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Contesting the International Order

For quite some time, sport can no longer be regarded as a mere back-
drop to international affairs. From its very modern inception, it was
invested with the ambition of providing a sphere of international
coexistence governed by principles distinct from those of power
politics, an aspiration famously captured in the ideal of pax olym-
pica. In You Must Change Your Life, Peter Sloterdijk (2013) reads 
this project through the figure of Pierre de Coubertin, portraying 
modern sport as a universal and secular form of belief, endowed
with its own rituals, temporalities, and normative claims. Yet this
founding promise has increasingly been put to the test. Despite the
universalist rhetoric and the aura of neutrality that have long accom-
panied sporting institutions, contemporary sport has become one of 
the most revealing arenas through which the transformation of the
global order is disclosed.

Th e disputes that traverse the international sporting system – from
controversies over the participation of states involved in armed con-
fl icts, to tensions surrounding the neutrality of governing bodies, to
the growing instrumentalisation of mega-events – mirror the fractures
reshaping international society. Th e notion of sport as a domain in-
sulated from politics thus appears as a fragile construct, persistently 
contradicted in practice and never as exposed as it is in the present
phase of systemic transition.

Th e Focus of this issue, “Sport and International Politics in the
Changing World Order”, situates itself precisely at this critical junc-
ture: it interrogates sport as a distinctive arena in which the meanings,
boundaries and ambitions of contemporary international society are
continually reframed, contested and renegotiated. Th is does not
mean treating sport as a passive echo of external political dynamics,
but recognising it as an increasingly consequential terrain on which
power is enacted: through institutional decisions that aff ect the legiti-
macy of states; through symbolic confl icts that redefi ne identities and
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allegiances; and through the strategic use of global events as platforms
for visibility and infl uence. Whether the issue concerns the eligibility 
of athletes during wartime, governmental pressure on international
federations, or attempts by emerging powers to project alternative vi-
sions of internationalism through Olympism, the sporting world has
become a genuine arena of world politics.

Th is centrality is not an isolated phenomenon: it forms part
of the broader processes that, over the past decades, have reshaped
the foundations of the international order. Th e successive phases
of globalisation – from early confi dence in market-led integration,
through the speculative accelerations of fi nancialised capitalism, to
the current landscape marked by technological fragmentation and
the return of geopolitical rivalry – have eroded the expectation of 
an ever more cooperative and integrated world. Inequalities along 
global value chains, the weakening of multilateral institutions and
the persistent reassertion of power politics have tested the idea of 
a spontaneous convergence toward shared forms of governance.
Within this shift ing environment, the international sporting system
has itself become a site of contestation, exposed to mounting pres-
sures and increasingly implicated in the redefi nition of authority,
legitimacy and global competition.

A similar evolution is evident in the realm of regional security.
Th e contemporary Middle East off ers one of the clearest laboratories
of how power dynamics are being transformed. Here, terrorism is
not a marginal or episodic phenomenon, but a strategic instrument
embedded in regional rivalries and indirect confrontations among 
states. External funding networks, the political use of armed groups
and the proliferation of transnational militias reveal how sovereign-
ty is continuously eroded by forms of intervention that blur the line
between state and non-state actors. Th ese dynamics generate self-re-
inforcing cycles of instability whose eff ects reverberate far beyond
the region, complicating the already fragile pursuit of a coherent
global order.

Against this backdrop of  disalignment and profound change,
sport acquires a distinctive analytical value. It off ers a vantage point
from which to observe the tensions between universalism and frag-
mentation, cooperation and rivalry, cosmopolitan aspirations and
the resurgence of national identities. Th e controversies that permeate
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the sporting world do not merely refl ect global political confl icts;
they actively participate in shaping them. Sport becomes a laborato-
ry in which emergent forms of power, evolving strategies of infl uence
and shift ing confi gurations of legitimacy are tested and contested.

Th is issue invites readers to embrace this perspective not as a pe-
ripheral exercise but as an essential interpretive lens. Sporting arenas
– with their capacity to mobilise collective imaginaries, condense
geopolitical tensions and render visible the normative dynamics of 
international society – no longer occupy the margins of global pol-
itics. Increasingly, they constitute one of its vital centres, where the
possibilities, contradictions and limits of international coexistence
in the twenty-fi rst century are most vividly played out.
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Post 1989: Globalization one, two, three
Simona Beretta

Abstract

This article examines the evolution of globalization across the three dec-
ades, that coincide with ASERI’s institutional history, highlighting the dis-
tinct techno-economic forces that shaped each phase and their cumulative
socio-political effects. The first phase, “Globalization One,” was propelled
by advances in information and communication technologies and by a 
widespread belief in the superiority of market-led economic governance.
While trade expansion generated notable efficiency gains and contribut-
ed to the global reduction of extreme poverty, it also produced significant
asymmetries within and across countries, intensified by the rise of global
value chains and commodity dependence. “Globalization Two” marked a 
structural shift driven by financial deregulation and the rapid expansion
of purely speculative international capital flows. The resulting financializa-
tion of the world economy redistributed income toward profits and rents,
deepened inequality, and exposed national economies to recurrent insta-
bility. “Globalization Three” is defined by technological discontinuity, the
erosion of multilateralism, the return of economic nationalism, and a ge-
opolitical environment increasingly shaped by power politics. The article
argues that the most promising responses to current global challenges may 
emerge not from dominant actors but from peripheral dynamics, where re-
silience, reconstruction, and innovative forms of cooperation “from below”
can foster a renewed, inclusive vision of global interdependence.

Abstract (Italiano)

Il contributo analizza l’evoluzione della globalizzazione nelle tre decadi,
che coincidono con la storia di ASERI, mettendo in luce i distinti moto-
ri tecno-economici che hanno caratterizzato ciascuna fase e i loro effetti
cumulativi sul piano socio-politico. La prima fase, la “Globalizzazione
Uno”, fu trainata dal progresso delle tecnologie dell’informazione e della 
comunicazione e da un diffuso consenso sulla superiorità de i meccanismi
di mercato. L’espansione degli scambi generò consistenti guadagni di effi-
cienza e contribuì alla riduzione della povertà estrema, ma produsse anche
marcate asimmetrie interne ed esterne ai Paesi, intensificate dall’ascesa delle
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catene globali del valore e dalla crescente dipendenza dalle commodities.
La “Globalizzazione Due” segnò una trasformazione strutturale dovuta 
alla deregolamentazione finanziaria e alla rapida crescita di flussi di capitale
a carattere speculativo. La conseguente finanziarizzazione dell’economia 
mondiale redistribuì reddito verso profitti e rendite, approfondì le disu-
guaglianze ed espose i sistemi economici a nuove forme di instabilità. La 
“Globalizzazione Tre” è segnata dalla discontinuità tecnologica, dal decli-
no del multilateralismo, dal ritorno del nazionalismo economico, e da una 
crescente centralità dei giochi di potere. Il contributo sostiene che risposte
innovative alle sfide attuali possano emergere soprattutto dalle dinamiche
periferiche, dove resilienza e ricostruzione favoriscono forme di coopera-
zione “dal basso” capaci di rinnovare la convivenza globale.

Keywords: Globalization, financialization, global value chains, inequality,
crisis of multilateralism, economic power politics

The first three decades of ASERI overlap, almost exactly, with three
quite distinctive decades of globalization. The word “globalization”
entered the common language in the mid Nineties, describing a new,
fascinating phenomenon the world economy. Indeed, globalization
was a transversal, complex and evolving phenomenon not entirely 
new in nature (cf. Baldwin, “three waves”), but qualitatively different
from the past. In this short paper, I intend to share what I perceive
to be the main driving features of the post 1989 economic dimen-
sions of globalization, and their impact on the wider socio-political
environment. We can identify specific techno-economic drivers for
each of the three decades, whose effects compounded over time and
shaped both the evolving features of globalization and the perduring 
challenges we face today.

Globalization One: Was it a “New thing” in International Trade?

The deep driver of Globalization One was technological change,
namely progress in information and communication technolo-
gies deeply transformed societies, including business practices. At
that time, speaking of globalization was perceived as being about
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experiencing a “smaller” world, the “death of distance”, a “flat world”.
Closely intertwined with this material driver, there was a powerful
non-material driver of Globalization One that was at least as impor-
tant: optimistic consensus about the superiority of markets as eco-
nomic institutions. The prevalent vision at that time was that the
end of the Cold War had marked the clear victory of “markets” over
“states” in terms of economic efficiency; in parallel, the idea that
“markets knew better” developed into a policy attitude based on as-
suming that markets could be trusted to exercise a beneficial role in
monitoring governments’ economic decisions, including macroeco-
nomic policies.

In sum, there was widespread optimism about Globalization
One, basically grounded on the force of comparative advantage in
international trade: a smaller world was broadly perceived to be
“good” for economic growth; economic growth to be “good” for
political stability and even analytically perceived to be conducive
to democracy. As to economic policy, the bipartisan consensus in
high income countries was that open markets could provide mutual
benefi ts, and that non-intrusive macroeconomic policies could pro-
vide for national stability and credibility. Hence, Globalization One
seemed to fl ow relatively smoothly between two riverbanks, com-
mitment to market integration and to broad neo-liberal policies, at
least till the 1999 Seattle events that brought the no-global galaxy at
the forefront of policy confrontation.

Th at gains from trade would feed into higher per-capita income
was not a dream: absolute poverty in the world strongly receded
during Globalization One. But that was half of the story: the “old”
story that trade creates effi  ciency gains (enhanced access to good and
services, on average) but also creates local winners and loser. Th e di-
vide concerns consumers and producers; it concerns social classes,
with contrasting interests between workers and capital owners; it
concerns industrial dynamics, with economies of scale reinforcing 
big fi rms and increasing industrial concentration. Th e asymmet-
rical distributional impact of trade is an “old” story and a very ro-
bust one. Despite being somehow forgotten in the roaring years of 
Globalization One, the distributional consequences of trade became
quite visible as trade integration expanded; today, it does not take a 
degree in Economics to realize that cheap imports from low-wage
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countries make local workers miserable, and endanger entire sectors
within importing countries – with all the political consequences we
can observe.

Beside fast-growing trade relations, there was a “new thing” in
Globalization One: cheaper communications and data elaboration
techniques made it possible to break up, or to un-bundle, the pro-
duction process into subsequent steps, relocating single steps in
diff erent countries so to exploit any opportunity to reduce produc-
tion costs. Value chains became global; hence, international trade
increasingly became “intra-sector” trade in components, with items
transferred from one country to another by the same fi rm, crossing 
international boundaries and yet remaining within the economic
boundaries of the fi rm’s control. A very large share of Globalization
One international trade became “intra-fi rm” trade, driven by mana-
gerial control and not by market competition. In parallel, industrial-
ization of low-income countries underwent a revolution, as Richard
Baldwin summarizes:

Before 1985, successful industrialization meant building a domestic
supply chain. Today, industrialisers join supply chains and grow 
rapidly because offshored production brings elements that took 
Korea and Taiwan decades to develop domestically (Baldwin, 2013)1.

Which countries are winners and losers within global value chains?
This is a tricky question, but the general answer is that winners and
losers largely depend on firms’ internal pricing policies regarding 
components, that can redistribute efficiency gains across countries
and concentrate net profits in low-taxation countries. These inter-
nal practices unsurprisingly benefit owners, shareholders, and man-
agers, so that workers (especially unskilled workers in high income
countries) end up as relative losers.

We need to mention another important feature of internation-
al trade integration, not “new” but increasingly signifi cant, that
was practically forgotten in trade analysis and trade policy discus-
sions during Globalization One: the expanding trade in renewable
and non-renewable commodities – quite diff erent from trade in

1 We had the pleasure of having R. Baldwin as a lecturer at ASERI in its early years.
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manufactures. Commodities are an indispensable indirect input of 
all manufactured goods: energy, minerals, food, and non-food crops.
Once again, trade in commodities provides effi  ciency g ains along 
with winners and losers: in this case, international and local distri-
butional eff ects largely depend on relative power and institutional
settings, including ownership structures in exporting countries.

To summarize: the initial optimism about trade integration of 
Globalization One overlooked the possibility of dynamic diver-
genc es across countries and expanding inequality within countries.
Neglecting discontent about globalization became impossible dur-
ing the 1999 Seattle events, where thousands of people took the
street against the World Trade Organization Ministerial Meeting,
that was perceived as the multilateral institution pushing countries
towards further globalization, thus threatening labor rights (espe-
cially in rich economies), environmental and health protections, ul-
timately national sovereignty. Some years later, a similar discontent
would produce other major political eff ects, from Brexit to MAGA,
and new economic processes such as reshoring, friend-shoring and
regionalization of supply chain. Th e legacies of Globalization One,
namely international value chains, commodity dependence, struc-
tural inequality within and across nations, however, remain with us.

Globalization Two: “New Things” in Finance?

The globalization of supply chains produced a dramatic increase in
Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) and a growing demand for fur-
ther international financial integration. 1990 was the watershed:
deregulation and liberalization of international finance transformed
the network of national financial markets into a global market.

FDI initially fl owed from and to industrialized countries, then
from industrialize d to transition countries, then to “emerging”
countries, including South-East Asia and China and (a few select-
ed) low-income countries. FDIs were not an entirely new feature of 
the international economic system; but their increasing role in the
global economy reshaped industrialization strategies of low-medium
income countries: FDI attractiveness became a must, especially for
countries with low domestic capital base but striving to modernize
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by joining global value chains and for countries. Th ere was a rush to-
wards FDI deregulation, creation of “special economic zones”, foreign
profi t de-taxation and so on, with signifi cant gains for fi rst movers.

In parallel with fi nancial fl ows driven by FDIs, the actual “new 
thing” of Globalization Two was the incredibly fast growth of in-
ternational fi nancial transactions driven by purely fi nancial mo-
tivations, such as risk diversifi cation and portfolio management.
International fi nance became less devoted to supporting real in-
vestment in productive and infrastructural capital (“intertemporal
trade”, namely borrowing from wealth owners and repaying loans in
the future, out of real economic growth). Th e speculative compo-
nent became predominant: fi nance was a matter of “betting against
the future”. Paul Dembinski was a pioneer in exposing the function-
ing and the negative implications of the fi nancialization of the world
economy (Dembinski, 2009) 2.

The financial economy from the mid-1980s had overtaken the real
economy and expanded so much to become pervasive. All kinds
of goods and commodities are transformed into financial assets or
securities and sold on global exchanges. Thus, over the last three
decades financial assets have become increasingly and silently 
part of our everyday life... True economic value creation has been
confused with financial value creation as expressed by the stock 
market. Based on the assumption that markets cannot be wrong,
all efforts have concentrated on how to increase stock prices,
independently of the real value of businesses... devising short-term
strategies, financially efficient but economically disastrous (Beretta 
and Dembinski, 2014).

Financialization was the most striking feature of Globalization Two,
with the hyper-development of the particular business of re-packag-
ing existing loans into new financial products in order to sell them
to other financial investors, with massive use of derivative contracts.
Trading decisions were delegated to “expert systems”, that is high-
speed algorithms operating with little or no human intervention:
markets were expected to function as efficient mechanisms... so rely-
ing on machines was simply obvious. There were “incidents” leading 

2 Dembinski has also been ASERI lecturers for many years.
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to hedge funds collapsing, the most prominent being the collapse in
1998 of Long-Term Capital Management (LTCM), whose board of 
directors included two scholars that had received the Nobel prize
in Economics the year before, for their model of future asset price
determination. Incidents were soon forgotten, as this kind of finan-
cial business does provide very profitable opportunities of rent ex-
traction, with undefined upper limits. We can speak of “production
of finance by means of finance” mimick ing Sraffa’s seminal contri-
bution on real production (Sraffa, 1960). No “real” investment is
involved, as existing financial contracts (good and bad loans alike)
constitute the row material for producing new contracts. The 2008
global financial crisis, spreading from subprime mortgage markets
in the USA to global financial markets in successive waves affecting 
most countries, including the Euro area in 2011-2012, exposed the
intrinsic fragility of a self-referential financial sector. That could and
should have been a moment for re-thinking the nature of finance,
weather servant or deceiver, and for reforming global rules; but the
vested interests of the financial sector and its sheer economic power
effectively managed to avoid re-regulation and reform.

Th e global fi nancial crisis also produced signifi cant effi  ciency 
and redistributive consequences at the global and local levels, with
winners and losers. No time to elaborate, but fi nancial intermediar-
ies, the same institutions whose aggregate behaviour contributed to
the fi nancial crisis, ended up being on the winning side. Th e inner
asymmetric structure of fi nancial transactions provides a clear expla-
nation for fi nancial creditors being the winners. Creditors can tech-
nically extend unlimited lines of credit – provided the overall risk 
of their position is kept under control; debtors facing increasing in-
debtedness must commit more and more future resources to servic-
ing the debt. Hence, those agents – be they public or private – who
need to borrow in order to invest in “real” activities end up losing 
control over their own future and bearing a debt burden that tends
to be heavier for those who wield less power (be it market power, or
political power).

Th e specifi c legacy of Globalization Two thus added a further
layer of global inequality, within and across countries, due to fi nan-
cialization. Aggregate data on income distribution across income
groups (wages, profi ts, rents) over the globalization years up to now 
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provide evidence of a massive redistribution of income shares: fi nan-
cial rents over profi ts, profi ts over wages. According to UNCTAD3,
the labour share has trended down across both developed and de-
veloping countries since the 1980s, with a corresponding rise in the
profi t share (UNCTAD, 2024).

Moreover, large fi rms and fi nancial institutions have increased
their ability to extract rents, favouring the richest individuals.
Exploring how rents are created in the contemporary world of fi -
nancial globalization is no easy task (Mazzucato et al., 2023: 510),
but that the categories of “rentier” clearly go well beyond the land,
real estate and fi nancial owners of the old times. First, fi nancial de-
regulation prompted higher private debt, by fi rms and households,
as an obvious source of income for new forms of fi nancial rentiers.
As shareholder value maximisation became the dominant form of 
corporate governance, the strong emphasis on the short-term val-
ue of the companies’ share price, above and beyond long-term in-
vestments, encouraged parts of the non-fi nancial corporate sector
to focus on pushing up share prices through activities of merger
and acquisition of existing fi rms and other forms of fi nancial re-
structuring. Th is is a way to increase shareholders’ and managerial
rents, irrespective of actual profi tability and – unfortunately – oft en
associated to reducing employment and wages to reduce costs. As
these operations are usually fi nanced by issuing debt, they reinforce
the position of fi nancial intermediaries and create additional rents.
Financial intermediaries also signifi cantly increased their share of 
loans to typical “rentier” sectors, such as real estate, and actively 
engaged in land and commodity markets speculations, eroding the
fi nancial space for supporting productive fi rms, capital investment,
employment and wages. Th is distributional pattern favouring rents
over profi ts and profi ts over wages does not bode well for the future,
unfortunately. Th ere is an enduring value in Adam Smith’s powerful
intuition that human labour is at the core of the nature and the caus-
es of the wealth of nations.

In sum, Globalization Two is marked by fi nancialization, a struc-
tural change in economic organization which is very eff ective in

3 Cf. in particular figure I-15, with Italy as a prominent example of a country 
where those with lower income bear the brunt of the decline in the labour share.
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creating non-directly productive wealth. Financialization was asso-
ciated to declining real wages and accelerating inequality, especial-
ly in high income economies, and may have contributed to slower
aggregate real growth. All these phenomena became obvious causes
of discontent, making economic and political systems increasing-
ly exposed to instability. Financialization also aff ected public debt
dynamics across the world: pre-fi nancial crisis national debts have
mushroomed over the years, well before the pandemic that provided
a further, powerful push toward the excessive burden of sovereign
debt for many medium and low-income countries. Even though two
thirds of global public debt is owed by high income economies, the
debt of developing economies has grown much faster in the last dec-
ade, due to the much higher interest rates they pay on their debt.
Once again, asymmetric power structures allow creditors to extract
higher rents, while low-income countries face debt distress: in or-
der not to default on debt, they end up defaulting on development.
UNCTAD estimates that 3.3 billion people currently live in coun-
tries that spend more on debt-service than on education and health.

Th e legacy of Globalization Two, especially in the western world,
is the concentration of wealth and power leading to economic and
political dynamics driven by the interests of a “rentier” class. Th e
tendency is towards a relative prevalence of extractive over inclusive
institutions, to use the infl uential expressions devised by Acemoglu
and Robinson (2012). Extractive institutions, throughout history,
have typically led to the decadence, up to implosion and failure, of 
socio-political systems. Currently, extractive institutions largely in-
fl uence global interdependence, across economic sectors, regions,
and countries: much more than nations are at risk of failing.

Globalization Three: a Reckoning of Power

During Globalization One, up to the early 2000, global dynamics
were broadly characterized by open markets and a shared respect
for multilateral rules (not really, maybe, but at least in terms of lip
service), including inter-state collaboration delegating tasks and
providing some autonomy to independent agencies in many fields:
trade, corruption and illegal transactions, health, environment.
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Europe prospered in that kind of world: by establishing the single
market, it became a key player in the World Trade Organization;
it created independent competition and – most relevant – mone-
tary policy authorities; it demonstrated that negotiated common
rules could foster integration while keeping some balance between
winners and losers. Once admired, sometimes feared (think of the
“Fortress Europe” argument), and often imitated, the European
model has lost glamour, along with other multilateral institutions.
With Globalization Three, this world where global collaboration
was at least praised, if not realized, has ended and many of its fea-
tures have disappeared.

“Slowbalization”, re-shoring, friend-shoring are expressions that
started popping up in the XXI century, especially aft er the global
fi nancial crisis and the Great Recession, when countries and fi rms
began to be wary of open markets, oft en developing nationalistic
and protectionist narratives, strategies and policies. Over the years,
states recovered, or at least reclaimed, their independence from mul-
tilateral or regional policymaking. Brexit, MAGA (“Make America 
Great Again”) and other expressions of nationalism in high income
countries are the unsurprising consequences of diff use discontent
with the legacies of Globalization One and Two. Even the Covid
experience, a clear global shock that called for (and in some respects
achieved) international collaboration, contributed to post-pan-
demic policy protectionist attitudes, realized through the launch of 
far-reaching strategies for promoting national industries, in primis,
the – mis-named – Infl ation Reduction Act of 2022 in the USA),
to direct the economy need to address the green transition and the
digital transition.

In fact, Globalization Th ree is also marked by a signifi cant tech-
nological discontinuity. Cheaper computing power transformed
working habits and communication (social media); the convergence
of media and machines became the tool mediating material agency 
in the world (Tosoni, 2025). Artifi cial Intelligence, encompassing 
a panoply of scientifi c development and applications, achieved im-
pressive results with accelerating pace. Market power concentration
reached historical heights: size and power matter more and more
in international aff airs. Achieving absolute advantage, for exam-
ple by exploiting economies of scale, has always been part of trade
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relations: higher productivity spurs the self-reinforcing mechanism
that Myrdal (1954) labelled “circular causation”: lower costs, low-
er prices, sales expansion and erosion of competitors’ position, up
to market dominance. Once again, absolute advantage provides the
opportunity for extractive behaviours: extracting profi ts, rents and
all sorts of data, the new raw material of our times. As sheer size mat-
ters in achieving economies of scale, we witness a new global role for
large “emerging” countries, from China to India and beyond.

Th e combination of national policies shift ing toward protection-
ism and support of national industries, with the increasing econom-
ic and social power wielded by a small number of businesses concen-
trated in the two largest economies, USA and China, transformed
the economic dimension of Globalization Th ree into an explicit, un-
ashamed game of power where even formal respect for internation-
al rules is abandoned. Economic interactions among countries are
infl uenced by the deployment, or threat of deployment, of national
economic power in order to protect or to advance national interests;
the outcome is a sort of a global brinkmanship game involving big 
players, with smaller players forced on the sidelines.

Th e military dimension of Globalization Th ree is even more wor-
risome. Th e number of confl icts has doubled in the last fi ve years,
with a disproportionate cost on civilians: currently, more than 300
million people need humanitarian aid and protection. In a world of 
power, the “unarmed” authority of the United Nations is ignored
and despised, even directly attacked. We face evidence of a renewed
arms race, including investments in nuclear weapons. Th is line of 
action is naturally coherent with nationalistic industrial policies,
supporting domestic production at the expense of public funding 
for both domestic and external endeavors, such as humanitarian and
development collaboration.

Addressing the Challenges of Globalization, beyond
Games of Power

Heeding “the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor” (Pope
Francis, Laudato si’, 2015: §49) calls for mending and rebuilding:’
who has this restorative power, amid geopolitical tensions, widening 
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inequalities and rising poverty? What is the silent “law of motion”
of global affairs, that can make a decent coexistence among peoples
possible, in our beautiful and fragile planet?

I am very sceptical about the possibility that market power and/
or political strength can eff ectively address the challenges of current
state of globalization. Big players’ decisions can produce enormous
impacts on the world, especially on the negative side (it is much
easier to destroy than to mend and rebuild). Yet, the power of the
powerful has limits. Limits from above: no one can overturn the
fact that “everything is connected”, and no one can cope with in-
terconnectedness alone: pandemics, water and air pollution spread
irrespective of national borders; extreme climate events, including 
fl oods and wildfi res, can cause havoc in rich and pariah countries
alike. And limits from below, since powerful coercion is an asym-
metric force: commonsense teaches that you can pull the string, not
push it. Th e kind of political and economic innovation we need to
address the current challenges of globalization seems to me a string 
that cannot be pushed.

I am convinced that today we need to pay more attention to
what happens in the many diff erent peripheries of power games, to
discern the weak signals of possible innovative dynamics. Th ink of 
trade: while discussions concerning the brinkmanship game of tar-
iff  wars between US and the rest of the world is making headlines,
contemporary South-South trade and investment dynamics tend to
command little attention. But its value has expanded tenfold over
the last three decades (UNCTAD, 2024a) and that’s where we are
heading, as population dynamics clearly show.

Realistically, the periphery is where the lives of most members
of the human family unfold. Peripheral countries need multilater-
alism for survival, and collaborate with each other in the United
Nations – especially in Geneva. Th e most recent example is the 16th
UN Conference on Trade and Development, concluded with the
170 participating countries unanimously approving the “Geneva 
Consensus” (UNCTAD, 2024b). Life is resilient: survival requires
rebuilding, reconnecting and restoring; and the search for survival is
the powerful force that keeps history going. People build and most
oft en rebuild aft er crisis, problems, wherever and however they can.
Th is is not easy, and surely not cheap. Nevertheless, the hidden daily 
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heroism of community leaders, mothers, fathers and friends makes
the diff erence: no pretension to change the world – and still trans-
forming it from within. Th e power of life, the “power of the power-
less” (Havel, 1978) is a reliable driving force towards new, hopeful-
ly better, possibilities. Each generation is called to understand, but
also to transcend, the games of power of its time – building on our
shared humanity with a diff erent rationale: in view of building, not
of “winning”.

Interdependence is here to stay (and to deepen); Westphalian
multilateralism is part of our history, but not necessarily of our fu-
ture. Our generation has the positive task of exploring innovative
forms of multilateralism “from below” and restoring existing in-
stitutions: an imperfect, always reformable path to uphold human
dignity. Our generation can be “a voice for the voiceless, advocating 
for a world where peace prevails over confl ict, justice triumphs over
inequality, rule of law supersedes power” (Gallagher, 2025).

Resilient multilateralism, beyond power games: let’s call it
Globalization Four.
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Unraveling Terrorism’s Impact
on the Middle East’s Security Dynamics
Beatrice Nicolini

Abstract

This study examines the role of terrorism in shaping the contemporary 
security landscape of the Middle East, analysing its root causes, principal
actors, and implications for regional stability. Through a comprehensive
assessment of regional geopolitical dynamics, the research highlights the
centrality of foreign funding – especially in the context of proxy conflicts –
in sustaining and expanding terrorist networks. It argues that terrorism in
the region does not arise solely from internal socio-political grievances but
is significantly intensified by external interventions, whereby states strate-
gically finance and support non-state armed groups to advance their geo-
political objectives. Particular attention is devoted to the Islamic Republic
of Iran, whose continued financial and logistical backing of groups such
as the Houthis and various Shiite militias constitutes a major obstacle to
conflict resolution. Drawing on historical case studies, policy analyses, and
the broader security-studies literature, the study shows how these dynam-
ics contribute to persistent security dilemmas, prompting countermeasures
that entrench instability and deepen sectarian divisions. The analysis also
considers the instrumentalization of irredentist movements and its impact
on state sovereignty. The study concludes by evaluating potential shifts in
regional strategy and assessing possible mechanisms of de-escalation. The
research covers developments up to spring 2025.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo studio analizza il ruolo del terrorismo nella definizione dell’attuale
panorama della sicurezza in Medio Oriente, esaminandone le cause profon-
de, gli attori principali e le implicazioni per la stabilità regionale. Attraverso
una valutazione complessiva delle dinamiche geopolitiche dell’area, la ri-
cerca mette in luce la centralità dei finanziamenti esterni – soprattutto
nei conflitti per procura – nel sostenere e ampliare le reti terroristiche. Si
sostiene che il terrorismo nella regione non derivi unicamente da tensioni
socio-politiche interne, ma sia significativamente aggravato dalle interfe-
renze esterne, mediante le quali gli Stati finanziano e appoggiano gruppi
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armati non statali per perseguire obiettivi geopolitici. Particolare atten-
zione è rivolta alla Repubblica Islamica dell’Iran, il cui costante sostegno
finanziario e logistico a gruppi come gli Houthi e diverse milizie sciite rap-
presenta un ostacolo rilevante alla risoluzione dei conflitti. Attraverso casi
storici, analisi di policy e letteratura sulla sicurezza, lo studio mostra come
tali dinamiche alimentino dilemmi di sicurezza persistenti e intensifichino
le divisioni settarie. Viene inoltre esaminata la strumentalizzazione dei mo-
vimenti irredentisti e il suo impatto sulla sovranità statale. La ricerca valuta 
infine possibili meccanismi di de-escalation e considera cambiamenti nelle
strategie regionali, con riferimento agli sviluppi fino alla primavera 2025.

Keywords: International Security, Middle East Politics, Geopolitical Risk, 
Diplomatic Relations, Humanitarian Affairs, Global Governance

Introduction

Terrorism has profoundly shaped the security landscape of the
Middle East, serving as both a symptom and a cause of the region’s
enduring instability. The strategic use of terrorism by state and non-
state actors has deeply influenced regional stability, governance,
and international relations. Such actions undermine international
norms, erode state sovereignty, and perpetuate cycles of violence that
weaken global counterterrorism efforts. By turning acts of violence
into political tools, states disregard the sanctity of human life, often
targeting civilians to instill fear and advance geopolitical agendas.
Proxy wars fueled by state-sponsored terrorism exacerbate human-
itarian crises in conflict zones like Syria and Yemen, creating waves
of displacement and obstructing economic recovery. In regions such
as Iraq and Lebanon, the destruction wrought by terrorism has un-
dermined governance and stifled development. These dynamics un-
derscore the ethical and humanitarian costs of terrorism, which de-
humanizes populations and destabilizes societies for strategic gain.
Addressing this complex phenomenon requires coordinated inter-
national efforts to hold state sponsors accountable while prioritizing 
peacebuilding initiatives focused on civilian well-being. By situating 
contemporary terrorist movements within a historical context, the
research examines the evolution of terrorism from the post-Ot-
toman period to the present day. It seeks to answer key questions:
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What drives terrorism in the Middle East? How do states fund and
utilize terrorist organizations for strategic purposes? What are the
broader implications of proxy wars for regional security? How can
regional and international actors develop effective counterterrorism
policies? These inquiries guide an in-depth analysis of terrorism’s
geopolitical dimensions, emphasizing the intersection of ideology,
sectarianism, and state rivalry.

1. Historical Overview of Terrorism in the Region

The Middle East is the centre of three great ancient civilizations:
Egyptian, Babylonian, and Persian. It is also the seat of four mono-
theistic religions: Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Islam
(Rogan, 2009). Due to its strategic location between East and West,
the Middle East has been a hotspot for great power rivalry since the
early 19th century. Competition intensified during the Cold War af-
ter World War II, fuelled by the rise of the US and Soviet Union, the
creation of Israel in 1948, and the discovery of oil. This dynamic
persisted even after the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991. The region
became an epicentre of the Arab Israeli conflict, Islamic fundamen-
talism, Islamic terrorism, irredentism, and sectarian wars (Indurthy,
2023). The modern history of terrorism in the Middle East could be
traced back to the early 20th century, particularly following the disso-
lution of the Ottoman Empire in 1924 (Hourani, 1991; Mansfield,
1991; Cleveland and Bunton, 2016; Keddle, 2006; Gelvin, 2020).
This event dismantled the traditional political structure of the re-
gion, leading to the creation of new states with artificial borders, un-
der colonial mandates, such as the British and French mandates in
Palestine, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. These mandates sowed the seeds
of nationalist and ideological movements, many of which adopted
violence to achieve their goals. Throughout a brief chronology, from
1920s-1930s during the interwar period, Arab nationalist move-
ments emerged in response to colonial rule and the Balfour
Declaration (2nd November 1917), which supported the establish-
ment of a Jewish homeland (Home) in Palestine and declared that
“nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious
rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine” (Gold,
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2017: 8-13). Despite these words, the tensions between Jewish and
Arab communities in Mandatory Palestine escalated into violence,
including the Arab Revolt (1936-1939), characterized by attacks on
British forces and Jewish settlements. In 1948, the creation of the
state of Israel and the subsequent Arab Israeli War marked a turning 
point. Palestinian groups began employing terrorism as a tool for
resistance, with the emergence of groups like Fatah (Kurz, 2005;
Subhash, 2021) in the 1950s and later the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) in 1964. Fatah (acronym for Harakat al-Tahrir 
al-Watani al-Filastini, meaning “Palestinian National Liberation 
Movement”) is one of the most significant and enduring political
and military organizations within Palestinian history. Founded in
1959 by a group of Palestinian exiles, including Yasser Arafat (1929-
2004), Salah Khalaf, and Khalil al-Wazir, Fatah initially emerged as
a nationalist and revolutionary movement dedicated to the libera-
tion of Palestine through armed struggle. The ideological founda-
tion of Fatah was rooted in Arab nationalism, anti-colonialism, and
a commitment to securing the Palestinian people’s right to self-de-
termination. Distinct from other Arab political movements, Fatah
prioritized Palestinian identity and autonomy, resisting the subordi-
nation of the Palestinian cause to broader pan-Arab agendas. Fatah’s
rise to prominence can be traced to the early 1960s, particularly fol-
lowing its first major operation against Israel in 1965. These activi-
ties were conducted independently of established Arab states, em-
phasizing Fatah’s strategy of self-reliant guerrilla warfare. The organ-
ization’s prominence grew further after the 1967 Arab Israeli War,
which resulted in the occupation of the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and
East Jerusalem by Israel. In the aftermath of this war, Fatah joined
the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), which had been es-
tablished in 1964 under Arab League auspices. By 1969, Fatah had
become the dominant faction within the PLO, with Yasser Arafat
assuming the role of chairman. This marked a significant shift in
Palestinian politics, as the PLO transitioned from an Arab League-
controlled entity to a more autonomous representative body of the
Palestinian people under Fatah’s leadership. Fatah’s strategy evolved
over time, reflecting the broader political realities of the Palestinian
struggle. While initially focused on armed resistance, Fatah began to
engage in diplomatic efforts by the late 1970s. This shift culminated
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in the PLO’s 1988 declaration of Palestinian independence and rec-
ognition of Israel’s right to exist, signalling Fatah’s willingness to
pursue a negotiated two-state solution to the conflict. The 1990s
saw Fatah at the forefront of the peace process. The signing of the
Oslo Accords in 1993 established limited Palestinian self-govern-
ance in parts of the West Bank and Gaza through the Palestinian
Authority (PA). Yasser Arafat, as both PLO chairman and the leader
of Fatah, became the first president of the PA. However, the peace
process faced significant setbacks, and Fatah’s leadership came under
criticism from various Palestinian factions for perceived compromis-
es and corruption. Fatah’s dominance in Palestinian politics faced
serious challenges in the early 21st century. The outbreak of the
Second Intifada (2000-2005) led to a renewed period of violent
conflict, and the failure of peace negotiations diminished Fatah’s
credibility. In 2006, it suffered a significant blow when it lost the
legislative elections to Hamas, a rival Islamist movement, leading to
a violent split in 2007. As a result, Fatah retained control over the
West Bank, while Hamas established a de facto government in Gaza.
Despite internal divisions and waning popular support, Fatah has
remained a central player in Palestinian politics. Under the leader-
ship of Mahmoud Abbas, who succeeded Arafat after his death in
2004, Fatah continued to advocate for a negotiated settlement to the
Israeli Palestinian conflict, emphasizing diplomacy and internation-
al engagement. Fatah’s history reflects the complex evolution of the
Palestinian national movement, marked by shifts from armed strug-
gle to diplomacy, and from dominance to division. As both a politi-
cal party and a symbol of Palestinian nationalism, Fatah has played a 
central role in shaping the trajectory of the Palestinian cause. Back 
to 1979, the turning point in the Middle East represented by the
Iranian Revolution brought a new ideological dimension to terror-
ism in the region. The Islamic Republic of Iran began supporting 
militant Shia groups like Hezbollah, founded in 1982 during the
Lebanese Civil War. Hezbollah became a significant force, conduct-
ing attacks against Israeli and Western targets. Al Qaeda, founded by 
Osama bin Laden (1957-2011) in 1988, emerged from this context,
later orchestrating attacks such as the 1998 U.S. embassy bombings
in East Africa. In 2003, the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq destabilized the
region further, leading to the rise of insurgent groups, including Al
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Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). AQI would later evolve into the Islamic State
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), responsible for significant territorial gains
and terrorist attacks in the 2010s. These developments highlight
how the interplay of nationalist, ideological, and religious motiva-
tions, alongside foreign interventions, has shaped the modern histo-
ry of terrorism in the Middle East. Initially, terrorism was employed
as a tactic by nationalist groups seeking to establish independent
states. Over time, it evolved into a strategic tool for both state and
non-state actors pursuing political, territorial, and religious objec-
tives. The funding of foreign terrorist organizations (FTOs) in the
Middle East is deeply tied to geopolitical strategies, historical fac-
tors, and regional instability, particularly within proxy wars. These
conflicts allow states to advance their interests indirectly by support-
ing non-state actors, minimizing costs and risks while exerting influ-
ence and challenging adversaries. In this regard, Byman highlights
that proxy wars provide states with cost-effective alternatives to di-
rect military intervention, offering plausible deniability and risk 
mitigation (Byman, 2019). By leveraging local militias and terrorist
groups, states can project power while avoiding international con-
demnation. However, such arrangements carry significant risks, as
proxies may pursue independent agendas, prolong conflicts, and
destabilize entire regions. The Middle East’s vulnerability to proxy 
warfare stems from its colonial inheritance, authoritarian govern-
ance, and external interventions, particularly during the Cold War.
The U.S.-led invasion of Iraq (2003) further fuelled proxy conflicts
by enabling Iran’s expansion through Shia militias and creating a 
power vacuum exploited by extremist groups like Al Qaeda and
ISIS. These patterns perpetuate violence, weaken state institutions,
and exacerbate humanitarian crises, as seen in Yemen and Syria.
Additionally, FTOs pose global security threats, extending beyond
national borders through transnational terrorism.

