher. Consider: 
Lottery football. This sport is exactly like regular football except that the two teams begin by rolling a six-sided die each. If one team rolls higher than the other, then that team has won the match. Only in the event that the two teams roll the same number (e.g. two fours) do they play football according to the customary rules. 
Lottery football is unlikely to become popular any time soon, at least in part because it would be dreadfully dull for both participants and spectators. However, I suspect that many would further object that it should not be considered a proper sport at all, and that they might support this claim by pointing to the fact that it is largely a matter of chance which team wins. Only one game in six will be in any way affected by the skill of the players.
One response might be that sports are activities where the outcome is determined entirely by skill. However, as is hopefully obvious this will not do, since it is difficult to think of a sport where chance plays no part at all. If nothing else, then the fitness of the participants will always be at least in part subject to the many small random events we all face every day, such as how well we happened to sleep, whether a muscle begins cramping, if we caught cold, suffered a minor injury in training, and so on.[endnoteRef:20] In order to apply the condition, we will need to say something about how much skill is required for something to be a sport as opposed to an activity excessively dominated by chance. But it is not easy to see how one ought to make the condition precise, or defend any specific sharpening.    [20:  We set aside here the ways in which the skill of the player is the result of chance. Arguably, a participant’s skill is itself to a very large extent or entirely the result of the genetic and social lottery in combination with the myriad small coincidences that form a life trajectory. But for the purposes of defining sport, we can limit our perspective to the influence of chance immediately prior to and during the activity.   ] 

The sixth, related condition requires that the activity be physical, and more specifically that it demand physical skill on behalf of the participants. Suits daringly states that: “It is not difficult to draw a line between games which require physical skill and games which do not.” (Suits 2007, p.15) Perhaps this is sometimes true. Suits uses the example of chess and bridge, claiming that they: “…appear to have all the features requisite for something to qualify as a sport, except that they are not games of physical skill.” (Suits 2007, p.16) He supports the claim by pointing out that they can be played by issuing verbal commands to someone moving the physical pieces. Today, we might point to the fact that they can be played with the click of a mouse button. Clearly these are fighting words, since as we previously noted there are some who do want to call chess a sport. More importantly, however, the fact that we can think of examples of games that appear to clearly require physical skill (throwing a frisbee, skipping rope, piggy in the middle) and games that appear to clearly not require physical skill (Scrabble, Sudoku, Monopoly) does not mean that there are no examples of games, or sports, where we may be less certain. Long-distance running and powerlifting are both commonly considered sports. Do they require physical skill? Good form is important in both, such that superior running or lifting technique can make a difference to performance. Perhaps more prominently, if the physical ability to perform acts of unusual strength, endurance or flexibility is an element of physical skill then this may play an even greater role. A professional athlete is in superb physical condition for their specific sport. A professional long-distance runner can outrun any ordinary person not primarily because of better technique (though it will help) but because of their almost superhuman stamina. Similarly, no amount of technique will allow an ordinary person to approximate the hundreds of kilos lifted by a professional powerlifter, which in addition to good technique requires an extraordinarily powerful physique with both bones, joints and muscles developed to handle the extreme loads. 
Consider for comparison handball or tennis. Both of these sports also require superb physical conditioning, but arguably technique, coordination and motor skills play a greater part in performance here, than they do in long-distance running or powerlifting. Training in these sports focuses to a larger extent on learning to perform complex, varied movements to perfection.
Compare again with archery, sailing, race car driving or pool. Although strength, flexibility and stamina can play a part here – a race-car driver, for example, needs to maintain razor-sharp mental focus for long periods of intense stress – they are arguably less important for these activities than in handball and tennis, and much less important than in long-distance running and powerlifting for that matter. Reflexes, technique, coordination and motor skills, on the other hand, become even more comparatively important. 
If we adopt something like this picture of a range of physical skills, which can play a greater or smaller part in different activities, are all the different kinds of physical skill required? Or conversely, will any one of them satisfy the condition? If all were required to the same extent, this would narrow the definition of sport substantially – flexibility is very important in gymnastics, for example, but much less important or even irrelevant in other activities. If, more plausibly, only some are required, do they all count equally? And how much skill, of any particular kind or some ensemble, is required for an activity to meet the condition?   
If, on the other hand, we allow a narrow focus on a particular subset of physical skills to satisfy the condition, or set the bar for how much physical skill is required too low, we risk including activities that are not commonly labelled sport. Bluffing is a prominent part of the game of poker, for example, and consists (roughly) of a combination of figuring out how to trick your opponent, and giving the appropriate verbal or non-verbal cues. Does this use of deceptive body language, which is certainly something some players do better than others, mean that the game of poker requires physical skill in the sense at stake here? And if, as many will likely think, poker should not be considered a sport at least in part because it does not in the relevant sense require physical skill, then where do we draw the line?[endnoteRef:21]  [21:  Some have argued that the requirement should be interpreted as demanding that the whole body be involved. See Parry 2019; Elstein 2025. It is less than clear, however, how that distinction is supposed to be drawn.] 

