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Sport, politics and diplomacy are not often regarded as related fields of study, however, the
three intrinsically intersect. This research project analyses the impact of sport on diplomacy
between America and China since the Nixon-era. It looks at a) the common ground /
established by ping-pong games and how this instigated a whirlwind diplomatic transformation, é
b) the growth of the NBA in China and its impact on mutual understanding between the

Chinese and American publics, and c) the darker side to sports diplomacy in light of the 2008
Beljing Olympics.

Historical and Geopolitical Context . Why Did Sport Diplomacy Succeed?
Chinese American Firstly, sport is a "universal language” (Murray 2019, 41)

From 1949 to 1971 diplomatic relations between America Interests et which everyone understands regardless of their politics.

and China were nonexistent. However, by the late 1960s, Referencing diagram 2, ping-pong united Chinese and

souring Sino-Soviet relations initiated a shift in the American interests and thus was a mutually politically

geopolitical balance of power between America, the Soviet Ping-Pong acceptable medium for a first meeting.

Union and China promising to realign the Western

superpower and the world’s most populous state. But the 'v Secondly, for China, this was their national sport and a

first hurdle in reconciliation was proving considerably Diplomatic negotiations between vehicle through which they could assert their dominance.

d!fficult to clear. This suddenly_ changed when .the Chinese Zhou Enlai and Henry Kissinger Conversely, for the Americans, ping-pong held little

ping-pong team unexpectedly invited the American team to prominence in daily life. Therefore, ping-pong allowed

China to participate in a series of exhibition games. ‘ China to express its self-identity of superiority while the US
President Nixon’s 1972 visit to China and the didn’t lose face in defeat because its domestic audience
sighing of the Shanghai Communique marking saw ping-pong as irrelevant.

Soviet Union rapprochement

Diagram 1

Diagram 2 depicts the common ground established by the
ping-pong games and its subsequent impact on Sino-
American diplomacy. It became the grease which serviced
the diplomatic machinery back to action. It provided a

_ common ground upon which further diplomatic contact
America China could be built.
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The NBA Storms into China “Sport has the power to change the A Darker Side to Sports Diplomacy

\‘} .l Y world” — Nelson Mandela The 2008 Beijing Olympic was a monumental success for

In- 1990, games irom the National (Murray 2019, 2) China. On the field, China dethroned America from the top of

oo Associa’Fion QFcurwere first the gold medal table for the first time since 1980. The
broadcasted on Chinese TV. By 2002, a symbolism was unmistakable — sport |k

Chinese player, Yao Ming, becgme - became an arena where China
% household name and was attracting as directly challenged US preeminence.
44 flg ~ many as 200 million TV viewers in China The increasing battle for superiority

I slbsequently, R CA on a political level was being
B ammed - cultural  bonds mirrored on the sports field. In this

between  ordinary ~ Americans  and regard, sport was fast becoming an
Chinese and acted as a cultural access impediment to diplomacy,

| = p0|dnt t Vc\l’_h'Ch mcredased rgutuac: galvanizing tensions rather than
unaerstandin dn reauce '
Chinese Basketball . N9 reducing them.
Kol misperceptions. , , ,
star YaO'M’”Q n Above: The Bird’s Nest Stadium, Beijing, centerpiece of the
action 2008 Olympics; Right: The Olympic Flame, 2008

Research * Throughout the fifty years since the Nixon-era, sport has consistently proven to have had a consequential impact on diplomacy between America and China.
 However, despite the magnitude of sport's impact enduring throughout, the nature of that impact steadily became more adverse reflecting a wider
Findings pattern in the Sino-American relationship. Sport remains a commonality, but its purpose and use within Sino-American diplomacy is now to mirror the
iIntensifying political relationship and not to cultivate relations.
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