2. Proxy Wars

The proxy wars, as a strategic alternative to conventional warfare,
have become a hallmark of modern conflict in the Middle East, root-
ed in the region’s historical vulnerabilities and geopolitical rivalries.
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The influence of colonialism on the beliefs did not end with the re-
moval of colonial or imperial power in the Middle East. Thus, impe-
rialism shaped the culture of the colonized. The legacy of colonial
power and culture on colonized territories lasted, and lasts today,
more effectively and surely represents an endless process (Nicolini,
2025: 7-60). As authoritarian regimes consolidated power to main-
tain control over their divided populations, opposition movements
arose, which external actors frequently exploited to destabilize gov-
ernments and influence domestic politics. The Cold War further
entrenched this trend, as the United States and the Soviet Union
transformed the region into a battleground for ideological and stra-
tegic dominance by funding opposing sides in various conflicts. Even
in the post-Cold War era, global and regional powers, including the
United States, Russia, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, continued to engage
in proxy wars to advance their respective goals, often using FTOs as
tools of influence. The region’s vast oil and gas reserves added anoth-
er layer of complexity, as competing powers sought control over these
resources by leveraging proxy actors. This aspect was very relevant in
the 1980s. Iran knows that the ideological motive serves more to mo-
bilize militias than to export revolutionary ideals (Perletta , 2024).
Therefore, the mission of the Islamic Republic of Iran is to expand
its presence in the region, using ideology as a channel of attraction.
Iran and Saudi Arabia exemplify the use of FTOs to wage proxy 
wars, with both nations employing these strategies to further their
influence in the Middle East. Iran has been particularly prominent
in funding terrorist organizations and militias as part of its foreign
policy, driven by its ideological mission to export revolutionary ide-
als and counter Sunni powers like Saudi Arabia and the United States
(Bianco, 2020). Iranian support for Hezbollah in Lebanon serves
as a cornerstone of its influence in the Levant, using the group to
deter Israel and project power throughout the region. Similarly, in
Yemen, Iran’s backing of the Houthis has challenged Saudi Arabia’s
dominance, prolonged the civil war, and contributed to one of the
world’s most severe humanitarian crises. In Iraq and Syria, Iran’s
support for Shia militias such as Kata’ib Hezbollah and Asa’ib Ahl
al-Haq has secured its influence while shoring up the Assad regime,
demonstrating its strategic commitment to maintaining a foothold
in these critical theatres. Saudi Arabia, as a Sunni-majority state and
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regional counterweight to Iran, has also engaged in proxy wars by 
funding terrorist organizations and militias. The Kingdom’s support
for Sunni rebel groups in Syria illustrates its attempts to curb Iranian
influence in the region. Additionally, Saudi Arabia’s promotion of 
Wahhabi Islam has inadvertently fuelled the radicalization of indi-
viduals and the proliferation of extremist organizations, even as the
Kingdom officially opposes terrorism. States embroiled in proxy con-
flicts, such as Iraq, Syria, and Yemen, face significant challenges to
their sovereignty and governance, as foreign-backed groups often op-
erate beyond their control. The humanitarian toll of these wars has
been catastrophic, with millions displaced, infrastructure destroyed,
and entire populations subjected to extreme suffering. Globally, the
proliferation of FTOs poses significant security risks, spreading ex-
tremist ideologies and exporting terrorism beyond the Middle East.
However, the long-term consequences of these strategies highlight
the urgent need for re-examining the use of proxy actors in modern
conflict. The absence of centralized authority fosters environments
where extremist groups can operate freely, establish footholds, and
expand their influence. Compounding these issues are sectarian divi-
sions, particularly between Sunni and Shia communities, which have
shaped the ideologies and alliances of militant groups. These divi-
sions, often manipulated by external powers for strategic gain, fuel
ongoing violence and provide fertile ground for terrorism.

3. Iran’s Role in Shaping Regional Terrorism

The case study of Iran’s involvement in regional conflicts stems from
its desire to expand its influence and counterbalance rival powers,
particularly Saudi Arabia and Israel (Narbone and Abdolrasool,
2021). By supporting terrorist organizations and armed militias, Iran
aims to project power beyond its borders and establish a regional axis
of resistance. Iran’s support for terrorist organizations has profound-
ly shaped the regional security dynamics of the Middle East. These
actions have far-reaching implications, weakening state institutions,
eroding public trust in governments, and creating environments con-
ducive to the persistence and spread of terrorism. The proliferation
of Iranian-backed militias, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon and Shia 
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paramilitary groups in Iraq, has not only eroded the authority of cen-
tral governments but also created parallel power structures that chal-
lenge state legitimacy. In Iraq, for example, Iran’s support for groups
like Kata’ib Hezbollah and Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq has allowed Tehran
to exert significant influence over the country’s political and secu-
rity apparatus, often at the expense of Iraq’s sovereignty. Similarly,
Hezbollah’s entrenchment in Lebanon has created a state within a 
state, allowing Iran to project power in the Levant and directly con-
front Israel. These developments weaken governance, destabilize the
affected states, and impede efforts to establish effective state institu-
tions. A critical dimension of Iran’s influence lies in its exploitation of 
sectarian divisions, which has intensified Sunni-Shia rivalries across
the region. Sectarianism, as argued by Hashemi and Postel (Hashemi
and Postel, 2017), is not merely a religious or cultural phenomenon
but a deliberate political process used by actors to mobilize popular
support and achieve strategic objectives. Iran has systematically pro-
moted Shia militias and irredentist groups to expand its ideological
and geopolitical influence. This process, often termed sectaria niza-
tion, has perpetuated cycles of violence and entrenched sectarian po-
larization, making the resolution of conflicts increasingly challenging.
Iran’s promotion of a “Shia crescent” extending from its borders to the
Levant underscores its ambition to establish regional hegemony while
countering Sunni-dominated states like Saudi Arabia. Following its
inability to secure a decisive victory in the Iran-Iraq War (1980-
1988), Iran shifted its focus to proxy warfare as a means of advanc-
ing its regional ambitions. This strategy allows Tehran to operate on
multiple fronts, targeting adversaries such as Saudi Arabia, Israel, and
the United States while avoiding the economic and political costs
of direct military confrontation. Iran’s reliance on proxies enables
it to extend its influence beyond the limitations of its conventional
military and economic capabilities. Hezbollah remains one of Iran’s
most significant proxies, providing Tehran with a strategic deterrent
against Israel and a means of projecting power in Lebanon and Syria.
Similarly, Iran’s backing of the Houthi rebels in Yemen challeng-
es Saudi Arabia’s dominance in the Arabian Peninsula and creates a 
proxy front in the broader Saudi Iranian rivalry. The Houthis’ mis-
sile and drone attacks on Saudi territory underscore the destabilizing 
potential of Iranian support. The reciprocal nature of Iran’s rivalry 
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with Saudi Arabia has further entrenched proxy conflicts as a defining 
feature of Middle Eastern geopolitics. Saudi Arabia, as the self-pro-
claimed leader of the Sunni Islamic world, has responded by support-
ing Sunni extremist groups to counter Iranian influence. This dynam-
ic has perpetuated a zero-sum game, where gains made by one side are
inevitably countered by the other, fuelling ongoing cycles of violence.
From the methodological point of view, Muharrem Ekşi highlights
this transition from traditional balance-of-power politics to a system
dominated by proxy wars, driven by hegemonic ambitions and sectar-
ian politics (Ekşi, 2017). The instrumentalization of terrorism within
this framework has deepened regional instability and hindered ef-
forts to resolve conflicts. The spread of groups like Hezbollah and the
Houthis, bolstered by Iranian support, has created a network of ac-
tors capable of influencing conflicts beyond their immediate theatres.
Iran’s role in the Yemeni conflict exemplifies the broader consequenc-
es of its proxy strategy. By supporting the Houthi insurgency, Tehran
has not only prolonged one of the world’s worst humanitarian cri-
ses but also threatened critical maritime trade routes such as the Bab
el-Mandeb Strait. Saudi Arabia’s intervention in Yemen, motivated by 
its determination to counter Iran’s influence, has further compound-
ed the conflict, highlighting the interconnectedness of sectarianism,
geopolitical rivalries, and terrorism.

4. The Houthis in Yemen

It is important to understand – as Kendall affirms – that the
Houthis are very different from Hamas and from Hezbollah groups
(Ardemagni, 2018; 2022; 2023; Kendall, 2022). Their pose to Israel
is a new challenge from dealing with Hamas or with Hezbollah.
Their damage is more psychological than physical, during the last
months of 2024 of more than 400 missiles and drones not many of 
them went through. And the Yemen topography and distance are
main issues as well. Iran’s backing of the Houthi rebels in Yemen is
part of its broader strategy to challenge Saudi Arabia’s influence in
the Arabian Peninsula. The numerous and indiscriminate attacks
carried out by the Houthi group on commercial ships and oil tank-
ers in the Bab el Mandeb Strait, in the Red Sea, form the core of 
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international crises involving the strategic routes between the Indian
Ocean and the Red Sea, representing 12% of global trade, and re-
lations among the Gulf States, the Middle East, and the Horn of 
Africa. The Houthi (al-Huthiyyun) are a predominantly Zaydi
Shiite armed group that originated in Yemen towards the end of 
the 20th century and became actively anti-governmental in the early 
2000s. The group established an armed organization self-identified
as the “Partisans of God” (Ans(( ar Allahss ) or “Believing Youth” (al-
Shabab al-Muʾmin). The name is derived from the founder, Hassan
Al Huthi, but the group lacks internal homogeneity. Since 2020, the
Houthi group controls two-thirds of Yemen’s territory, home to ap-
proximately 33 million people. Yemen shares its borders with the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the north and the Sultanate of Oman to
the east. Despite the presence of largely untapped oil and natural gas
reserves, the country remains one of the poorest globally. Immigrant
remittances constitute 40% of the gross national product, while
limited infrastructure and persistent violence hinder effective devel-
opment. In 1839, British colonial expansion established a military 
and a commercial base in the port of Aden, later integrated with
the creation of the Suez Canal in 1869. The southern region of the
Arabian Peninsula was divided between British influence and the
formally Turkish area, as Yemen was part of the Ottoman Empire
until 1918. In the 1960s, the country became a focal point of proxy 
wars between socialist and capitalist ideologies that further impov-
erished the region. After years of civil war until 1990, Southern and
Northern Yemen were politically unified, but tensions resurfaced
after four years. Since 2015, the Houthi group has consolidated
its control in a war-torn Yemen, receiving military support from
Iran primarily aimed at countering Saudi influence. The conflict
in Yemen is sometimes oversimplified as a sectarian war between
factions supported by Wahhabi Saudi Arabia and Shiite Iran, a nar-
rative that fails to do justice to the complexity of violence fuelled
by regional and international interests. Kendall, as above reminded,
argues that the link between the Houthis and Iran was initially in-
strumental to Iran’s goals in the Middle East. Iran sought to position
itself as a significant sponsor of the armed group, which escalated to
the clear Iranian origin of drones and ballistic missiles since 2020
amid escalating violence. Yemen now appears on the brink of a new 
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fragmentation. The Houthis present themselves as true patriots and
loyal defenders of the Yemeni nation, contrasting with other armed
groups like Al Qaeda and the often untrustworthy political-military 
factions that have betrayed local populations. Recent attacks in one
of the global chokepoints in the Gulf of Aden, the Red Sea, and the
Indian Ocean have proven to be extremely miscalculated. The re-
percussions on international supply chains, with insurance claims
reaching up to two million dollars for passages through the Bab el
Mandeb Strait, could lead to severe economic and commercial crises.
Extending journeys by twelve-fifteen days, forcing ships to circum-
navigate Africa, could increase costs by up to one million dollars per
route and inevitably slow down delivery times. The Israel-Hamas
conflict has extended to the Red Sea, where the Houthis are attack-
ing not only Israel but also commercial and passenger vessels from
various nations, posing a major international security challenge. In
response, the EU launched Operation ASPIDES in April 2024.
Unlike the US- and UK-led Operations Prosperity Guardian and
Poseidon Archer, which actively target Houthi positions, ASPIDES
focuses solely on intercepting incoming attacks. While this defen-
sive strategy helps safeguard ships and may act as a deterrent, it rais-
es concerns in Israel, where officials worry that the EU’s restrained
approach to the Houthis signals a similarly cautious stance toward
Iran. Nevertheless, the Houthis maintain their genuine belief that
God is on their side, fuelling their seemingly indomitable militancy.

Conclusions

The prevailing narratives on terrorism and proxy wars in the Middle
East often depict Iran as the principal destabilizing force in the re-
gion. However, such reductionist portrayals fail to capture the com-
plexity of Iran’s role, which is shaped by both offensive and defen-
sive considerations, as well as the broader geopolitical competition
involving external powers such as the United States, Russia, and
China. While Iran’s support for non-state actors like Hezbollah and
the Houthis is undeniable, its policies are also driven by legitimate se-
curity concerns and the need to counterbalance external threats. This
discourse seeks to critically engage with these narratives, highlighting 



UNRAVELING TERRORISM’S IMPACT ON THE MIDDLE EAST’S SECURITY DYNAMICS 37

the multifaceted nature of regional conflicts and proposing a more
nuanced approach to addressing the root causes of instability. Iran’s
regional policies are often mischaracterized as purely ideological or
hegemonic. In reality, they are shaped by a combination of internal
pressures and external threats, reflecting both offensive and defensive
dimensions. For instance, Iran’s support for proxy groups can be seen
as a response to perceived encirclement by rival powers, particularly 
the United States and its allies. This duality underscores the need to
move beyond binary interpretations of Iran as either a revolutionary 
actor or a regional hegemon. The interventions of external powers
have significantly exacerbated regional instability. The U.S. invasions
of Iraq and Afghanistan created power vacuums that were exploited
by extremist groups like ISIS (Byman, 2016). Similarly, Russia’s sup-
port for the Assad regime and China’s growing economic influence
through initiatives in the framework of the Belt and Road Initiative
have introduced additional layers of complexity to regional conflicts.
These interventions often prioritize the strategic interests of exter-
nal actors over the long-term stability of the region. While Iran’s
actions are frequently framed as ideologically driven, its strategies
are increasingly pragmatic. Ideology serves as a tool for geopolitical
leverage rather than an end in itself (Ehteshami, 2017). This shift
underscores the importance of understanding Iran’s policies with-
in the context of its broader security and economic interests. Proxy 
wars and state-sponsored terrorism have had devastating humanitar-
ian consequences, including the displacement of millions, economic
stagnation, and the erosion of social cohesion. These conflicts un-
dermine governance structures and perpetuate cycles of violence,
making long-term stability increasingly elusive (Gerges, 2016). The
2023 Iran-Saudi rapprochement, brokered by China, highlights the
potential for de-escalation through diplomatic mediation and con-
fidence-building measures. Such initiatives demonstrate that diplo-
matic engagement, rather than unilateral sanctions or military inter-
ventions, can yield tangible progress in reducing regional tensions.
The Middle East remains a geopolitical crossroads, characterized by 
deep-seated rivalries, proxy conflicts, and competing security con-
cerns. Addressing the questions in the introduction of this study,
these challenges require a multi-dimensional approach that com-
bines diplomacy, counterterrorism efforts, inclusive education, and
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socio-economic reforms. By moving beyond reductionist narratives
and prioritizing multilateralism, inclusivity, and long-term develop-
ment, the international community can work towards a more stable,
prosperous, and peaceful Middle East.
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Introduction. Reassessing the Institutions,
Actors and Politics of International Sport 
amidst Global (Dis)-Order

Modern sport constitutes an inherently international phenomenon,
giving rise to autonomous organizations that have established it as
a global institution. Prominent among these are the International
Olympic Committee (IOC) and the Fédération Internationale de
Football Association (FIFA). Sport plays a critical role in shaping 
both the international image of states and the construction of nation-
al identities. Equally significant is its function in the socialization of 
youth within an increasingly global society. Individual athletes fre-
quently serve as de facto ambassadors of their nations, even as the
global sports economy commodifies their performances and perso-
nas. National teams, meanwhile, symbolically embody statehood on
the world stage, and their achievements or failures often exert a sig-
nificant influence on collective national (self-)perception, including 
in terms of legitimacy and effectiveness of political regimes.

More broadly, modern sport fulfi ls multiple societal functions.
It off ers a space for leisure and physical well-being, while simulta-
neously facilitating symbolic enactments of identity, competition,
and role diff erentiation. It also contributes to the construction of 
collective imaginaries, mirroring prevailing issues related to gender
and ethnicity. On the international stage, sport has increasingly be-
come a platform for geopolitical contention, as visible in phenome-
na such as acts of terrorism, boycotts, normative disputes, and rival-
ries among global powers. By encompassing not only processes of 
self-representation but also the strategic portrayal of the “Other,” it
involves the intentional dissemination of negative discourse of for-
eign nations, aimed at galvanizing domestic political support and
undermining the existing international order. Th e international his-
tory of modern sport, much like global politics itself, is marked by 
fl uctuation and contestation.



44  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

Th e revival of the Olympic Games in 1896 marked a foundation-
al moment in the internationalization of modern sport. In You Must 
Change Your Life, political theorist Peter Sl oterdijk (2013) charac-
terizes Pierre de Coubertin – the founder of the modern Olympic
movement – as a paradigmatic fi gure of sport as a form of universal,
secular religion. Th e Olympic Games were imbued with symbolic
and institutional features that underlined their global aspirations: a 
fi xed four-year cycle that functioned as a new civilizational calendar;
the centralized, quasi-monarchical leadership of the International
Olympic Committee (IOC); and a guiding ideology of interna-
tionalism encapsulated in the principle of pax olympicaf , or Olympic
truce. Yet, the contemporary landscape reveals increasing strains on
this universalist vision. Rising political fragmentation and resurgent
national chauvinism challenge the cohesion and legitimacy of global
sporting institutions, casting uncertainty on the cosmopolitan ethos
that underpins events like the Olympics or the World Cup.

A historical example of these developments can be seen in the
case of Japan. Operating within the same era of global transforma-
tion as de Coubertin, Horace Wilson – an American educator and
foreign advisor involved in the modernization of Japan’s education
system during the Meiji Restoration – introduced baseball to Japan
in 1872. In a symbolic moment of reversal and affi  rmation, that
same year of the inaugural modern Olympics in 1896 saw a Japanese
baseball team defeat an American one, a victory that was quickly 
framed as a national accomplishment. Th is event signalled Japan’s
gradual integration into both international sport and the global po-
litical order. Japan’s trajectory in the international arena continued
through the turbulent periods of imperial expansion and postwar
reconstruction. Aft er the cancellation of the 1940 Tokyo Olympic
Games and following its defeat in World War II, Japan reemerged as
a democratic nation and, in 1964, became the fi rst Asian country to
host the Olympic Games. Whilst marking a sporting milestone, the
event constituted a geopolitical statement, celebrating Japan’s rein-
tegration into the liberal international order and its commitment to
democratic norms.

Until 2014, European countries and North America hosted 40
of the 48 Olympic Games, refl ecting the historical dominance of 
the West in the organization of global sporting mega-events. Th e
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geography of the Games then began to change: fi rst with the 2014
Winter Olympics in Sochi, followed by the Rio de Janeiro Summer
Games in 2016, and fi nally the Beijing Winter Olympics in 2022 –
together signalling what has been termed the “BRICS phase” of the
Games (Diodato and St rina, 2023). Th is period also included two
other editions hosted in Asia: PyeongChang in 2018 and Tokyo in
2020 (held in 2021), pointing to a “re-Orientation” of the Games.
Within this geopolitical rebalancing of Olympic hosting, the 2024
Games in Paris represented a symbolic return to the West. Th ey will
be followed by the Milano-Cortina Winter Olympics in 2026, the
Los Angeles Summer Games in 2028, and the French Alps Winter
Olympics in 2030, further reaffi  rming Europe and North America’s
enduring centrality in the global sporting order. Th ese shift s reveal
not only how the geography of Olympic hosting refl ects the evolv-
ing confi guration of global power and its contention, but also how 
that very confi guration can be understood through the dynamics of 
international sport.

Th e nature of modern sport itself is undergoing a profound
transformation, driven by shift ing cultural norms, technologi-
cal innovation, and economic imperatives. A salient illustration is
the growing debate surrounding the classifi cation of some e-sports
(such as competitive video gaming) as a legitimate sporting activi-
ty, particularly following their inclusion as an offi  cial discipline in
the 2022 Asian Games hosted by China in 2023. Th is development
challenges some foundational elements of the Olympic ethos, no-
tably the presumed equivalence among diverse physical disciplines
and the principle of rotational hosting as a symbol of international
inclusivity. Some e-sports mirror several structural features tradi-
tionally associated with modern sport, including organized compe-
tition, institutional governance, recreational value, and widespread
social acceptance. However, others deviate from classical defi nitions
by lacking the central component of physical exertion. Nonetheless,
the soft ware used in video gaming is oft en owned by private com-
panies. Th is raises critical questions regarding the role of economic
interests in reshaping the conceptual boundaries of sport. Parallel
concerns emerge regarding technological advancements, especially 
the integration of artifi cial intelligence into athletic performance,
training, and governance.



46  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

Among the earliest principles to be contested within the Olympic
framework was the ideal of amateurism, which began to erode sig-
nifi cantly during the 1970s and 1980s. In its place, especially since
the Los Angeles 1984 Olympics, sport has increasingly become a 
multi-billion-dollar global industry deeply enmeshed with mass me-
dia and corporate sponsorship. Th is commercialization introduces
new dynamics (such as the commodifi cation of events and athletes
themselves) and new actors (multinational corporations and the
global media) into the international arena. In turn, the ever-increas-
ing global attention to mega-sporting events further increases their
public and political signifi cance.

It is by now well established that events such as the Olympic
Games, the FIFA World Cup, or the Asian Games serve as focal
points for the entanglement of sport and politics. Th ese mega-events
share defi ning characteristics: global media reach, signifi cant eco-
nomic investment and the capacity to attract mass tourism. As such,
they are not only arenas of athletic competition but also platforms for
soft  power projection and strategic narrative construction. Yet what
deserves closer attention is how the geography of these mega-events,
together with the political narratives forged around them by host na-
tions and global media, is shaping not only the future trajectory of 
global sport but also the contours of the emerging world order.

At fi rst glance, it may then be somewhat puzzling that the pub-
lic debate surrounding the upcoming 2026 Milano Cortina Winter
Olympics has so far almost completely neglected the political di-
mension. Th e primary focus has instead been on sustainability 
(both fi nancial and environmental) and the legacy of the Games at
the spatial and local levels, also due to the geographical spread of the
hosting venues, with the involvement of no fewer than two diff erent
regions (Lombardia and Veneto) and two autonomous provinces
(Trento and Bolzano). While the opinion of the local populations
on the expected impact of the Games has been mixed, highlighting 
concerns about their environmental consequences and skyrocket-
ing cost of living, at the national level, the Milano Cortina Games
have been framed as a testing ground for Italy’s organizational and
infrastructural capabilities. For example, when the idea was vented
that bobsled, luge, and skeleton events may be relocated abroad due
to the delays, uncertainties and local opposition surrounding the



INTRODUCTION. REASSESSING THE INSTITUTIONS, ACTORS AND POLITICS 47

Cortina sliding track, Italy’s Foreign Minister Antonio Tajani talked
about this possibility as a “national surrender” (Il Sole 24 Ore, 2023).

Much less attention has instead been paid to the fact that the
run-up to the Games has been marked by the exacerbation of two
major wars in Europe (in Ukraine) and its neighbourhood (in Gaza 
and the Middle East at large). Public statements by Italian author-
ities on the international environment surrounding the upcoming 
Games have been few and far between, and limited to generic hopes
about the “message of peace and freedom” that the Games may bring 
to the warring zones (Milano Today,(( 2025). Th is reluctance to ac-
knowledge the linkage between international sport and international
politics, even at a time of heightened global tension, should not be
surprising. Th rough the 20th century, sports offi  cers and organisa-
tions have been at pains to foster the myth that sport is “apolitical”
and “neutral” – a sort of idyllic, peaceful “safe heaven” amidst the
turbulence of global politics. Th is narrative has been functional in
trying to preserve the autonomy and leeway of international sport
and its bureaucracy. However, it has proven untenable at times of 
major international tensions, such as during the two world wars or at
especially tense moments during the Cold War (such as Russia’s inva-
sion of Afghanistan), highlighting the intimate connection between
international sport and the international system (Goretti, 2025).

Th e latest Olympic Games of Paris 2024 are a case in point. Not
only was a major sports power such as Russia not able to participate
with a national team, with its athletes being allowed entry only as
‘individual neutral athletes’ and the Russian government outlining 
plans for staging ‘alternative events’; but the Games also became the
platform for a bitter international row about gender identities and
rights, actively fuelled by Russian misinformation and the global far-
right media sphere, which explicitly attacked the IOC and its sup-
posed adherence to “woke ideology” (Goretti, 2024).

Due to starting on 6 February 2026, it seems unlikely that the up-
coming Winter Olympics will be completely shielded from dynam-
ics spilling over from the realm of international politics. At the time
of writing, the International Olympic Committee – now headed by 
Kirsty Coventry, the fi rst female President in its history – has con-
fi rmed its policy of allowing entry of Russian and Belarusian partici-
pants in Milano Cortina 2026 only as individual neutral athletes – a 



48  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

decision that will have substantial implications for the event given
Russia’s longstanding tradition in winter team sports such as ice hock-
ey (and that will also lead to the exclusion of National Hockey League
superstar and all-time top scorer Aleksandr Ovechkin) (IOC, 2025).
In parallel, for the fi rst time European offi  cers have made an opening 
to the widespread calls for a possible ban on Israel in international
sport due to the war crimes and human rights abuses perpetrated
in Gaza (Starcevic, 2025), while protests against the participation
of Israel-affi  liated teams have profoundly hit major sports competi-
tions such as the Vuelta Espana 2025, resulting in exceptional securi-
ty measures (Al Jazeera(( , 2025). Although an exclusion of Israel from
the upcoming Winter Olympics seems out of question, its delegation
will, likely, attract attention and contestation despite its very limited
size (6 Israeli athletes competed in three disciplines at Beijing 2022).
Finally, the Italian government itself, while refraining from acknowl-
edging the political nature of the Milano Cortina Olympics, seems to
be keen on leveraging its diplomatic potential, as evident in the invita-
tion to the event that has already been extended to US Vice President
JD Vance (Ansa, 2025). In a nutshell, international politics will con-
tinue to simmer beneath the snowy surfaces of Milano Cortina.

A refl ection on the nexus between sport and international rela-
tions, as the one provided in this Focus, is thus even more urgent.
Th e Focus brings together three articles that, albeit with diverse em-
pirical focus and methods, converge on this central premise: sport
is not merely a refl ection of international politics but an arena in
which global power is articulated, contested, and reshaped. Th e
fi rst two contributions examine the role of International Sports
Organisations (ISOs), with a focus on the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) and the Fédération Internationale de Football
Association (FIFA) – arguably the two most infl uential organisa-
tions in global sport governance. Th ese articles critically assess how 
such organisations position themselves within the international so-
ciety, navigating tensions between neutrality and politicisation, and
responding to the shift ing geopolitical landscape in ways that reveal
their embeddedness in world politics. Together, they foreground the
limits of institutional neutrality in moments of crisis, particularly in
the context of the Ukraine war and the Israeli Palestinian confl ict,



INTRODUCTION. REASSESSING THE INSTITUTIONS, ACTORS AND POLITICS 49

showcasing how ISOs – far from being apolitical actors – actively 
shape, and are shaped by, the currents of power politics.

Th e fi rst article by Leo Goretti contributes to this debate by 
adopting an institutionalist approach that regards sport as a sec-
ondary institution of the international society. To shed light on its
nature as such, the article interrogates the role of the norm of po-
litical neutrality invoked by the IOC in the context of the Russia-
Ukraine war. Focusing on the period between the 2022 Beijing 
Winter Games and the 2024 Paris Summer Olympics, the article
traces how the IOC attempted to uphold neutrality amid mounting 
geopolitical tensions and direct challenges to its authority, assessing 
to what extent it has proved eff ective in preventing fragmentation of 
the international sport order. Th e analysis illustrates Russia’s engage-
ment in what is identifi ed as “thick contestation,” invoking Olympic
norms such as non-discrimination and non-politicisation to delegit-
imise the IOC’s sanctions, while simultaneously trying to promote
an alternative regime of international sport by “reorienting” it to-
wards the Global South. Conversely, according to Goretti, Ukraine’s
contestation of the IOC’s policy towards Russia between 2022 and
2024 can be characterised as a “thin contestation,” seeking to recal-
ibrate normative priorities within the existing framework and em-
phasising the condemnation of war and its impact on athletes over
neutrality. Positioned uneasily between its formal role as custodian
of peace and its embeddedness in international power politics, the
IOC was ultimately forced to take stances that strained its relation-
ship with Russia and challenged the ideal of a universal, apolitical
Olympic movement. All in all, Goretti’s article shows that the idea 
of a universal sporting arena depends on a well-functioning inter-
national society. When that foundation breaks down, sport cannot
remain above the fray, becoming a stage on which the fractures of 
world politics are both exposed and intensifi ed.

Th is interplay is further explored in the following article by 
Francesco Belcastro, which delves into FIFA’s “foreign policy” in the
context of Israel’s war on Gaza, revealing how the organization’s de-
cision-making cannot be understood solely through an “institution-
al logic” but must also be situated within the personal politics and
political alignments of its leadership. Far from adhering to a strictly 
neutral stance, the article argues that FIFA engages as a full-fl edged
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actor in the international arena in politically charged decision-mak-
ing shaped by leadership agendas and external pressures. It claims so
through a detailed analysis of FIFA’s expanding role under the last
two presidents, Sepp Blatter and Gianni Infantino, exploring their
particular interests in Middle East politics. FIFA’s selective enforce-
ment of its statutes, especially in the face of Israeli violations, points
to dynamics common across all ISOs: the perpetual tension between
institutional mandates and political ambitions.

Th e third and fi nal article, co-authored by Emidio Diodato and
Veronica Strina, focuses on the role of the Olympic Games as key 
arenas and catalysts of normative contestation of the liberal interna-
tional order (LIO). Th e article develops a comparative analysis of the
Sochi 2014 and Beijing 2022 Winter Games, with their legacies read
in the context of the Paris 2024 Olympics. By doing so, the study 
shows how Russia and China have mobilized the Olympic arena 
to articulate alternative visions of internationalism and Olympism
while revealing that Olympism’s contestation is no longer exclu-
sively arising from authoritarian powers but endemic to the very 
order liberal democracies claim to defend. Th rough the prism of the
Winter Games hosted by Russia and China, the authors illustrate a 
pragmatic convergence rather than a deep ideological alignment on
how the two actors contest the LIO’s pillars, in particular interna-
tionalism, multilateralism, and environmentalism. Th ese divergen-
cies reverberated in the context of the 2024 Paris Olympics, which,
while framed as a return to the roots of Olympism, exposed internal
fi ssures within liberal democracies themselves, as populist and far-
right movements increasingly question the universalist values that
undergird both Olympism and liberal internationalism. Th e article
anticipates a likely transition towards a “post-Olympism,” with the
Olympic Games constituting a contested space mirroring and inten-
sifying the plural, fragmented, and increasingly polarized nature of 
the changing international order.

Collectively, the articles included in this Focus dismantle the no-
tion that sport is merely a peripheral or apolitical domain, instead
presenting it as an arena in which power and global hierarchies are
continuously contested and negotiated. Across institutional and
ideological dimensions, as well as through individual agency, sport
emerges as a site where national identity, legitimacy, political values
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and norms are constantly rearticulated. From the normative ten-
sions surrounding neutrality of international sport organisations to
the contestation of the universalism of Olympism in an age of polit-
ical fragmentation, the Focus off ers a multilayered understanding of 
sport as a constitutive force in world politics. In doing so, it invites
scholars and practitioners alike to take the political work sport per-
forms seriously, as a performance through which the future of the
emerging world order is enacted and reimagined.

Emidio Diodato, Leo Goretti and Veronica Strina
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Contestation on the Playing Ground:
The Russia-Ukraine War between Beijing 2022
and Paris 2024
Leo Goretti

Abstract

This chapter argues that international sport functions as a secondary insti-
tution of the international system whose norms are contingent on systemic
politics. Focusing on the case of the Russia–Ukraine war from Beijing 2022
to Paris 2024, it traces how the International Olympic Committee (IOC)
deployed two norms (that is, political neutrality and the Olympic Truce) to
preserve organizational cohesion, and how the most directly involved state
actors (Ukraine and Russia) responded. The chapter shows that neutrality op-
erated primarily as a damage-limitation device, rather than as a value-oriented
principle, and that it was intensely contested. Contestation unfolded in two
modes: “thin” contestation (by Ukraine) sought to reprioritize values within
the Olympic framework, elevating condemnation of aggression over neutrali-
ty, whereas “thick” contestation (by Russia and aligned actors) challenged the
framework’s legitimacy and incubated alternative events, raising fragmenta-
tion risks. Overall, the chapter highlights that a truly “universal” sport arena 
is necessarily dependent on a functioning global international system at large.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo capitolo sostiene che lo sport internazionale funzioni come un’i-
stituzione secondaria del sistema internazionale, le cui norme sono contin-
genti alla politica sistemica. Concentrandosi sul caso della guerra Russia–
Ucraina, dal ciclo che va da Pechino 2022 a Parigi 2024, esso ricostruisce
come il Comitato Olimpico Internazionale (CIO) abbia impiegato due
norme – la neutralità politica e la Tregua Olimpica – per preservare la 
coesione organizzativa, e come gli attori statali più direttamente coinvol-
ti (Ucraina e Russia) abbiano risposto. Il capitolo mostra che la neutralità 
ha operato principalmente come uno strumento di limitazione dei danni
più che come un principio orientato ai valori, e che è stata oggetto di in-
tensa contestazione. La contestazione si è articolata in due modalità: la 
contestazione “thin” (da parte dell’Ucraina) ha cercato di riorientare la 
gerarchia dei valori all’interno del quadro olimpico, elevando la condanna 
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dell’aggressione al di sopra della neutralità; la contestazione “thick” (da 
parte della Russia e degli attori a essa allineati) ha invece messo in discus-
sione la legittimità stessa del quadro e promosso eventi alternativi, aumen-
tando i rischi di frammentazione. Complessivamente, il capitolo mette in
evidenza che una arena sportiva realmente “universale” dipende necessaria-
mente dal corretto funzionamento del più ampio sistema internazionale.

