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Recent events such as the exclusion of Russian teams from international competitions following Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine as well as the debate on Qatar hosting the 2022 World Cup, among others, have once again reignited the debate over the relationship between sport and politics. From athletes displaying political symbols to states vying to exclude their rivals from major tournaments, the strong connection between sport and politics in the international arena is evident. International Sport Organisations (ISOs) play a central role in connecting the global sport arena and the international system. Larger international organisations (and particularly mega international sports organisations such as the International Olympic Committee and FIFA), despite their claim to neutrality, are important political actors that frequently use their influence and leverage in the international arena. In particular, the significant role played by FIFA in the politics of World Cup bids and its recent involvement in the Israeli-Palestinian issue demonstrates the impossibility of being politically neutral as an ISO. 
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The recent war in Ukraine and subsequent debates on how to deal with Russian teams and athletes has refocused attention on the longstanding issue of the relationship between sport and politics (Goretti 2022). This discussion is by no means limited to the case of Russia, as shown by the recent tussle over the potential exclusion of the Israeli Football Federation (IFA) from the International Association Football Federation (Fédération internationale de football association, FIFA) due to Israel’s alleged violations of international law and FIFA regulations (Broda 2022). In response to the ongoing dispute between the Palestinian and Israeli football federations, FIFA President Gianni Infantino was keen to stress the organisation’s neutrality. The same FIFA president has however had no qualms in throwing his weight behind the (highly political and contested) potential joint bid to organise the 2030 football World Cup by Israel and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) (The New Arab 2021). This issue is symbolic of the contradiction at the core of international sport, what Lincoln Allison defines as the ”the myth of autonomy”: the assumption that sport has (and should have) little effect on other human activities, such as politics (Allison and Monnington 2002). On the contrary, sport is constantly used by states and institutions for political purposes despite regular calls to keep politics out of sport.  
   
This article seeks to go beyond empty references to ‘sports neutrality’ in order explore the relationship between sport and politics in the international arena by focusing on International Sports Organisations (ISOs), the core of the global sport system. These organisations embody the sport/politics paradox: while they hold significant political influence and regularly use it, ISOs present themselves as the guarantors of sports neutrality’. Because ISOs are the virtual (and in some cases physical) spaces where the global sport arena and the international system meet, they provide an excellent case study for this analysis.  Through the focus on ISOs, this article will show how the international sport system is not disconnected from politics, but also how calls to ‘keep sport neutral’ are themselves political. The rhetoric of ‘keeping politics out of sport’ is at best naïve and at worst used to reinforce or impose specific political narratives and views. This article will focus specifically on FIFA and its role as a political actor. As the governing body of the world’s most popular sport, football, FIFA is a powerful political actor and the institution that best represents the contradictions at the core of the sport/politics relationship. 

This article is composed of seven sections. Section one discusses the aim, methodology and limitations of the study and analyses how sport has been framed by the international relations literature. Section two introduces and discusses the article’s key concepts.  Section three analyses ISOs and their role in the international system, focusing on how they connect the global sport arena and the international system. Section four focuses on FIFA, one of the most high-profile (and arguably the most powerful) sports federation. Sections five and six present the two case studies - the politics of World Cup bids and FIFA’s position on the Palestinian Israeli dispute, respectively. The final section reflects on the relationship between sport and politics developed in the article and suggests avenues for future research.

