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Prologue: Diplomacy and Sport

J. Simon Rofe, Centre for International Studies and Diplomacy, SOAS University of
London

In attending the London Olympiad of 2012, competitors and visitors at each venue were
greeted with four flags; from left to right, they were the International Olympic flag – and
the International Paralympic flag subsequently – the flags of the United Nations [UN] and
the London Olympic Organising Committee [LOCOG], and the British Union Jack. 1
These flags represent polities with a number of identities, but their most straightforward
were as the foremost global sporting body that governs the quadrennial gathering of the
“youth of the world”, the pre-eminent international organisation of states, a temporary
organisational body, and the flag of a nation-state adopted in 1801. Each of these symbols
is itself a form of communication; they represent something, and then signal a capacity
for a relationship with other polities, one that requires consistent negotiation.2 These three
characteristics are at the core of diplomacy‟s purpose and its practice.3
The Olympic Games are universally seen as the pinnacle of sporting endeavour
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for vast swaths of the global audiences, for sponsors, and, perhaps most importantly
given the spectacle that results, for the athletes.4 The Olympics, perhaps more than any
other sporting event, allow for what Naoko Shimazu considers “diplomacy as theatre”.5
Shimazu‟s approach resonates neatly with sport where symbolic “performances” are
undertaken upon particular “stages” set out for sport with perceivable levels of audience
and athlete interaction. The sportsman or sportswomen as entertainer expressly allows for
performances to surround the sporting endeavour; in tennis, one can think of the stark
contrast in fiery John McEnroe and ice-cold Bjorn Borg‟s “performance” alongside their
sporting talents; in motor-racing, James Hunt and Nikki Lauder in the early 1970s or
Aryton Senna and Alain Prost in the 1980s were sporting rivalries where performance as
much as skill were at stake. In such performances, elements of those key diplomatic
purposes are evident.
Examples of the significance of sport to diplomatic practice are plentiful if
routinely overlooked. 6 They are overlooked in lieu of headline grabbing “sport and
politics”; or the prospect of sport offering humanitarian solutions through the Sport,
Development, Peace framework; or, and something that befalls both of these realms,
because sport is seen as trivial or peripheral amid the crises that define global affairs. Of
course, in many senses it is; as a general rule, contemporary sport does not result in life
threatening hardship and death. However, there are numerous examples of sport resulting
in the physical harm, discord and, occasionally, death for competitors and spectators.7
And to paraphrase the words of former Liverpool Football Club manager, Bill Shankly,
“sport is not a matter of life and death; it is far more important than that.”8 In this light, it
is imperative to balance the potential for good that sport can provide with the capacity it
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possesses for abuse, foul-play, and conflict. 9 George Orwell warned in 1945 against
“blah-blahing about the clean, healthy rivalry of the football field and the great part
played by the Olympic Games in bringing the nations together”; instead, he warned that
sport brought out nationalism‟s worst characteristics.10 Orwell saw nationalism as “the
lunatic modern habit of identifying oneself with large power units and seeing everything
in terms of competitive prestige.” To this he contended, “you do make things worse by
sending forth a team of eleven men, labelled as national champions, to do battle against
some rival team, and allowing it to be felt on all sides that whichever nation is defeated
will „lose face‟”. The importance for this discussion is that in diplomacy, the “losing” or
“saving” of face – whilst employing the verbiage of sport – is critical in achieving one‟s
aims. Baroness Valerie Amos, a former UN under-secretary-general for Humanitarian
Affairs and Emergency Relief Co-ordinator, considers sport as “enabler”.11 As such, sport
does not just exist in the abstract but alongside other issues of international relations. In
the past decade, for example, the UN has received regular reports on the role that sport
plays in development and peace; a 2010 instance noted, sport “has been recognised as a
powerful tool in contributing to the achievement” of the Millennium Development
Goals.12 It is therefore important to consider sport and diplomacy as having both positive
and negative dimensions, often simultaneously. In other words, there is a balance in the
scope of analysis that places sport into broad research methodologies and ethics of
research.
The editors have deliberately brought together these articles, as they contribute to
a burgeoning and ever more balanced literature on “Sport and Diplomacy” from a variety
of different disciplinary backgrounds. The variety of perspectives and methodologies
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reflects the capacity for a single object of study – sport – to provide the opportunity for
sites of academic exchange.13 It is noteworthy because sport has received notably greater
attention in fields other than that of diplomatic studies, such as sociology, history,
physical education/kinesiology, development studies, and politics – a number of the
contributors have heritages in one or more of these fields.
The contributions to this special issue address three key areas. The opening
articles by Rofe, Pamment, and Branaghan and Grix address the place of sport and
diplomacy as a field of study. They consider founding questions such as the parameters
of sport and diplomacy – even if they are still to be established, the relationship with the
topics “public diplomacy”, “soft power”, and participatory diplomacy models. The
analyses they provide illustrate the scope for discourse here, and for the articles that
follow. The subsequent two articles each address specific questions of practice in sport
and diplomacy. Beacom and Brittan explore the role of Paralympic sport and its
governing body, the International Paralympic Committee, as representing a particular
group – disabled peoples – at national and international levels and in relation to national
and international policies and attitudes. Grix and Posthlethwaite then address the
framework in which the International Olympic Committee operates as a diplomatic actor
eschewing a statist approach in favour of socio-legal theory. The final three articles
address specific instances of sport and diplomacy in their appropriate contexts. Drawn
from a range of historical epochs, they illustrate if nothing else that sport and diplomacy
have never been absent in diplomatic practice in modern times. More significantly, Liston
and Maguire, Dichter, and Brentin and Tregoures illustrate with aplomb sport‟s abilities
to contribute to broader historical reappraisal of three key moments of the twentieth
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century the “interwar period”, the “post-war years”, and the “post-cold war era”. Each of
these periods and their study illustrate aspects of transnational approaches that go beyond
state-centred histories and consider transactions between peoples and organisations.
Sport has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire, it has the
power to unite people in a way that little else does. It speaks to youth in a
language they understand. Sport can create hope, where once there was only
despair. It is more powerful than governments in breaking down racial barriers.
It laughs in the face of all types of discrimination.14
These words of Nelson Mandela spoken in 2000 are de rigueur in offering up the
explanatory powers of sport to a broader socio-political audience. This introduction has
followed suit and, in doing so, makes three points illustrating the relationship between
sport and diplomacy. First, Mandela, and with no lack of self-awareness, was speaking as
president of South Africa and therefore as representative of a nation-state: the ultimate
ambassador. Second, he was comfortable performing as a global statesman adopting a
particularly diplomatic approach as Madiba – a respectful title from Mandela’s Xhosa clan
– to the cause of sport as a tool for international development: not least in Africa. Finally,
aware of the “theatre” of his own iconic image from the 1995 Rugby World Cup, he was
campaigning and negotiating for an African World Cup that would eventually arrive in
South Africa in 2010: he was well aware that his audience was global. Beyond the
audience in the room including the Brazilian footballer, Pele, and the musician, Jon Bon
Jovi, he surely recognised he was communicating to a global public that could help sway
the actions of fellow leaders. In each of these capacities, Mandela‟s words resonated then
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and since. These articles contribute to understanding more fully the implications for
diplomacy of Mandela‟s words.
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