Keywords: Olympic neutrality, norm contestation, secondary institutions,
International Olympic Committee, Russia-Ukraine war, sports diplomacy

Introduction

The fundamental idea behind the Olympic Games is to unite
the entire world in peaceful competition. [...] At the Olympic
Games, the athletes of the territories of all 206 National Olympic
Committees and the IOC Refugee Olympic Team embody this
peace mission. Based on our political neutrality, we welcome all
National Olympic Committees of the world who respect our
constitution, the Olympic Charter, without any discrimination for
any reason (IOC, 2024a).

It was thus that, in May 2024, the then-President of the International
Olympic Committee (IOC) Thomas Bach summed up the mission
of the Olympic movement. With the Paris Olympics drawing near
and no truce in sight for the Russia-Ukraine and Israel-Palestine
wars, Bach seemed bent on stressing the peace-facilitating and
bridge-building role of Olympism. To ensure as wide a participation
as possible, the IOC reiterated its commitment to “political neutral-
ity” and the rejection of “any discrimination” – provided, however,
that its “constitution”, the Olympic Charter, was respected.

As Bach’s speech highlights, today’s international sport is gov-
erned by organisations (such as the IOC) that are grounded in a com-
plex constellation of values (such as peace) and norms (such as neu-
trality) that are explicitly codifi ed and formalised (as in the Olympic
Charter). As I discuss in another paper (Goretti, 2025), the norms 
underlying international sport have been developed – and modi-
fi ed – over the more-than-a-century-long history of the Olympic
movement, not only due to internal organisational needs, but also
as a response to exogenous changes in the international system. Th ey 
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have both provided a source of legitimacy for the governing role of 
the IOC over international sport – as is the case for the supposed
universal peace mission of Olympism – as well as a useful compass
to navigate international tensions and confl icts that may threaten
the unity of international sport, causing fragmentation. Th is latter
function has been played especially by the norm of political neutral-
ity, which has been codifi ed in the Olympic Charter only in 2018,
admittedly as a response to “increased political and geopolitical and
nationalistic pressures” encroaching on the IOC (IOC Media, 2018,
1:09:06-1:10:01).

Within a very few years, the Russian invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, in a blatant violation of international law, posed very 
uneasy questions to the organisations in charge of international sport:
fi rst and foremost, whether to introduce sanctions – and how – against
the Russian state, its offi  cials and athletes (Goretti, 2022). Th rough a 
process-tracing approach, this chapter will interrogate what role the
norm of neutrality has played in this debate: how it has been referred
to and applied by the IOC1, whether and how it has been contested by 
state and non-state actors, and – more generally – to what extent it has
proved eff ective in preventing fragmentation in international sport.
More broadly, the discussion will focus on the degree of dependency 
or autonomy of sport in the international system, shedding light on its
nature as a “secondary institution” of the international society.

1. International Sport as a (Contested) Institution

While sports history and sociology literatures have thrived since the
1970s, International Relations (IR) scholarship took a longer time
to develop a substantial interest in sport. In the last two decades,
however, a remarkable amount of research has investigated the nex-
us between international sport and international affairs: first and
foremost, by focusing on the role of sport as a “soft power” tool
employed by democratic and authoritarian states alike, and of sport

1 While acknowledging the relevance of FIFA as the other major organisation
governing international sport, due to the scope of the analysis, the paper focuses
on the IOC only, although occasional references to international football and its
organisations are included as well.
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diplomacy an enabler or facilitator of interstate relations. A more
recent stream of literature has highlighted how international sport
can also become a site for what Stuart Murray (2018) defined as
“anti-diplomacy” and different types of contestation: from boycotts
and other forms of protest, to public initiatives challenging the exist-
ing order, to media contestation (Diodato and Strina, 2023).

Th is chapter proposes a complementary, institutionalist ap-
proach. Th e underlying assumption is that sport should be regard-
ed as an institution: that is, building on Keohane (1988: 383) and
Hodgson (2006: 2), a “system of established principles, norms and
rules, identifi able in space and time, that structure repeated human
interaction”. More specifi cally, “international” sport should be con-
sidered a “secondary” institution of the international system: that
is, as per Kilian Spandler’s defi nition (2015: 613), an institution
that (i) refers to a “discrete section[n] of international reality and
appl[ies] to a clearly defi ned set of actors” and (ii) whose existence is
dependent and conditional on that of other, more fundamental and
general institutions, such as state sovereignty and multilateralism.
Indeed, “international” sport would simply not exist in the complete”
absence of common rules and institutions shared by and conducive
to peaceful coexistence among sovereign states. To illustrate, one can
simply refer to the cancellation of the most important international
competitions – the Olympics and the men’s football World Cup –
during the two world wars, for all the (wishful) eff orts of sport bu-
reaucrats to keep the fl ame alive.

A related consideration is that the international system and its
dynamics have an impact on the institutions of international sport.
Th is is certainly the case as far as the process of norm emergence
is concerned, as well exemplifi ed by the recent codifi cation of the
norm of “political neutrality” in reaction to a fraught international
environment. Another poignant example is the development of the
notion of “Olympic Truce” in the early 1990s. Th e outbreak of the
war in the ex-Yugoslavia led the United Nations Security Council
to vote Resolution 757 on 30 May 1992, which invited all states to
“Take the necessary steps to prevent the participation in sporting 
events on their territory of persons or groups representing the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro)” (UN Security 
Council, 1992). As a result, the Yugoslavian team was banned from
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the European football championship 1992, while the IOC managed
to include Yugoslav athletes in the Barcelona Summer Games as
“independent Olympic participants”. Building on that crisis, IOC
President Samaranch soon put forward the proposal for introducing 
a UN-sanctioned period of truce in correspondence with the future
Olympic Games, which was eventually approved by the UN General
Assembly with resolution 48/11 on 25 October 1993 and reiterat-
ed for all the subsequent Olympics (UN General Assembly, 1993;
Waters, 2023). Th e IOC’s website explicitly states that the introduc-
tion of this norm was made “taking into account the new political
reality in which sport and the Olympic Games exist” (IOC, 2025a),
highlighting the nexus between the norms of international sport
and the international system. Notably, as will be discussed in the fol-
lowing, both political neutrality and the Olympic truce have been
widely referred to in the debate over Russian participation in inter-
national sport that ensued the outbreak of the war against Ukraine.

At the same time, however, contestation in the international
system may also lead to “contestation” of the existing institutional
framework (in terms of values, norms and organisations) of interna-
tional sport. Th is contestation can originate from diff erent subjects
– state actors, non-governmental organisations, the media, athletes
(Goretti, 2023), among others – and can take diff erent forms. In this
paper, we will distinguish between two diff erent modes of contesta-
tion, building on both Adler-Nissen and Pouliot (2014) and Wiener
(2014). A fi rst mode of contestation is “thin contestation”: what is
contested is not the existing institutional framework per se, but rath-
er the way in which its values and norms are applied (their scope) and
hierarchised (what values/norms should take precedence if a confl ict
between them arises). Th is kind of contestation is therefore aimed at
redefi ning priorities within the existing framework. Examples of thin
contestation in international sport may be the (successful) campaign
of African countries for the exclusion of apartheid South Africa in
the 1960s (Booth, 2003) or the protest of the German men’s foot-
ball team against the prohibition of the rainbow “OneLove” arm-
band at the Qatar 2022 World Cup (BBC, 2022a). In both cases,
emphasis was put on the need to give priority to fundamental values
(anti-racism, anti-discrimination and LGBTIQ+ rights) within the
established structure of international sport.
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A second mode of contestation is “thick contestation”: that is, the
contestation of existing frameworks as such. Unlike thin contesta-
tion, this type of contestation can potentially lead to the emergence
of alternative, competing institutional frameworks for international
sport, implying the risk of its fragmentation. An example of “thick 
contestation” in international sport was the establishment of alter-
native international sporting movements in the early 20th century,
such as the two separate international Workers’ Sport movements
that contested the bourgeoise character of Olympic sport (based on
amateurism) in accordance with the approach of the Socialist and
Communist Internationals (Gounot, 2015). Another salient ex-
ample was the (short-lived) organisation of the Games of the New 
Emerging Forces (GANEFO) in Jakarta in 1963, in the context of 
decolonisation and as a result of the People’s Republic of China 
self-exclusion from the Olympic movement: Indonesia’s President
Sukarno explicitly proposed “to mix sports with politics, and [...]
establish the Games of the New Emerging Forces, the GANEFO
[...] against the Old Established Order” (Connolly, 2012: 1313).
Arguably, in line with our general assumption about the relation
between international sport and the international system, thick con-
testation in international sport is more likely to emerge at times of 
heightened tension in the international environment. Th e case of 
the Russia-Ukraine war, which will be discussed in the following,
provides an apt testing ground for this hypothesis.

2. The Olympic Norms vis-à-vis the War against Ukraines

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 immediately had a 
profound impact on international sport. The Beijing Winter Olympics
had drawn to a close just four days before the invasion; heightened
international tensions had reverberated through the Games, with the
Biden administration embarking on a diplomatic boycott in response
to the People’s Republic of China (PRC)’s human rights violations,
Russian President Vladimir Putin and Chinese President Xi Jinping 
meeting on the sidelines of the Games to announce the alleged begin-
ning of a new era of international relations based on “just multipolar-
ity” and Ukrainian athletes staging pro-peace demonstrations during 
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the Games to call international attention onto the Russian threats of 
aggression. Within a few hours of the invasion, a debate started about
the participation of Russian athletes in upcoming high-level sporting 
events such as the Beijing Paralympics (to be held 4-13 March) and
the qualifiers for the 2022 FIFA World Cup, with Russia set to face
Poland in a play-off match scheduled on 24 March. Athletes, sport
officials and government representatives from not only Ukraine, but
also several Western (especially Nordic) countries, called for an out-
right ban of Russia and Belarus from international sport (Goretti,
2022; Kobierecka and Kobierecki, 2023).

For once, the organisations governing international sport, such as
the International Olympic and Paralympic Committees and FIFA,
were quick in reacting to the new reality. On the same day of the in-
vasion, the IOC issued a statement where it “strongly condemn[ed]
the breach of the Olympic Truce by the Russian government” (IOC,
2022a). Indeed, since the Truce started seven days before the begin-
ning of the Olympic Games and would last until seven days aft er the
end of the Paralympic Games, the Russian war could be framed as a 
violation of a fundamental norm of “both” international sport and
the international system, as the Truce had been adopted by consensus
within the United Nations General Assembly (2021). Th is became
the normative argument based on which all subsequent “sanctions”
adopted by the IOC against the Russian government and its offi  cials
were grounded. Th e day aft er the invasion, on 25 February, another
communique to was issued whereby all international sports feder-
ations were urged to cancel all the events to be held in Russia and
Belarus (BBC, 2022b)2, as well as “to take the breach of the Olympic
Truce by the Russian and Belarussian governments into account and
give the safety and security of the athletes absolute priority” (IOC,
2022b). Finally, on 28 February, a new recommendation was pub-
lished whereby two diff erent sets of measures were taken: fi rst, the
Olympic Order was withdrawn from high-ranking Russian govern-
ment offi  cials – including President Putin – due to “the extremely 

2 Belarus was mentioned by the IOC due to its government’s “support” for
Russia’s war; notably, however, FIFA and UEFA allowed Belarusian teams (both
at the national and club levels) to compete, albeit playing their home matches at
neutral venues without spectators.
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grave violation of the Olympic Truce [...] by the Russian govern-
ment”; second, the participation of Russian and Belarusian athletes
and offi  cials in international competitions was discouraged “in or-
der to protect the integrity of global sports competitions and for
the safety of all the participants” (IOC, 2022c). In the subsequent
weeks, most (but not all) international sports federations adopted
such recommendations (Heerdt and Battaglia, 2022).

Notably, while in the public debate all these measures were
lumped together as “sporting sanctions” against Russia, the IOC
carefully distinguished between them and their underlying rationale.
Th e measures targeting the Russian government and state (includ-
ing a total ban on using its symbols, fl ags, anthems or colours at any 
international event) were indeed explicitly presented as “sanctions”
against the Russian war of aggression, and were motivated by refer-
ring to the normative system of international sport (a result of “bla-
tant violation of the Olympic Truce and [...] the Olympic Charter”
on part of the Russian government). Th e exclusion of athletes was
instead framed as a temporary “protective measure” that the IOC
was forced to take due to widespread “anti-Russian and anti-Belaru-
sian feelings” and, most importantly, “public and political pressure”
by governments on national Olympic committees, with the latter
being reportedly asked not to compete against athletes from certain
countries (Russia and Belarus). Th is “exceptional” decision was ad-
mittedly taken by the IOC “with a very heavy heart” as a result of 
exogenous (governmental) pressures, supposedly to prevent an even
greater fragmentation of international sport into opposing political
blocs and thus its “full politicisation” (IOC, 2022d). Th e exclusion
of Russian athletes was thus portrayed as the “lesser evil”, necessary 
to “protect” the Olympic movement amidst a major crisis originat-
ing in the wider international system, testifying to the “secondary”
– and dependent – nature of international sport and its norms.

Not surprisingly, as the months went by, the IOC was increas-
ingly at pains to fi nd a pathway to lift  the protective measures threat-
ening its supposed neutrality and restore its self-claimed “universal-
ism”. To this end, a key moment was the letter addressed to Th omas
Bach by the UN Special Rapporteur in the fi eld of cultural rights
and the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance in September
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2022. While recognising the legitimacy of the sanctions introduced
against the Russian state, the Rapporteurs raised “serious concerns”
that the recommendation to ban Russian athletes may instead
be a form of discrimination based on nationality (Xanthaki and
Achiume, 2022; cf. Xanthaki, 2023). Th is opinion was constant-
ly mentioned by IOC representatives in the process leading up to
the revision of the recommendations on Russian athletes. Between
March and December 2023, a set of criteria was outlined under
which participation of individual Russian and Belarusian athletes
under neutral fl ag could be reinstated, also looking towards the Paris
2024 Olympics. Strict eligibility conditions were defi ned: among 
them, a full ban on all those who actively supported the war or who
were contracted to military or national security agencies. Notably,
once again, the IOC motivated this decision by referring not only 
to its own normative framework (such as the “fi rm rejection of any 
political interference in the autonomous authority of sports organ-
isations to decide on participation in their competitions”), but also
to the opinion of an external actor in the wider international system:
the UN, its resolutions and its Rapporteurs, on whose authority “the
IOC has to rely” (IOC, 2023a; IOC, 2023b).

Overall, the IOC claimed – in its usual self-aggrandizing way – to
have navigated the “complex political situation” created by Russia’s
war against Ukraine following a “values-based course of action” in-
spired by the Olympic Charter. Values such as “peace, unity, soli-
darity and non-discrimination” would have provided a “compass” to
address a seemingly “intractable” situation in the right way (IOC,
2023c). Yet, the IOC’s approach and decision were repeatedly con-
tested, for diff erent reasons, from both the Ukrainian and Russian
camps, which sheds further light on the degree of eff ectiveness of 
the normative framework of international sport in addressing the
impact of major international crises.

3. Ukraine: “There is not such a thing as neutrality”

As mentioned, Ukrainian sport took a firm stance against the Russian
threats of war already during the Beijing 2022 Games. Following the
invasion, on 27 February 2022, an open letter signed by Ukrainian
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athletes was sent to the Presidents of the International Olympic and
Paralympic Committee calling for a ban of Russian athletes from in-
ternational sport, referring to the breach of the Olympic Charter and
the grave danger that the invasion was posing to Ukrainian athletes’
lives (Global Athlete, 2022). In the following months, Ukrainian of-
ficials and sportspeople campaigned against the presence of Russian
competitors in some of the sports – especially tennis – where they 
had not been excluded. In their argumentation, they often referred
to the death toll suffered by Ukrainian athletes due to the war as well
as to the systematic politicisation of sport under Putin’s regime. As
tennis player Marta Kostyuk put it, “sport has always been politics
and always will be” (Kane, 2022; cf. Burke, 2022).

Once it became clear that the IOC was looking for a pathway 
to reintegrate Russian athletes, President Zelensky himself repeat-
edly made a case against it. Russia deserves “complete isolation” in
sport, the President argued in December 2022, pointing out that
“184 Ukrainian athletes have died as a result of Russia’s actions, and
Russia itself uses sports for propaganda purposes” (Sheff erd, 2022).
Faced with the perspective of Russian participation at Paris 2024,
Zelensky went on to underline that “there is no such thing as neu-
trality when a war like this is going on”, that “that any neutral fl ag of 
Russian athletes is stained with blood” and that “Olympic princi-
ples and war are fundamentally opposed to each other” (President
of Ukraine, 2023). In other words, the Ukrainian government con-
tested the IOC’s decision by establishing a hierarchy of values and
norms within the Olympic framework: in the context of a major
confl ict, rejection and condemnation of a war of aggression should
supersede political neutrality; sanctions should be extended to in-
dividual athletes too as their participation would be “a symbol of 
violence and impunity” (Lasjaunias, 2023).

Although minoritarian, similar arguments against Russian
participation were shared also by some (Western) sports offi  cials.
Especially notable was the stance taken by Sebastian Coe – the
President of World Athletics – who refused to lift  the ban on
Russian athletes in his federation despite the IOC’s updated recom-
mendations in 2023. Coe explained that this was a matter of “integ-
rity” and of not being “on the wrong side of history”: faced with the
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dramatic consequences of the war on Ukrainian sport and people, “I
can’t be neutral” (Rowbotton, 2023).

Coe’s position however was not shared by the majority of fed-
erations that instead started reintegrating Russian athletes as in-
dividual neutrals through 2023. Not surprisingly, the Ukrainian
reaction was very harsh. For several months, the government con-
sidered the possibility of an outright boycott of the Paris Olympics
(France24, 2023); in parallel, on 30 March 2023, a policy was issued
by the Ministry of Sport that required athletes offi  cially represent-
ing Ukraine not to participate in events where “neutral” Russian and
Belarusian opponents were present (Melkozerova, 2023a). Th ese
initiatives, that would overall amount to a form of “thick” contes-
tation of IOC norms and decisions, were eventually dropped, as it
became progressively clear that a boycott would not be joined by the
majority of Western allies and that not attending events was overall
harmful to Ukrainian athletes and not benefi cial to Ukraine’s cause
(Melkozerova, 2023b; Lloyd, 2023).

Instead, participation in international events, and especially 
the Olympics, could provide a platform to recall attention onto
Ukraine’s war of resistance. As the offi  cial communique of the
Ministry of Sport offi  cialising Ukraine’s participation in the Paris
2024 Games clarifi ed

this time for Ukraine, the Olympics is primarily a big screen to the
world. We need to remind the world that Ukraine exists, is fighting 
and is capable of winning. The very fact that the Ukrainian flag is
flying in Paris is a great manifestation of willpower (UNN, 2024).

Even though President Zelensky did not attend the event, 140 ath-
letes qualified for the Games, and the Ukraine House in Paris was
described as “a gritty celebration of Ukrainian national identity”
(VOA, 2024). In the same vein, when Olha Kharlan – who had
been disqualified from the 2023 Fencing World Championship
for refusing to shake hands with her defeated Russian opponent
Anna Smirnova – won the first medal for the country in the Games,
she underlined that her medal was above all “a message to all the
world that Ukraine will never give up” (Ames, 2024). In parallel,
the Ukrainian government and civil society organisations carefully 
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screened the profiles of potential Russian participants, preparing 
databases and dossiers that contributed to keeping the attention
high on the issue (Hoy, 2024; Sabbagh 2024; Ministry of Youth and
Sports of Ukraine, 2025). Specific guidelines were provided by the
Ukrainian Olympic Committee inviting their athletes to avoid any 
direct contacts – either in person or via social media – with Russian
and Belarusian attendees (Australian Associated Press,s  2024).

Overall, Ukraine’s contestation of the IOC policy toward Russia 
in 2022-2024 was of the “thin” type: that is, trying to revise priori-
ties within the existing normative framework, placing a greater focus
on issues such as the rejection of war and the humanitarian situation
in the country, including for sportspeople, rather than on neutrali-
ty. Even though the possibility of a boycott of the Paris Olympics
was repeatedly raised and a non-participation policy was initially 
introduced for events featuring Russian participants, the fi nal de-
liberation was to keep acting within the existing system, leveraging 
it to keep the attention high on the situation in the country. Th is
did not mean endorsing the IOC’s rhetoric altogether, however:
when French President Macron suggested the possibility of enacting 
the Olympic Truce on the Russia-Ukraine front during the Games,
Zelensky was adamant that this was a non-starter for Ukraine, as
it would just go to the benefi t of Russia (Mathiesen, 2024). Once
again, the hard reality of international politics superseded the ideal-
istic normative framework of the IOC.

4. Russia: the Paris Games as “a tool of gross, racist and 
ethnic discrimination”

Russia’s reaction to the IOC’s “sanctions” and “protective meas-
ures” was, as one may expect, of radical and aggressive contestation
from the very beginning. The full membership of Russia in inter-
national sport had already been questioned for years: following the
state-sponsored doping scandal in the aftermath of the Sochi 2014
Olympics, Russia’s presence at all successive Games had been (mild-
ly) tainted one way or another (Wallace and Giambalvo, 2022).
President Putin, who since the inception of his Presidency had
widely resorted to sport as a propaganda tool, repeatedly took issue
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with the international anti-doping authorities, whose accusations he
described as part of their supposedly anti-Russian politics (Goretti
and  Mariconti, 2023).

Aft er the February 2022 IOC recommendations were issued and
Russia was excluded from the Beijing 2022 Paralympics, the Kremlin
reacted quickly by organising an alternative Winter Paralympics in
the city of Khanty-Mansiysk. In opening the Games, President Putin
– who in the meanwhile had been stripped of his honorary titles by 
the IOC and the judo and taekwondo federations – emphasised the
importance of the “fundamental values of sport, free of politics and
discrimination”. In Putin’s view, however, the true “spirit” of interna-
tional sport had been desecrated as a result of a long-term drift  that
had begun with the 2016 Summer Games and had led to “double
standards” and the “politically biased dictatorship of the anti-doping 
bureaucracy”, ushering in a “loss of authority and independence” for
the organisations governing international sport. In his view, the re-
cent exclusion of Russian athletes from the Beijing Paralympics rep-
resented a “violation of the Olympic Charter”, which mandates that
“the Games are a competition between athletes, not between states”
(President of Russia, 2022). In his argumentation, Putin was explic-
itly appealing to the principles of Olympism – although “peace” was
notably not mentioned – while concurrently organising an alterna-
tive international event outside of the offi  cial framework of interna-
tional sport. Participants reportedly included athletes from Russia,
Belarus, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan (Berkeley, 2022).

Th is approach based on highlighting the supposed gap between
Olympic values and the IOC’s unfair treatment of Russia and its
athletes, paralleled by plans for organising alternative international
competitions, continued through the Paris Games. Th e decision to
re-allow entry of Russian athletes only as individuals under neutral
fl ag was described by then-Russian Sport Minister Oleg Matytsin
as “unlawful” and “openly discriminatory” (Barker, 2023a), and
by heads of national federations as a “betrayal of the motherland”
(Barker, 2023b). Although the channels of dialogue with the IOC
and International Federations were not completely broken and the
options for Russian participation were reportedly carefully weighed
by the Kremlin (Daff unchio Picazo, 2024), the rhetoric became
harsher as the months went by.
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Another landmark speech was indeed delivered by Putin in
October 2023, a few days aft er the IOC’s decision to suspend the
Russian Olympic Committee due to its annexation of the regional
sports organisations in the occupied regions of Donetsk, Kherson,
Luhansk and Zaporizhzhia (IOC, 2023d). Th e Russian President
fi rst reiterated his commitment to “the Olympic principles of sol-
idarity, equality and an honest sports competition” – once again,
“peace” was absent –, then attacked the supposed political misuse
of the Olympic Games by the IOC leaders as “a tool of gross and, in
fact, racist and ethnic discrimination”. Th e IOC’s exclusionary policy 
laid bare that the Olympic Charter “no longer has a universal charac-
ter”, as “some sports offi  cials have simply arrogated to themselves the
right to determine who is covered by this Olympic Charter and who
is not”. Against this discriminatory backdrop, Russia was ready to
“cooperate with everyone who shares the traditional values and prin-
ciples of sports”, with an explicit reference to Xi Jinping’s China, the
BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation. Accordingly,
Putin announced that Russia was set to organise a series of interna-
tional events in 2024, such as the phygital “Games of the Future” in
Kazan in February, the BRICS Games also in Kazan in June, and the
World Friendship Games (a sort of counter-Olympics) in Moscow 
and Yekaterinburg in September. Overall, Putin’s plans “for a mul-
tifold increase in the number of sports competitions” were clearly 
hinting at a possible split in international sport (Embassy of the
Russian Federation in the Republic of Botswana, 2023).

Th e confl ict with the IOC further escalated in March 2024. Th e
Olympic Committee established the panel that would review the
eligibility status of each Russian and Belarusian athlete and clarifi ed
that the latter would not be allowed participation as a delegation
in the opening ceremony in Paris (IOC, 2024b); furthermore, the
Olympic Committee issued a declaration where it described the
World Friendship Games planned by Russia as “purely politically 
motivated sports events”, thus in violation of the Olympic Charter
as well as of UN resolutions, and urged all its stakeholders and gov-
ernments to reject the initiative (IOC, 2024c). Th e Russian govern-
ment’s reaction was spearheaded by Foreign Ministry spokesperson
Maria Zakharova, according to whom “Th ese decisions demonstrate
how far the IOC has moved away from its stated principles and
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slipped into racism and neo-Nazism”. IOC’s request not to support
the World Friendship Games was instead described as a form of “in-
timidation” (France24, 2024a).

Amidst these tensions, the following weeks saw the progressive
hollowing out of Russian participation in the Paris Games. Once
it became clear that the eligibility status of several high-profi le
Russian athletes was not granted, especially in combat sports, many 
admittable athletes declined the invitation to Paris, prompted by 
the respective Russian sports federations. In the end, out of 36 el-
igible athletes who were invited to attend, only 15 eventually did
so, with the Kremlin reportedly off ering a monetary compensation
to those who refused to participate (Meshcheriakova, 2024; Judo
Inside, 2024). As a further testimony of the de-facto boycott of the
event by Russian authorities, for the fi rst time since the 1984 Los
Angeles Olympics, Russian tv did not broadcast the Paris Games
(AP News, 2024a). In parallel, according to several sources, Russia-
affi  liated actors ramped up a disinformation campaign against the
Paris Olympics, focused on discrediting the organisers and spread-
ing concerns about possible outbreaks of violence during the Games
(AP News, 2024b; Microsoft  Th reat Intelligence, 2024). While
Vladimir Putin did not speak out during the Games personally, gov-
ernment spokespeople and lawmakers invited the IOC to “abandon
its destructive anti-Russian course” (TASS 2024a) and claimed that

in case the International Olympic Committee is unable to learn
anything and does not return the Olympic Games to an unbiased,
non-politicized policy, does not revive the ideas of the Olympic
Movement [...] this organization should simply cease to exist
(TASS, S 2024b).

A few months after the end of the event, Putin eventually commented
that the 2024 Games had been “removed from the essence of a true
sports festival [...] that embodies the values of equality, friendship, mu-
tual respect for cultures and traditions, honest competition” – once
again highlighting the supposed gap between sporting values and the
exclusionary decisions adopted by the organisers (TASS, 2024c).

In all, Russia’s response to the IOC decisions can be considered
a form of thick contestation. To be sure, the Russian government
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constantly referred to the normative framework of the Olympic
movement, especially the principles of non-politicisation and
non-discrimination (but not that of peace), to contest the IOC’s de-
cisions. At the same time, however, Russian authorities took a num-
ber of initiatives that were aimed at establishing a counter-regime
(or a “sub-regime”) in international sport, such as the announced or-
ganisation of international events like the World Friendship Games.
Claiming to be the true defender of the original spirit of Olympism,
President Putin called into question the legitimacy of its governing 
organisation, posing a threat of fragmentation to international sport.
Th is was evidently the result of a wider fracture in the international
system, as also highlighted by the Kremlin’s focus on non-Western
countries and fora (fi rst and foremost, the BRICS and the SCO) in
its attempt to create an alternative calendar of international sports
events. Russia’s “thick” contestation of the existing framework of in-
ternational sport overall off ers another – more confrontational and
radical – example of the impossibility to keep international sport
and its norms shielded from international tensions and ruptures at
times of major crisis and war.

Conclusions

In his closing speech at the Paris 2024 Olympics, Thomas Bach cele-
brated the success of the event “despite all the tensions in our world”.
During the Games, the Olympic Truce had dramatically failed to
materialise, amidst Russian continued attacks on Ukraine, Kyiv’s
surprise counteroffensive in the Kursk region and the killing of 
Hamas’s political leader Ismail Haniyeh in Tehran. Bach was there-
fore forced to admit that “the Olympic Games cannot create peace”,
although he vented the hope that “the Olympic Games can create a 
culture of peace that inspires the world” (IOC, 2024d).

In fact, the Paris Games highlighted once more the infl uence of 
world politics and contestation dynamics on international sport, espe-
cially as far as the Russia-Ukraine war is concerned. Not surprisingly,
contestation from the Ukrainian side was overall limited. Although
athletes, offi  cials and authorities kept complaining about the (mini-
mal) presence of Russian participants (Hodunova, 2024), they mostly 
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leveraged the Olympic arena to call attention to their country’s dire
situation and resistance. To be sure, the IOC did not loosen its neu-
trality policy and fi rmly deterred any demonstration of national pride
beyond the strict rules provided by the Olympic Charter: for exam-
ple, the International Canoe Federation prevented Ukrainian canoe-
ist Anastasiia Rybachok from using a boat donned with the phrase
“I am Ukrainian” (Rubryka, 2024). Nonetheless, Ukraine’s medals
(twelve overall) were explicitly framed by athletes and government
offi  cials as the symbol of the fact that “Ukrainians know how to be
strong and how to win” (@ZelenskyyUa 2024). In all, Ukraine’s ap-
proach was that of redefi ning priorities in the context of international
sport to spotlight the country’s plight, resilience and needs.

Contestation from Russia, instead, became even harsher. Th is
was especially the case of the virulent attacks against the Games and
the IOC by the President of the International Boxing Association
(IBA) Umar Kremlev. Th e IBA had been suspended by the IOC
since 2019 due to its fi nancial and reputational ills. In 2020, Kremlev 
took over the Presidency on the promise of bringing in a substantial
sponsorship deal with Gazprom; this, however, was not enough to
rehabilitate the Association, which was eventually expelled from
the Olympic movement in 2023. An associate of Russian President
Vladimir Putin and a member of the organising committee of the
World Friendship Games, Kremlev described the Paris Games as
“outright sodomy and the destruction of traditional values through-
out the world” (@umarkremlev 2024). Most importantly, he played
a major role in fuelling the controversy surrounding Algerian box-
er Imane Khelif, which became part of the wider disinformation
campaign promoted by Russian actors against the Games (Goretti,
2024). In sum, during Paris 2024, the narrative promoted by Russia 
focused on the supposed moral decadence of the IOC and Western
organisers, paralleled by the idea of organising alternative events re-
viving the ‘traditional’ values of international sport.

On the whole, the way in which the IOC navigated the Russia-
Ukraine confl ict between the Beijing 2022 and the Paris 2024 Games
highlights, on one hand, its continued attempt to appeal to political
neutrality as a normative point of reference to protect international
sport as much as possible from the turbulence of international politics;
but also, on the other hand, the limited impact of such an approach
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in the context of a major international confl ict, which de facto forced
the Committee to take some kind of position (albeit cautiously and
somehow half-heartedly). Th e IOC’s decisions, in turn, resulted in
contestation (of the thin and thick type) from both warring sides and
soured its relations with one of the world’s sports superpowers.

Sure, should the international scenario change (for instance, in
the case of some kind of deal, truce or ceasefi re in Ukraine), interna-
tional sport may be one of the fi rst areas where a rapprochement may 
materialize – indeed, some signals in this direction emerged in the
months following the Paris Games, such as a change at the helm of 
the Russian Olympic Committee, with the new President Mikhail
Degtyaryov stating that “it is time for us to stop the aggressive rhet-
oric against our international colleagues”, eyeing a Russian return to
the Olympic movement, and the indefi nite shelving of the plans for
the World Friendship Games (France24, 2024b). As then-IOC-Pres-
ident-hopeful Jose Antonio Samaranch Jr admitted, however, such
a “rapprochement” would be conditional on “the reasons for the
[Russian] suspension [being] removed” – reasons that, once again,
directly refer to wider questions pertaining to international politics
and law (the unlawful inclusion of sports organisations in the occu-
pied regions under Russian authority) (Muñana, 2024).

To conclude, the case of the Russia-Ukraine war and its repercus-
sions on international sport between Beijing 2022 and Paris 2024
demonstrates that the existence of a truly “universal” sport arena is
necessarily dependent on a functioning global international system
(what we may call an “international society”); when the latter is
fraught by wars or major tensions, sport’s calls for political neutrality 
are nothing but a strategy of damage limitation vis-à-vis contesta-
tion inevitably spilling over into the playing ground.
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Making sense of international sport 
organisations in the global arena.
The case of FIFA and Israel-Palestine
Francesco Belcastro

Abstract

This chapter analyses FIFA’s involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian issue,
with particular reference to the International Football Federation’s stance
on Israel’s assault on Gaza. It argues that international sports organisations
like FIFA, far from being ‘neutral’, are themselves full-fledged actors in the
international arena. Institutional aims, in particular promoting and pro-
tecting football and strengthening FIFA’s control over it, shaped the or-
ganisation’s approach to the issue. However, other factors, especially the
‘political’ stance of FIFA presidents Blatter and Infantino, are also crucial
in explaining FIFA’s role. Both presidents prevented the FIFA congress
from voting on Israel’s suspension from international football, in spite of 
the state’s clear violations of FIFA’s own rules. Infantino’s interventions,
amid what was clearly emerging as a genocide against the Palestinian popu-
lation in Gaza, are entirely consistent with his broader position on regional
politics and crucial in shaping FIFA’s role on controversial issues.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo capitolo analizza il coinvolgimento della FIFA nella questione isra-
elo-palestinese, con particolare riferimento alla posizione della Federazione
Internazionale del Calcio sull’assalto israeliano a Gaza. Si sostiene che le
organizzazioni sportive internazionali come la FIFA, lungi dall’essere “neu-
trali”, siano esse stesse attori a pieno titolo nell’arena internazionale. Gli
obiettivi istituzionali – in particolare la promozione e la tutela del calcio
e il rafforzamento del controllo della FIFA su di esso – hanno orientato
l’approccio dell’organizzazione alla questione. Tuttavia, altri fattori, so-
prattutto l’orientamento “politico” dei presidenti della FIFA, Blatter e
Infantino, risultano altrettanto determinanti per spiegare il ruolo della 
FIFA. Entrambi i presidenti hanno impedito al Congresso FIFA di votare
sulla sospensione di Israele dal calcio internazionale, nonostante le evidenti
violazioni da parte dello Stato delle stesse regole della FIFA. Le iniziative
intraprese da Infantino, in un contesto in cui stava chiaramente emergendo
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un genocidio contro la popolazione palestinese di Gaza, sono pienamente
coerenti con la sua più ampia posizione sulla politica regionale e determi-
nanti nel plasmare il ruolo della FIFA sulle questioni controverse.