Aims, methodology and limitations 

The aim of this study is to analyse the relationship between sport and politics in the international political arena, with particular reference to the role of ISOs. The article therefore seeks to answer the following question: how does the global sports arena and the international system interact within ISOs? The article will show how, despite the pervasive narrative of ‘keeping sport out of politics’ often pedalled by ISOs themselves, sport and politics are intrinsically connected. Furthermore, the article argues that ISOs sit at the centre of this relationship and play a significant political role. 
This research is qualitative. The study draws on secondary sources, in particular the literature on sport and politics and sports institutions, while the analysis of the case studies also includes newspaper accounts of the events. The analysis focuses on one institution, FIFA, and two case studies: the politics of World Cup bids and FIFA’s involvement in the Palestinian/Israeli dispute. FIFA has been chosen because it is one of the most influential ISOs at the global level and as the governing body of the world’s most popular sport, arguably the sports organisation that holds the most political power. It therefore represents a perfect case study to analyse the political role of ISOs. 
The relationship between sport and politics is complex and multifaceted. Although this study will not engage with the issue of the relationship between sport and national identity, it is important to note that this symbolic aspect of sport provides ISOs with a great deal of leverage on the international stage. Furthermore, for the purpose of this study, ISOs will be considered as unitary actors and the focus of the analysis will be on their global leadership. This choice will allow us to focus on the relationship between ISOs and the global system rather than on intra-institutional patterns. National federations will therefore be analysed only in the context of their role in the World Cup bidding process. It is however important to note that ISOs such as the International Olympic Committee (IOC)or FIFA are complex structures and that the relationships between national federations and the central leadership, as well as those between national federations and national governments, are themselves important and often political. Finally, while several of the cases discussed involve Arab countries, the focus here is on the international institutions and their role in the sport/politics relationship rather than on regional cases. This article has therefore not focused on the agency of local actors, nor it has engaged with Arabic (or other language) sources on the topic. 
Framing the role of sport in International Relations

This study seeks to contribute to the existing literature on the relationship between sport and politics by focusing on the global sport arena and on how it is inherently connected to the international political system. While sport had traditionally been an underdeveloped concept within International Relations (IR) (Grix and Houlihan 2014), several recent studies have contributed to fill this gap. This literature has mostly focused on two ways in which states use sport: as an instrument of self-promotion and as a tool to penalise/isolate other states (Allison and Monnington 2002). The literature dealing with sport and inter-state relations has focused on its role as a source of prestige (Ibid) and as a tool of soft diplomacy (Freeman 2012; Brannagan and Giulianotti 2018). The Soccer Diplomacy. International Relations and Football Since 1914 (Dichter 2020) volume analyses the relationship between sport and diplomacy by focusing on a series of historical case studies from different regions of the world. Particularly relevant to this research is the literature on sport as a form of soft power (Freeman 2012). Several contributions contained in the Routledge Handbook of Sport and Politics (Bairner et al. 2017) deal with the role of sport in the international realm. In a chapter on “Sport as a Foreign Policy and Diplomacy Tool”, Udo Merkel (2017) argues that sport can be a useful foreign policy tool if embedded in a wider strategy that pursues the same political goals in a consistent and long term fashion. The role of sport in representing different identities (Cha 2016), its use for nation-building (Koch 2013) and its relationship with nationalism (Bairner 2015) have been particularly popular topics. The Palgrave Handbook of Globalization and Sport contains several contributions that deal with the relationship between business and sport and a chapter focusing specifically on the FIFA President Gianni Infantino and his approach to politics (Beck 2022). Scholars in media studies (Chen 2012) and business (Chanavat 2017) have focused on major sport events and their use as Public Relations (PR) initiatives. 

The role of ISOs is an area of growing interest in IR. This topic has been studied by scholars in disciplines such as management and business (MacIntosh et al. 2020). Several contributions focusing on the political role of sports organisations are contained in the works by Lincoln Allison (2004) and Lincoln Allison and Alan Tomlinson (2017). The latter in particular includes one of the most developed attempts to conceptualise the role of ISOs. Despite this growing body of literature, however, the role of ISOs as nexus between the global sports arena and the international system has been understudied, a gap that this study seeks to fill.   

Key concepts and definitions

The paradigm of a ‘separation of sport and politics’ that this article seeks to critique is based on the existence of two separate domains, the global sports arena and the international system, that according to proponents of ‘sports neutrality’ are and should be kept separated. While using these two categories, this study will refer to the global political arena and the international sports arena as interconnected realms and focus on exploring the grey area between the two, with a specific focus on the role of ISOs within this space.