The popularity and stability conditions 
The popularity and stability conditions require that an activity enjoy a large following of practitioners and fans, and that this popularity be stable over time. The conditions serve a similar role in the definition: Suits wants to limit sports to the small set of widely popular activities, excluding the enormous undergrowth of activities pursued by small groups of dedicated participants but unknown to most people, including the activities that regularly make brief forays into popularity, riding a marketing wave, before fading back into obscurity as yet another yesterday’s fancy. 
As with the previous conditions, we can ask two questions here: how large and stable a following must an activity have before we count it a sport? And why should we require a particular level of following for something to be a sport in the first place? Between the two, the latter seems the more interesting issue. There will be obvious difficulties in setting any precise boundary for the size and stability of the following, difficulties which appear very difficult to resolve. But even supposing that we could define a line somewhere, why accept that there must be a certain size and stability to the following in the first place?[endnoteRef:22] [22:  For related arguments against including the conditions in a definition of sport, see Meier 1988; Abanazir 2019.] 

One motivation might be that the central examples we tend to identify as sports have these two qualities. That is certainly true, but it is also a simple causal effect of the features at stake in the conditions. The sports we tend to think of when we talk of sports enjoy large and stable followings, because these large and stable followings mean that they are the ones we encounter most frequently and which therefore come most readily to mind. That is not a particularly persuasive reason to think that only these sports should be counted as sports. Consider:   
Football fad. In the late 21st century, public interest in football rapidly wanes, such that the size of its following drops below the level required to satisfy Popularity and Stability. Simultaneously, horseback jousting enjoys a dramatic increase in popularity, with interest returning to levels not seen since the late Middle Ages.   
What are we to say? Has football stopped being a sport? Has horseback jousting become a sport, as it was (let us assume) centuries ago, although not in the early 21st century? Some may feel that it is more intuitive to say that one sport has waned in popularity and the other sport has grown in popularity, such that football remains a sport, just one that has gone out of fashion, while jousting does not become a sport, it just becomes a more popular sport (supposing that it is in other respects a sport). If this is true, it is not merely the case that it is difficult to define the line separating sports with a sufficiently large and stable following from near-sports without such following. The size and stability of following would appear to be irrelevant to the issue of whether an activity is a sport.
An objection here might hold that this would expand the range of sports to absurdity. If it does not take a certain following for something to be a sport, then not merely will many activities which today enjoy only marginal interest be sports, but extinct activities, which no living person continues to practice or take an interest in can be sports, and merely hypothetical activities, which nobody has thought of yet, will be sports. The number of sports will be infinite, minute variants on existing sports constituting new hypothetical sports with no current following. To which an answer might be: so what? Is there any reason we should resist expanding the scope of ‘sport’ this way? Certainly, we do not tend to think of these activities as sports, in most cases because we have not thought of them at all, but why should this mean that they are not sports, as opposed to simply being sports we do not know or care about?
Defining definitions
As should be apparent from the discussion above, there is plenty of room for disagreement on how to define ‘sport’. Some of this disagreement might look as if it simply reflects different intuitions about cases and concepts, and such intuitions may be difficult to shift – indeed it might not be clear that intuitions ought to shift, and if so when and how. How do we resolve such disagreement? 
Perhas the most promising approach is to make clearer what it is we are doing, when we define a contested concept such as sport. One reason why we can disagree about definitions is that we do not always recognize that there are different types of definitions, which serve different purposes. If two persons have in mind differing types of definitions that serve different purposes, it should be no surprise that they end up with different conceptions. In such situations, they may all-too-easily find themselves disagreeing on what the proper definition is without realising that they are operating under different assumptions about how to define. Let us attempt to avoid this dialectical hazard, by distinguishing four different approaches: idealist, lexical, stipulative and explicative definitions.[endnoteRef:23]  [23:  On definitions and defining generally, see Hansson 2010; Gupta 2019; Burge 1993.] 