Keywords: FIFA, International Sport Organizations, Israel, Palestine

Introduction: International Sports Organisations,
the International System and FIFA

This chapter looks at FIFA, the International Football Federation,
and analyses its role as an actor within the global international sys-
tem. The study focuses on the case of FIFA’s involvement in the
Israeli-Palestinian issue, with particular reference to the Israeli as-
sault on Gaza. The paper argues that international sports organ-
isations (hereafter also ISOs) like FIFA, far from being “neutral”,
are themselves full-fledged actors in the international arena. Their
stance on sensitive political issues is not driven solely by the so-
called “institutional logic” (Broda, 2022), according to whom ISOs’
behaviour is defined by their rules and aims, typically promoting and
protecting the sport they manage and defending their control over
it. International sports organisations (and their leaderships in par-
ticular) also have their own political aims and biases that can diverge
significantly from the “defence” of the sport.” The case of FIFA’s
involvement in the Palestinian-Israeli issue shows how positions on
controversial matters are shaped by factors such as leadership pref-
erences and goals. The institution’s drive towards “stability” and aim
to establish itself as the sole authority on the game initially led it to
prioritise the relationship with the already established and Zionist-
led Palestinian federation (later Israeli Football Association) against
the Palestinian aspirations. Since the achievement of full FIFA
membership by the Palestinian FA in 1998, however, FIFA’s poli-
cy on the issue has been shaped by other factors and particularly by 
the political agenda and views of its leaders, Sepp Blatter and subse-
quently Gianni Infantino.

Th is chapter is composed of fi ve sections. Section two places
FIFA within the broader context of international institutions and
the literature on international sports organisations, before looking 
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at FIFA’s decision-making process. Section three focuses on the or-
ganisations’ historical engagement with the Israeli-Palestinian issue
and analyses how diff erent aims shaped FIFA’s position. Section
four looks at FIFA’s involvement in the Israeli war on Gaza. Section
fi ve contains some fi nal remarks.

1. FIFA: Unique or Typical International Sport Organisation?

Few topics have received as much attention in international relations
as international organisations. This has produced countless classifi-
cations of typologies of institutions, and different views on how they 
work. In the last two decades, the institutions that regulate different
sports, ISOs, their functioning and their role have been subject to
more attentive analysis (Allison and Tomlinson, 2017). For the pur-
pose of this chapter, theoretical debates over what approach better
represents the working of ISOs will not be addressed systematically 
but only referred to in the context of FIFA’s role within the interna-
tional system. It is however useful to note how this study draws from
the broad approach to the study of institutions defined as historical
institutionalism. Historical institutionalism is defined here as:

an approach to studying politics and social change, distinguished
from social sciences approaches by its attention to real world
empirical questions, its historical orientation and its attention to
the way institution’s structure and shape behaviour and outcome
(Ste inmo, 2010: 118).

Historical institutionalism1 sits between rational choice theory,
which sees actors as seeking to maximise benefits and minimise
costs, and sociological institutionalism that emphasises the role of 
rules in shaping behaviour (Steinmo, 2010). A framework based on
historical institutionalism will therefore allow the author to analyse
both the impact of FIFA’s rules and structures, and the agency of key 
actors within the organization itself.

1 It is worth noting how, while historical institutionalism is in some cases seen
as close to path dependence theory, it is rather a broader approach to the study of 
change that can rely on “path-dependence-like” mechanisms.
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As this study focuses on FIFA’s role as a global actor, it is worth
emphasising how the International Football Federation is both
unique in terms of its global position and representative of ISOs’
role as global actors. FIFA is unique because of its size and infl u-
ence, being (together with the International Olympic Committee)
signifi cantly larger and more infl uential than any other ISO. Th e
International Football Federation is not unique in its complex re-
lationship with political neutrality. FIFA has oft en posed as the
defender of the sport’s interest and therefore neutrality, yet it has
very much been an actor in the global arena. In the last decades in
particular, the organisation has been consistent in its inconsistency,
with its leadership alternating between assertive interventions on
the political arena (Reuters, 2015) and statements on the impor-
tance of sport neutrality (Infantino, 2023). Perhaps unsurprisingly,
FIFA has been the subject of as much attention as any other ISO.
Several analyses have focused on FIFA’s economics and its integra-
tion into the global capitalist market. Drawing on Archer (1992),
Sudgen and Tomlison outlined how the International Football
Federation had “transformed itself from an INGO (International“
Non-Governmental Organisation) into a BINGO (a Business
International Non-Governmental Organisation)” (2005). While
the focus of this chapter is on FIFA’s role as a “political” actor, it
is important to know how the organisation’s integration into the
world economy and its drive towards economic profi t are also cen-
tral to understanding the ISO’s position on the global stage.

Th is study argues that the role of ISOs in the international sys-
tem stems from the interaction between institutional aims (chiefl y 
the defence of the sport and the organisations’ role within it) and
what will here be defi ned as “political” aims2, based on leader prefer-
ences and interaction among diff erent organs of the ISOs. Th e con-
trast between these two sets of aims is at the core of what we defi ned
as the “paradox of neutrality” of ISOs, the frequent claim to political
neutrality of institutions that cannot be neutral.

2 While institutional and political aims are presented as entirely separated and
contrasting for the purpose of this analysis, it is worth noting how in some cases the
two can and will overlap.
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In the case of FIFA, its chief institutional aim stems from the
Statute’s fi rst articles, and it is to regulate and control the game of 
football (FIFA, 2003). Essentially, FIFA seeks to obtain two main
goals: to expand the game, and to strengthen its control over it,
particularly through the role of its national federations. Th e latter
are the crucial mechanisms through which this control is achieved:
“Articles 1, 3 and 6 notably granted each national federation a mo-
nopoly on football in its territory” (Broda, 2022: 78). FIFA’s “mis-
sion” has remained the same since its foundation in 1904, despite
the organisation’s expansion both geographically as the numbers
of members increased, as well as in scope to include the women’s
game and futsal. Th is institutional logic is however not the only fac-
tor driving FIFA’s actions on the global stage. Th e organisation has
its own political dynamics that go beyond the simple institutional
logic. Th e interaction between its diff erent organs, and particularly 
the president and the Congress, represents this complexity well. Th e
Congress, the organisation’s “parliament” where all federations have
a vote, is FIFA’s “supreme and legislative body” and represents the in-
stances and views of the diff erent national organisations. It is howev-
er the FIFA council, headed by FIFA presidents that “defi nes FIFA’s
mission, strategic direction, policies and values, in particular with
regard to the organisation and development of football at world-
wide level and all related matters” (FIFA legal handbook, n.d.).

FIFA presidents in particular have been at the centre of the or-
ganisation’s development, but also represent the fulcrum around
which FIFA’s external relations develop. FIFA presidents build their
election and maintain their power through the support of groups of 
federations, as shown by Joao Havelange’s role in the organisation’s
global expansion (Von nard and Sbetti, 2018). FIFA leaders bring 
their preferences and bias to the ISOs’ external relations, “steering 
the wheel” when the organisation appears to be going in a direction
contrary to its own preferences. Increasingly, and in spite of their
own appeals to the sport’s neutrality, FIFA presidents played a cru-
cial role in shaping what we could defi ne as FIFA’s “foreign policy”.
Th ese changes see FIFA as a more assertive actor on the interna-
tional stage, interacting with state leaders and assuming clear polit-
ical stances on diff erent issues. Th e region of the world where this
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approach has manifested itself more clearly has arguably been the
Middle East.

Th e last two FIFA presidents, Sepp Blatter and Gianni Infantino,
have both shown a clear interest in Middle East politics and (the
latter in particular) a clear position in regards to Israel and Palestine.
Th is interest could also be partially related to the increase in infl u-
ence and relevance of non-Western players, and particularly of Gulf 
states, in global sports. Blatter, FIFA president between 1998 and
2015, grew increasingly ambitious in the latter part of his pres-
idency. Th e FIFA president sought to use football as a tool to re-
solve some of the world’s most intricate con fl icts, and hoped that
this would get FIFA (and himself ) a Nobel Prize (BeIN Sports,
2017). His “football for peace” initiative focused particularly on the 
Pal estinian-Israeli issue (Reuters, 2015). Crucially, Blatter’s proposal
to hold a match between Palestine and Israel came aft er the FIFA
president had stepped to thwart the PFA’s fi rst attempts to suspend
Israel from FIFA (Homewood and Lewis, 2015). Gianni Infantino
was elected in 2016 to replace the disgraced ex-supremo. From the
onset of its mandate, Infantino prioritised his “extra-sporting role
as an international actor operating in a globalized world” (Beck,
2022). Infantino portrayed his role as using the power of football
to resolve confl icts and bring upon positive change, in contrast with
FIFA’s previous toxic past3 (Beck, 2022). His position on Middle
East politics and the Palestinian-Isr aeli issue was clearer than that
of his predecessor. Infantino attempted to throw FIFA’s noticeable
weight behind the Abraham Accords, the highly controversial US
led agreements aimed at normalizing relations between Israel and
Arab states in the region. Th ese agreements were not only strongly 
denounced by Palestinians, but also an attempt to consolidate US/
Israeli hegemony over the region at the expense of other regional
powers. Infantino even fl oated the idea of a joint Israel-UAE World
Cup bid (Th e New Arab, 2021). A brief account of FIFA’s historical
involvement in the Palestinian-Israeli issue will show how long-term

3 Infantino himself was not an outsider to FIFA’s previous past, having worked
for UEFA from 2000, reaching the role of General Secretary in 2009, however the
scandals that had hit FIFA towards the end of the Blatter presidency led the new 
president to paint himself as a discontinuity leader.



MAKING SENSE OF INTERNATIONAL SPORT ORGANISATIONS IN THE GLOBAL ARENA 87

institutional aims and the role of the two presidents shaped the or-
ganisation’s stance on the matter, resulting in a clear (although con-
troversial) position.

2. FIFA and the Palestinian Israeli Issue

FIFA’s involvement in the Palestinian-Israeli issue shows both insti-
tutional and political aims at play. In the early years, the driving fac-
tor in FIFA’s approach to the issue of football in Historical Palestine
was the institutional need to impose itself as the sole controller of the
beautiful game in the land4. In this regard, the fact that the Zionist
movement managed to establish the first federation to be officially 
affiliated with FIFA gave it a significant advantage. Later on, when
the Palestinian and Israeli federations were on equal footing from an
institutional point of view, the preferences and views of FIFA leader-
ship played a role in shaping the organisation’s approach to the issue.

FIFA’s involvement with football in historical Palestine dates back 
to the period of the British mandate. Even in those early days, some
of the features of FIFA’s approach to controversial and disputed po-
litical issues were evident. Th e fi rst Palestinian Football Association
was admitted as a permanent FIFA member in 1929 (Broda, 2022).
Crucially, while the federation invited Arabs and British (as well as
Jewish) clubs to participate in order to meet FIFA’s requirement to
represent all teams in a state, it was controlled by the Maccabi or-
ganisation5 and particularly by the man driving the establishment of 
many Zionist sport institutions, Yosef Yekutieli (Broda, 2022: 81).
Th is allowed the Zionist movement to achieve a certain degree of 
“institutional” control over football in historical Palestine, despite
the establishment of the Arab Palestine Sports Federation in 1931
(Khalidi, 2012). In eff ect, once a national federation was accepted

4 This is not to suggest that in the earlier years of FIFA involvement its leader-
ship did not have a stance or views on the issue, but rather that, as control of the
game on the land was not consolidated, this was FIFA’s focus.

5 The Maccabi World Union is an organisation whose aim is to promote sport
among the Jewish population in different parts of the world. Since its foundation,
Maccabi has been strongly associated with Zionism.
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by FIFA, it became eff ectively the sole controller of the game in that
territory, excluding therefore any potential “challenger”.

Th is control was reinforced with the establishment of the state
of Israel in 1948 (and conversely with the non-establishment of a 
Palestinian state). Th is “lack of statehood” eff ectively resulted in the
exclusion of Palestinians from world football “as Palestinians”, their
participation mirroring their geopolitical predicament. Th erefore,
aft er 1948, when Eastern Jerusalem and the West Bank were con-
trolled by the Kingdom of Transjordan, Palestinian and Jordanian
football were considered one from an institutional point of view. Th e
logic at play is confi rmed by the Palestinian’s federation’s admission
to FIFA in 1998. Palestine was admitted to FIFA during the Oslo
process, whose stated goal was to establish an institutional struc-
ture that would have gradually developed into a future Palestinian
state6. Here, the institutional logic of control over the game through
national federations emerges clearly: as Palestine was to become a 
state, FIFA had to extend its control over the game by admitting the
Palestinian football federation within its folder. Aft er decades of 
denial, it was exactly the quasi-statehood that the Palestinians had
obtained in the eyes of the international community that saw them
admitted to FIFA.

Th e admission of the PFA started a new chapter in FIFA’s ap-
proach to the Palestinian-Israeli issue. Th e international football fed-
eration was now involved in the relations between two fully fl edged
federations. Once the Palestinian federation was established, it was
able to press the issue of Israeli violations of FIFA’s rules against itself 
and Palestinian football more in general.

The grievances varied but can be reduced to three: (1) the
restrictions on the movement of Palestinian players, (2) the
alleged racism against them – these two being linked – and (3) the

6 Several scholars have noted how the ultimate goal pursued by key actors in-
volved in the process might not have been the establishment of a Palestinian state,
but rather the creation of a framework that would allow Israel to expand its con-
trol over the land and particularly expand its settlements policy in the West Bank.
Regardless of what the real aims of the actors were, what matter from FIFA’s point
of view was that steps were taken towards the creation of a state, hence the “institu-
tional” attempt to extend control over the game in Palestine.
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participation of five Israeli teams from the occupied territories in
competitions organised by the IFA (Broda, 2022: 89).

Particularly relevant to understanding FIFA’s behaviour is the third
point, the presence of teams based in Israeli settlements. While all
three sets of accusations are at least plausible, the presence of Israeli
teams in occupied territory7y  represents a straightforward violation
of FIFA’s own rules and particularly of rule 76.3 of the FIFA statutes
(FIFA, 2003).

While the PFA initially attempted to get FIFA to put pressure
on its Israeli counterparts, by the early 2010s it was evident that
the leadership was not willing or able to exercise pressure on the
Israeli FA. Under the leadership of Jibril Rajoub, its president and
high-ranking Fatah offi  cial, the PFA decided to pursue a more as-
sertive strategy aimed at suspending the IFA from FIFA altogether.
Th e PFA therefore brought the matter to the 2015 FIFA world con-
gress, where only the intervention of FIFA president Sepp Blatter
avoided a vote that could have resulted in the suspension of the
Israeli Football Association (Homewood and Lewis, 2015). In what
would later become a common FIFA response, the then FIFA su-
premo managed to postpone a decision by appointing a committee
entrusted with investigating the claim by Palestinian authorities,
led by South African anti-apartheid activist Tokyo Sexwale. Th e
appointment of the Sexwale committee allowed FIFA leadership to
take the matter off  the hands of the congress and under the control
of the FIFA council (Warshaw, 2017). Th e outcome of this process
explains well the developing position of FIFA leadership on the mat-
ter: with a short statement the FIFA Council declared that “Given
that the fi nal status of the West Bank territories is the concern of 
the competent international public law authorities... [FIFA] ... must
remain neutral in regards to political matters” (FIFA.com, 2017).
Th e Council (now led by new president Infantino) decided not to
take any measures due to its assessment of the political situation on
the ground, against the organisations’ own rules (Belcastro, 2023).
While nodding at institutional considerations by referring to “the
situation of football in the relevant territories” (FIFA.com, 2017),

7 Israeli settlements are widely considered illegal and part of Palestinian territory.
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FIFA’s behaviour clearly shows the role of the leadership’s political
preferences in shaping the organisation’s position.

3. The War on Gaza and FIFA

While FIFA leadership managed to (at least temporarily) postpone
the suspension of Israel, it was clear to external observers that the
issue would not disappear from public debates. Football had, in fact,
become an area of focus for the broad international network sup-
porting the Palestinian cause. As Dart (2017) outlines, the Boycott
Disinvestment and Sanctions movement was central in centring the
arguments of supporters of the Palestinian cause on Israel’s viola-
tion of international law. BDS Campaigns such as Red Card Israeli
Apartheid (Red Card Israeli Apartheid, n.d.) focused on the viola-
tions of Palestinians’ human rights and of FIFA’s own rules. In the
last few years, the BDS movement has achieved significant success in
the area of sport boycott, notably contributing (or directly leading 
to, according to some views) to German sportswear giant PUMA
dropping its partnership with the Israeli Football Association (Al
Jazeera, 2023). The most recent Israeli war on Gaza, started after
Hamas’ 7th of October attacks, brought the issue of Israel’s suspen-
sion from international sport back to the forefront of public debates.
It also meant that FIFA had to deal once again with increased pres-
sure to address the issue of Israel’s participation in world football.

As the evidence of Israel’s genocide against Palestinians in Gaza 
mounted, many international sport institutions (including the IOC,
with the Olympics taking place in Paris over the Summer) experi-
enced signifi cant pressure towards excluding Israel from interna-
tional competitions. Campaigners asking for the suspension of Israel
from sports and football in particular grew more vocal, focusing on
the impact of Israel’s assault on Gazan sport but also connecting the
issue with the historical context of Israel’s violation of international
law and its impact on Palestinian “right to play” (DIEM25, n.d.).
Given the popularity of football and the Israeli team’s participa-
tion in UEFA competitions, FIFA was unsurprisingly the focus of 
many debates. Th e initial reaction by the organisation was muted.
While FIFA president Infantino off ered his condolences to both
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football associations in the fi rst days of the war (Reuters, 2023), no
offi  cial FIFA statements were made till the eve of the FIFA national
congress in Bangkok, due to take place in May 2024. Th e congress
was the opportunity for FIFA to re-examine its stance on the issue.
Th e Palestinian FA, backed by other federations and particularly 
the Jordanian FA, called for the congress to vote on the exclusion
of Israel from world football. In what was by then a predictable
pattern, FIFA president Infantino stepped in and decided that the
matter would be deferred to the FIFA council. An extraordinary 
meeting was called for the following July, where a decision would be
made on the basis of independent legal advice sought by the organ-
isation (BBC Sport, 2024). Perhaps predictably, the July date was
missed, with FIFA citing unconfi rmed “requests for more time by 
both federations” (Inside FIFA, 2024b), as it was the following date
of the 31st of August (Al Jazeera, 2024). Given the clear pattern of 
postponements developed since May 2024, FIFA watchers were not
surprised when on the 3rd of October 2024 FIFA decided to delay 
taking a decision even further by delegating the investigation to two
of its committees:

The FIFA Disciplinary Committee will be mandated to initiate an
investigation into the alleged offence of discrimination raised by 
the Palestine Football Association.
The FIFA Governance, Audit and Compliance Committee will be
entrusted with the mission to investigate – and subsequently advise
the FIFA Council on – the participation in Israeli competitions of 
Israeli football teams allegedly based in the territory of Palestine
(Inside FIFA, 2024a).

This latest move by FIFA council confirmed that Infantino and
FIFA leadership aimed at preventing FIFA from having to make any 
decision, hoping that the pressure on the ISO would relent eventu-
ally. Furthermore, a recent precedent existed in the ISOs’ reaction
to Russia’s assault on Ukraine in 20228. It took FIFA (and UEFA,

8 Interestingly, FIFA president Infantino (and to a certain extent his predecessor
Sepp Blatter) had showed a certain cosiness with Russia president Vladimir Putin in
the past, with Infantino even awarded Russia’s prestigious Order of Friendship by 
the Russia leader in 2019 (Associated Press, 2019).
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the European Football Federation) a grand total of four days from
the invasion of Ukraine to decide to suspend Russian teams from
all competitions (FIFA Media Release, 2022). Notwithstanding the
differences between the two cases, FIFA’s willingness to swiftly de-
cide in this case contrasts clearly with its position on the case against
the Israeli Football Association.

Here, it is useful to note that FIFA was not the only ISO that
had to negotiate the issue of Israel’s participation in international
sport. In particular, the Olympic Games that took place in Paris
in the Summer of 2024 saw the participation of both Israeli and
Palestinian athletes. Th e IOC adopted the (in)famous line of “keep-
ing sport out of politics” (Walker, 2024). Th e Olympic committee,
on the other hand, adopted the compromise solution of allowing 
a limited number of Russian and Belarusian athletes to participate
under a neutral “independent fl ag” if they met a set of (rather restric-
tive) criteria (International Olympic Committee, 2023). While this
position did not spare the IOC from criticism, this had appeared to
be more muted and less sour than the ones received by FIFA. While,
to the best of the author’s knowledge, no research has been done
on this issue, diff erent factors could explain this discrepancy. Th e
IOC’s signifi cantly diff erent structure from FIFA, without a con-
gress that represents “national views”, accounts for the limited inter-
nal discussion, while the perception of the Olympic committee as
having historically been more “politically neutral” than FIFA on the
Palestinian-Israeli issue could have also played a role.

Both FIFA’s reaction to the Gaza war and the discrepancy with
the swift  action taken by the ISO aft er the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine show the complex interaction between institutional factors
and leaders’ preferences. FIFA’s leadership chose to postpone the de-
cision on Israel’s suspension from the organisation and (crucially)
take control of the process away from the FIFA congress and into
the hands of the Council and therefore the FIFA leadership itself.
Given the evidence against the Israeli FA on both longer term vio-
lations of FIFA rules and the impact of the current assault on Gaza 
on the population of Gaza and its football infrastructures, players
and coaches, the crux of the issue for FIFA’s leadership appears to
be that, would the organisation make a decision on the matter, it
would be hard not to rule against the IFA. Th is choice does not
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refl ect “institutional” logic but rather FIFA’s president and his co-
hort aim to avoid the organisation making any decision against the
Israeli Football Association. Here, the standard explanation of ‘keep-
ing football out of politics’ appears to be particularly weak coming 
from an organisation (and a leadership in particular) that had clearly 
thrown its weight behind some political actors in the past. FIFA’s
leadership attempts to prevent the expulsion of Israel from FIFA
have to be understood in the context of the ISO’s longstanding lead-
ership position on the issue.

Conclusions

This paper analysed the role of FIFA as an actor on the global stage,
with particular reference to its involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian
issue and the assault on Gaza by the state of Israel. It showed how 
FIFA’s behaviour on the issue cannot be explained exclusively accord-
ing to FIFA’s “institutional” logic, which should see FIFA protecting 
the game and its role within it. Rather, the organisation has taken an
active and political role on the issue, particularly through its presi-
dents. Sepp Blatter in his last years of presidency has sought to use
football to “bring peace to the region”. Gianni Infantino pushed fur-
ther his predecessor’s football for peace strategy, often acting more
like the leader of a country than the head of an ISO in his approach
to the organisation’s global role and to Palestine and Israel in particu-
lar. As such, Infantino threw his weight behind a particular vision
of the Middle East region, promoted by actors such as the US and
Israel. The FIFA presidents’ (at least so far) successful interventions
aimed at preventing FIFA from suspending Israel despite its clear vi-
olations of FIFA rules are therefore clearly consistent with their pre-
vious stance on the issue. More broadly, these interventions confirm
how presidents have been the driving force beyond the development
of what we defined here as FIFA’s ‘foreign policy’, the organisation’s
position on issues such as Palestinian-Israeli relations and more re-
cently on the war on Gaza. The dynamic nature of the relation
among FIFA’s organs (particularly the presidency and the congress),
however, means that presidents constantly have to work to impose
their preferred stances on controversial matters. Furthermore, the
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potential (albeit remote) always exists for other actors to successfully 
challenge the leaders’ stance and change the organization’s position
on issues such as the suspension of Israel from FIFA.

Th e analysis carried out also sheds light on a few aspects that
apply to all ISOs. While the International Football Federation is
unique (together with the IOC) due to its size and the popularity 
of the game it controls, it does share some key features with other
International Sport Organisations. In particular, the existence of in-
stitutional and political aims is not unique to FIFA, and the global
role of any ISO can in some cases be characterised by the tension be-
tween these two sets of goals. Th erefore, in order to understand the
global role of individual ISOs as well as ISOs collectively, the inter-
nal dynamics that defi ne their “political” aims are just as relevant as
their institutional goals. While the aim of this study was to analyse
the role of FIFA in relation to one specifi c issue, further studies tak-
ing a more theory-driven approach could expand our understanding 
of ISOs and their work by drawing on theoretical frameworks such
as historical institutionalism. Th e use of comparative methods and
of long-term historical analysis, both typical of historical institu-
tionalism, would be particularly eff ective in shedding light on the
global role of International Sports Organisations.
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Contesting the international order through
the Olympics: from Sochi 2014 to Paris 2024
Emidio Diodato and Veronica Strina

Abstract

This chapter investigates the evolving nexus between Olympism and the
liberal international order through a comparative analysis of the Sochi 2014
and Beijing 2022 Winter Olympic Games, situating their legacies within
the context of the Paris 2024 Summer Olympics and the deepening frag-
mentation of the liberal international order (LIO). Building on the idea 
that contestation of the LIO can disrupt established institutional struc-
tures of international sport (Goretti, 2025), and that contestation within
international sport may, in turn, unsettle the normative foundations of that
order, this chapter examines how the two mega-events hosted respectively 
by Russia and China – widely seen as key challengers to the LIO – have
functioned as platforms for the projection, negotiation, and contestation
of competing visions of world order. By tracing both convergences and di-
vergences in the Russian and Chinese approaches to Olympism, the chapter
seeks to contribute to the growing body of International Relations literature
on contestation by examining Olympic diplomacy both as a mirror of the
often-overlooked multiplicity of contesting forces shaping global politics, as
well as a catalyst in their unfolding.

Abstract (Italiano)

Questo capitolo indaga l’evoluzione del rapporto tra l’Olimpismo e
l’ordine internazionale liberale attraverso un’analisi comparativa delle
Olimpiadi invernali di Sochi 2014 e di Pechino 2022, situando le loro
eredità nel contesto delle Olimpiadi estive di Parigi 2024 e della crescen-
te frammentazione dell’ordine internazionale liberale (LIO). Partendo
dall’idea che la contestazione del LIO possa destabilizzare le strutture isti-
tuzionali consolidate dello sport internazionale (Goretti, 2025) e che, a sua 
volta, la contestazione all’interno dello sport internazionale possa mettere
in discussione le fondamenta normative di tale ordine, il capitolo esamina 
come i due mega-eventi ospitati rispettivamente da Russia e Cina – am-
piamente considerati attori sfidanti del LIO – abbiano funzionato come
piattaforme per la proiezione, la negoziazione e la contestazione di visioni
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concorrenti dell’ordine mondiale. Analizzando convergenze e divergenze
negli approcci russo e cinese all’Olimpismo, il capitolo intende contribuire
alla crescente letteratura delle Relazioni Internazionali sulla contestazione,
esaminando la diplomazia olimpica sia come specchio della molteplicità –
spesso trascurata – di forze in competizione che modellano la politica glo-
bale, sia come catalizzatore del loro dispiegarsi.

Keywords: Olympism, liberal international order (LIO), contestation,
Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics, Sochi 2014 Winter Olympics, Paris 2024 
Summer Olympics

Introduction

Within an international order shaped by the structural condition
of anarchy, contestation is “the rule rather than the exception in
international relations” (Wiener, 2014: 5). This equally manifests
in the realm of international sport, which serves as a microcosm of 
international forces (Espy, 1979). Yet, major sporting events such as
the Olympic Games do more than mirror geopolitical dynamics; the
political developments surrounding them offer compelling evidence
that international sport can also serve as a transformative force in
global politics. Among the most salient examples at the national lev-
el are the political reforms that followed the 1988 Seoul Games and
the positive effects of the boycott on the end of apartheid in South
Africa in 1994. Far from “mythologising” the transformative power
of sport – and fully aware of its limited capacity to alter the course
of domestic and international relations – this chapter argues that the
need for a conceptual framework that positions international sport
as a catalyst, or “driver,” of global politics should not be underesti-
mated. Following Levermore and Budd (2004: 10), we maintain
that the study of the dynamics occurring during international sport-
ing events may foster a greater understanding of the international
arena as well as of the domestic one, thus not only reflecting the
normative contestation of the international order in place but also
providing insights into how this is unfolding. In other words, where-
as the Olympic Games should not be expected to produce peace or
war, they possess the capacity to influence rapprochement or splits
that are already underway (Keys, 2009). In the context of the crisis
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of the Liberal International Order (LIO), which has come under
mounting contestation in recent years, international sport, and the
Olympic Games in particular, should therefore be regarded as an ac-
tive arena and potential source driving such contestation.

Today’s contestation is multifaceted, involving a diverse array of 
actors and targeting various principles and dimensions of the inter-
national order. Whilst there is no dearth of studies on how Russia 
and China position themselves vis-à-vis the US-led international or-
der (cf. Morozov, 2023; Clunan, 2018; Buzan, 2010; Schweller and
Pu, 2011; Johnston, 2019), signifi cantly less attention has been paid
to their strategic convergences and divergencies as well as potential
alignments with the rise of the radical right as a global phenome-
non. With regard to the Kremlin, three main perspectives emerge in
International Relations (IR) literature: Russia as a “revanchist pow-
er” that seeks to overturn the very foundations of the liberal interna-
tional order; Russia as a “defensive power” that works for incremental
changes within the existing order; and fi nally, Russia as an “aggressive
isolationist” power that deliberately plays a spoiler role in interna-
tional aff airs to boost its domestic legitimacy (Götz and Merlen,
2018). Scholarship, however, has also suggested that Russia’s bid to
reshape the liberal international order hinges on the type of liberal-
ism it embodies, indicating that Moscow is ill-suited to a post-liberal
order rooted in conservative nationalism and geopolitics (Trubina,
2019). As for Beijing, the debate tends to dichotomise between ei-
ther status quo or revisionist predictions, although the reality ap-
pears to be more nuanced, existing in a space that lies somewhere
between these two extremes (Breslin, 2018). In parallel, internal
challenges to liberal internationalism have also intensifi ed, with the
rise of far-right and populist movements within liberal democracies
increasingly recognized as a force undermining its very foun dations.
Scholars have begun to explore how these domestic counter-hegem-
onic forces may contribute to the erosion of the international liberal
consensus by promoting exclusionary nationalism and undermining 
multilateral cooperation (Abrahamsen et al., 2024). Th ese dynamics,
however, have rarely been examined in conjunction, and even less so
through the prism of the Olympic Games.

It is precisely in this gap that the present article seeks to in-
tervene, shedding light on how the Olympics have emerged as a 
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prominent arena for what has been termed a “diplomacy of contes-
tation” (Diodato and Strina, 2023). Th is phenomenon, on the one
hand, has entailed the emergence of non-liberal hosting countries’
commitment to articulating a distinctive – if not outright alterna-
tive – normative system and vision of the international order within
the Olympic arena, signifi cantly displayed during the events’ open-
ing and closing ceremonies. On the other hand, contestation has
also arisen from “within,” with the 2024 Paris Olympics serving as
an exemplary case: unfolding amid a surge of the global far-right and
deepening societal divides, revealing that challenges to the LIO are
not confi ned to authoritarian regimes but also emerge among liberal
democracies themselves, endangering the internal cohesion and re-
silience of the very order they claim to uphold.

Th e entire refl ection is situated within what may be termed
a “BRICS phase” of the Games – marked by the Sochi Winter
Olympics in 2014, the Rio Summer Games in 2016, and a broader
“re-Orientation” of the Olympics toward the East, exemplifi ed by the
PyeongChang 2018, Tokyo 2020 Olympics, and the Beijing Winter
Olympics in 2022 – to a renewed emphasis of the West, as witnessed
by the hosting of Paris 2024 Olympics and the upcoming Olympic
editions in Milan-Cortina 2026, Los Angeles 2028, and the French
Alps 2030. Amid these developments, the analysis seeks to address
two key questions: (i) To what extent does the “BRICS phase” of the
Games and in particular the Olympics held in Russia in 2014 and
China in 2022 contribute to understanding the current contestation
of the US-led international order while illuminating the points of di-
vergence and convergence between these two actors’ approach to the
LIO? (ii) How were these long-lasting legacies refl ected during the
2024 Paris Olympics, marking a new phase of Olympic diplomacy as
the Games shift ed back to the West? To unpack these issues, the chap-
ter fi rst explores the theoretical nexus between liberal international-
ism and Olympism, situating the Olympic Games within the ideolog-
ical fabric of the liberal international order. Subsequently, it compara-
tively examines the extent to which the Sochi 2014 and Beijing 2022
Winter Olympics have proved to be additional platforms through
which to advance the contestation of the order in place and how this
has echoed in the context of the far right’s rise in Europe, particular-
ly at the 2024 Paris Olympics. Th is investigation begins by moving 
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beyond the treatment of “international order” and “contestation” as”
buzzwords, clarifying their meanings and theoretical contours – an
analytical task to which the following section is dedicated.

1. Liberal Internationalism and Olympism

A well-established definition of “international order” frames it as

a pattern of activity that sustains the elementary or primary goals of 
the society of states” and exists “when a group of states, conscious of 
certain common interests and common values, form a society in the
sense that they conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of 
rules in their relations with one another, and share in the working 
of common institutions (Bull, 2002: 8-13).

By emphasizing institutions, rules, and values that underpin states’
conduct, any international order emerges as an ideational project
rather than merely an equilibrium or balance of forces. From this
perspective, the international order currently under contestation
– established by the U.S. leadership after World War II – can be
understood as an ideational project grounded in “liberal interna-
tionalism”. As Ikenberry (2018: 7) observes, “What has united the
ideas and agendas of liberal internationalism is a vision of an open,
loosely rules-based and progressively oriented international order.”
At the same time, the general “concept of LIO” (liberal international
order) – used in political science to define the international order
based on liberal internationalism – “suffers from theoretical weak-
nesses that render it unable to explain much about the interaction of 
the United States with its adversaries or its allies” (Glaser, 2019: 52).
One fruitful way to engage with this concept is by considering how 
liberal internationalism has historically underpinned and shaped the
international society, also materializing in the norms, symbols, and
institutional practices of the Olympic movement, making it clearer
why the LIO and Olympism are subject to contestation today.

Liberal internationalism has shaped the international order
for over two centuries, from France’s civilizing mission and the
19th-century British free trade imperialism to American manifest
destiny, providing the ideological foundation of the postwar order
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(Barnett, 2021: 13). Th e globalization of the international order af-
ter the Cold War is indeed entangled with a set of underlying prin-
ciples, rules, and values – what Gong (1984) calls the “standard of 
civilization,” which enabled inclusion and exclusion between those
deemed inside and outside the liberal community. While cloaked in
the rhetoric of progress and universal values, these iterations were
oft en inseparable from coercive practices and asymmetrical pow-
er relations, which justifi ed imperial and colonial projects on the
premise that they were uplift ing so-called “uncivilized” societies by 
introducing them to liberal norms and institutions. Just as the no-
tion of civilization has long functioned as a legal and moral criteri-
on for membership in international society, the contemporary turn
to civilizations – what has been termed “civilizationism” – can be
read as a counter-hegemonic reaction to the globalization of liber-
al internationalism and its  “monistic universalism” (Bettiza et. al.,
2023; Acharya, 2014: 649). In a similar vein, reactionary Western
civilizationism articulates a conception of world order that, in con-
trast to liberal internationalism’s open and globali zing orientation,
envisions a regionally bounded and integrative civilizational order
grounded in the defense of a collective Western identity (Bettiza et.
al, 2023). Against this background of ideological contestation, sport
imaginaries condense rivalry’s intensity with its civilizing potential
(Hoberman, 2004).

To examine the nexus between the contestation of Olympism
and the contestation of the LIO, therefore, it is essential to unpack 
their shared foundational pillar: “liberal internationalism”, “the
idea that we both are part of a broader community than that of 
the nation” (Halliday, 1988: 187). Since its inception, this “was in
many ways the twin of nationalism, the ideology of the modern na-
tion-state, which also emerged as a political movement in the nine-
teenth century” (Ikenberry, 2020: 66). Th e Italian patriot Giuseppe
Mazzini was one of the fi rst thinkers who tried to reconcile “love
of the country” with “love of humanity.” By viewing other nations
not as antagonists but as allies in the pan-European alliance against
multinational and monarchical empires,

Mazzini became a forerunner of Woodrow Wilson’s later ‘liberal
internationalism’ that called for national self-determination,
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international cooperation, and the formation of a League of 
Nations short of a world state (Rolf, 2023: 104).