A shared definition of what constitutes an ISO is largely absent in the current literature. John Forster (2006, 73) defines global sport organisations as “supreme organs of governance in sport whose authority is global”. Most existing definitions stress that ISOs are non-governmental organisations. This is also emphasised in the International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) definition of sports federations: “International non-governmental organisations recognised by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) as administering one or more sports at world level” (Interational Olympic Commitee 2022). Due to space limitations, this research will focus on the political dimension of ISOs rather than on their role in the global capitalist system. It is however important to note how the two are closely connected and ISOs integration in the current economic system shapes how these organisations function. 
 
International sport organisations and politics: the complex world of the international sport arena 

ISOs are both at the core of international sport and at the core of its contradictions. While their aims are apolitical, ranging from “promoting the values of Olympism in the world” (Interational Olympic Commitee 2022) to “govern[ing] football and to develop[ing] the game around the world” (FIFA.com 2022 ), their control over sports and high-profile events make these organisations extremely powerful political actors. The heads of the IOC and FIFA are as influential on the international stage as leaders of major countries. Through national branches, each of them managing a particular sport or sector in the country, federations play an important role within each state. Furthermore, despite their status as NGOs, the main ISOs are large organisations with budgets and business interests comparable to major multinational corporations, and are fully integrated in the global capitalist market. Lincoln Allison and Alan Tomlison (2017) underline what is arguably these organisations main strength: they are more autonomous and their role is more widely accepted than other NGOs, in part also due to the aforementioned myth of autonomy. 

For the purpose of this research, it is also useful to distinguish among ISOs according to their size and political relevance. In particular, the CIO and FIFA are defined by scholars as Mega-SINGOs (Sport International NGOs) due to both their size and the role they have taken in leading the development of international sport (Allison and Tomlinson 2017). Behind these two giants, a few medium-large sports federations (such as the International Cycling Union) are also important political actors, although not on same scale of the ‘big two’. Smaller sport organisations, governing less popular sports such as curling or badminton, enjoy limited visibility and political power. In terms of political relevance, the weight of these organisations depends greatly on the popularity and public resonance of the sports, events and tournaments they control.  

The power to include and exclude nations from the global sport arena and the power to assign tournaments is not only one of ISOs most basic functions, but also one of the most politically relevant. The exclusion (partial or total) of national federations, teams and athletes from competitions can happen for ‘sports reasons’, such as a violation of the game’s rules. This was the case when Russia was banned from the Olympics by the World Anti-Doping Agency, the IOC’s anti-doping organisation (Panja 2019). Due to systemic violations of anti-doping rules, Russian athletes have instead participated in events such as the Tokyo Olympics under the banner of the Russian Olympic Committee[footnoteRef:2].More relevant for our purposes are exclusions based on other factors. The exclusion of states or federations on a more political basis are rather less frequent. The most high-profile case is Apartheid South Africa. It was first prevented from taking part in the 1964 Rome Olympics and subsequently expelled from the IOC altogether due to the fact that its discrimination of non-whites violated Olympic rules (Macintosh et al. 1993). South Africa was then gradually expelled from most sports federations, resulting in an almost complete exclusion from international sport. The attribution of the 1995 Rugby World Cup to South Africa  shows how the return of a country to international sports competition, and even more the hosting of a major sport event, can symbolise its return as a full-fledged member of the international community (Booth 1998).  Another key political power that IGOs have is deciding where sports events are hosted. The political relevance of organising a major sport event is significant and directly proportional to the public profile of the event organised (Grix and Brannagan 2016). Hosting a major sport event (particularly if it is considered to be a success) provides states with a very important currency in international relations – prestige (Grix and Houlihan 2014). Major sport events can be used for country branding and to promote an image of a country that could appeal to specific audiences (such as tourists or investors) as well as to the general public. Furthermore, hosting major sports events has significant implications for domestic purposes too, often playing an important role in a regime’s political legitimisation strategy (Chen 2012). Therefore the power to decide who hosts the Olympic Games or the World Cup is clearly a highly politically relevant one.   [2: Interestingly, this partial exclusion was labelled as politically motivated by Russian authorities too.   ] 


The process that decides the attribution of high-profile sports events is arguably the most interesting example of the complex sport/politics relationship in ISOs. This can differ significantly among organisations, but in most cases it sees national committees presenting applications to the international federations. Candidates explain in detail how the events will be organised, including what resources will be made available and their plans for developing existing infrastructure. Here lies a key link between sport and politics. The bids are usually not only supported, but also sponsored and in many cases guided by the government of the country bidding for the event. The vote itself is shaped by political influence, alliances and competition among bidding countries. This aspect is present in virtually every ISO but it is particularly evident in the case of FIFA.  
  