Idealist definitions
Classical idealism, as famously espoused by Plato, is roughly the theory that objects in the material world have conceptual counterparts (and antecedents) in the shape of metaphysical ideas (or “forms”), which exist independently of human language and cognition, but which we can nonetheless perceive through reason.[endnoteRef:24] On this approach to defining, the concept of sport is something we can disagree about because there is a timeless, universal idea of sport, about which we might be correct or mistaken. The task of conceptual analysis is to explore and specify this idea, so that those of us who have not yet properly grasped it can learn what sport really is. On its own terms, an idealist definition of sport is mistaken if it does not precisely capture the properties of the metaphysical idea. Settling the definition will help us distinguish in the material realm, because all actual activities either do or do not have the property of being sports, that is of being instantiations of the metaphysical idea, and the definition will tell us which is which.  [24:  Plato, attributing the theory to Socrates, develops it in different ways across several dialogues with “The Republic”, “Phaedo” and “Parmenides” as particularly prominent examples. Plato 2000; Plato 2009; Plato 1926.] 

Idealism has a certain appeal, and it is not uncommon to find laypersons espousing or (more commonly) assuming some variant of unreflective idealism when defining a contested concept. It promises clarity, certainty and a way out of human wranglings over what words really mean. Its only flaw is that it relies on the staggeringly implausible premise that there is such a thing as a metaphysical idea of sport.[endnoteRef:25] Whatever its attractions, an idealist definition of sport is worth considering today mainly as a reef our thinking needs to steer around in order not to founder. [25:  We need not be committed to hard nominalism more generally, although there are strong arguments for this view, in order to accept this point. It is enough to accept that ‘sport’ is not a term, for which there exists a natural kind: “Until relatively recently it was not understood that water is chemically H2O, but at minimum it can be plausibly claimed that this is a natural fact about water, independent of language or culture. Are there such natural facts about what sport truly is? What would they be?” Elstein 2025,  p.101.] 

Lexical definitions 
A far more common approach in academic philosophy is to aim at a lexical definition. Lexical definitions take the way a group of language users conceive of a concept as the target for conceptual analysis. The task is then to capture the way these persons understand and employ the concept in a set of conditions that jointly capture and neatly summarise the conception. The concept of sport, on this approach, is not something that exists independently of the linguistic community within which it is used. This means that there can be more than one conception of sport, with different communities taking slightly different approaches, and also allows the concept to be vague, since our everyday language practices need not employ perfectly clear and precise concepts – so long as we share enough of an understanding for our practical, social purposes, it will work. A lexical definition is flawed if it does not precisely capture the way the concept is understood and employed in the community at stake, including any vagueness and internal differences in conception. 
Lexical definitions are useful in order to summarise how we use language and the thinking that these linguistic practices both embody and shape. However, conceptual analysis to produce a lexical definition is not so much a task for the armchair philosopher as for the socio-linguist. We can only construct a good lexical definition by empirically investigating the complex, diverse linguistic practices of the community at stake. This is why dictionary writers study large corpora of texts. Furthermore, lexical definitions often do not help resolve the controversial issues we care most about. Should we label Esports sport, and grant them the funding and organisational relations that more classical sports enjoy? The answer depends at most only partially and indirectly on whether any particular linguistic community currently understands the concept of sport in a way that includes Esport. If the community does not, but we should label Esports a sport (or if it does, but we should not), then this may just mean that the community has reason to revise their conception of sport.  
Stipulative definitions
Another common approach is to stipulate a definition. Stipulation is in principle simple. If I stipulate, that I shall be using the term ‘sport’ to mean a small, spongy, round cake baked in a cup-sized container, then this is what sport means in that context. Stipulations cannot be mistaken, but they can be unhelpful if they are superfluous and confusing, as in the muffin-example above, or if they are imprecise or unclear, so that they do not in fact establish exactly what the term at stake means in the given context. 
But stipulative definitions are also sometimes given undeservedly short shrift, as evinced by Wittgenstein and McBride’s derogatory dismissal. Certainly, if I stipulate a definition of sport, I have not thereby helped to settle the lexical definition of sport, and we should be careful not to confuse one for the other. But stipulative definitions can be helpful, and will often be sufficient for the purposes of an argument. They make clear to the reader how an ambiguous or controversial concept is to be understood, and thereby facilitate critical evaluation of the author’s argument where it relies upon the concept.  
Explicative definitions
A fourth possible approach is an explicative definition of sport. Explicative definitions attempt to spell out necessary and sufficient conditions in light of an extension of the concept. That is, unlike a lexical definition, the object of analysis is not the understanding of and linguistic practices around ‘sport’ found in any particular community, but a set of activities labelled as sports. An explicative definition “fixes the reference”, as it is often put, and analyses the referenced objects in order to distil their commonly and uniquely shared properties (if any).[endnoteRef:26] The extension can be fixed either by a linguistic community, by stipulation, or some third way altogether. In either case, an explicative definition is mistaken if it misleadingly characterises the relevant properties of the referenced objects.   [26:  For an example of a hard-nosed account of “real definitions”, see Rosen 2015.] 