True or sincere nationalism (the love for one’s own country) and
true or sincere internationalism (the love for humanity) constitute
not only the core of liberal internationalism but also of Olympism.
As underlined by Rolf (2023: 105), “sincere nationalism and sin-
cere internationalism – together with amateurism, athleticism
and Hellenism – constitute the core of de Coubertin’s ideological
morphology.” The nucleus of the Olympic idea was indeed a per-
sisting individual effort integrated into a civilized nationalism and
displayed in an international multi-sport event controlled by an
independent organization, the International Olympic Committee
(IOC) (Horne and Whannel, 2020: 118).

Whilst liberal internationalism inspires the fundamentals of con-
temporary Olympism – a “philosophy of life” based on “respect for
internationally recognised human rights and universal fundamen-
tal ethical principles within the remit of the Olympic Movement”
(IOC, 2025b: 8) – there are two caveats to consider.

Th e fi rst caveat precisely concerns the complex interplay between
internationalism and nationalism within the Olympic arena – a ten-
sion well refl ected in the way specifi c Olympic symbols, rituals, and
myths are appropriated by nationalist narratives, to which the IOC
responds by promoting cosmopolitan ideals (Rolf, 2023). Originally,
Coubertin envisioned the Olympic movement to be explicitly 
framed by “internationalism,” alongside other principles such as
equality of opportunity, fair play, and peace (Preuss and Liese, 2011).
Th e motto “All Games, All Nations” and the Olympic rings, symbol-
ising the fi ve continents, came to represent cross-cultural interaction
and a form of “peaceful internationalism” (Guttman, 2002). At the
same time, Coubertin’s vision was driven by patriotic concerns and
the desire to strengthen French society through national cohesion
and reform (Chatziefstathiou and Henry, 2012). Despite becoming 
increasingly international in its institutional structure and meaning,
the Olympic movement has historically relied on the diff erentiation
of national identities for its success (Rowe, 2006: 431). Rooted in
a shared cultural tradition and closely tied to national symbols and
rituals that bind an “imagined community” together (Anderson,



106  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

1983), the Games and sport in general function as an “invented
tradition” inseparable from nationalism (Hobsbawm and Ranger,
1983). Th e most visible example of the quest for an ideological com-
promise between these two orientations might be found during the
1930s, when the Olympic movement was

understood as a rightwing internationalism that was effectively 
coopted by the Nazis (...). This cooptation was made possible in
part by an ideological compatibility between the IOC elite and the
Nazis based on a shared ideal of aristocratic manhood and the value
system that derived from their glorification of the physically perfect
male as the ideal human being (Hoberman, 1995: 17).

While it is tempting, as Hargreaves (1992) suggests, to dismiss
Olympism as either a relic of nineteenth-century moral code or an
ideological device, it nonetheless operates as an active agent capa-
ble of shaping political agendas and being strategically mobilized by 
social actors in pursuit of their interests. It is within this historical
interplay of nationalist expressions and cosmopolitan aspirations
that the so-called “Olympic paradox” arises: a tension between
Olympism’s universalism and particularism, between symbolizing a 
moral order without demanding moral action, serving at once as a 
“social stimulant” and a “tranquilizer” (Hoberman, 1986: 36).
The second caveat is the development of Olympic internationalism
towards a form of show business in the late 20th century, when the
Games were predominantly a Western affair. The Los Angeles Games
of 1984 constituted the tipping point of a phase of the politics of the
Olympics marked by “neo-liberalization,” with the Atlanta Games
in 1996 held without any governmental support and thus leading to
what is known as the “commercialization of the Games” (Horne and
Whannel, 2020: 147-8). The triumph of Olympism, in other words,
was possible due to its economic success related to the show business
of the Western capitalist world.
While contestation of the economic interests that distort the
Olympic spirit remains rather marginal and does not seem to call
the Games into question, contestation of Olympism, including the
LIO, is intended as “a social practice that entails the objection to
specific issues that matter to people” (Wiener, 2014: 3). Given that
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norms represent the “legitimating core of global governance” (2014:
4), contestation is not confined to “notions of opposition, question-
ing or protest” but signals legitimacy gaps that might even lead to
a more legitimate global governance (2014, viii). In this sense, be-
yond a destabilizing force, contestation constitutes the condition for
a more shared understanding of the meanings of norms that may 
ultimately foster norm legitimacy (Deitelhoff, 2020). Following this
reasoning, it might be claimed that just as the LIO must embrace
contestation to evolve into a genuinely ‘global order,’ so too must
Olympism, a global vision in scope.

Along with the contestation of liberal internationalism, we
should consider two additional related forms of contestation that
concern other social structures of the LIO, such as “regionalism” and
“interdependence,” which facilitate cooperation and create capaci-
ties for states to make good on their domestic obligations (Alcaro,
2018). Th ese structures, however, can be coherently situated within
the broader framework of what John Ruggie (1992: 571) described
as “multilateralism”: an institutional form that coordinates relations
among groups of states “on the basis of generalized principles of 
conduct.” Accordingly, regionalism is nothing other than multilat-
eralism on a smaller scale, carrying additional advantages such as
geographic proximity and cultural affi  nity; interdependence would
represent the economic framework of liberal internationalism, un-
derstood as an obligation to pursue economic welfare in a multilat-
eral and non-discriminatory fashion. Rooted in the assumption that
all states, regardless of size or power, are entitled to representation
and participation in international decision-making processes, the
LIO advances multilateralism as a pathway toward a more just and
democratic global order. To contest the LIO is, therefore, to contest
this very pathway: its normative commitment to multilateralism,
which also underpins the Olympic Games, convening states within
a shared institutional framework grounded in rules, representation,
and mutual recognition.

Despite manifesting in diff erent ways and to diff erent degrees,
the contestation of Olympic internationalism is fundamentally an-
chored on its relationship with “idealistic internationalism,” which
places normative expectations to conform to the ideational princi-
ples of the IOC’s Olympism (Cha, 2009). Since the end of World
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War II, the state that hosts the Olympics has been expected to em-
brace the presumed universal ideals and values of the Olympic move-
ment carried out under the authority of the IOC, that is, to place
sport at the service of the harmonious and progressive development
of humanity in order to promote peaceful and fair societies. Among 
these expectations, the imperative to organize the Games in an “envi-
ronmentally sustainable manner” has gained increasing prominence.
In 1994, environmental protection became offi  cially included as a 
third component of Olympism, and a year later, the IOC Sport and
Environment Commission was created (Krieger and Langenbach,
2018). Since 2014, environmental commitments have built on the
principles of the Olympic Agenda, which place sustainability and
sustainable development at the heart of the Olympic Movement
under the motto “change or be changed.” (IOC, 2025a). Today, as
a core pillar of Olympic Agenda 2020+5, the growing urgency of 
achieving sustainable development has established the pursuit of 
“green Olympic Games” as a central mandate for hosting nations.
It follows that “environmentalism” – defi ned as a framework that
“predicates environmental protection on the promotion and main-
tenance of a liberal economic order” (Bernstein, 2001) – emerges as
a key site where contestation of the LIO extends to and emanates
from the Olympic arena.

Building on these theoretical underpinnings, this chapter claims
that just as the contestation of liberal internationalism entails a chal-
lenge to the very foundations of the international order, so too does
the contestation of Olympism, which, grounded in liberal interna-
tionalist ideals, may contribute to questioning the fundamentals on
which that order rests. “Internationalism”, “environmentalism”, and
“multilateralism” are understood as the three core pillars underpin-
ning the LIO and the Olympic ethos, emerging as key focal points
through which their contestation is articulated. Th ese dimensions
constitute the primary focus of the analysis, which is guided by 
two critical questions: Has anything changed in the link between
Olympism and liberal internationalism during the ‘BRICS phase’
of the Olympic Games, and in particular those editions hosted by 
Russia and China? What lessons can be drawn from the Paris 2024
Games as the Olympics made their way back to the West? Th e next
section outlines the methodological approach adopted by this study,
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presenting the rationale through which the intersection between
the contestation of the liberal international order and the Olympic
Games is investigated.

2. Methodology

Drawing on these theoretical foundations, this study explores the
modes of contestation of “liberal internationalism” within the
Olympic arena by developing a critical discourse analysis (Fairclough,
1989) of the official narratives of the Sochi 2014 and Beijing 2022
Olympic Games developed in the context of the opening ceremo-
nies. The decision to center the study on the Games’ opening cere-
monies stems from their role as “staged, embodied performances of 
statehood and nationhood” that operate as sites of negotiation be-
tween global norms and national intent (MacAloon, 2008: 206). To
explore how this interplay unfolds, this study focuses on the analysis
of the declarations, speeches, and interviews given by the Games’ ar-
tistic directors, Zhang Yimou for Beijing (both 2008 and 2022 edi-
tions) and Konstantin Ernst for Sochi 2014, acting as key agents in
the symbolic articulation of the countries’ national role conceptions
and their international positioning.

Given that the Olympic stage functions as a proxy for the contes-
tation of the “multilateral” rules-based order and as a key platform
for advancing alternative visions of globalism, the chapter moves
to investigate the signifi cance of high-level meetings with foreign
heads of state held during the mega-events under examination. In
particular, it develops a critical discourse analysis of the joint state-
ment “Th e International Relations Entering a New Era and the
Global Sustainable Development”, signed by President Putin and
Xi Jinping in the context of the Beijing 2022 Olympics. Notably,
this landmark document articulates a vision of “true multilateral-
ism” against Washington’s alleged “fake” or “pseudo” version, ad-
vocating for the “democratization of international relations” and
framing “Russia and China as world powers with rich cultural and
historical heritage (that) have long-standing traditions of democra-
cy.” (President of Russia, 2022). In claiming so, the analysis seeks to
illuminate, through the Olympic prism, in which ways Russia and
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China may articulate their international positioning within a politi-
cal order that they perceive as not of their own making.

Finally, the chapter comparatively examines how “environmen-
talism” has emerged as a fault line of contention in the context of the”
Sochi and the Beijing Winter Olympics. Th is pillar, as mentioned,
has become inseparable from the Olympic brand and the philosophy 
of Olympism – and, therefore, to its contestation (Mincyte et al.,
2009). As the IOC formally recognized sustainability as “the third
pillar of Olympism” (IOC, 2005: 43) and as “an integral dimension
of Olympism” (IOC, 2014a), its centrality to the evolving mission
and legitimacy of the Olympic movement has become self-evident.
Th is is particularly critical in light of greenwashing practices that
expose the disjuncture between the IOC’s rhetoric and the on-the-
ground realities in Olympic host cities, risking undermining the
Movement’s credibility (Boykoff , 2025). Th e observations emerging 
from this three-dimensional discourse analysis – focusing on “in-
ternationalism”, “” multilateralism”“ , and “environmentalism” – will”
be fi nally discussed with reference to the 2024 Paris Olympics to
examine the extent to which the legacies of these earlier Games have
reverberated in the liberal democratic context of Olympic hosting.

3. Legacies of the 2014 Sochi and 2022 Beijing Olympics
for Olympism

According to the IOC’s definition, the “Olympic legacy is
the result of a vision. It encompasses all the tangible and in-
tangible long-term benefits initiated or accelerated by the
hosting of the Olympic Games/sport events for people, cit-
ies/territories and the Olympic Movement” (IOC, 2017).
Prior to examining the impact of China and Russia’s visions on
Olympism, it is necessary to make a brief yet fundamental prem-
ise about the socio-political context in which the Winter Games
under examination have taken place. By hosting the 2008 Summer
Olympics and the 2022 Winter Olympics, Beijing became the first
city in the world to organise both the Summer and Winter Games,
which served as a unique opportunity to present China to the
world and elevate its international appeal to a level commensurate
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with its growing economic stature, while also advancing the goal
of becoming a “sport superpower” (tiyu qiangguo 体育强国

g
). The

two events reflect the profound transformations that unfolded over
those fourteen years, both domestically and in the international en-
vironment. Domestically, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
has been facing mounting challenges stemming from widespread
corruption among the ruling elite, the ideological vacuum deep-
ened by decades of market reforms, and growing public discontent
with the handling of the COVID-19 pandemic, especially at the
local level. Internationally, the environment has become marked-
ly more adversarial than in 2008, with the so-called ‘China threat’
theory gaining increasing traction in academic and political dis-
course and ushering in a phase of “de-risking” across most Western
democracies. As the People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) diplomat-
ic identity has gradually transitioned from a “low profile” stance
characterizing Deng Xiaoping leadership towards a more proactive
posture in international affairs resulting in an emphasis on “striving 
for achievements” (fenfa youwei(( 奋发有为

gg
), so did the 2008 and

the 2022 Beijing Olympics’ opening performances, moving from
a “coming out party” of China in the modern world (Miles, 2006)
to the contestation of that international order (the LIO) designed
without Beijing’s inclusion (Cabula and Pochettino, 2023).

In a similar vein, the Sochi Olympics served as Russia’s fi rst ma-
jor global coming-out party aft er the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, signalling its re-emergence on the international stage. Th e
event was comparable in signifi cance to the Tokyo 1964 Olympics
for Japan and the 1972 Munich Games for Germany, both of which
marked the return of the erstwhile Axis countries to the community 
of “civilized nations” (Grix and Kramareva, 2015). Notwithstanding,
the 2007 decision to award Russia the hosting rights for the Winter
Olympics was met with wide scepticism by the international com-
munity, given the country’s increasingly strained relations with the
United States (US) and the European Union (EU) – tensions that
had been amplifi ed by President Putin’s confrontational speech at the
Munich Security Conference earlier that year, understood as a revi-
sionist turning point in Russia’s foreign policy conduct. Th ese con-
cerns proved well-founded in the context of the 2014 Sochi Games,
when the Kremlin’s annexation of Crimea delivered a serious blow 
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to the values enshrined in the Olympic Charter and the internation-
al order itself. Th is marked the second instance in which Russia vi-
olated the spirit of the Olympic Truce, the fi rst being its invasion
of Georgia during the opening day of the 2008 Beijing Summer
Olympics’ ceremony. Th e pattern notably resurfaced during the 2022
Beijing Winter Games, held against the backdrop of the looming war
in Ukraine. In response to the Kremlin’s aggression, the IOC and in-
ternational sports federations implemented a series of unprecedented
measures, including the exclusion of Russian and Belarusian athletes
from most international competitions and a ban on hosting events in
Russia, raising fundamental questions about the alleged neutrality of 
international sports (IOC, 2022; Goretti, 2022).

As the geopolitics of the Games shift ed eastward – a shift  symbol-
ically inaugurated by the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics and con-
solidating from the Sochi Olympic Games onwards – Olympism,
and therefore liberal internationalism, has come under increasing 
strain. Th e following sections examine how China and Russia have
each leveraged the Olympic stage, and in particular the Winter
Games’ opening ceremonies, as a platform to question the normative
foundations of the liberal international order, albeit through diff er-
ent modes and extents, revealing the complexity and asymmetry of 
their respective engagements with the international society.

4. China’s Ways of Contesting Liberal Internationalism in
the Olympic Arena

China’s engagement with liberal internationalism is critically ex-
amined through the lens of Zhang Yimou’s artistic direction of the
2022 Beijing Olympics opening ceremony, as a symbolic articula-
tion of the “narrative of the nation” (Hall, 1992: 293). In framing 
his vision, Zhang himself stressed the need to differentiate the 2022
ceremony from the highly acclaimed spectacle of 2008, remarking 
that “the burden” was now “different,” as China was “striving to
be different from 2008” since “the era is different” (China Daily,
2022).” Echoing the broader contemporary political discourse of Xi
Jinping’s “new era” (xin shidai 新时代), the artistic director envi-
sioned the 2022 opening ceremony as the platform to present a new,
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confident China to the world. Unlike the 2008 ceremony, which cel-
ebrated China’s millennial civilization achievements – seeking both
to explain China to the world and foster a sense of national identity 
and cohesion – the 2022 opening event aimed primarily to highlight
the cultural confidence of the Chinese people and their ability to
inspire the world with their values and philosophy of life.

In this context, the artistic director repeatedly invoked the no-
tion of “romance,” which he described as emblematic of such a re-
newed self-confi dence, inspiring others to “view the entire world
from a very tiny detail,” symbolised by the unique cauldron lighting 
(ShanghaiEye, 2022). As Zhang (CGTN,N  2022) put it: “by express-
ing a romantic feeling at such a grand opening, we are hoping to
depict the romantic perspective which is in fact a perfect refl ection
of (China’s) cultural confi dence,” capable of “amazement of the
world” and making the country proud. Th is newfound sense of con-
fi dence was already evident in the selection of the Olympic dates.
While the 2008 opening ceremony was developed around symbols
of good auspices, the 2022 Beijing Olympics were presented as a 
“sign from heaven”1 for China to start “its new path as a mature in-
ternational actor” (Cabula and Pochettino, 2023: 25) with the same
ambition, courage, and strength symbolized by the Year of the Tiger
(Olympics.com, 2022) Th is idea was refl ected in the forward-look-
ing tone of the 2022 Games, contrasting with the retrospective out-
look characterizing the 2008 spectacle.

Th e Winter event began, in fact, with a luminous fl oral LED dis-
play, culminating in fi reworks spelling out the word “spring,” signa-
ling China’s technological prowess and symbolising a hopeful new 
beginning aft er the pandemic. Since the global pandemic has called
for a fresh and robust vision of world order – inspired by new values
and ethical commitments rooted in solidarity, mutual respect, and a 
shared sense of global responsibility – the Olympic ceremony sought

1 The emphasis on auspicious symbolism in 2008 is visible in the deliberate
choice of the opening date – 8 August 2008, with the number eight regarded as a 
sign of luck and prosperity in Chinese culture. Instead, the 2022 Games’ opening 
coincided with the lichun 立春 (the “Beginning of Spring” in the traditional 24
solar terms) and the 24th edition of the Winter Olympics, thus being interpreted as
a sign of China’s preparedness.
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to embody and project that vision (Shanghai Eye, 2022). Th is aspira-
tion was echoed in the Olympic motto “together for a shared future”
(yiqi xiang weilai(( 起向未来) and Beijing’s contribution to the phi-
losophy of Olympism, to which it added the term “together” to the
traditional dictum “faster, higher, stronger” (IOC, 2021). By contrib-
uting to the ideals of Olympism with a message of unity and inclu-
sivity against the pandemic’s divisiveness and amidst the diplomatic
boycott led by the Biden administration, the 2022 opening ceremony 
projected China as a constructive force in global governance and as a 
catalyst for change at a time when human progress stands at a cross-
roads. Th is role was embodied by the innovative cauldron lighting,
delivering the idea of a “shared future under low carbon,” combined
with the visual language of the Games. From the dominant red hues
of 2008, the 2022 opening ceremony has instead embraced elemental
tones – blue for water and green for earth – underscoring China’s pro-
jected role as a responsible global actor in ecological transition and
the advancement of a new paradigm of “ecological civilization.”

Against a climate of external hostility, the Games were represent-
ed as the elevation of Chinese humanism rooted in its ancient phi-
losophy and framed around the idea of One World, One Family. Th is
was celebrated during the closing ceremony by fi reworks displaying 
the Chinese expression Tianxia Yi Jia (天下一家), meaning “all
under the heaven as one family.” Th is message of unity was visually 
performed, among others, by the representatives of China’s 56 eth-
nic groups raising the national fl ag and by the snowfl akes bearing the
names of individual nations merging to form a larger snowfl ake illu-
minating the globe, to emphasize the need for solidarity to address
global challenges. Central to this narrative is the above-mentioned
tianxia, a notion recently revitalized by philosopher Zhao Tingyang 
(2021) and that has become a foundational concept within the
Chinese School of International Relations, sparking signifi cant de-
bate among IR scholars2. Regardless of its diff erent interpretations,

2 Critics have pointed out how this notion may conceal a revival of a Sino-
centric world order, blending cosmopolitanism, nationalism, and hegemonism.
See: Callahan, W.A. (2008) Chinese Visions of World Order: Post-Hegemonic or
a New Hegemony? International Studies Review, 10(4), 749–761. Callahan, W.A.,
and Barabantseva, E. (Ed.) (2012) Tianxia, Empire and the World: Chinese Visions
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the revival of the tianxia hints at the Chinese leadership’s aspiration
to off er a philosophical contribution to the normative foundations
of the international order, and Olympism as well.

In this spirit, the 2022 Olympics were conceived by Zhang 
Yimou as an occasion to stage a global, responsible, and confi dent
China, grounded in its self-proclaimed “5,000 years of uninter-
rupted civilisation.” While this civilizational narrative might not
appear entirely new, the 2022 edition shift ed the emphasis. Th e
2008 Games indeed celebrated the country’s monumental past and
the contributions to the world’s civilization, most notably through
the four great inventions (paper, printing, gunpowder, and the com-
pass). Th e 2022 ceremony, instead, projected a renewed sense of 
cultural and techno-scientifi c confi dence, emphasizing themes such
as technology (keji 科技), sustainability (kechixuxing 可持续性),
and future (weilai 未来) (Chong and Cloet, 2024). Th rough these
globally resonant issues, Zhang Yimou conveyed an image of unity 
and shared progress, challenging perceived unilateral approaches to
global governance as symbolized by the U.S.-led diplomatic boycott
of the Games. As Cabula and Pochettino note (2023), the Beijing 
Winter Olympics signals the transition from advertising Chinese
culture to legitimating China’s approaches to global governance by g
“telling China’s story well” (jiang hao Zhongguo gushi (( 讲好中国故
事). Whilst promoting an image of openness and harmony was at
the center of the 2008 Games’ spectacle – as part of the Chinese
leadership eff orts to project China’s “peaceful rise” and its contri-
bution to the creation of an “harmonious world” – the 2022 Games
were rather framed through a “negative soft  power” discourse, high-
lighting the eff ectiveness of the PRC’s governance system against the
Covid-19 pandemic and showing its ability in providing “simple,
safe and splendid” Games (jianyue(( 简约, anquan 安全, jingcai 精
彩), albeit the accusations of human rights’ violation coming from
many Western democracies.

of World Order for the 21st Century. In China Orders the World?: Soft Power,
Norms and Foreign Policy, pp. 91-117. Johns Hopkins University Press.
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5. Russia’s Ways of Contesting Liberal Internationalism in
the Olympic Arena

According to Konstantin Ernst, the creative producer of the Sochi
ceremonies, known as “the premier visual stylist of the Putin era”
(Yaffa, 2014) and head of Channel One – Russia’s most-watched
state-owned television network – the Sochi Games were meant to
present a “cross-section of the best” of the Russian people (Afisha 
Daily,yy  2014). In this vein, the opening ceremony celebrated Russian
historical achievements and cultural heritage proudly bearing 
the epithet “Russian” while seeking resonance with universal val-
ues (Afisha Daily,yy  2014). The Games were officially presented
as the embodiment of peaceful and international dialogue, with
Sochi as an “ideal location” being “the home of more than a hun-
dred different European, Asian and Middle Eastern cultures.” (cf.
Edenborg, 2013). Yet, the use of the Cyrillic alphabet to order the
entrance of participating countries and the space-themed elements
of the ceremony – ranging from the Olympic torch’s journey to the
International Space Station and cosmonauts serving as flag bearers,
to depictions of lunar rovers, rocket scientists, and national icons
such as Yuri Gagarin – collectively symbolized an effort to project a 
national identity anchored in the legacy of “Great Russia” (Persson
and Petersson, 2014).

References to national culture, literature, and history pervaded
the Sochi Olympics’ opening ceremony. Across the interviews, Ernst
repeatedly emphasized that, because of Russia’s frequent misrep-
resentation abroad, the Olympic arena was a crucial stage to show-
case a “diff erent, modern” country and to convey what he regarded as
an objective portrayal of Russia’s cultural essence (Agapov, 2014). A
central strategy for presenting such a “diff erent Russia” lay in break-
ing with tradition – for example, by moving the Parade of Athletes
to the beginning of the ceremony and staging a vertical spectacle
that departed from the horizontally oriented formats of previous
editions (Afi sha Daily, 2014). To be sure, among the reasons behind
this choice was that competing with the sheer scale of synchroni-
zation and human interaction displayed in Beijing’s 2008 would
have been, in Ernst’s view, “presumptuous, to say the least” (Afi sha 
Daily,yy  2014). Th is did not mean, nevertheless, a lack of ambition;
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the creative director in fact declaratively aspired to “tell the story of 
the country in a way that no one has ever told it before” (Satarov,
2014), realizing the most technologically advanced ceremony in the
history of the Olympics to highlight Russia’s innovative capacity and
its uniqueness (IOC, 2014b). Th e event, however, took an unex-
pected turn when a technical malfunction during the performance
prevented the fi nal Olympic ring from opening – a moment that
quickly went viral on social media, interpreted as an ironic symbol
of Russia’s restrictive stance on LGBTQ+ rights, with the missing 
ring “afraid of coming out” (BBC,C  2014). Th e glitch occurred in-
deed in the context of the campaign led by the United Russia party 
to ban the propaganda of nontraditional sexual relations to adults
and minors, prohibiting LGBTQ+ organizations from establishing 
a Pride House at the Olympics. Th e event has been widely interpret-
ed as a performative repudiation of Western liberal norms. Th e en-
actment of the so-called “gay propaganda” law came in fact at a time
when countries like the United States and the United Kingdom
were expanding protections for LGBTQ+ rights. Among the harsh
reactions from Western leaders, then-U.S. President Barack Obama 
voiced his disapproval by declaring that “nobody” could be “more
off ended” by the anti-gay legislation than the US (Smith-Spark,
2013) – words also echoed by the then British Prime Minister David
Cameron, expressing “deep concern about the abuse of gay people in
Russia.” (Associated Press, 2013).

Quite ironically, Ernst’s declared intent was to let the “people all
over the planet” get to know, understand, and love Russia, so that
they could see its “greatness and diversity” (Satarov, 2014). Th e
opening ceremony’s performance sought to do so by narrating over a 
thousand years of Russian history through the eyes of Lyubov, mean-
ing “love” in Russian – a young girl representing, in Ernst’s words,
the “feminine side of Russia” (Gibson, 2014). In this sense, the rep-
resentation of the country through the 11-year-old girl would con-
stitute, in the words of the creative producer, a “declaration of love
for our Motherland” (Agapov, 2014). Notwithstanding, the open-
ing ceremony unmistakably displayed a Russian “we” intrinsically 
exclusive, visually expressed by the infl atable structure of St. Basil’s
Cathedral under the projected letter мы, “we” in Cyrillic alphabet.
Th e representation of monastic images of Sts. Cyril and Methodius,
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as well as Moscow’s Orthodox Sretensky Monastery choir, perform-
ing the Russian national anthem, illuminate the mutually reinforc-
ing relationship between the Orthodox church and Russia’s anti-gay 
laws. Th ese images, along with the constant reminiscences through-
out the ceremony to Tsar Peter the Great and Russian national he-
roes, suggest that “Putin’s sport complex in Sochi” operated as an
“imperial forum,” constituting the imposing setting for the people’s
worship of him as the nation’s great masculine leader (Bonde, 2017:
363-389). Aligning with this reading, some scholars have described
the opening performance as an instance of a “state-sponsored hom-
ophobia” (Van Rheenen, 2014), conveying a nostalgic imperial nar-
rative celebrating Russia’s national grandeur while falling short of 
fostering the emotional universality and sense of love it ostensibly 
aimed to evoke.

6. Lessons from the 2014 and 2022 Winter Olympics on the 
Contestation of Liberal Internationalism

A comparison of the Chinese and Russian opening ceremonies,
viewed through the perspectives of their respective artistic directors,
reveals notable divergences in how each engages with its civilization-
al past. While Beijing draws on a form of “traditionalism” rooted in
Confucian principles, this reference is less about nostalgia for past
grandeur and more about mobilizing tradition as a resource to ex-
press confidence in China’s modernization path and, by extension,
in its contribution to a renewed global governance ethic. In the case
of Sochi, the retrospective tone of the opening ceremony – imbued
with nostalgia for the Soviet era – functioned not only as a symbolic
reaffirmation of Russia’s historical might, but also as an instrument
of domestic consolidation, aimed at cultivating a collective sense of 
national belonging anchored in the image of a resurgent state seek-
ing recognition and legitimacy on the global stage. As argued by 
Grix and Kramareva (2015), the hosting of the Sochi Games and
the annexation of Crimea were mutually reinforcing events, exem-
plifying the integration of both soft and hard power resources to
spur nationalism. Notably, in preparation for the Olympics, Putin
introduced a special security regime in Sochi “that was similar to
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those imposed during emergency situations” (International Crisis
Group, 2014: 4). The military forces concentrated in the city for the
security of the Games were deployed in neighbouring Crimea im-
mediately after the closing ceremony. In effect, Putin and his closest
inner circle, all former KGB agents, gathered on the morning of the
Olympic closing ceremony and made the decision to invade Crimea 
(Orttung and Zhemukhov, 2017: 82). The annexation and the en-
suing backing of separatist movements in Eastern Ukraine, however,
effectively undermined any efforts to reshape Russia’s global image
and to enhance its soft power. The ceremony of the Olympic torch
relay was a particularly illuminating performance of power politics,

largely covered as a showcase of symbolic vindication of Russia’s
sovereignty in general and over its most politically sensitive
territories (Kaliningrad, the Kuril Islands, the North Pole, etc.)
(Makarychev and Yatsyk, 2014: 3).

Failing to achieve the legacy promises made in the bid book and
breaching the Olympic Truce, Russia’s contestation of liberal inter-
nationalism was articulated through a discourse of “civilizational
specificity” and, presumably, impunity.

China’s approach to the 2022 Olympic event has rather empha-
sized the contribution of the country’s civilizational unicity as a 
means of “inject(ing) fresh energy into human development,” pre-
senting its millennial history both as the foundation of its current
global standing and as a resource for advancing a renewed “global
civilization” (State Council Information Offi  ce of the PRC, 2023).
By portraying itself as a “responsible” global actor and a provider
of “Chinese solutions” (Zhongguo fang’an 中国方案) in a world
confronted by “grey rhinos” (hui xiniu 灰犀牛

g
) and “black swans”

(hei tian’e 黑天鹅
g

), the narrative of the Games was articulated as a 
symbolic response to the perceived spiritual and moral crisis of the
liberal international order and the increasingly adversarial posture
of Western liberal democracies toward China’s rise. In this light, the
PRC’s commitment to “win the glory of the country” should be un-
derstood as intrinsically linked to “showing the world the spirit and
the values of the Chinese people” and the country’s unique contri-
bution to building a “shared future for mankind” (New China TV,
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2022). Th rough a “negative soft  power” discourse (Callahan, 2015)
that diff erentiates an “inclusive China” from an “exclusive West,”
Zhang Yimou has cast Beijing as a driver of transformation “with-
in” the Olympic Movement and its philosophy. Seeking to enrich
the Olympic spirit with the values of Chinese humanism, the 2022
opening ceremony has staged a sort of “humanistic Olympics,” set to
the evocative notes of John Lennon’s “Imagine” (Hwang and Huang,
2023), inviting the world to imagine a future where the “Chinese
Dream” takes global form.

All in all, the two mega-events diverged signifi cantly in their ori-
entation. On the one hand, the Sochi Olympics positioned Russia 
as a trailblazer of an alternative sporting order, projecting a nostalgic
vision of imperial grandeur that challenges the very nature of the
Olympic values. On the other hand, the Beijing Winter Olympics
operated within existing institutional frameworks, advancing a hu-
man-centered philosophy of Olympism and presenting China as an
indispensable force shaping its future trajectory, as further echoed
in the context of the 2023 Asian Games under the theme Heart to
Heart @Future.

7. The Sino-Russian Contestation of Multilateralism in the 
Olympic Arena

The Sochi Games inaugurated a new chapter for multilateralism
in the Olympic arena and, more specifically, for China’s Olympic
diplomacy, as they marked the first instance of a Chinese head of 
state participating in a major international sporting event abroad.
Over 43 intense hours in Sochi, Xi Jinping engaged in 12 bilater-
al and multilateral meetings, highlighting the leadership’s ability to
leverage such events to advance multilateral and bilateral relations
(People’s Daily, 2014). The success of multilateral mechanisms in
the context of the Sochi Games was also remarked during the 2022
Beijing Olympics, with the Chinese Foreign Minister and official
discourse repeatedly emphasizing the external support for the reali-
zation of the mega-event. Liu Xianfa, for instance, described this par-
ticipation as reflective of “where international justice lies and what
the international community aspires for,” ultimately “demonstrating 



CONTESTING THE INTERNATIONAL ORDER THROUGH THE OLYMPICS 121

the US government’s failure to politicize the event.” (Office of the
Commissioner of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC in the
Macao Special Administrative Region 2022). At the Beijing 2022
Olympics, President Xi met with more than 30 foreign leaders
from Central Asia countries, the Middle East, and South America,
consolidating the PRC’s bilateral ties, particularly with countries
participating in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and from the
Global South. Discussions focused on infrastructure investments
related to the BRI and energy cooperation, with Argentina official-
ly joining the initiative (NDRC PRC, 2022). Bilateral cooperation
with Eastern European countries has also been upgraded, proving 
the limited effects of the US-led boycott on the European context
(Strina and Gobbel, 2023).

While it is not new that the Olympic Games provide an informal
platform for world leaders to meet and engage in diplomatic dialogue
(Trunkos and Heere, 2018), what is increasingly signifi cant is the
way in which such interactions have begun to serve as instruments of 
political contestation. Th e most vivid example lies in the joint state-
ment released by the Russian Federation and the PRC in the context
of the Beijing 2022 Olympics titled “Th e International Relations““
Entering a New Era and the Global Sustainable Development.” Th e
document, which is the result of a three-hour discussion between Xi
Jinping and Vladimir Putin just before the Beijing Winter Olympics
opening ceremony, includes no fewer than 15 references to “multipo-
larity” and “multilateralism,” revealing how both states strategically 
leveraged the Olympic moment to articulate and legitimize their
shared vision of a reconfi gured global order. In the declaration,
Beijing and Moscow call on all states to “seek genuine multipolarity 
with the United Nations and its Security Council playing a central
and coordinating role” and promote “the democratization of inter-
national relations” to “jointly build international relations of a new 
type.” Multilateralism is listed as the fi rst of the “momentous chang-
es” of this “new era,” condemning attempts at hegemony by certain
countries that “pose serious threats to global and regional peace and
stability, and undermine the stability of the world order.” Th is op-
position towards those actors that “continue to advocate unilateral
approaches to addressing international issues” and “interfere in the
internal aff airs of other states, infringing their legitimate rights and



122  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

interests, and incite contradictions, diff erences and confrontation”
is clear-cut, explicitly targeting the US (President of Russia, 2022).

Russia and the PRC’s critics of what they see as the excesses of 
U.S. power and the destabilizing eff ects of unilateralism on the in-
ternational order are not new. In the Chinese case, Foreign Minister
Wang Yi (2021) has long remarked that “the past few years saw 
unilateralism running unchecked” since “a superpower” – the US –
“had chosen to put its own interests above other things.” American
“pseudo-multilateralism,” accordingly, has been used as a “pretext”
to “form exclusive blocks” and “to divide the world along ideologi-
cal lines,” and thus must be countered with a “true multilateralism”
that provides “a fi rm commitment to upholding the UN-centred
international system.” In the words of Russia’s Ministry of Foreign
Aff airs, the UN represents the “embodiment of true multilateral-
ism,” with the UN Charter constituting “the necessary conditions
for truly multilateral cooperation, which are regulated by universally 
recognised norms of international law” (Lavrov, 2023). All in all, the
joint declaration issued at the Beijing Winter Olympics positions
China and Russia as authentic, principled defenders of the interna-
tional order, casting the United States – the very power long seen as
its torchbearer – into its principal spoiler. Despite proclaiming to
the world their “no-limits friendship” (President of Russia, 2022),
important divergences have soon surfaced. As Wishnick (2016) ob-
serves, Beijing and Moscow are less genuine allies and more “part-
ners of consequence,” united by shared scepticism of the Western-led
order and a pragmatic need for cooperation.