FIFA and the world of international football

The ISO that best represents the interaction between the global sport arena and the international system is FIFA. In just over a century from its foundation in 1904, FIFA grew from a small organisation to a mammoth institution with incomparable global reach (Allison and Tomlinson 2017). Its growth presents interesting parallels with changes taking place in the international system. Initially an elite club including a handful of European and South American countries, FIFA gradually grew to include virtually all the countries in the world and more (FIFA currently has 210 members; the UN by comparison has only 196). This development took place in parallel with the decolonisation process: the global system in the aftermath of World War Two saw the emergence of many new states that, having recently gained their independence, joined international institutions. As FIFA saw a dramatic increase in its membership, the organisation also had to reorganise itself according to a more regionalised structure.[footnoteRef:3] The other change, occurring under the leadership of Brazilian lawyer and businessman Joao Havelange (elected in 1974), saw FIFA turn into ‘one of the most high-profile and lucrative businesses in the global consumer and cultural industry’ (Allison and Tomlinson 2017). This startling growth also brought significant problems: the Havelange years were characterised by the first of many scandals to hit the organisation. During the reign of Havelange’s Swiss successor, Sepp Blatter, FIFA became almost a synonym for corruption, something that did not prevent the further growth of the organisation. Today, President Infantino oversees a vast football empire, an organisation that generates enormous revenues and is present in virtually every corner of the world. The jewel in the crown, the World Cup, was watched in 2018 by a grand total of approximately 3.5 billion people and generated USD5.4 billion in revenue, with a profit of USD3.5 billion for the organisation (FIFA Media Release 2018).  [3: FIFA currently has six continental confederations that group national federations from a specific geographical area. Some of these confederations are further divided into smaller regional federations (Sergeant 2015). ] 


It is therefore not surprising that FIFA has been subject to as much attention, admiration and in some cases criticism, as any other ISO. The organisation’s influence extends way beyond the domain of sport. FIFA leaders are by all accounts full-fledged political actors on the international stage. President Infantino attends international meetings such as the UN General Assembly where, like the leaders of the member states, he holds side/informal meetings with presidents and prime ministers and is courted by the leaders of the world most powerful countries hoping to host the World Cup and other high-profile events (Reuters 2017). Given the symbolic value of sport and major sport events outlined in the previous section, one could go as far as saying that the FIFA President has the same soft power as leaders of major churches, not only for the religious devotion of football fans around world to the ‘beautiful game’, but for the power gained from his control over the world’s most popular game. The next section will indeed focus on World Cup bids and the politics around them. 

FIFA and the politics of World Cup bids

The football World Cup and its bidding system offer excellent insights into the political dimension of ISOs. World Cups are in fact highly significant political events; together with the Summer Olympics, they represent the biggest sport events both in terms of viewers and media attention. Hosting a World Cup provides states with prestige, soft power and other international and domestic benefits (Grix and Brannagan 2016). It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that states compete for the right to host the tournament and use all means available to win the bidding race. The interaction between the global sport arena and the international system in this case can be conceptualised as two-sided. On the one hand, states regularly use their political influence to affect the bidding process.[footnoteRef:4] On the other hand, FIFA itself holds significant political influence as the actor that manages the bidding process. On paper the bidding system is based on the evaluation of different candidacies by FIFA officials, however alliances and enmities, cooperation and rivalries, as well as other factors  play a fundamental role.[footnoteRef:5] The manoeuvring of states to influence the bidding process was clearly seen in the decision to award the FIFA World Cups of 2018 and 2022 to Russia and Qatar, analysed below. The second aspect, the use of World Cups (or World Cup bids) for political purposes, is exemplified by FIFA President Infantino’s intervention in favour of the Israeli-UAE’s bid to host the 2030 World Cup.  [4: And in turn obtaining the right to host the World Cup provides states with political influence.]  [5: The voting system has recently undergone a major reform. While traditionally it has been the FIFA committee that voted on the attribution of World Cups, the 2026 process saw representatives from all football federations being able to vote (Das 2016).  ] 