Some of the limitations of lexical and stipulative definitions apply to an explicative definition, depending on whether it fixes the reference by adopting the extension of a particular linguistic community or by stipulating a set of objects. In the former case it is possible, as McBride argued and our review of hard cases illustrated, that there is no consensus about the extension of the concept of sport. And whether the reference is fixed by reference to a set of activities commonly accepted as sports by a linguistic community or by stipulation, it is always possible to ask why we should accept the particular set of activities as the extension of ‘sport’. Surely, there could sometimes be reasons for either a linguistic community or an author stipulating to change the extension, accepting a different set of activities as ‘sports’. Why define sport with reference to any particular set of activities? Which brings us at last to the thorny issue of why we ought to define sport at all. 
Why define sport?
There are different types of definitions. How one defines sport will depend at least in part on which approach to defining one adopts. The different types of definition serve different purposes. This means that in order to define sport, one must confront the question of why one wants to define sport. What purpose is the definition of sport meant to serve? We can point to at least three purposes defining sport often serves: conceptual understanding, interests, and normative resolution.
A first reason to define ‘sport’ might be as a mostly intellectual exercise aimed at conceptual understanding. I say mostly, because this understanding may itself serve practical purposes, such as aiding persons learning a foreign language. A dictionary editor presumably has this purpose when they attempt to define ‘sport’. For this purpose, a lexical definition is the obvious choice, with perhaps an explicative definition targeting an extension determined by the relevant linguistic community as an alternative or supplement.    
But defining ‘sport’ need not serve a purpose this pure. People sometimes say: “That is not a real sport”, and what they mean is not merely that the activity does not fit the concept of sport, but that it is less valuable, praiseworthy or deserving of respect than others believe.[endnoteRef:27] Sports are not socially neutral phenomena. At least some sports are attributed considerable social status, its practitioners celebrated, its stars glorified. Thus, defining ‘sport’ can also be a way of distributing social status. In these cases, the purpose of the definition is to serve an interest.[endnoteRef:28]  [27:  Cf. Michael Hemmingsen on the “legitimacy conferring” effect of labeling an activity a sport. Hemmingsen 2025.]  [28:  On the role of interests and normative claims in defining, see Laas 2017.] 

Accruing social status, or depriving others of it, is not the only interest at stake when defining ‘sport’. Because many sports are today organised by clubs and organisations with vast budgets, and sponsored by advertisers offering life-changing amounts of money, the definition of sport can serve a strictly pecuniary interest. In some cases, whether or not an activity is defined as a sport makes a difference to whether its practitioners will have access to competitions with prizes, funding for organisations, and lucrative sponsorships and advertising. Small wonder if this interest can make the definition contested, as those seeking to be included vie with those already on the inside in what is or may at least appear to be a zero-sum game of distributing economic goods.   
When defining in order to serve an interest, the results will determine the most attractive approach. If you want to argue that your preferred activity is really a sport, you will have a strong incentive to pick whichever approach to defining will produce a definition that shows this to be the case, stipulating if nothing else will serve. Clearly, this will not produce a persuasive argument unless we have independent reason to accept the particular definition of sport proposed, but that may not keep interested parties from pursuing this approach.   
Finally, much of the appeal of defining sport lies in the promise of resolving normative questions. We often ask questions about definitions that blur together two issues. We might ask for example: “Are competitive tournaments of multi-player computer games sports arrangements?” Or simply: “Are Esports sports?” However, we need to distinguish the conceptual from the normative issue when we ask these questions. If we consider the conceptual issue, the answer will be: “That depends on how you define sport.” But frequently, what those engaged with such question have in mind is really a normative issue, which can be paraphrased as: “Should we label Esports a sport, and in so doing attribute it the same social status, and grant it the same organisational opportunities, funding and legal rights as other sports?”[endnoteRef:29]    [29:  A related issue is whether we should build normative values into our definition of sport, such that something is a sport, for instance, only if it instills in its practitioners certain values or promotes certain virtues. See Hemmingsen 2025. On this point it seems clear that, as Hemmingsen points out, we frequently understand the concept in a non-normative sense, and happily label activities sports even though they fail to have the suggested normative properties. On a lexical definition, therefore, sport is not an activity that has particular normative content. But we can of course stipulate such conceptions of sports, and adherents are free to argue that we should revise our use of the term ‘sport’ in order to restrict it to activities that possess the relevant properties. An argument for this claim must proceed, it seems clear, along the lines I here set out.] 