Th e Olympic Games hosted by both China and Russia have
consistently highlighted the complexities of their partnership and
their pragmatic nature. For instance, in the context of the Beijing 
2008 Olympics, China’s response to Russia’s military intervention
in Georgia refl ected a delicate balancing act between maintaining 
its strategic partnership with Moscow while upholding its image as a 
responsible global actor, as demonstrated by the cautious statement
regarding the aggression and President Hu Jintao’s opposition to
Russian eff orts to secure recognition for Abkhazia and South Ossetia 
at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization summit in Dushanbe
(Leoni and Strina, 2024). Similarly, at the Sochi Games, while un-
easy in the role of mediator between Russia and the West, China 
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pragmatically advanced its strategic interests by concluding a his-
toric 30-year, $400 billion natural gas agreement between Gazprom
and China National Petroleum Corporation for the construction
of the “Power of Siberia” pipeline (Reuters, 2014). Th is being said,
from Sochi 2014 to Beijing 2022, the Olympic arena has evolved
into a symbolic stage for the coordinated contestation of multilat-
eralism. Th e record of 65 heads of state and international organi-
zations participating in the Sochi Games, driven largely by Global
South representation amid the symbolic absence of many Western
leaders, only anticipated the trajectory by which the Olympics
would increasingly serve as a platform for contesting multilateralism
and advancing alternative visions of global order.

8. The Sino-Russian Contestation of Environmentalism in
the Olympic Arena

Since the 1990s, the connection between global mega-events and
environmental responsibility has become increasingly institutional-
ized, prompting hosting countries, including China and Russia, to
actively engage with sustainability issues within the Olympic plat-
form. Rather than challenging environmentalism as a core norm of 
the liberal international order, both states have leveraged the Games
to highlight national achievements and technological innovation
in addressing climate change, positioning themselves as champions
of sustainability on the global stage. As for Russia, the 2014 Sochi
Games were meant to set the bar for sustainability primarily domes-
tically (Müller, 2014a). The Sochi 2014 Olympic Winter Games
were presented as a mission “to efficiently integrate sustainable de-
velopment principles into all aspects of Games preparation and de-
livery,” establishing new “barrier-free standards” for urban planning 
and construction in Russia (IOC, 2014a; International Paralympic
Committee, 2014). The implementation of a sustainable mega-event
was said to be possible thanks to the international expertise, which
was “a unique asset to the Sochi 2014 Games legacy”. As declared
by Alexander Zhukov (Sochi Organising Committee, 2012), the
Chairman of the Supervisory Board of the Sochi 2014 Organising 
Committee, “the best practices from all over the world are coming 
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to Sochi, and they will then spread across the entire country, creating 
a sustainable Games Legacy” and “raising standards to international
levels across the board.” Yet, ineffective governance, lack of institu-
tional controls, and intense time pressure resulted in lasting environ-
mental harm and excessive infrastructure development. The Sochi
Olympics have gone down in history as the most expensive Games
ever held – exceeding $51 billion in costs, a number that would be
even higher if operational expenses were included – turning the re-
gion into the world’s largest construction site (Müller, 2014b).

Analyses of the evolution of China’s environmental discourse
in the context of the Beijing Games, instead, have shown how the
PRC shift ed from compliance with international standards at the
2008 Summer Games to its (self-) elevation on the podium of a 
symbolic “green medal” for sustainability during the 2022 Winter
Olympics (Vomeri and Gregori, 2023). Hosting the 2022 Winter
Games, Beijing aimed to make newer and greater contributions to the
Olympic Movement by not limiting itself to following international
rules as it had been in 2008 but setting new standards. For instance,
the creation of an Advisory Committee responsible for the supervi-
sion of sustainability matters was one of the signals of Beijing’s will-
ingness to present itself as a standard-setter, making the 2022 Beijing 
Olympics a new environmental benchmark for future Olympic
Games (Beijing Organising Committee, 2022). Even artifi cial snow 
– among the focal points of environmental concerns surrounding the
2022 Beijing Olympics – became an opportunity to reaffi  rm China’s
commitment to environmental protection and guarantee the quality 
of Olympic performances (Li, 2022). Leveraging the visibility of the
Games, China has promoted a new development concept centred on
sustainability, advancing its quest for a “harmonious” and “beautiful”
socialist country through ecological revitalization and decarboniza-
tion. From a rising power once intent on proving its credibility by 
complying to international practices, the PRC has sought to reposi-
tion itself as a proactive architect of a new ecological paradigm, reaf-
fi rming the Chinese leadership’s commitment to multilateral climate
action in the face of a fragmented global climate regime and growing 
U.S. retrenchment, most notably exemplifi ed by President Trump’s
second withdrawal from the Paris Agreement. Nevertheless, ecologi-
cally, the Games continued the trend of expansion through large-scale
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construction, and, despite some venue reuse, they were also charac-
terized by budget overruns and limited fi scal transparency (Chen et.
al., 2025).

Sustainability pledges by Olympic hosts have oft en revealed a 
wide gap between promises and outcomes. Yet, while in the Chinese
case the Games were leveraged as a vehicle for advancing a vision
of “ecological civilization” (shengtai wenming 生态文明) as a nor-
mative contribution to humankind, Russia’s approach to Olympic
sustainability has instead largely produced overambitious commit-
ments that ultimately fell short in practice, not only exposing a per-
sistent gap between rhetoric and reality but also amplifying it to a 
greater degree than in previous editions (Müller, 2014a).

9. Back to the West: the 2024 Paris Games

As the host of the Games in 1900 and 1924, Paris became the second
city to host the Summer Olympics three times (after London, which
hosted the Summer Games in 1908, 1948, and 2012). To secure its
bid to host the Olympic Games in 2017, Paris built a global coali-
tion that reflected a newfound collaborative spirit in international
sports, culminating in a deal with Los Angeles that guaranteed the
2024 Olympics for Paris and the 2028 edition for the U.S. – a diplo-
matic compromise that capped a fervent French campaign and gar-
nered unexpectedly broad international support (Krasnoff, 2017).
Since the 2014 Sochi Olympics, the Games have been held outside
the West, highlighting the rising prominence of the East in the glob-
al sporting arena. In many ways, Paris’s venue after London in 2012
appeared to be a return to the origins of the Games invented by de
Coubertin. However, the Games unfolded against a backdrop of 
acute geopolitical tensions, including the protracted Russia-Ukraine
war and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. One month before the open-
ing ceremony, the French Service for Supervision and Protection
from Foreign Digital Interference released a document denouncing 
a Russian “Matryoshka campaign” to target the French support of 
Ukraine and the Paris 2024 Olympics (Viginum, 2024). The shad-
ow of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict loomed over the Paris Olympics,
too. Fearing terror attacks, French authorities massively ramped up
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security for the Games, flooding Paris streets with up to 45,000 po-
lice and soldiers armed with assault rifles (Leicester, 2024). With ref-
erence to the context of domestic politics, the Olympic Games served
as a litmus test for the government’s stability. President Emmanuel
Macron seized the opportunity presented by the Games to delay the
appointment of the Prime Minister, while the far-right capitalized
on the enhanced security measures to propagate their vision of pub-
lic tranquillity through an augmented police presence (Leroy and
Anibaldi, 2024).

Th e opening ceremony was the embodiment of Macron’s am-
bitions. It combined landmarks like the Eiff el Tower with fashion
representations of modern France, including members of LGBTQ+
communities. During the Olympic Games, the French president
posted “Th is is France!” several times on his social media platforms.
Meanwhile, those from the extreme right contested Macron’s vi-
sion of diversity and modernity. Th is was evident in reactions to
the opening ceremony’s reference to Leonardo da Vinci’s painting,
Th e Last Supper, which featured drag queens, a transgender model,
and a naked singer. France’s Catholic church condemned the sketch
as a “mockery of Christianity” (CNA, 2024). Th e Russian foreign
ministry spokesperson Maria Zakharova described the opening cer-
emony as “an LGBT mockery of a sacred Christian story” and the
President of the International Boxing Association (IBA), Umar
Kremlev, as “pure sodomy” (cf. Goretti, 2024: 2). Within a few days,
the controversy over LGBTQ+ moved from the opening ceremony 
to the sporting ground. Five days aft er the opening ceremony, IBA
released a communiqué stating that two women participants in Parisé
2024 – Lin Yu-ting and Imane Khelif – had been disqualifi ed from
the IBA Women’s World Boxing Championships New Delhi 2023
aft er they had been “subject to a separate and recognized test, where-
by the specifi cs remain confi dential” (IBA, 2024). Since 2022, the
International Boxing Association (IBA) has been one of the few in-
ternational sports federations still led by a Russian citizen, and the
only one to permit athletes from the Russian Federation to compete
under their fl ag and with their anthem, despite having been suspend-
ed by the IOC since 2019 over governance and integrity concerns.
Kremlev, its president, is reportedly a close associate of Vladimir
Putin, having built a fortune in construction and security while also
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running a taxi business (Saintourens, 2022). Two days aft erwards,
commenting on the boxing match between a “female athlete” and
a “transgender boxer,” Putin’s Spokesman, Dmitry Peskov, lamented
that the International Olympic Movement was “losing face, becom-
ing a victim of these pseudo-liberal manifestations, which sometimes
border on perversion” (TASS,S  2024). Aft er Khelif won the gold med-
al, French prosecutors opened a probe into cyberbullying by claiming 
that several prominent fi gures had taken part in online harassment
over her gender. Prosecutors said X owner Elon Musk and former US
President and presidential candidate Donald Trump were named in
the complaint fi led by Khelif ’s lawyer (Al Jazeera, 2024).

Important diff erences emerge when compared to the Chinese
conduct. Khelif beat China’s Yang Liu to take the gold medal in wom-
en’s welterweight boxing, while Lin Yu-ting, the Taiwanese boxer
who likewise failed the gender eligibility test, gained the gold medal
in the featherweight category. Chinese authorities refrained from re-
viving the controversy fuelled by the pro-Russian IBA and the global
far right. Nor did China show any willingness to follow Russia in its
attempt to discredit the Olympic Games and replace them with the
organisation of alternative Games, despite explicit Russian overtures
positioning China as a potential partner in this eff ort. In fact, when
Russia’s exclusion from the Paris Games was looming, in October
2023, Putin announced that Russia was set to organise a series of 
alternative international sports events, including a relaunch of the
Soviet-era World Friendship Games, fi rst staged in 1984 as a response
to the U.S.-led boycott of the Moscow Olympics. Although the initi-
ative did not materialise, the proposal of hosting the 2026 Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) Summer Games still remains on
the table. Initially fl oated by President Putin at the SCO summit in
September 2023, the idea entails a multi-sport event hosted across
several cities, including Moscow and St. Petersburg. In January 2025,
Russian Sports Minister Mikhail Degtyarev (May, 2025) claimed
that China had expressed support for the initiative, explicitly stating 
that “a session of SCO high-ranking offi  cials is scheduled to be held
in China this year.” In parallel, Russia has also sought to revive the
BRICS Games, with President Putin presenting them as part of the
bloc’s expanding political and humanitarian cooperation – an eff ort
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that has received cautious backing from China, avoiding any direct
challenge to the Olympic movement.

As noted in the analysis of the contestation of liberal internation-
alism in the context of the 2022 Olympics, Beijing has continued to
exploit the fl ows of the US’s leadership by asserting infl uence from
‘within’ the existing order while avoiding the direct confrontational
path taken by Russia. Whilst the latter imposed a “de facto boycott”
by refusing to broadcast the 2024 Paris Games, China embraced
the mega-event as a platform to strengthen its global competitive-
ness. Chinese state-run media prominently celebrated the nation’s
gold medal tally, tied with the United States at 40, as a symbolic
assertion through Olympic performances of China’s growing global
power (Bloomberg, 2024). Evidence of this can also be found in the
issue of doping. Th e Paris Games were notably marked by a media 
war between the Chinese anti-doping authorities (CHINADA)
and their American counterparts (USADA), with the World Anti-
Doping Agency (WADA) as the third player in the game. Th e two
sporting super-powers, both vying for topping the medals ranking 
– doubling the third-placed, Japan – accused each other of organ-
ized doping (Lepeltier, 2024). In this contentious climate, Chinese
swimmer Qin Haiyang and his relay teammate Sun Jiajun – both
part of the men’s 4x100m medley relay team that claimed a historic
victory over the U.S. – faced a slew of doping allegations, followed
by contentious claims from the U.S. side that WADA was complicit
in covering them up.

Amid the escalating media storm, an article published by the
China Daily stressed that the “Confucian values – emphasizing 
hard work, respect, perseverance, continuous learning and humili-
ty” were “evident in Paris, where Chinese athletes not only secured
victories but did so with grace and sportsmanship, earning the ad-
miration of competitors and spectators alike.” (Flores, 2024). More
in general, the article continues, “Asia’s resurgence in sports mirrors
its broader renaissance in economic, cultural and social develop-
ment, with China as the prime mover and dynamic catalyst”, because
“sports victories symbolize a continent reclaiming its rightful place
in a new multipolar world, not just as a participant but as a leader”
(Flores, 2024). Overall, the 2024 Paris Olympics have contributed
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signifi cantly to elevating China in public discourse as a responsible
global and “green” actor.

Framed as the “most sustainable” Olympics in history, Paris 2024
introduced ambitious green measures – including making one-third
of the food plant-based and limiting meat options, leading to ration-
ing and prompting some delegations, like Great Britain’s, to bring 
their own chefs. Organizers also chose not to install air conditioning 
in the Olympic Village, despite rising athlete frustration amid unsea-
sonably hot weather. In many ways, the Games became a moment of 
“performance anxiety” for a city long associated with global climate
leadership. Yet the ambitious sustainability agenda quickly pro-
duced a boomerang eff ect, as practical shortcomings – from event
cancellations due to pollution to athletes falling ill aft er swimming 
in the Seine – undermined the credibility of the Games as the “most
sustainable” ever. Against this background, Th omas Bach, president
of the IOC, praised the role of Chinese technology in making the
lives of athletes highly comfortable, in particular the contribution
of companies such as Alibaba for “greatly increasing the effi  ciency 
and sustainability of Olympic Games operations” (IOC, 2024).
In a further showcase of its growing technological footprint in the
sports arena, China-manufactured hydrogen refuelling equipment
was also hailed as making a signifi cant contribution. In particular,
Houpu Clean Energy Group, a leading Chinese enterprise in this
sector, supplied advanced hydrogen solutions and co-developed hy-
drogen stations for the mega-event, continuing the “carbon goals”
trajectory established during the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics and
the Chengdu Universiade (Zhao, 2024).

Th e Paris 2024 Games off ered Chinese technology a further
window of visibility, showcasing the country’s growing capacity to
shape the future of international sporting events through innova-
tion and sustainability – even as a non-host nation. Quite on the
opposite, the exclusion of Russian and Belarusian athletes from
the mega-event under the banner of protecting the “integrity” of 
international sport provided Russia with an opportunity to de-
nounce what it views as the instrumentalization of sport for polit-
ical ends. Th e Russian Olympic Committee condemned the IOC’s
suspension as a “counterproductive decision with obvious political
motivations,” framing it as another example of Western bias and
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exclusion practices (Chiappa, 2024). In this contrasting landscape,
where China capitalized on the 2024 Games to enhance its global
standing, Russia has further entrenched its resistance vis-à-vis inter-
national sport authorities, likely deepening the divergence with the
PRC in their respective approaches to global sports diplomacy and
the international society.

Conclusions

Viewing the Olympic Games as catalysts of international politics
allows for exploring the potential of sports mega-events as arenas
where the international order is both negotiated and contested.
Far from being mere reflections of global politics, this contribution
illustrates how the Olympic Games may act as a magnifying glass
through which the interplay of norms, power, and legitimacy can
be critically examined and interpreted. The comparative analysis of 
the Sochi 2014 and Beijing 2022 Winter Games has served as a lit-
mus test for decoding the contestation of the international order in
place, offering insight into whether and how Russia and China have
sought to advance the construction of an alternative sport and world
order, both individually and through coordinated efforts.

Designed to showcase inclusivity, technological innovation,
and bolstering Russia’s soft  power both domestically and interna-
tionally, the Sochi Games fostered a signifi cant “lost in translation”
moment between Russia’s self-representation and the expectations
of the liberal world. Th e annexation of Crimea, the enforcement
of Putin’s “gay propaganda law,” and a pronounced emphasis on
Russia’s civilizational uniqueness all signalled its confrontive stance
vis-à-vis Olympism and internationalism. As for Beijing, the 2022
Winter Games presented a more confi dent and proactive posture,
portraying China as a leader in sustainable development and an
emerging – albeit contested – global power capable of contribut-
ing to Olympism and, more broadly, to global governance through a 
Confucian-inspired humanism.

Convergences were highlighted through the analysis of Sino-
Russian Olympic diplomacy during their respective turns as
Olympic hosts. In particular, the joint statement issued during the
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Beijing 2022 Olympics positioned both China and Russia as lead-
ing advocates of multilateralism, leveraging the Olympic platform
to articulate a shared vision of a multipolar world no longer dom-
inated by a hegemonic power and unilateral approaches to global
governance. However, the “no-limits friendship” between the two,
celebrated in the context of the 2022 Olympics, soon revealed its
constraints, resonating with earlier episodes in the 2008 and 2014
Olympics. While in the context of the Games, Beijing tacitly en-
dorsed Moscow’s actions – be it the military intervention in Georgia 
in 2008, the annexation of Crimea in 2014, or the war in Ukraine in
2022 – this convergence stems less from ideological alignment and
more from strategic cooperation rooted in a shared dissatisfaction
with the US-led order.

Fundamental disalignment in contestation modes was further
crystallized in the context of Paris 2024, as Chinese authorities re-
frained from engaging with the controversies like those fuelled by 
the pro-Russian IBA or endorsing co-sponsoring alternative sport-
ing events, such as the proposed World Friendship Games, despite
Russian pressures. Th is strategic restraint refl ects China’s broader
approach of asserting its infl uence from “within” the existing frame-
work of international sport, in contrast to Russia’s increasingly 
confrontational stance. It can be claimed that the Sochi Olympics
catalysed Russia’s challenge to the very fundamentals of the interna-
tional order and Olympism. China has rather leveraged the “BRICS
phase” of the Games and its recent return to the West as an opportu-
nity to showcase its technological prowess and advance multilateral
and bilateral cooperation, particularly with countries in the Global
South. By blending the ideals of Olympism with its Confucian phi-
losophy of harmony and unity, the Beijing 2022 Olympics have pre-
sented a synthesis for the creation of an “Olympism with Chinese
characteristics,” exemplifi ed by the addition of the term “together”
to the offi  cial Olympic motto.

While framed as a return to the roots of Olympism, the Paris
2024 Games were marked by challenges and controversies refl ecting 
the fractures within the liberal international order itself, suggesting 
that the contestation of liberal internationalism is not confi ned to
illiberal states but also arises from within the liberal West. Th is un-
derscores the need for further inquiry into how Olympic diplomacy 
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may shed light on the internal tensions of the LIO. Th e return to
Olympism’s cradle has fundamentally raised the question of whether
contemporary developments are steering us toward a “post-Olymp-
ism”, shaped less by universal ideals than by the fractures and voids
of a changing world order.
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Rethinking Democracy in Contemporary 
China: from the Search for an Alternative
Modernity to the “Democracy that works”
Asia Marcantoni

Abstract

Starting from China’s willingness to think democracy outside the Western
conceptual framework, and in an attempt to distance ourselves from both
the Eurocentric perspective and the one that supports Chinese exceptional-
ism, this essay offers a reflection on the meaning of the concept of democra-
cy in China (minzhu 民主) adopting a conceptual history approach from
a global viewpoint. The discourse on democracy has generally served the
Chinese Communist Party to emphasize its leading role as representative of 
all social classes. Considering this evolution, the recent proliferation of dis-
course on democracy propagated by Xi Jinping should come as no surprise.
Since the beginning of his first term, he has forged his own version of de-
mocracy, describing the Chinese democratic system as an intra-party con-
sultative and deliberative process based on meritocracy. Xi Jinping defines
the democratic model as changeable and adaptable to the peculiarities of 
each context, proposing for the first time in 2019, at the height of the clash-
es with Trump, the expression “Whole-process People’s democracy” (quan
guocheng minzhu 全过程民主), defining it as a “democracy that works”1.

Abstract (Italiano)

Partendo dalla volontà cinese di pensare la democrazia al di fuori del qua-
dro concettuale occidentale, e nel tentativo di prendere le distanze sia dalla 
prospettiva eurocentrica che da quella che sostiene l’eccezionalità cinese,
questo saggio offre una riflessione sul significato del concetto di democra-
zia in Cina (minzhu 民主) adottando un approccio storico-concettuale in
ottica globale. Il discorso sulla democrazia è generalmente servito al Partito
Comunista cinese per legittimare il suo ruolo di guida come rappresentante

1 The content of this article will be published shortly as part of a book chap-
ter in Asia Marcantoni (ed.), Understanding Chinese Politics in the 20th Century:
Democracy, Society, and Strategic Ambitions. Polidemos (Center for the study of de-
mocracy and political change) of the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore.
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di tutte le classi sociali. Considerando questa evoluzione, la recente proli-
ferazione dei discorsi sulla democrazia propagandati da Xi Jinping non do-
vreb be sorprendere. Fin dall’inizio del suo primo mandato, egli ha forgiato
la sua versione di democrazia, descrivendo il sistema democratico cinese
come un processo consultivo e deliberativo intrapartitico che si poggia sulla 
meritocrazia. Xi Jinping definisce  il modello democratico come mutevole e
adattabile alle peculiarità di ogni contesto, proponendo per la prima volta 
nel 2019, al culmine degli scontri con Trump, l’espressione “democrazia 
popolare completa” (quan guocheng minzhu 全过程民主) definita come
“la democrazia che funziona”.

Keywords: Contemporary Chinese Political Thought, CCP, Chinese 
Democracy, Chinese Political System, Xi Jinping

1. Recasting the democratic idea: The Chinese Debate in 
the Early Twentieth Century

In order to correctly frame the historical and theoretical Chinese
context in which the idea of Chinese democracy – i.e. the subject
of the present contribution – took shape, it is first useful to recall
that liberal representative democracy is neither the only form of de-
mocracy that has historically existed2 (cf. Duso, 2004) nor the only 
one existing today (Crouch, 2005; Mudde 2013; Zakaria 1997). In
this respect, the aim of this political section of the volume is not so
much to delve into the specific conceptuality of Chinese political
thought, but rather to recognize the need to constantly recalibrate
the use of Western theoretical-political categories when dealing with
the reception and original use of such categories by other peoples
(Richter, 2005: 7-20). To this end, borrowing a term introduced by 
the Indian philosopher Dipesh Chakrabarty (2016), the attempt
will be to “provincialize” the mental structures through which we

2 Until the end of the 18th century, the term “democracy” referred exclusive-
ly to direct democracy, which was reviled by almost all thinkers of the time. Even
during the American and French revolutions, in fact-for example, in the reflections
of Rousseau and Sieyès-representation and democracy were considered opposing 
political models. For a reconstruction of the evolution of the meaning of the con-
cept of representative democracy in the West, understood as the logical outcome of 
modern thought and Western politics.
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are used to interpreting not only “our” history, but also that of oth-
ers. It should also be emphasized that the reference to democracy 
– or rather, to the absence of democracy – in contemporary China 
is often employed in our public debate more to affirm Western he-
gemony than to understand the characteristics of that country’s re-
gime. Hence, the difficulty lies in discussing Xi Jinping’s perspective
on democracy without running the risk of adopting a prejudicial,
mostly negative, perspective toward current Chinese governance.
Not because there are no reasons to hold a critical view of the pres-
ent government, but because such a view should not be constituted
a priori based on perceptions, therefore misleading, and simplistic
narratives. From a broader perspective, addressing this issue proves
necessary today, in an international context increasingly marked by 
the opposition between “us” and “they”; “the West” and the “Rest”
(Mezzadra and Neilson, 2024). Espec ially over the past decade, the
relationship between the United States and China has shifted from
competition to outright opposition. In this context, we are wit-
nessing a radicalization of the general debate that pervades public
discourse on China, with an ideological clash fueled by respective
propaganda becoming crystallized. This is precisely the result of the
consolidation of discursive models based on binary oppositions. Yet,
in order to understand the current  Chinese political regime, “de-“
mocracy versus authoritarianism is neither a useful research topic,
nor a fruitful political agenda” (Mobo Gao, 2018: 12). It is therefo re
necessary to move beyond such a dichotomous perception to ful-
ly grasp the specific features of the Chinese debate on democracy,
recognizing both the influence that Western political thought has
exerted in China since the end of the 19th century, and the absolute
originality with which that thought has been received and re-elabo-
rated (Said, 1983; 2003). To delve into the issue, therefore, it is first
necessary to clarify the general outlines of the debate on democracy 
in China in the first half of the 20th century, having clearly in mind
that only by recognizing the historical specificity of the discourses of 
that time – crucial in influencing Chinese politics and history – is it
possible to identify the meaning they take on in their current revival
by Xi Jinping. Before moving on to an analysis of the development
of the idea of democracy following the birth of the PRC (People’s
Republic of China) in 1949, it is useful to make a quick reference to
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the theoretical context of the immediately preceding years to under-
stand, albeit in broad terms, the peculiarities of the reception of the
Western concept of democracy in 20th-century China.

Certain fi gures – particularly representative of the various
schools of thought that developed in historical moments that were
as close as they were diff erent and crucial – can be helpful in this
reconstruction. Th ese are authors who, at the ridge of the collapse
of the millennial Empire, refl ected on what political form the new 
China should take, what political government was best suited to
the needs of the Chinese social, historical, and cultural context,
and what it meant for China to establish itself as a nation. Th ese are
authors such as Kang Youwei, the main promoter of the Hundred
Days’ Reform of 1898 (Wuxu bianfa 戊戌變法) that was a radi-
cal reform of the system, launched under the aegis of Empress Cixi
and aimed at modernizing the entire imperial apparatus, education,
and the economy (Roberts, 2013: 260-268); Zhang Binglin or
Zhang Taiyan, a prominent fi gure of revolutionary consciousness;
Lu Xun – the father of vernacular literature, so-called Baihua -;
Liang Qichao, disciple of Kang and father of modern Chinese po-
litical thought; and also thinkers such as Chen Duxiu – a central
fi gure in the May Fourth Movement of 1919 (Wusi yundong 五四
运动)3 and co-founder of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921-
and Sun Yat-Sen, founder of the Guomindang, the nationalist party 
(Schwartz, 2000: 406-444). Without going into a detailed analysis,
what emerges from these thinkers, even though they belong to very 
diff erent schools of thought that developed in a very short but ec-
lectic period of time (Ge Zhaoguang, 2018; Zarrow and Karl, 2002:
76; Leibold, 2007: 32-33), is a dual approach to Western political
thought: on one hand, there is the use of European knowledge to
modernize the Chinese tradition of thought. Th is is the case of 
Chen Duxiu (1915), who, in his famous essay entitled Warning the 

3 The May Fourth Movement was an anti-imperialist student movement that
emerged from the Chinese people’s indignation with the conditions that the Treaty 
of Versailles would impose. It was part of a broader movement known as the “New 
Culture Movement” and differed from previous approaches – which proposed a 
gradual reform of the Chinese political system – in its radical approach, which
aimed to sever ties with the imperial past and Confucian tradition completely.
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Youth, argued that only the introduction of science – “Mr. Science”
or Sai Xiansheng 赛先生 – and democracy – “Mr. Democracy” or
De Xiansheng 德先生 

g
– could cure the disease of Chinese politics,

morality, and knowledge; or to update Confucianism through a se-
ries of theoretical elaborations and institutional reforms.

Another attempt to update Confucianism through a series of 
theoretical elaborations and institutional reforms was given by Kang 
Youwei’s refl ections on the Confucian notion of li (ritual or ceremo-
ny 礼) or even on the ancient traditional concept of “great harmo-
ny” (da tong 大同) (Moores, 2023: 1-25). On the other hand, there
was the intention to clearly distinguish themselves from Western
culture, considered to be the origin of the imperialist politics of 
European nations. Th e ideas of Zhang Binglin – who inspired the
May Fourth Movement- are paradigmatic of this position: Zhang’s
criticism of the notion of representative democracy and his attempt
to democratize local peasant structures, against any attempt at
state centralization of power, should be read along these lines (Veg,
2016). Sun Yat-sen’s thinking, the founder of the Republic of China 
established in 1912 and based in Nanjing, was more articulated.
For the theorization of the new Republic he drew inspiration from
Montesquieu’s European theory of the separation of powers, which
he adapted to the Chinese context as the “Five Yuan system” (yuan((
院): the Legislative yuan, the Executive yuan, the Judicial yuan, the
Control yuan – derived from the ancient Chinese censorate for
the selection of offi  cials – and the Examination yuan (Sun Yat-sen,
1976). In 1924, Sun presented the “Th ree Principles of the People”
(Sanminzhuyi 三民主义) at a conference: nationalism, the well-be-
ing of the people, and democracy (although the most correct trans-
lation of the term used by Sun is not democracy, but “the rights of 
the people” (Minquan zhuyi(( 民权主义). Th e latter, in particular,
beyond references to the Western democratic-republican tradition,
is defi ned as a political regime in which two powers are intertwined:
that of the people over the government, namely the latter’s ability 
to control every government action; and the power of the govern-
ment to direct the aff airs of state. Th is division, Sun suggests, “will“
make the government the machinery and the people the engineer.
Th e attitude of the people toward the government will then resem-
ble the attitude of the engineer toward his machine” (Sun Yat-sen,”
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1976: 323). Without being able to explore in depth how for Sun,
the people can intervene in the functioning of the “machine”, what
is interesting is the very attempt to introduce a more “active” role for
the people into the mechanism of constitutional democracy, based
on the separation of powers. Th e people should not be limited to
electing their representatives but should also act politically – espe-
cially through institutions that control those in power – even during 
the “normal” functioning of the country’s democratic life.

A fi rst and partial conclusion is therefore to recognize a dual
movement within the Chinese debate on democracy in the early 
decades of the 20th century: 1. An attentive reception of the cat-
egories of Western representative democracy, aimed at “rejuvenat-
ing” traditional structures of thought and institutions, or rather at
modernizing Chinese culture and society; 2. An attempt to recast
these categories in the direction of a more “substantial” democracy 
and the search for a constant connection between the people and
their rulers (Mobo Gao: 141). Th is could lead to the idea that these
authors were trying to develop an “alternative path to moderniza-
tion” – what Cui Zhiyuan (1994) called the “second liberation of 
thought”4 – as opposed to the Western model, which they saw as
tainted by imperialism, and also to develop a new interpretation and
application of the concept of democracy.

2. Democracy and modernization in the People’s Republic
of China (PRC)

It was in the middle of the war of liberation from Japanese domina-
tion when Mao Zedong, the founder and first leader of the PRC,
wondered, in his essay On New Democracy, about the possibility of 
introducing, at such a decisive moment, a reflection on what an in-
dependent China should become, not only from a socio-economic
point of view, but also from a cultural one:

4 The first “liberation of thought” had already taken place in the 1920s when
China embraced Marxism-Leninism during the May Fourth Movement to rid of 
the so-called “New Enlightenment” (qinmeng) school of thought.gg
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Not only do we want to change a China that is politically oppressed
and economically exploited into a China that is politically free and
economically prosperous, we also want to change the China which
is being kept ignorant and backwards under the sway of the old
culture into an enlightened and progressive China under the sway 
of a new culture (Mao Tse-Tung-1940: 37-200).

It was a matter of liberating the Chinese peo ple not only from
Japan’s material domination – thereby ending the “century of hu-
miliation” – but also from the cultural hegemony of an old China 
responsible for its submission to foreign powers. Mao’s reflection
on democracy, therefore, does not only concern institutional as-
pects, but seeks a radical transformation of society: the goal of the
Maoist project is the creation of a democratic society, and not (only)
a democratic government. The society that Mao wants to destroy 
and replace is not (only) the feudal society that still existed in some
regions of China, but above all the colonial or semi-colonial society 
created by a century of foreign domination. The democratic revo-
lution must constitute the first phase of this transformation (the
second will be the socialist one): for this reason, it must generate a 
“new democracy”, namely a substantial democracy, and not a purely 
formal one. The new “Chinese-style” democracy is part of a “new 
era in world history” marked by the Soviet Revolution in Russia,
which has deprived the West of its monopoly on global moderni-
zation (Mao Tse-Tung-1940: 190). For this reasons, the democratic
process cannot follow the stages of establishing a bourgeois and cap-
italist democracy, but must seek a new path, creating the conditions
for the birth of socialism, becoming part of the “the world social-
ist revolution”, which is different, if not opposed, to the bourgeois
revolutions (American and French) (Mao Tse-Tung-1940: 191).
This is a very relevant statement, not only for its implications about
Marxist theory – the so-called “Sinification of Marxism5” (Knight,

5 As it is known, Marx’s approach to historical materialism, contemplating 
specific political and economic phases and predicting the spread of revolution in
countries with a large working class (the revolutionary class of reference), did not
consider -at least at the beginning- the possibility of a revolution conducted in a 
rural context, as in the case of China. Based on the reflections of thinkers such as Ai
Siqi, Chinese Marxists soon realized that the realization of a communist revolution
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2005; 1983: 17-33) but also for understanding Xi Jinping’s revival
of Maoist rhetoric, which is aimed both within the country and at
the rest of the world – as will be analyzed – in particular at the for-
mer European colonies, the countries of the so-called Global South.
In On New Democracy, from a political point of view, Mao advocates
a system of universal and egalitarian suffrage, without distinction of 
sex, creed, property, or education within the “system of democratic“
centralism”, that is, a pyramidal system of people’s assemblies (from”
local to national). The emphasis on egalitarianism is particularly 
pronounced in the economic sphere, where it is clearly distinct from
liberal democracy, which is based on individual rights, primarily the
property right:

China’s economy must develop along the path of the ‘regulation
of capital’ and the ‘equalization of landownership’, and must never
be ‘privately owned by the few’; we must never permit the few 
capitalists and landlords to ‘dominate the livelihood of the people’;
we must never establish a capitalist society of the European-
American type or allow the old semi-feudal society to survive (Mao
Tse-dung, 1940: 199).

The critic of the individualism (if not of the very concept of the
individual, as forged by modern European thought) thus emerges as
a fundamental element of the democratic society conceived by Mao:
“The goal was to form in society a ‘gong (‘ 公(( )-oriented’ outlook 
(collective, public, and broad), in contrast with a ‘si (私)-oriented’
one (selfish, individual, and narrow)” (Xing Li, 2001). It is clear,
therefore, that interpreting Maoist considerations on democracy 
based on a comparison with the historical and theoretical trajecto-
ry of Western representative democracy risks being misleading. In
the conclusive pages of the essay, Mao dwells on the characteristics
that the new democratic culture must have in its struggle against the

in China could negate the truth of Marxism. The beginning of the process of 
Sinification of Marxism can be attributed to figures such as Chen Duxiu and Li
Dazhao and their translations of Marx into Chinese. The process of Sinification
of Marxism ended in 1945 with the victory of the CCP and the elevation of “Mao
Zedong Thought” -which made Chinese peasants the revolutionary subject- to the
ideological guide of the Party.
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reactionary cultures generated by imperialism and (semi)feudalism.
Mao speaks of a “national culture” in which “communist ideology 
plays the guiding role” (Xing Li, 2001: 220), although it is not yet –
and cannot be – an entirely socialist culture. Mao’s definition of the
relationship between this new national democratic culture and the
rest of the world is particularly interesting: “To nourish own culture
China needs to assimilate a good deal of foreign progressive culture,
not enough of which was done in the past” (Xing Li, 2001: 221);
and yet, he continues affirming that, to support a “wholesale west-
ernization” was a mistake:

China has suffered a great deal from the mechanical absorption of 
foreign material. Similarly, in applying Marxism to China, Chinese
communists must fully and properly integrate the universal truth of 
Marxism with the concrete practice of the Chinese revolution, or
in other words, the universal truth of Marxism must be combined
with specific national characteristics and acquire a definite national
form if it is to be useful, and in no circumstances can it be applied
subjectively as a mere formula (Xing Li, 2001: 222).