Controversies around the World Cup’s bidding process long predate the two most recent editions. While the location of several tournaments has been contested for a variety of reasons, the broader trend behind the politics of World Cup bidding is particularly relevant in understanding ISOs’ role in the international system. The recent history of FIFA can be seen as a struggle between different centres of powers in world football and particularly as a move away from the ‘Europe-centric’ power-base that dominated the first decades of the sport to the broader one that supported the ascendency of Joao Havelange. This shift is reflected in the drive towards football’s global expansion, of which the decisions to award World Cups to non-traditional football countries is the most evident result.  In parallel, the politics around the bidding system reflected global power shifts as well as short term political dynamics. 

The bids to host the 2018 and 2022 World Cups provide an excellent example. While they were the focus of the main bribery scandal involving FIFA in recent times (Panja and Draper 2020), they also saw heavy intervention by several high-profile political leaders (Conn 2019). The hosts of both the 2018 and the 2022 World Cups were decided by FIFA in Zurich in December of 2010 by FIFA committee members. The format itself, with the venues of two World Cups being decided at the same time, was considered by many observers to increase the risk of unfair processes that favoured vote exchange (The Independent 2010). The competition for the 2018 World Cup saw four bids: the Netherlands-Belgium, Spain-Portugal, England and Russia. The latter eventually emerged as the winner, a success widely seen as a result of Russian leader (and then Prime minister) Vladimir Putin throwing his weight behind the bid. The Russian leader had enjoyed similar success with Sochi winning the bid to host the 2014 Winter Olympics in 2007, when he had personally travelled to Guatemala (where the vote was held) on the eve of the vote to meet with several IOC members (Fyodorov 2010). A similar approach was adopted for the 2018 World Cup bid and Putin was therefore considered the great winner when Russia’s name was officially announced as the host (Bensinger 2018). However, Russia was not alone in using its political leverage in the process. England’s bid, the early favourite, boasted direct support from the British Prime Minister David Cameron and Major of London Boris Johnson. The two were the main political representatives in England’s committee that included the former England player and global start David Beckham and counted on the support of FA President Prince William, but was ultimately defeated by the Russians in a controversial decision.    

The decision to award the 2022 World Cup to Qatar attracted even higher levels of criticism. Issues of corruption around the bidding process have been highlighted by journalistic investigations (Ronay 2022) as well as by a major inquiry carried out by the US Department of Justice (Panja and Draper 2020). The links between sports and politics that emerged from the bidding process were also closely connected to the corruption scandal. Political leaders and particularly French President Sarkozy, were accused of pressuring FIFA representatives to vote in favour of one candidacy over another in exchange for political favours and money (Murphy 2017). In particular, French President Nicolas Sarkozy was accused of pressuring the then UEFA President and French football legend Michel Platini to shift his support from the United States (US) to Qatar (Conn 2019). The Qatari bid finally defeated the favourite US bid, despite the latter benefiting from robust support from then US President Barack Obama, who strongly criticised the outcome of the vote in the aftermath of the decision (The Guardian 2010). When the corruption scandal emerged in 2015, it clearly also reflected the political divides that had characterised the vote a few years before. The US attorney general Loretta Lynch accused several high-profile present and former FIFA officials of corruption and of a scheme to “acquire millions of dollars in bribes and kickbacks” (Neate 2015). The vehement reactions to the US inquiry was telling of the ‘high politics’ dispute around the World Cup bidding process.[footnoteRef:6] President Putin was one of the most vocal critics of the work of the attorney general, both as a leader of the country due to host the next World Cup and as an opponent of US’s global role. The Russian leader’s accusations underlined how he saw politics and sport as closely connected, if not entirely the same. According to the Russian leader the inquiry was “another clear attempt by the USA to spread its jurisdiction to other states. And I have no doubt – it’s a clear attempt not to allow Mr Blatter to be re-elected as president of Fifa” (The Guardian 2015). This quote captures perfectly how FIFA sits at the centre of the interaction between the global sports arena and the international system, and how World Cup bids specifically are central to this process.       [6:  The inquiry resulted in the sentencing and in some cases jailing of several high-profile FIFA officials. Sepp Blatter and Michel Platini were banned by FIFA’s ethics committee due to a payment in breach of FIFA’s Code of Ethics (Gibson 2015) but acquitted of fraud by a Swiss court (Ingle 2022) ] 