One reason we might be tempted to attempt answering this normative question by applying conceptual analysis is if we assume that there is a specific definition of ‘sport’ that justifies the distribution of these goods because it tracks the relevant moral features. If that was the case, we would be able to determine whether Esports ought to receive the goods by figuring out whether it is really a sport under this definition. The trouble for this argumentative strategy is that it is unclear how one would derive the appropriate definition without engaging in the exact moral argument that the strategy is designed to circumvent. That is, we can only decide what a definition of sport that grounds a justified distribution of social status, economic opportunities and legal rights looks like by first figuring out what the justified distribution of these goods is, and then stipulating a definition of sport that tracks that distribution (if such a definition exists). But if we know the morally justified distribution before we know the definition, we do not need the definition to answer the question of whether Esports ought to receive social status, economic opportunities and legal rights, and strictly speaking, there is no need to define sport so as to track the justified distribution. We could just say, for example, that Esports is not sport, but nonetheless ought to be treated the way we treat sports with regards to these goods. Attempting to resolve normative issues in sports by conceptual analysis appears doomed to at worst circular reasoning and at best an unnecessary dialectical detour.[endnoteRef:30]   [30:  The use of such “definitional stops” has been widely criticized in other contexts, perhaps most prominently in the definition of punishment. See Hart 2008,  p.6.] 

Match results
Definitions, much like the concepts they can help clarify, are tools for thinking. We should use them when doing so serves a purpose, in the way that best serves this purpose. They can be very helpful when applied this way. But they will rarely help us settle important issues by themselves. 
Questions of whether we ought to allow doping in sport, which activities ought to enjoy the support and funding allocated to recognized sports, and which rules to adopt and how to enforce them in sports will not be meaningfully settled by definitional fiat. There is no valid argument from “what sport is”, in its many shapes and forms including hoary references to “the spirit of sport”, to conclusions about moral questions. In Jim Parry’s cutting formulation: 
“…this version of the ‘genetic fallacy’ will not do the job required of it, since it commits the very offence against which it seeks to alert us: it asserts that what a word actually has meant is what it should mean. Notoriously, then, here is a normative activity dressed in value-neutral clothing.” (Parry 2019, p.5) 
The line of reasoning must run the other way. Once we have figured out e.g. what activities ought to enjoy support and funding, we can stipulate a definition of sport that defines it for this purpose to include these and only these activities. This definition need not be relevant and useful outside of this context, and we should not assume that it is. But it might help summarise what we have concluded. Similarly, stipulating a definition of sport in a specific context can help clarify for the reader how an argument is meant to work. This is often useful. Nor should we ascribe any special importance to lexical definitions. It is frequently an interesting and worthwhile task in sociolinguistics to explore how different language users employ language. But even if it turns out, that a linguistic community defines sport in a specific, precise sense, we are under no obligation to take this as our understanding when our purpose is neither to understand nor discuss this particular conception. It just means we must be careful to make clear to these people that we are using the term in a different sense, if that is what we are doing, to pre-empt confusion and misunderstanding.   
McBride concluded that philosophers ought to stop wasting their time defining sport. I believe this would be a mistake. Sport is a vague, complex and contested concept. As such, we have ample reason to define it whenever it is central to a discussion. But we should be realistic about what we are doing when we define. We are not grasping the properties of a metaphysical idea independent of human thinking. We are either describing the understanding of a linguistic community, ascribing a particular meaning to the term for a particular context, or describing the shared properties of a set of activities which we have fixed in one way, but might have fixed in different ways. Definitions can be helpful whichever of these definitions we are employing. A definition can bring clarity and precision to a discussion. But there are tasks for which definitions and defining are not well suited. Conceptual analysis will not settle thorny issues such as whether we ought or ought not to count Esports, outdoor activities or chess as sports, except in the small way of helping to make clear how different conceptions of sport will and will not include them. Pace McBride, there are good reasons why philosophers may want to define sport, so long as they refrain from attempting to make the definition do the work of moral arguments. Definitions define, no more, but no less
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