This rhetoric and belief were to become a lesson for subsequent lead-
ers in developing the idea of “Chinese characteristics”, from Deng 
Xiaoping to Xi Jinping6gg . Furthermore, about culture, Mao wrote:

New-democratic culture belongs to the broad masses and is
therefore democratic. It should serve the toiling masses of workers
and peasants who make up more than 90 per cent of the nation’s
population should gradually become their very own (Xing Li, 2001).

And thus, this culture would become: “A national, scientific and 
mass culture -such is the anti-imperialist and anti-feudal culture of 
the people, the culture of New Democracy, the new culture of the

6 In general, the expression “with Chinese characteristics” is accompanied by 
formulations that aim precisely to question the distinctive features of Western de-
mocracies, or to highlight the specificity of the development of concepts initially 
elaborated in the Western context when applied to the Chinese context. Consider
the idea promoted by Deng Xiaoping of “socialism with Chinese characteristics”,
which was subsequently developed by Hu Jintao in 2005, also in relation to democ-
racy: “democracy with Chinese characteristics”.
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Chinese nation” (Xing Li, 2001: 223). In fact, it was precisely the
revolutionary strategy of New Democracy -and therefore the com-
mon struggle against the Guomindang, and US imperialism, as well
as the desire to destroy feudalism and to give China new political
and economic structures – in the 1940s and early 1950s that al-
lowed the unity of the people and intellectuals, until, at the end of 
the same decade, the aspirations it raised, especially among intellec-
tuals, became grounds for social unrest (Rastrelli, 1988: 364-369).
Starting from this intuition, Mao later developed the so-called “mass
line” (qunzhong luxian 群众路线), which also formed the basis of 
what would be the concrete result of the revolution that led to the
establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 and to the
development of the idea of “democratic dictatorship of the people”
(Renmin minzhu zhuanzheng 人民民主专政). The people’s dem-
ocratic dictatorship would be led by the working class and therefore
by the Party – understood as its vanguard – and would be based on
“four classes: the working class, the peasantry, the urban petty bour-
geoisie and the national bourgeoisie, which had no ties to imperial-
ism and had supported the liberation of the nation” (Mao Tse-tung,
1961: 414-424).

Referring at the qunzhong luxian principle, Mao argued that it
was necessary to gather the ideas of the masses (fragmentary and un-
systematic) to synthesize them (through study, transforming them
into general and systematic ideas), then bring them back to the mass-
es, and spread them by explaining their meaning until the masses had
not only assimilated but adhered to them strongly, translating them
into action. It was precisely in action that the correctness of these ide-
as would be verifi ed (Mao Tse-tung, 1955: 367; Mao Tse-tung, 1943).

One of the main Maoist contributions – based on the principles
of mass line and class struggle – was precisely the theory of “continu-
ous revolution” which was essential in the construction of socialism
and also the framework within which the Great Helmsman devel-
oped his democratic idea. In general, analyzing the Maoist thought
and work, it can be seen how Mao conceived and promoted the idea 
of democracy in a way that was always functional to the class strug-
gle, to restore a voice to the people, and how he always sought to
establish a dialectical relationship between the masses and the party.
Already during the revolutionary period – from the early 1920s to
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1949 – these objectives and goals in fact emerged from the ideas
of “New Democracy”, “Mass Line”, “Democratic Centralism”, and
“United Front”. Even aft er 1949, the democratic idea, essential for
establishing a new government in the form of a “democratic dictator-
ship of the people”, led during the years of the Cultural Revolution
(Wuchan jieji wenhuadageming 无产阶级文化大革命) to the de-
velopment of the idea of the need to “bomb the headquarters” in or-
der to follow popular will and restore political power to the people.
However, as is well known, it was precisely the Cultural Revolution
launched by Mao in 1966 that marked the implosion and the cri-
sis of this project of radical transformation of Chinese society and
culture, leading to a long period of chaos that, even today, is consid-
ered by the Chinese leadership as a terrible threat to be avoided at all
costs. Th e Cultural Revolution is a clear example of how Mao, aft er
various attempts to give the people a voice, repeatedly returned to
asserting the need for centralized party leadership. Dealing with the
general chaos that had been created, the Great Helmsman returned
in fact to the Leninist vision of the party in power, eff ectively be-
traying his previous words and committing, in some ways, the same
mistakes he had criticized the Communist Party in the USSR for,
accusing it of having replaced the dictatorship of the proletariat with
a tsarist-style oligarchy (Marcantoni, 2025). Following Mao’s death
in 1976, although it was Deng Xiaoping himself who encouraged
the display of posters on the Democracy Wall, he never supported
the demand for a “fi ft h modernization” – i.e. democracy7y - to the
point that, faced with the fear of the regime being overthrown by 
the Tiananmen Square protests of ’89, he decided to proceed with
violent repression (Samarani, 20 13: 253). Th e “Socialist democra-
cy” (Shehui zhuyi minzhu 社会主义民主), now mentioned in all
Party documents, appeared for the fi rst time in the 1981 Resolution
on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of 
the PRC, which aimed to recognize both Mao’s great historical andCC
political contribution and the shortcomings and mistakes that fol-
lowed the radical change of the late 1950s when, as previously noted,

7 This is a definition of political democracy credited to the dissident intel-
lectual Wei Jinsheng who, during the Democracy Wall period, wrote the famous
Manifesto “Democracy: the fifth modernization”.
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the contradiction between democracy and centralism in Maoist
theory reached the point of implosion (Deng Xiaoping, 1981). In
this resolution, the lack of “democracy” (i.e. “democratic mecha-
nisms”) in the socialist political system was considered by the sub-
sequent leadership to be one of the causes of the disastrous Great
Cultural Revolution. It is precisely from this point that the entire
subsequent period of reform of the Chinese political system unfold-
ed and can be understood. It was Deng Xiaoping who initiated the
process of institutionalization of the Party (i.e. the formal shift  from
“Revolutionary party” to a “Ruling Party”), which led to the estab-
lishment of the “presidential limit” of two terms and to the “separa-
tion of roles between the State and the Party”, forming the basis of 
the current Chinese political system�. During the subsequent lead-
erships of Jiang Zemin (1989-2002) and Hu Jintao (2003-2013),
since the period of reform and opening up inaugurated by Deng 
had changed profoundly Chinese society -being now composed of 
a plurality of new and diff erent interests- the discourse on democ-
racy generally served the Party to emphasize its leading role as rep-
resentative of all social classes, alongside the well-known theory of 
the “Th ree Represents” and of the “Scientifi c development outlook”.
During Jiang Zemin’s rule, there was considerable democratic ex-
perimentation in village elections. Under the rule of Hu Jintao, the
CCP Central Committee’s Resolution on Strengthening the Party’s
Governance Capabilities oft en used the expression “scientifi c and
democratic governance in accordance with the law”. Th is meant, as
the document stated, that the Party should continue to govern for
the people by relying on them, to be the guarantor of their role as
masters of the country, to improve the people’s democratic dicta-
torship and democratic centralism, and to develop the “inner-party 
democracy” (dangnmei minzhu 党内民主), aimed at reforming the
CCP’s power system and making decision-making processes more
transparent. Moreover, the 2005 White Paper on Democracy, enti-r
tled Building Political Democracy in China, reaffi  rmed the idea that
socialist democracy in China was closely related to the specifi c his-
torical and cultural context of the country (Samarani, 2006).
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3. The Rise of Xi Jinping (2012-) and the idea of the 
“Chinese democracy” as a democracy “that works”

The advent of Xi Jinping in 2012 brought further new connotations
to the discourse on the characteristics of Chinese democracy and
the mechanisms for its implementation. Recently, in fact, due to a 
series of internal issues – such as the weakening of the Party’s roots
and credibility among part of the population following a series of 
problems, first and foremost corruption – and external issues – such
as the conflictual international scenario starting with the trade war
with the United States in 2016 – the debate on democracy has taken
on new meanings and purposes. First of all, it should be clarified that
Xi’s rise to power and the characteristics of his leadership are the re-
sult of a series of needs that emerged in the early 2010s (Marcantoni,
2023). Since 2012, there has in fact been a strengthening of his per-
sonal role compared to his predecessors, with a growing emphasis on
ideology both within the Party and in society, corresponding to an
increase of ideological and social control and a new assertiveness at
the international level. For these reasons, on various occasions in re-
cent years, the points of contact between Xi and Mao Zedong have
been highlighted, starting with the vocabulary used by the leader,
which echoes Maoist principles such as the “mass line”8 and assumes
prerogatives that were only seen with the Great Helmsman, such as
the inclusion of the leader’s name in the CCP Constitution at short
notice and while he is still alive. In recent years, however, academic
debate has clarified that Xi Jinping should not be understood as “a 
new Mao”. The differences between the two, in addition to the pro-
found diversity of the context in which Xi operates – thinking just to
the fact that Mao’s China was an isolated country in a world divided
by the Cold War – are visible starting with their doctrinal systems.
Although Marxist ideology has returned to play a central role during 
Xi’s years of leadership, traditional Confucian principles – which
Mao saw as an obstacle to modernization and wanted to eradicate to
create a new culture – have gained central importance and, together

8 For an overview of the complex process of political reform that began in the
1980s and was inaugurated by Deng Xiaoping, cf. Miranda, 2022.
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with other factors, are shaping a new democratic idea, profoundly 
different from that of the Father of the People’s Republic.

Since coming to power in 2012, Xi Jinping has described
China’s democratic system as an intra-party consultative and de-
liberative process based on meritocracy. In 2019, he promoted for
the fi rst time the formulation “Whole-process people’s democracy”
(Quan guocheng minzhu(( 全过程民主), lately incorporated into the 
Organic Law of the People’s Congresses and Governments. Th is replac-
es the more typical criteria for measuring democracy, such as popu-
lar suff rage, with a holistic view of the material and substantial im-
provement of people’s lives. Th e term “people’s democracy” echoes
the Marxist-Leninist and later Maoist principle of the democratic
dictatorship of the people, while the addition of “whole-process”
seems to constitute an attempt to develop a new way of describing 
the relationship between the people and the government under “so-
cialism with Chinese characteristics” in the xin shidai (new era 新
时代) inaugurated by Xi (Marcantoni, 2025).

Moreover, following his exclusion from the Democracy Summit
organized by Joe Biden in 2021, not only Xi defended the merits of 
the Chinese political system, defi ned as “Democracy that works” (i.e.
Guangfan zhenshi guanyong de minzhu广泛真实管用的民, mean-
ing the broad, authentic, real genuine, and eff ective, popular), but
he also contrasted it with Western representative democracy, which
is in crisis from diff erent perspectives (State Council Information
Offi  ce of the People’s Republic of China – SCIO (2021). On the
current “crisis of democracy” there is already a vast body of literature
to refer to (cf. Crouch, 2005; Mudde, 2004; Mair, 2013; Lippmann,
1989; Mastropaolo, 2005). What is relevant here, therefore, is to
note how the discourse on democracy in China is signifi cant not
only in relation to the Chinese context, but also in relation to the
contemporary debate that has been going on for years on the crisis
of democracy, concerning it as in a game of mirrors. Th is crisis is in
fact a crisis of a specifi c way of conceiving and practicing democratic
sovereignty, which belongs to specifi c ethical-cultural identity, i.e.
a crisis of liberal representative democracy, which established itself 
in the West during the 19th century. Consequently it is no coin-
cidence that this crisis does not so much involve the emergence of 
other political models – even if there is a return of anti-democratic
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pamphleteering (Brennan, 2018) – as rather a change in the adjec-
tive attached to “democracy.” – hence the talk of populist democracy 
(McCormick, 2017), plebiscitary democracy (Ferrajoli, 2003) – or
even “illiberal” democracy  (Zakaria, 1997).

Xi emphasizes that the concept of democracy is not static, criti-
cizing the Western defi nition of democracy, which the Chinese lead-
er opposes with a vision that considers the social and cultural con-
ditions of each country. In this sense, Xi’s “whole process people’s
democracy” is to be understood as the fi nal product of a tradition
of debate that draws not only on the recent past but also, and above
all, on the Maoist concept of “people’s democratic dictatorship”. Th e
latter, theorized in the months preceding the birth of the People’s
Republic in the essay dated June 30, 1949, took the form of an up-
date and adaptation of the theory of “New Democracy”, mentioned
above, and as a “weapon” to defend the results of the victory of the
people’s revolution.

Chinese democracy “that works”, understood as the product of 
Chinese history and specifi cities, can be declined alongside fi ve main
dimensions which, as has been repeated several times, including at
the 20th Congress, must continue to be developed and improved
(Xi Jinping, 2022a): the fi rst is the so-called consultative democracy,
which is developed in the Chinese People’s Political Consultative
Conference, a state body composed of minor parties and a-party fi g-
ures, which supports the work of the National People’s Congress,
the legislative body. Th is institution came from the historical expe-
rience – as well as the Maoist theory – of the “United Front” that
the CPC experimented with on two occasions, fi rst by allying itself 
with the Guomindang and minor parties in 1923 against imperial-
ism and the Warlords, then from 1937 during the war against Japan.
Th e second dimension is that of democratic centralism, which serves
to manage relations between the people and the government, be-
tween a high offi  ce and its subordinates, and between the central
and local governments. Th e third dimension is that of grassroots’
democracy. Th is was already arranged in 1987, when the Standing 
Committee of the Chinese National People’s Congress adopted
the Organic Law of Village Committees, which provided for the di-
rect election of their representatives. Jiang Zemin implemented it
in multi-party elections in village committees and urban residential
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committees, which are not formally considered administrative lev-
els. Th e fourth is intra-party democracy (Dangneiminzhu 党内民
主), thanks to which the various factions within the Party can see
their prerogatives represented in the governing bodies. It was during 
the 16th Congress in November 2002 that – as a result of refl ec-
tions in previous years on how to deal with the increase of pluralism
in the society – the need to develop such a mechanism within the
one-party system was emphasized, defi ned as “the life of the Party”
that “plays an important exemplary and leading role in people’s de-
mocracy” ( Jinag Zemin, 2002). Finally, there is the “deliberative”
or “direct” aspect of Chinese democracy. Since 2012, the current
General Secretary has promoted several Local Legislative Outreach
Offi  ces (LLOOs) for this purpose, as a “vivid example” of Whole-
Process People’s Democracy and a “distinctive feature of contempo-
rary Chinese democracy”. Th ese offi  ces are designed for the direct
participation of the local population in national legislation and are
planned at the national, provincial, and city levels. By April 2022,
the Legislative Aff airs Commission of the Standing Committee
had already launched 22 offi  ces in two-thirds of the country’s prov-
inces, to broaden the democratic expression of public opinion and
ensure that citizens’ needs are satisfi ed (Xi Jinping, 2022b: 17-18).
It should also be pointed out that the word used to translate “con-
sultative” into Chinese is the same as that used for “deliberative”
(xieshang minzhu 协商民主), although they are oft en used to refer
to distinct aspects. In fact, various Chinese political scientists refer
to the same phenomenon using both words, which carry rather dif-
ferent meanings and implications, as is well known, even in the his-
tory of Western thought.

It should be noted, however, that Xi Jinping’s rise to power has
eff ectively limited the willingness of the ruling class of the 1980s
to develop democracy within and outside the Party. As regards the
former, with the 20th Congress, Xi Jinping surrounded himself only 
with loyalist, silencing, at least in the Politburo Standing Committee,
all those factions whose presence perpetuated the system of “dem-
ocratic” representation of the various internal currents within the
Party in the leadership apparatus. Furthermore, during the same oc-
casion, the meritocratic principle, which is the basis of Chinese de-
mocracy, seems to have faded with the appointment to the Standing 
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Committee of the Political Bureau of fi gures loyal to Xi, such as Li
Qiang, Ding Xuexiang, and Li Xi (Marcantoni and Strina, 2022).
As for outside the party system, the 2019 reform of the grassroots
democracy system requires, unlike the previous regulations, that
every candidate in elections is a member of the CPC. Similarly,
during Xi’s leadership, the removal of the formal limit of two pres-
idential terms – following the constitutional reform of March 18,
2018 – and the absence of any indication as to a possible successor
were a strong indicator of the thinning of the separation between the
roles of the State and the roles of the Party (dang zheng fenkai 党政
分开) that Deng Xiaoping had sought to produce in the name of the
administrative effi  ciency necessary to implement economic reforms.
Furthermore, the position of Core Leader (hexin lingdao ren 核心
领导人) assumed by Xi since 2016 ensures that, in case of an impasse
in the decision-making process, he has the power to take decisions
independently. Another change has also concerned the direction of 
the party’s overall discourse on the concept of democracy. In fact,
while until a few decades ago the debate on democracy in China was
inward-oriented, serving to legitimize the Party, it is now also out-
ward-oriented, and seems to have the potential to infl uence other
countries, particularly the so-called Global South. A vivid example
is the White Paper (SCIO, 2021) on democracy titled r Zhongguo de 
minzhu in its Chinese edition and China: democracy that works in its
English one. Th is was published preemptively by China in response
to its exclusion from the aforementioned Democracy Summit or-
ganized by Joe Biden in December 9-10, 2021 aimed to create an
alliance among democratic nations to strengthen declining democ-
racies and combat authoritarianism9: “to renew the spirit and shared
purpose of the nations of the free world” (Biden, 2020). Besides the
White Paper, in response to its exclusion, Chinese leadership also
published a report titled Th e State of Democracy in the United States,
released on December 5th, 2021 (Xinhua, 2021). Th e document
consists of unilateral criticisms aimed at delegitimizing American

9 Maoist principle according to which the Party should: serve the people with
dedication, trust in the creativity of the masses, rely on the masses in all matters,
trust in the ability of the masses to liberate themselves, and learn from the masses
(Yuhuai He, 2001: 321).



162  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

democracy while highlighting, by contrast, the effi  ciency and func-
tionality of the Chinese government. In general, the Chinese anal-
ysis of the state of democracy in America stresses the existence of 
structural problems underlying American democracy. From the
Chinese leadership’s point of view, American democracy has taken
the form of a “monetary policy game”, in which the principle of “one
person, one vote” has eff ectively led to “rule by a minority” over the
majority. China also points out that Western democracy, based on
checks and balances, inevitably leads to a “vetocracy” that prevents
governments from acting with the speed, eff ectiveness, and deci-
siveness required by the challenges a nation faces. With regards to
the US, these challenges include both long-standing issues – such
as racism and the growing gap between rich and poor – and unpre-
dictable situations – such as the management of the COVID-19
pandemic – and this would lead to unstable governments and un-
satisfi ed populations. Furthermore, in addition to this series of crit-
icisms, the Chinese offi  cial documents provide a detailed list of the
disasters caused by attempts to export the US democratic model,
emphasizing how this process has threatened regional and national
stability, caused humanitarian tragedies, and violated international
law (Xinhua, 2021). By contrast, Chinese democracy is presented
as effi  cient, “that work”, capable of fully aligning the will of the state
(i.e. the CCP) with that of the people. It is precisely this ideal con-
nection that allows the Party to exercise its leadership strongly and
cohesively, making optimal political decisions aimed at safeguarding 
collective interests, satisfying popular desires and improving com-
mon welfare (SCIO, 2021). Moreover, the uniqueness and unity of 
the CCP as a ruling party -understood as a guarantee of the stability 
of the government that benefi ts from popular support- would allow 
it to act effi  ciently and promptly in times of crisis. Th ese same ideas
have been promoted by China through various media and propa-
ganda posters both abroad and within the country with the aim of 
strengthening China’s discursive power globally, while promoting an
alternative vision that calls for a review of Western democratic val-
ues. In doing so, thus, China is proposing a new concept of democ-
racy, criticizing Western primacy on the term and taking advantage
of the fact that Western political notions of democracy are in deep
crisis. Just as Mao promised China would rise again aft er a century 
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of humiliation, Xi has given the country new strength by proposing 
the “Chinese dream of national rejuvenation”10. Furthermore, just as
Maoist theory of New Democracy was conceived for the liberation
of peoples -fi rst and foremost the Chinese people, with their spe-
cifi c characteristics – in all those Asian countries where capitalism
had not yet fully developed, so also in Xi Jinping’s vision we can see
the goal of pursuing an alternative form of modernity to that of the
West (Marcantoni, 2025).

Already on October 18, 2017, during his opening speech at the
19th National Congress of the Communist Party of China, Xi had
spoken of the Chinese system as “a new option” for those countries
eager to accelerate their development while maintaining their inde-
pendence (Xi Jinping, 2017). Subsequently, he spoke not only of 
an alternative, but also of the very goodness of the Chinese demo-
cratic system (“democracy that works”; “true democracy”), pitting it
against the Western system and its ineffi  ciencies.

While it is true that the diff erences between China and the US
are not as strong as those that existed during the Cold War between
the USSR and the US, on the other hand, at the ideological level,
also in relation to the issue of democracy, with Xi’s government they 
seem to be becoming more evident day by day.

One of the ideas promoted by Xi at the 20th Congress was that
his thought – i.e., “Xi Jinping Th ought on Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics for a New era”, (Xi Jinping(( xin shidai zhongguo tese 
shehui zhuyi sixiang 习近平新时代中国特色社会主义思想

p gg gggg
) in-

serted into the Party Statute like that of his predecessors – could be
adopted by countries that do not share the moral values underlying 
liberal and democratic political philosophy. From this perspective
and from the words of the General Secretary, it emerges that rath-
er than a ready-made, off -the-shelf system, the much-discussed so-
called “Chinese model” (Bell, 2015) the Chinese system presents
itself as a country off ering a series of intuitions and alternative vi-
sions that can be used and adapted to meet specifi c needs in various
contexts and on diff erent levels, from politics to society to econom-
ics. Th is approach is completely diff erent from the way in which

10 Cf. Biden’s introductory speech at the Democracy Summit, “Remarks by
President Biden At The Summit For Democracy Opening Session” (Biden, 2021).
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democratic hegemony has been successful in the past, although this
does not mean that it is without pitfalls or that it does not raise new 
issues, such as the debt trap or the so-called new Chinese colonial-
ism (Nian Peng and Ming Yu Cheng, 2024).

4. Beyond Western Modernization (and Democracy):
the Chinese alternative path

In conclusion, from the analyses conducted clearly emerge how, to
address the complexity of Chinese democratic issue, it is necessary 
to distance ourselves from the Eurocentric and developmentalist ap-
proach that has characterized many of the analyses of Chinese de-
mocracy developed to date. Especially after the end of the Cold War,
many scholars and political scientists in both the East and the West
believed that capitalism had achieved a definitive victory and that
history would end with the adoption of the Western-style liberal
democratic system in every country. This became particularly prom-
inent, especially in the years leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the events in Tiananmen Square in 1989. In fact, behind studies
on the Chinese democratization process – aimed at identifying the
conditions and variables that would make this prediction possible-
there was often a desire for China to democratize, and for this to
happen by following specific steps, such as adopting a Western-style
multiparty system or creating a civil society. The analysis of Chinese
history, political discourse, and contemporary Chinese political
thought shows that democracy, far from being a mere rhetorical con-
cept in the People’s Republic of China, plays a significant role in the
country’s political discourse and theory. In various ways, it has been
widely practiced throughout the history of the People’s Republic of 
China, albeit along different directions than in the West, and it is
a topic that continues to animate the country’s political life today,
generating debates not only among Party leaders and intellectuals,
but also within civil society. It is therefore necessary to further em-
phasize that this democratic trajectory should be understood and
placed within the context of China’s democratization process, in
terms of its autonomy, legitimacy of existence, and unique develop-
ment, without yielding to the tendency which aims to “measure” a 
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country’s “level of democratization” by assessing the degree to which
it applies the Western model of representative democracy. Only after
recognizing this possibility of autonomous existence, it will be pos-
sible to pay attention to not assuming that it is a linear, forward-lay-
ered process of development. This would allow, in fact, to read the
measures adopted in regard of democracy in the last decade as a sort
of “de-democratization” not with respect to the Western one that
has not developed – or has not done so completely – but with re-
spect to a genuinely Chinese one. In fact, while on the one hand the
debate on democracy in China is much more lively than the West
recognizes, and there is a revival of themes and discussions that stem
from the country’s 20th-century history, on the other hand, theory 
does not seem to have many practical consequences, since Xi’s regime
has instead strengthened the power pyramid and centralized many 
government functions. Consider, for example, all the people (such
as lawyers, intellectuals, feminists, independent journalists etc.) and
movements within Chinese society that, until about ten years ago,
had different visions of democracy than Xi Jinping’s – some similar
to the political reform ideas of previous CCP leaders, others com-
pletely opposed – and which have been brutally repressed. Chinese
society itself, in fact, throughout the history of the PRC, has offered
various visions that are independent from those proposed by the
party, but no less “indigenous” or “Chinese” for that, and which the
current leadership is now delegitimizing as such. As argued by the
Chinese dissident artist Badiucao in a recent  interview, this strategy 
promoted by the CCP should be understood as part of a broader
project aimed at transforming the global order, replacing the logic
of coexistence and the grammar of democracy with mutually sup-
portive authoritarian models. In his view, this project is being pro-
moted by political leaders who, on the one hand, employ ideology 
as a technology of global power and, on the other, contribute to the
erosion of the rule of law, the censorship of journalists and activists,
and the suppression of civil society. For the dissident this process is
carried out not only overtly by leaders such as Xi Jinping, Vladimir
Putin, and Kim Jong-un, but also by figures within democratic sys-
tems – such as Donald Trump – who represent internal fractures
within Western democracy itself (Atzori, 2025). To conclude, what
the contemporary Chinese Communist Party seeks to promote is
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a form of democracy capable of satisfying the needs, aspirations,
and demands of the population, but that “consistently trump elec-“
toral conceptions” (Perry, 2005) a perspective that arises both from”
the “crisis of Western democracy” and from the various reflections
and debates that have emerged in the Chinese intellectual sphere
throughout history, as well as from the spread of the Party’s dom-
inant ideology, which seems to reject not only “purely” Western
forms of democracy, but also, especially with the advent of Xi, those
of mass mobilization.

If we want to give credit to the vision of democracy promoted
by Xi’s CCP, we must continue to question and investigate how 
the newly conceived practices will facilitate participation and dis-
cussion of ideas especially looking at the gap between theory and
concrete practice in social reality. Th erefore, bearing in mind this
clear discrepancy, it is necessary to continue studying and trying to
understand in which direction the debate may go, and whether, in
the more or less distant future it may also produce signifi cant in-
novations on a political level. It is precisely because today’s China 
continues to be swept by a growing desire for reforms -capable of 
responding to problems such as social injustice, corruption, unem-
ployment, and slowing economic growth- that it is interesting and
necessary to continue investigating the new prospects for the devel-
opment of “Chinese democracy”.
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Castelli A, Gatta G, Latini M and Raschi F (2025) Four 
Philosophers and the Bomb: Russell, Aron, Jaspers and 
Anders on Atomic Warfare. New York: Routledge

Luca G. Castellin

Four Philosophers and the Bomb is an erudite, incisive and timely 
contribution to the intellectual history of the nuclear age. Alberto
Castelli, Giunia Gatta, Micaela Latini and Francesco Raschi provide
a rich and nuanced study of how four influential twentieth-centu-
ry thinkers – Bertrand Russell, Raymond Aron, Karl Jaspers and
Günther Anders – confronted the unprecedented threat posed by 
atomic warfare. Despite its brevity, the volume succeeds in deliver-
ing both a rigorous historical reconstruction and a compelling theo-
retical analysis of philosophical responses to nuclear weapons.

Th e introduction frames the refl ections of these thinkers with-
in the “gloomy, frightening atmosphere” of the post-1945 era – a 
period in which the fear of “the race towards self-destruction” per-
meated public consciousness. Castelli (2025: 1) stresses that the nu-
clear question “has not disappeared at all”; rather, it has shift ed into
a more complex and multipolar global landscape. He argues that the
threat’s diminished visibility is not the result of reduced danger, but
of what he terms an “atomic unconsciousness”, a kind of geopoliti-
cal amnesia shaped by decades of distraction, compartmentalisation
and misplaced optimism. Th is interpretative framework prepares
readers to appreciate why revisiting these thinkers is both intellectu-
ally and morally urgent. Castelli (2025: 2–3) describes the present
moment as a “partial return of the repressed” in the context of re-
newed geopolitical tension.

Castelli’s chapter on Bertrand Russell off ers a lucid and per-
suasive account of one of the most prominent philosophical voic-
es w arning against nuclear catastrophe. Even before 1945, Russell
argued that modern warfare – marked by aerial bombardment and
mass civilian casualties – rendered war not merely barbaric but po-
litically futile, since industrial societies would be “quickly reduced
to chaos” (Castelli, 2025: 6). Aft er Hiroshima and Nagasaki, he



174  GLOBAL AGE 02/2025

became convinced that only supranational institutions could fore-
stall global annihilation. His celebrated appeal to “remember your
h umanity, and forget the rest” captures his view that the nuclear age
required the transcendence of nationalism and partisan alignments
(Castelli, 2025: 13).

Castelli clearly reconstructs Russell’s central claim that nuclear
weapons possess “no utility except as deterrents” and are “useful only 
if not used” (Castelli, 2025: 13). Th is paradox lay at the heart of 
Russell’s lifelong activism, including the Russell–Einstein Manifesto
and his leading role in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament.
Castelli’s contextualisation of Russell within the broader British
peace-thought tradition – alongside fi gures such as Harold Laski,
Norman Angell and Leonard Woolf – is particularly illuminating.
Russell held that reason, accurate information and public education
could counter the “fanaticism” and “collective self-glorifi cation”
driving states towards war (Castelli, 2025: 16–18). Castelli aptly 
concludes that Russell exemplifi es the philosopher-intellectual who
wields the strength of reason to counter “the reasons of strength”
(Castelli, 2025: 20).

Francesco Raschi’s chapter on Raymond Aron provides a valua-
ble counterpart to Russell’s normative pacifi sm. Aron, a leading the-
orist of international relations, approached the nuclear age through
the prism of strategic realism. Although nuclear weapons dominat-
ed the strategic landscape of the post-war era, Aron maintained that
it remained possible – indeed imperative – to preserve the key role
of politics and prevent war from escalating into apocalypse. Politics,
he argued, cannot abolish the destructive power of nuclear and ther-
monuclear weapons – a largely illusory ambition – but it can inter-
rupt the chain of decisions that might lead to their actual use.

As Raschi (2025: 31) notes, Aron believed that, “even dur-
ing the Cold War era”, “politics continued to have its own margin
of autonomy and over-ordination”. He famously argued that the
atomic age produced a condition of “impossible peace and improb-
able war”. Rather than viewing deterrence as a prelude to catastro-
phe, he held that confl icts could remain limited so long as political
aims themselves remained limited (Raschi, 2025: 28–30). Within
this framework, the chapter off ers a sober critique of U.S. nuclear
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strategies, ranging from Eisenhower’s policy of massive retaliation to
Kennedy’s fl exible response.

Raschi shows that Aron’s realism was a genuine eff ort to think po-
litically in a nuclear context. As articulated in Peace and War Among 
Nations, Aron recognised the inescapability of power politics. He
therefore urged a rejection of comforting idealisms and encouraged
prudent judgement in international aff airs. Th e chapter captures
Aron’s characteristic balance between moderation and analytical
clarity – a combination that retains considerable relevance today.

Giunia Gatta’s chapter on Karl Jaspers is philosophically rich and
conceptually sophisticated. Jaspers, long wary of mass politics, re-
garded the atomic age not merely as a geopolitical danger but as a cri-
sis of human freedom. For him, the danger of the bomb lies not only 
in the scale of possible physical destruction but also in the erosion of 
freedom – an essential element of human existence. A central motif 
of his thought is the thin line humanity now walks between destruc-
tion by nuclear weapons and subjugation under totalitarian systems.

As Gatta demonstrates, Jaspers believed the nuclear dilemma could
not be resolved through institutional solutions alone; it required a 
“spiritual and cultural revolution” capable of transforming human
self-understanding (Gatta, 2025: 47). In Th e Future of Mankind
(1958), Jaspers argued that the prospect of annihilation should jolt us
out of complacency. Fear of the bomb should not be suppressed but
embraced as a catalyst for radical ethical transformation. Only an in-
ner revolution capable of reawakening “reason” against technological
cynicism can save humanity (Gatta, 2025: 54). For Jaspers, freedom
cannot be reduced to mere biological survival but involves the abil-
ity to give meaning to one’s existence even in the face of potential
annihilation. Gatta explains with clarity how, for Jaspers, renouncing 
nuclear weapons risks geopolitical subordination, while maintaining 
them risks destruction. Th is double bind reveals Jaspers as a thinker
for whom existential philosophy must inform political judgement – a 
point Gatta develops with considerable subtlety.

Micaela Latini’s chapter on Günther Anders stands out as one of 
the strongest in the volume. It off ers an incisive account of perhaps
the most radical and uncompromising of the four philosophers. In
Th e Outdatedness of Human Beings (1956), Anders introduces the
notion of the “Promethean discrepancy”, which denotes the gulf 
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between humanity’s technical capabilities and its capacity for imag-
ination and moral feeling. Our imaginative and moral faculties, he
argues, la g behind the world we have created. Th is gives rise to what
he calls “blindness towards the Apocalypse”: an inability to truly 
envision the abyss we have opened. As Latini notes, Anders thus di-
agnosed in modern humanity a profound incapacity to imagine the
consequences of its own technologies (Latini, 2025: 73–76).

Latini revisits Anders’s claim that the atomic age has engendered
a world in which human beings have created tools that exceed both
their political capacities and moral imagination. Th e notion of a 
“world without human beings” captures the unsettling possibility 
that humanity has become inferior to its own technological prod-
ucts (Latini, 2025: 63–67). Latini also examines Anders’s later, more
controversial refl ections, including his defence of counter-violence
aft er Chernobyl, demonstrating how he forced philosophical in-
quiry to confront the extreme moral challenges inherent in techno-
logical risk (Latini, 2025: 79–81).

A key strength of Four Philosophers and the Bomb is its refusal
to synthesise Russell, Aron, Jaspers and Anders into a single theo-
retical framework. Th eir approaches, the authors acknowledge, are
diverse and at times incompatible – yet it is precisely this diversity 
that renders their juxtaposition so illuminating. Each thinker off ers
a distinct mode of confronting nuclear peril: rationalist humanism
(Russell), strategic realism (Aron), existential humanism ( Jaspers)
and apocalyptic phenomenology (Anders).

Th e volume demonstrates that the nuclear question remains
inseparable from philosophical refl ection. By revisiting canonical
texts with clarity and scholarly precision, the authors off er not only 
historical insight but valuable conceptual tools for rethinking the
enduring threat of nuclear catastrophe. Th e book stands both as a 
scholarly achievement and as an ethical provocation. With more
than 12,000 warheads still in existence across nine nuclear powers,
and large-scale warfare returning to the borders of Europe and the
Middle East, the atomic age is far from over. Th e duty of remem-
brance today must therefore be paired with critical thought. At a 
time when the nuclear threat is once again becoming a tangible real-
ity, philosophical and political refl ection on life in apocalyptic times
is more essential than ever. Refl ection on nuclear power provides no
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certainties; instead, it compels us to think, to feel, and to choose –
to look not away from the abyss, but directly into it, not to fall, but
perhaps to discover a new way of being human.
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García Linera Á (2023) La comunidad ilusoria. Una 
reflexión sobre el Estado, lo público, lo común, la protesta 
ciudadana y la esperanza en tiempos de incertidumbre 
mundial. Buenos Aires: Sudamericanall

Samuele Mazzolini

The intellectual and political trajectory of Álvaro García Linera is
strikingly uncommon today, recalling instead figures more charac-
teristic of the twentieth century. Moving fluidly between theoretical
reflection and political engagement, his work combines rigorous in-
tellectual elaboration with the practical awareness of someone who
served as Bolivia’s Vice President for nearly fourteen years, at the
helm of a transformative political process which, despite the severe
setbacks of recent years, stands as one of the most significant and
durable socialist experiments of the contemporary period. This dual
position produces what might be called a “realist audacity”: a com-
mitment to profound socio-political change that avoids the exces-
sive, sometimes opaque abstraction typical of much contemporary 
critical theory, grounding itself instead in the concrete needs of pop-
ular sectors and the realities of political organisation. In this sense,
because García Linera writes from within an ongoing emancipatory 
project, his production of knowledge remains inseparable from
strategy, exhibiting a distinctly Clausewitzian sensibility that sharp-
ly contrasts with much of today’s left-leaning theoretical enterprise.

Th e book under scrutiny is a mosaic of three distinct yet interre-
lated texts, in turn the modifi ed transcription of as many conferenc-
es read by the author between 2019 and 2021 in three Argentinian
universities. Th e central themes García Linera de velops concern
common sense, the commons, and the State. While the arguments
occasionally overlap, this repetition ultimately serves to reinforce
and clarify his core arguments. His initial question is why rebellion
remains so diffi  cult to achieve, even when societies confront increas-
ingly blatant and intolerable forms of domination. Rejecting any 
mechanistic interpretation, García Linera argues that social stability 
– “the 99% of the time”, as he puts it – predominates because the
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principle of conservation generally outweighs the impulse toward
transformation. Th is stability is secured through “common sense”,
a notion he explicitly appropriates from Antonio Gramsci (whose
infl uence permeates the book, alongside that of Nicos Poulantzas
and, to a lesser extent, Pierre Bourdieu). For García Linera, common
sense comprises a dense ensemble of everyday, “automatized” nor-
mative knowledges, ethical judgments, moral tolerances, projective
capacities, and practical competencies that develop according to
a grammatical logic. At any given historical moment, a dominant
common sense circumscribes a horizon of potentially infi nite hu-
man actions, yet always within boundaries compatible with the in-
terests of the ruling bloc.

Crucially, common sense is not static: it constitutes a fl exible and
evolving platform that continually ratifi es or repositions the place of 
each social group. It is precisely during moments of political crisis
that old beliefs can be displaced by new ones, though always with
the understanding – García Linera is adamant here – that remnants
of prior common senses inevitably persist; the revolutionary fantasy 
of a tabula rasa is, in his view, an illusion. Th e struggle to shape and
eventually monopolize common sense is therefore decisive if diff use
discontent is to be channelled toward an emancipatory horizon, for
cultural–political hegemony is both the precondition and the pre-
cursor of new political power. All very Gramscian, indeed. Th e task 
of revolutionaries, then, is the long, patient labour of cultivating the
conditions for a rupture in which popular forces can credibly articu-
late a new direction grounded in a national–popular culture. In this
way, García Linera introduces a point that goes beyond the initial
observation that rebellion oft en appears impossible: domination
and rebellion are continually reproduced within changing histori-
cal conditions, and hegemonic formations, though slow to shift , do
change, revealing their ultimately open-ended character.

In the second essay, García Linera turns to the question of the
commons, a theme that has attracted considerable attention among 
radical theorists in recent years. His position diverges markedly 
from the emerging “mainstream”, which tends to celebrate non-state,
local, and self-managed commons. García Linera’s intervention is
welcome precisely because it dispels many of the naïve assumptions
that have rendered much contemporary discussion of the commons
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abstract and strategically toothless. He underscores – oft en with
considerable polemical force – the vast distance separating thinkers
such as Dardot, Laval, and Federici from the lived realities of the
popular classes. Th e commons valorised by these authors, he argues,
are not genuinely universal: however admirable they may be, they are
so locally bounded and small-scale that they amount to commons of 
sub-groups, perpetually vulnerable to being reabsorbed into circuits
of capitalist profi tability. As such, they pose no real threat to polit-
ical power.

García Linera instead directs attention to commons that are cen-
tralised and safeguarded by the State, which he regards as the most
consequential. He expands the notion of the commons to encom-
pass social resources, wealth, and rights – oft en the historical prod-
uct of collective uprisings – thus including political citizenship, the
welfare state, nationalisations, and social security. In his view, any 
truly universal common necessarily operates within the orbit of the
State. Many commons emerge in opposition to the State, but their
endurance requires becoming State, insofar as the latter holds the
monopoly over their management and can project binding eff ects
across a national territory. Th e introduction, erosion, or privatiza-
tion of the commons therefore signals shift s in the balance of social
forces. Here, García Linera clearly aligns himself with Poulantzas:
State is not simply an instrument of the dominant classes but a ter-
rain of struggle among competing social groups.

He is, however, fully aware of the dangers that the statization of 
the commons poses for emancipatory projects, particularly the risk 
of bureaucratic autonomization that arises from delegation. Yet such
risks are, in his view, unavoidable in a mass society where the scale
of administration and the need for continuous coordination impose
certain structural constraints. Th e “passivization” of the commons
– when they become fi xed in legal statute – is exacerbated by the
distance between those who originally created them and the bu-
reaucrats tasked with their administration, who oft en (though not
invariably) share closer affi  nities, in terms of expectations and world-
views, with the propertied classes. As a result, administrative steer-
ing of rights may privilege some sectors over others, distorting the
meaning of the commons. Th is “machinality” of the state relation
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is thus a persistent risk, one that must be counterbalanced through
ongoing mobilization.

In the wake of the Covid-19 crisis, the third essay engages even
more deeply with the complexities of contemporary debates on the
State. Drawing on Marx, García Linera describes the State as an “il-
lusory community,” a formulation that also gives the book its title.
It is a community because, through fear and uncertainty, it fosters
the widely shared belief that it exists to care for all through public
resources; it is illusory because, at its core, it is a relation of domi-
nation in which particular interests, perspectives, and decisions are
presented as universal through a myriad of bureaucratic micropow-
ers that simulate neutrality. Th e communitarian dimension is thus
inverted: the decisionism of a few over the many becomes, in García 
Linera’s view, a kind of failed communitarianism. At the same time,
he underscores the materiality of the State – its capacity to shape so-
cial structures and exercise a performative force with binding eff ects
across the social body. Much of the essay revisits the State as a shift -
ing relation of power, with particular attention to the dense legal
apparatuses that encode existing economic and cultural hierarchies
and interests.

Yet for García Linera the State does not belong to a single class.
Its complete democratization may remain utopian – since even un-
der conditions of maximal popular protagonism, authority is nec-
essarily monopolized by a specifi c sector – but the State, as a social
bond, is nonetheless open to transformation. Crucially, such trans-
formation cannot be reduced to administrative voluntarism, thereby 
challenging approaches that rely solely on electoral politics. Here
García Linera explicitly invokes a key Gramscian concept: the “inte-
gral State”, the dynamic interplay between political society and civil
society. Hegemony must be built within non-state institutions if it
is to take root. Th is perspective also allows him to identify the limits
of many progressive processes – especially in South America – that
succeeded in winning state power but failed to contend with the en-
during infl uence of conservative forces outside the State, which were
able to obstruct and reverse emergent popular blocs.

In the fi nal pages, García Linera turns to the distinction between
use-value and exchange-value to sketch two spatial logics that coexist
within capitalism: the spatiality of the nation-state and that of the
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world market. When the former predominates, protectionist phases
emerge; when the latter prevails, free-market regimes take hold. He
argues that we are currently living through a transition in which the
global free-market order shows clear signs of exhaustion, without a 
new organizing principle yet in view. Th is produces a widespread
sense of frustration characteristic of liminal periods. Such periods
– “politics in its purest form”, as he calls them – are marked by a 
paralysis of the predictive horizon: events unfold without clear di-
rection. Cognitive perplexity follows, accompanied by apathy and
anti-politics; dominant ideologies still saturate public discourse, but
they no longer persuade.

Th is opens new fractures within ruling elites and facilitates the
rise of the extreme right, which positions itself as the agent of pun-
ishment and vengeance – though García Linera underestimates how 
eff ectively these forces have cast themselves as rebels defending a 
supposedly threatened freedom of speech. Th e left , by contrast, re-
mains captive to the liberal-cosmopolitan frameworks in which it
has long been embedded, and struggles to articulate new futures or
off er orientation to a disoriented population. Th e danger, García 
Linera warns, is that no society can endure prolonged strategic in-
determinacy: eventually it will cling to any available organizing 
principle. Th e developments of recent years strongly suggest that the
balance may already be tilting toward the extreme right.

Th e book is a valuable contribution for anyone interested in re-
alist emancipatory politics. Written in accessible prose and with an
explicitly didactic intent, it is also suited to a non-specialist audience.
Nonetheless, a few critical points merit considerations while reading.
Most notably, the international dimension is largely absent from the
discussion of the State’s capacities. Although the book eff ectively dis-
pels certain myths about the declining relevance of the State, it pays
insuffi  cient attention to the objective constraints imposed by the in-
ternational system – especially on smaller states – and by the rise of 
giant tech corporations that have reintroduced quasi-feudal forms
of extraction. Moreover, despite García Linera’s heterodox Marxism,
the argument would have benefi ted from a sharper sociological delin-
eation of the categories he employs. References to “popular classes”
and “dominant sectors” remain rather undiff erentiated. Which pop-
ular classes? By what criteria? What role is played by middle classes?
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And are the dominant sectors truly homogeneous, or fractured along 
specifi c lines that shape contemporary political struggles? Th ese are
questions that could have been addressed more explicitly.

Two further strategic issues of primary importance are also left  
unexplored. First, the book says little about how a political move-
ment might facilitate the transition from the refl exive (intellectual)
to the unrefl exive (moral) moment of leadership. If common sense
consists of dispositions shaped early in life, how can emancipatory 
politics cultivate a more deeply rooted hegemony, one that goes be-
yond the easily reversible, refl exive decision to vote for the left  in a 
given electoral cycle? Second, if bureaucratic autonomization con-
stitutes an objective challenge for socialist politics, and if passiviza-
tion is structurally built into the political game, how might the left  
inhabit state institutions in ways that prevent, or at least limit, this
drift ? Th ese questions are far from simple, and defi nitive answers are
unlikely. Yet they deserve to be placed at the centre of refl ection for
anyone engaged with neo-Gramscian political thought.
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Sandel MJ (2024) La democrazia stanca. Nuovi pericoli e 
possibili soluzioni per tempi difficili. Milan: Feltrinelliii

Elia Montani

This review examines Michael Sandel’s La democrazia stanca. Nuovi
pericoli e possibili soluzioni per tempi difficili, the italian translation of 
the second edition (the first one dates back to 1996) of Democracy’s
Discontent, published as t Democracy’s Discontent. A New Edition for 
Our Perilous Times (2022). To fully appreciate the purpose of the
work, it is necessary to first outline the reasons that prompted the
American political philosopher to republish and update a text orig-
inally published thirty years ago. While the 1996 edition aimed to
highlight that discontent lay hidden beneath an apparent layer of 
prosperity – dictated by the combination of the end of the Cold War
and the consecration of American liberal capitalism – the repub-
lished edition investigates the reasons why this discontent, in addi-
tion to no longer being “beneath the surface” (Sandel, 2024: 19),
has deepened and become the hallmark of American democracy. As
Sandel states, what in 1996 was a premonition or submerged fear is
now reality:

Evidence of the effects of global capitalism’s loss of power paved
the way for a clear recognition that the system was rigged in favour
of large corporations and the wealthy. Anxieties about the loss of 
community spirit gave way to polarisation and mistrust (Sandel,
2024: 19).1

Through his work, Michael Sandel undertakes a courageous and
counter-current move: he argues that the political sphere cannot
be reduced to a mere aggregation of “recalcitrant facts” (Sandel,
1996: IX) and institutions conceived solely as instruments. Sandel
sets out to examine contemporary American democracy and the
crisis it is currently undergoing by probing the public philosophy 

1 All translations from Italian are by the author, unless otherwise stated.
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that underpins it. Without offering solutions that can be immedi-
ately translated into policies – though he does not shy away from
proposing substantive ideas – and without succumbing to the sterile
narrative that pits liberalism against all alternative political theories,
La democrazia stanca captures and invites reflection on issues and
questions that we are not accustomed to reflecting on, as they are
implicit in our everyday practices.

Th is brief introduction helps clarify the trajectory the book fol-
lows. In fact, the belief that public philosophy should not be treated
as a mere ideal abstraction but is necessary “to diagnose our political
condition” (Sandel, 1996: X) is not simply a theoretical conviction,
but rather the method applied in the text. Sandel’s attempt is pre-
cisely aimed at bringing to light the public philosophy of contempo-
rary American democracy. From this perspective, as the chapter ti-
tles suggest, Sandel begins with the constitutional debates and traces
several key turning points in American public life over the last two
centuries, in order to show that, through such junctures, the pub-
lic philosophy which underpins contemporary political debates has
been established. According to Sandel, this is “a certain version of 
liberal political theory” (Sandel, 2024: 24), that, remaining within
the liberal tradition, attained its distinctiveness and became domi-
nant during the second half of the twentieth century. Sandel high-
lights the hegemony of late 20th-century liberalism and outlines its
contents through a twofold analysis: on the one hand, the discus-
sion of episodes in American history such as the dispute between
Federalists and Jeff ersonians aft er American Independence and the
draft ing of the Constitution, the debate on the eight-hour working 
day, the debate on the New Deal and the move towards a Keynesian-
type economy, culminating in the publicly funded bank bailouts
aft er the 2008 crisis; on the other hand, highlighting that the rise
of liberal public philosophy coincided with the decline of its rival
public philosophy: republican political theory. By addressing the
debates that have animated the last two hundred years of American
history and investigating the contrast between the liberal and repub-
lican proposals, Sandel more clearly characterises contemporary lib-
eralism and reveals which aspects of republican political theory have
been abandoned.
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A telling example is the debate over the meaning of free labour.
Before the end of the nineteenth century, labour was considered
free not only because workers voluntarily agreed to perform it, but
also because it equipped workers “to think and act as independent
citizens, capable of sharing self-government” (Sandel, 2024: 67),
whereas, from the end of the nineteenth century, it began to be ar-
gued that labour was free solely because it was the result of an agree-
ment between worker and employer. It is in the transition from one
conception of free labour to another – along with similar examples
in the economic and constitutional spheres – that we can glimpse
what constituted the rise of contemporary liberalism, to the detri-
ment of republican political theory. According to the author of La
democrazia stanca, this version of liberalism, which has informed all
areas of American public life, has established itself by supplanting 
the civic conception of freedom typical of republican political theo-
ry, according to which freedom is “the capacity, as citizens, to shape
the forces that govern our collective destiny” (Sandel, 2024: 179).
Antithetically, the voluntaristic conception advanced by liberal the-
ory argues that freedom coincides with the ability “to choose one’s
own values and ends” (Sandel, 2024: 183). As it emerges from the
passage quoted above, Sandel’s analysis is genealogical in nature: the
author traces social and political practices back to their conceptual
origins. Th e genealogical approach extends further to the liberal and
republican freedom, starting from the idea of human subject that
animates them.

Th e genius of Sandel’s text lies precisely in the methodological op-
eration of tracing some of the phenomena that characterise the crisis
of the democratic order back to the anthropological level, demon-
strating how harmful it is to separate the level of public philosophy 
from that of political life. According to Michael Sandel, therefore,
the voluntaristic conception of freedom is the direct consequence of 
the replacement of Aristotle’s zoon politikòn and Th omas Aquinas’
animal sociale by John Rawls’ liberal subject, for whom “the intellecte
is subordinate to the will” (Pabst, 2025: 42), and consequently, the
self is a voluntaristic subject, a subject of choice, whose peculiarity 
will be substantiated by the independence of being a “self-originat-
ing source of valid claims” (Rawls 1980: 543). It is through the enun-
ciation of liberal anthropological theory that the text establishes the
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link between the process of subjectivation and political history. As
argued by Adrian Pabst, the anthropological shift  introduced by lib-
eral theory has led to a redefi nition of what makes us human: “our
capacity for maximum free choice in the economy is now assumed
to override our social, political nature” (Pabst, 2021: 58), which has
extended its eff ects in the political and economic domains. Indeed,
when an individual is considered a subject only insofar as they are
able to choose according to their own will, it follows that the para-
digms of politics and economics must be able to off er the conditions
within which individuals can “choose and pursue their own ends”
(Sandel, 2024: 242). Th e economy will therefore no longer have – as
in the civic-republican tradition – the aim of promoting self-govern-
ment but, as Sandel states, echoing John Maynard Keynes, that of 
maximising consumption and growth, the ultimate expressions of 
freedom understood as the satisfaction of one’s individual preferenc-
es (Sandel, 2024: 26-27).

Th e consequence is that while the republican economic debate
questioned how economic policies and structures could create the
conditions for citizens to engage in self-government, the liberal
economic debate will focus solely on how to “maximise consumer
welfare” (Sandel, 2024: 21). According to Michael Sandel, the eco-
nomic consequences of liberal anthropology have therefore led to
the adoption of capitalist laissez-faire, but in pursuing the promise
of capitalist liberalism of greater freedom – that particular version of 
liberalism that considers capitalism the only economic model com-
patible with its ideals – American citizens have found themselves
“deceived” as they are increasingly less ’masters of their own destiny’
(Sandel, 2024: 197). According to Sandel, the scenario to which the
prevalence of liberal theory in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury over the republican civic tradition has led is as follows:

The triumph of the voluntaristic conception of freedom coincided
with a growing sense of loss of power. Despite the expansion of 
rights and entitlements, as well as the achievements of the political
economy of growth and distributive justice, Americans discovered,
with a sense of frustration, that they were losing control of the
forces that governed their lives (Sandel, 2024: 194-195).
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The combination of the voluntaristic conception of freedom and the
economic paradigms mentioned will inevitably be accompanied by 
a change of political nature. If individuals are defined by their abil-
ity to choose which goals to pursue, the task of government will be
to protect the conditions necessary to ensure that such choices can
be made. Consequently, theories of government, dealing exclusive-
ly with procedures capable of guaranteeing the conditions for free
choice to take place, will be characterised by their “neutrality with
respect to competing conceptions of the good life” (Sandel, 2024:
27). According to Sandel, this form of government, called procedur-
al republic because of its emphasis on procedures, is at the root of the
“widespread perception that common goals and shared conceptions
were eroding” (Sandel, 2024: 179), as they are considered to be in
contradiction with – and in a sense impositive on – the pursuit of 
one’s own preferences. This happened because the idea that freedom
consists in the ability to choose one’s own preferences and ends has
led to a devaluation of those ends whose roots are communal (fam-
ily, religious, associative, political), ends that are therefore not the
result of a purely individual choice. However, this has repercussions
on the state of contemporary democracies, as the lack of considera-
tion for common goals inevitably leads to the erosion of those places
whose nature consists in the cultivation of common intentions, plac-
es that are – or, unfortunately, should be – the pillars of a democratic
political community. As Sandel effectively states,

The political community depends on the narrative through which
people make sense of their condition and interpret the common
life they share; political deliberation at its best is not only about
competing policies, but also about competing interpretations of the
character of a community, its aims and its ends (Sandel 2024: 244).

About the scenario just described, it is worth noting a consequence
that Sandel draws: the distance of citizens from democratic public
life. According to Michael Sandel, contemporary liberalism’s insist-
ence on individual choices has led to a prioritisation of the private
sphere, within which free decisions about one’s own goals are tak-
en. Therefore, while political theory from Aristotle onwards has
given prominence to public life, considered the context in which
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individuals’ lives take on their own unique character, liberal theory 
has brought about a hierarchical reversal that elevates private life to
a decisive sphere. This reversal also affects the relationship between
citizens and democracy, a sphere that by its nature is associated with
the existence of common goals. It is therefore through the argument
just outlined that, before concluding, Michael Sandel argues the
reasons for citizens’ distrust of the democratic public sphere, which
has abdicated its guiding role to economic systems. The author’s
comment on the current state of democratic citizenship is lapidary:
Sandel states that individuals in contemporary liberal democracies
do not see themselves “citizens so much as consumers” (Sandel, 2024:
20). In conclusion, the American political philosopher attempts to
outline a public philosophy aimed at intervening precisely the role
of citizens, to avoid their complete reduction into private consum-
ers. This public philosophy must recover elements of the republican
tradition, avoiding equating them with angry nationalist closure, as
seen in Trump’s victory and in Brexit, interpreted by Sandel as two
reactions to the loss of power following liberal globalisation, driv-
en by “the anguish of reaffirming national sovereignty and pride”
(Sandel, 2024: 19). The reappropriation of components of repub-
lican political theory must, however, be able to coexist with those
who believe that the republican notion of “forged” citizenship en-
tails coercive elements. It is precisely in this regard that the original-
ity of Michael Sandel’s proposal emerges, an originality which, as he
himself stated in an interview with Corrado Del Bo’ in 2013, allows
him to move beyond the labels of “communitarian” and “republi-
can”. The idea of republican tradition that Sandel intends to recover
does not, in fact, aim to oppose liberal theory tout court. William
Connolly considers Michael Sandel’s thinking in this regard to be
“a vision of civic pluralism appropriate to the distinct conditions of 
contemporary life” (Connolly, 1998: 211). Sandel, therefore, aware
of how difficult it is to intervene in the paradigms that govern our
lives, identifies key points, where the contribution of republican
public philosophy could prove decisive in ensuring that working 
conditions and workers’ freedom are directed towards participation
in public life and that democratic public discourse engages with is-
sues relating to the “good life” and the “good society”.
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Mulieri, A (2024) Contro la democrazia illiberale.
Storia e critica di un’idea. Rome: Donzelli

Damiano Palano

For some years now, the formula “illiberal democracy” has entered
academic and political debate. The expression was first introduced
into political-science discourse by Fareed Zakaria in the late 1990s.
The U.S. analyst of Indian origin employed it to designate those po-
litical regimes which, after 1989, had embarked upon democratic
transitions without yet guaranteeing the rights associated with the
liberal tradition. Subsequently, however, the notion assumed an  ex-
plicitly political meaning. What opened the way, above all, was the
Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán, who made “illiberal de-
mocracy” the cornerstone of a political project that presents itself 
as an alternative to liberal cosmopolitanism. A number of scholars
have therefore questioned whether it is theoretically sound to speak 
of an illiberal democracy, or whether the pairing of the two terms –
“democracy” and “illiberalism”- does not in fact generate an oxymo-
ronic expression. In other words, insofar as some maintain that de-
mocracy can only be liberal, the idea of an illiberal democracy would
be inherently contradictory. For other scholars, the matter is more
complex, since the encounter between democracy and liberalism is
relatively recent, and because, on closer inspection, the liberal tra-
dition long regarded popular government in highly negative terms.

In Contro la democrazia illiberale. Storia e critica di un’idea,
Alessandro Mulieri reconstructs the major stages of this debate and
highlights the limitations of the concept’s political uses. Returning 
to the Athenian paradigm, Mulieri observes that the democracy cel-
ebrated by Pericles in the fi ft h century BCE was undoubtedly illib-
eral – at least according to contemporary standards. Th is is also be-
cause, as Benjamin Constant clarifi ed two centuries ago, the ancient
conception of liberty diff ered substantially from the modern one.
Athenian democracy, in Mulieri’s interpretation, was illiberal pri-
marily because it pursued the equality of citizens as its central aim.
And it was precisely for this reason that Aristotle identifi ed it as the
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“government of the poor,” that is, the form of rule in which power
is exercised by the majority of the population, composed largely of 
the less affl  uent.

By contrast, the uses of the concept proposed by today’s populist
right point, according to Mulieri, in an entirely diff erent direction.
For in this case the objective appears not to be equality, but rather
the restriction of minority rights. Th e Italian scholar therefore of-
fers a defence of liberal democracy and recommends abandoning the
expression “illiberal democracy,” which is at the origin of multiple
conceptual confusions. As he writes in his conclusion:

In light of these considerations, it would be important to stop using 
the term ‘illiberal democracy’ in the way in which it is adopted
within the ideology and rhetoric of right-wing populism, because
it has no relationship whatsoever with the history and theory of 
democracy; if anything, it reconnects with traditions – such as the
right-wing authoritarianisms of the twentieth century – that have
little to do with democracy1.

Ultimately, given the antiliberal history of democracy as an ideologi-
cal framework that promotes radical ideals of equality, we must find
a way to reclaim that history and transform it into the ideal engine
of those changes capable of reducing the social and economic ine-
qualities of liberal democracy. In this process, reading and engaging 
with the topic of illiberal democracy is essential in order to show how 
this term has now become an example of a slogan that redefines the
very meaning of the word “democracy” in a wholly untenable manner.
As I emphasized in an earlier volume on totalitarian democracy, ever
since classical Athens the definition of terms such as “democracy” and
“freedom” has been, above all, the outcome of a thoroughly political
struggle over the meaning of those words” (Mulieri, 2024: 157).

Mulieri also sets himself the task of rehabilitating the tradition of 
democracy as the government of the poor:

Never before, in a world in which a tiny percentage of the global
population owns most of the world’s wealth and social and
economic inequalities are growing exponentially, has the history 

1 All translations from Italian are by the author, unless otherwise stated.
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of democracy – its appearance also as a subversive ideal criticised
harshly for more than two millennia because it embodied the
government of the poor – been able to serve once again as a point
of reference and a hope for the future. Are we ready to commit
ourselves to making this hope a reality? (Mulieri, 2024: 158)

The concept of illiberal democracy is indeed a genuine theoretical
puzzle. The main difficulty is that neither democracy nor liberalism
– when considered in their historical evolution – possesses a clearly 
defined meaning. The concept of democracy was, in fact, largely “re-
invented” from the late eighteenth century onwards, in the context
of intense ideological struggles. But liberalism, too, has many fac-
es. It may be understood as a technique for limiting power, which,
through institutional mechanisms, ensures that citizens enjoy the
classic negative liberties – freedom of movement, freedom of expres-
sion, freedom of assembly and association. In this sense, the roots
of liberalism already reach back into medieval history, the Magna 
Carta, and the habeas corpus, whereas its encounter with democracy 
came much later.

But liberalism may also be understood in a more demanding 
sense: as a doctrine requiring the state to remain entirely neutral
with respect to the values pursued by individuals, who are therefore
wholly free to determine their own ends and ways of life. Th e sphere
of liberty thus becomes far broader than that defi ned by the classic
negative liberties, as it expands to encompass new freedoms – those
emerging from cultural transformations, social demands, and claims
for recognition made by minorities previously excluded from public
debate. If liberty is understood in this way, however, the problem is
that the democracies of the past are almost inevitably destined to
appear illiberal, insofar as they did not provide space for these “new”
liberties. And, in principle, the democracies of the present will be
judged illiberal tomorrow if future claims for new spheres of free-
dom emerge.

Th e diffi  culties revealed by the political uses of the notion of 
“illiberal democracy” also concern another issue. From its Greek 
origins, the word “democracy” has carried a series of fundamental
ambiguities. As Mulieri rightly notes, the “people” to whom power
belongs can be conceived either as the totality of citizens or as the
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majority composed of the “poor.” But the demos may also assume the
face of the ethnos – a people deemed homogeneous by virtue of com-
mon origins or a shared national identity. In Athens, moreover, not
only slaves and women but also resident foreigners were excluded
from political rights. It is especially to this component of the people
that today’s advocates of illiberal democracy appeal. For what they 
promise – more or less instrumentally – to defend is almost always
the national tradition, which they perceive as threatened by globali-
sation and by the values of cosmopolitan elites. And it is, ultimately,
for this reason that – beyond the ideological distortions and author-
itarian tendencies that oft en accompany it – the concept of illiberal
democracy forces us to revisit the old question of whether a democ-
racy can truly dispense with the anchoring provided by a national
identity. And thus, the question of whether a democracy extending 
beyond the borders of the states in which democratic institutions
were born and developed is genuinely practicable.
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Ceretta M, Dividus A and Trocini F (eds) (2025) Immaginari 
distopici contemporanei. Rome: Edizioni di Storia e Letteraturaii

Sara Settimio

In recent years, there has been a remarkable resurgence of interest
in dystopian narratives, which have proliferated across a wide range
of cross-media productions. While they have become a recognisable
cultural trend, dystopia remains an effective lens through which to
interpret the present, capable of identifying and representing col-
lective anxieties. However, the fears it articulates have shifted away 
from the “classic” concerns of the twentieth century. Contemporary 
dystopian works increasingly engage with issues such as environ-
mental catastrophes, pandemics, emerging forms of authoritarian-
ism – often linked to the growing force of digital dominance and
mechanisms of biopolitical control – as well as growing social ine-
qualities and new forms of racism. Against this backdrop, the vol-
ume Immaginari distopici contemporanei (2025), edited by Manuela 
Ceretta, Alessandro Dividus, and Federico Trocini, aims to outline
the defining features of twenty-first-century dystopian imaginaries,
highlighting their continuities and discontinuities from the literary 
traditions of the previous century through an interdisciplinary col-
lection of essays.

Th e fi rst section of the volume examines the new threats posed
by modern technologies that have become part of everyday life.
Th ese technologies are deeply embedded in daily life yet remain-
ing largely invisible. Th e analysis covers the television series Black
Mirror by Charlie Brooker and the novels r Th e Circle (2013) ande Th e 
Every (2021) by Dave Eggers, as well as various video games pro-
duced over the past two decades. S. De Luca notes a crucial feature
of Eggers’ works: the risky fusion of the drive for a progressive utopia 
– aimed at improving collective life – and the unprecedented con-
centration of digital dominance in the hands of big tech companies.
Th ese companies present themselves as creators of a utopia rooted in
cooperation, solidarity, and transparency, while individuals willingly 
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trade their autonomy for services, security, and predictability (De
Luca, 2025: 6-7).

R. Cavallo highlights how Eggers’ narratives depict a society 
without rigid hierarchies, but one that is still governed by horizontal
control. Unlike Orwell’s feared surveillance, contemporary individ-
uals participate in a regime of transparency, monitoring each other.
Th is extends to the political sphere, as illustrated by the “ demoxie”
system (Cavallo, 2025: 35), which is designed to facilitate political
participation and recognise popular will. V. Susca notes that in Black
Mirror, individuals have asymmetrical relationships with digital en-
tities, gradually delegating aspects of their identity, memory, rela-
tionships, and self-perception to technology, oft en unconsciously.

Th e analysis emphasises the active role of technology in shaping 
political and social relations, as well as its potential for distortion.
As D. Palano notes, technology can channel and amplify animosity 
via social networks, serving populist logics. Th e section also extends
the analysis to dystopian video games where S. Orosz-Reti examines
the transition of player agency from an individual to a collective and
distributed form of action. Th ese games off er critiques of traditional
models of political resistance, emphasising cooperative and wide-
spread solidarity.

A key focus of the volume’s second section is the body in con-
temporary society, a central concern of twenty-fi rst-century dysto-
pian imaginaries. As M.  Ceretta and C. Doria observe, these dys-
topias probe intimate forms of oppression and control, portraying 
the human body as both as a site of vulnerability and resistance, and
a resource exploited by the economically powerful for productive
and reproductive purposes (Ceretta and Doria, 2025: 117–118).
As twentieth-century utopian visions waned, the notion of salva-
tion and perfection turned inward, prioritising bodily enhancement
over societal change. Th e discussion focuses on ageing and disability.
While classical utopias depict old age negatively and as problematic
and degrading, contemporary dystopias off er a diff erent perspective,
representing ageing not only in terms of loss and fragility but also as
a space for transformation and choice. Examples of this include José
Saramago’s Death with Interruptions (2005) and Alfonso Cuarón’s 
Children of Men (2006). A similar reframing occurs regarding to
disability. Vic Finkelstein’s Deny or Not Deny Disability (1975)
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envisages a society built for wheelchair users, where non-disabled in-
dividuals are continuously injured and considered severely disabled.
Th is scenario illustrates that disability is shaped primarily by social,
environmental, and cultural factors rather than by an individual’s
physical traits. To complement this refl ection, C. Attimonelli’s con-
tribution examines how the body has been transformed in the era 
of social networks. In her essay, she shows how everyday practices,
such as taking selfi es, contribute to the creation of a “recorded body”
(Attimonelli, 2025: 109-113) that is constantly exposed and repro-
ducible. Th is leads to the multiplication and accumulation of an in-
dividual’s image within a regime of perpetual visibility. G. Giuliani
further explores the political dimension of the body, extending the
analysis to bio- and necropolitical violence, and noting how the gap
between apocalypse and environmental catastrophe has narrowed.
Giuliani challenges the myths of limitless capitalism and the hier-
archical vision of the Anthropocene, highlighting the numerous ca-
tastrophes that have already occurred as a result of colonial and capi-
talist violence. From this perspective, the 2019 fi lm Bacurau is inter-
preted as a political representation of the Anthropocene, in which
biopolitical and necropolitical violence is explicitly enacted against
marginalised bodies. Within the same critical framework, Carlotta 
Cossutta compares various feminist dystopias, highlighting their ca-
pacity to stimulate imagination and political action and to challenge
marginalisation through the experiences of those who endure it.
Finally, M. Bartolini examines the empathetic relationship between
a human and a humanoid artifi cial intelligence in Alex Garland’s Ex 
Machina (2015), arguing that it can be read as analogous to the re-
lationship between the spectator and contemporary media forms.

If the control of bodies and lives is one of the central concerns
of contemporary dystopias, it is expressed most pervasively in the
organisation of society, which is the focus of the third section of 
this volume. In this context, M. P. Paternò demonstrates how the
freedom of self-optimisation in today’s neoliberal society serves as a 
vehicle for a “soft ” totalitarianism capable of imposing performance
and alienation. In the 2006 novel La scuola dei disoccupati, the total
institution Sphericon embodies this system, effi  ciently neutralising 
any form of resistance and shaping individuals who are obedient and
success-orientated. V. Romanzi further explores the link between
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social control and capitalism by comparing Philip K. Dick’s Ubik
(1969) with Cory Doctorow’s Unauthorized Bread (2019). Whiled
both novels criticise the disproportionate power of mega-corpora-
tions, Doctorow also emphasises the profound social injustices that
arise from this concentration of power. Similarly, A. Dividus illus-
trates how a neoliberal meritocratic society transforms merit into an
“aristocracy of talent”, marginalising care and assigning individuals
sole responsibility for their own failures. In contemporary dystopi-
an novels, those who fail to meet meritocratic criteria are demoted
or excluded in a system of incentives and controls that exacerbates
social inequalities and has dramatic existential consequences. To
conclude the section, A. Petter’s essay off ers a broader refl ection on
humanity’s self-destructive potential through Go Nagai’s Devilman
manga (1972) and its Netfl ix adaptation, Devilman Crybaby (2018).
While twentieth-century manga oft en interpreted the apocalypse
through fears related to the Holocaust or environmental disaster,
the contemporary adaptation shift s the focus to twenty-fi rst-century 
anxieties, explicitly linking catastrophe to the acceleration of climate
change and the environmental crisis (Petter, 2025: 199).

Th e fi nal section of the volume addresses contemporary geo-
political and social tensions. G. Catania and A. Arciero highlight
the evolution of control, shift ing from the totalitarian nightmares
of Orwell and Huxley’s works to a more subtle and pervasive “sur-
veillance culture” that is oft en accepted and grounded in technology 
and big data. Contemporary control is no longer limited to imposi-
tion; it operates through the manipulation of information and var-
ious forms of exhibitions, as depicted in Th e Truman Show (1998). 
It also integrates geopolitical themes such as environmental crises 
and demographic decline, as shown in Th e Handmaid’s Tale (1985).e

In contrast, F. Trocini analyses ideological dystopias and fanat-
icism, refl ecting on the crisis of the West and the “clash of civilisa-
tions”. Despite their limited literary value, works such as Th e Turner 
Diaries (1978) have provided a foundation for far-right extremism 
and fanaticism. Obsessions with immigration and fear of “inter-
nal conquest” are symptoms of a perceived lack of values in liber-
al democracies, a void that dystopian literature can represent with 
striking clarity. Finally, D. Possamai and L. Righi focus on post-So-
viet Russian literature, which is characterised by the trauma of the 
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Soviet Union’s history and dissolution. In works such as Tolstaya’s
Kys’ (2000), Righi attempts to categorise the novel as dystopian and’
post-apocalyptic. In his analysis of Glukhovsky’s Metro 2033 (2005),
Possamai highlights how the author advocates abandoning old ide-
ologies in favour of individual freedom and salvation.

In conclusion, the volume off ers a comprehensive and interdisci-
plinary analysis of twenty-fi rst-century dystopian imaginaries, high-
lighting their capacity to engage with the complex social, political,
and technological challenges of our time. Th e collection of essays
stands out for its approach, which combines multiple disciplines
and provides readers with a rich and multifaceted understanding of 
dystopian imagination. Th is volume not only identifi es the continu-
ities and discontinuities with twentieth-century dystopian literature
but also opens new perspectives for exploring how fi ction shapes our
understanding of the future.

Sara Settimio holds a degree in European and International Poli-
cies from Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore and is a subject ex-
pert in History of Political Thought. Her research interests focus
on cancel culture.
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