While this case shows how political power is used to influence the location of World Cups, the FIFA President’s recent endorsement of a joint Israeli-UAE World Cup bid highlights how the bidding process can be used for political purposes, as well as clearly demonstrating the weakness of FIFA leadership’s claim to political neutrality. In October 2021, one year after the signing of the so called Abraham accords(the normalisation agreements signed between Israel and four Arab states including Bahrain and the UAE) the FIFA secretary publicly stated its support for a potential joint Israeli-UAE bid to host a World Cup in 2030 (The New Arab 2021). The endorsement clearly represents a political act and an attempt to use FIFA’s leverage to support the process started by the Accords. These agreements are contested by many regional observers and states, and by the Palestinians themselves, and clearly reflect a particular view of the Middle East regional system and how it should work (Chtatou 2021). The context of the FIFA president’s decision is even more telling. Infantino announced the proposal during a visit to Israel in October 2021, where he attended a conference hosted by The Jerusalem Post, an Israeli newspaper strongly associated in recent years with the Israeli political right (The New Arab 2021). To add to the symbolic significance, the event was hosted at the new Museum of Tolerance in Jerusalem,[footnoteRef:7] a much debated (and criticised) structure built on the remains of the Mamillah cemetery in central Jerusalem (Surkes 2021). The museum is linked to the Friedman Centre and its founder David Friedman, US ambassador to Israel during the Trump era and one of the main architects behind the US policy shift on Palestine/Israel that led to the Abraham accords (Friedman centre 2021). Perhaps predictably, the announcement by the FIFA supremo led the Palestinian FA to cancel the meeting with Infantino that was due to take place in Ramallah a few days later (Times of Israel 2021).  Infantino’s involvement is a clear example of the use of sport’s soft power by FIFA’s leadership. By throwing his weight behind a potential Israel-UAE bid the FIFA president reinforced the political narrative used to justify the alliance itself. Interestingly, this is in line with Infantino’s own view of football’s political power. The FIFA president has on different occasions promoted the potential of football as a peace and reconciliation tool, in what Peter Beck (2022, 386) defined as the FIFA president’s “Soccer diplomacy”. Regardless of whether the joint Israel-UAE bid (with or without other Arab countries) comes to fruition Infantino’s intervention shows clearly how not only it is difficult for FIFA to be neutral, but also how FIFA’s leadership has no qualms adopting political stances (even if controversial) when it deems it appropriate. The next section will show how FIFA’s political flexibility can even include ignoring its own rules when it is in the organisation’s best interest (or when it aligns with the political views of the FIFA leadership).   [7: For an in-depth analysis of the Museum and its significant see Saree Makdisi (2010). ] 


The politics of immobility. FIFA’s involvement in the Israeli-Palestine dispute 

Another key political power of FIFA is its ability to exclude (or to include) federations, teams and nations from the professional game. Expulsions from FIFA are rare, with the South Africa Football Federation, ejected in 1976 due to its discriminatory segregationist policies, being the only example. In this section, the more recent attempts to exclude the IFA from FIFA will be analysed. Pressure from Palestinian Football Association (PFA) to exclude its Israeli counterpart, and particularly FIFA’s reaction to it, clearly challenges the myth of FIFA’s neutrality and the idea that the organisation can be neutral at all. 
 
While FIFA’s engagement with the situation in Israel/Palestine dates back almost to the pioneering days of the game (Broda 2022), the recent case revolves around alleged[footnoteRef:8] Israeli violations of international law and the ISO’s rules. Since joining FIFA in 1998, the PFA has attempted to raise the issue of what it considers as violations by the IFA and the state of Israel within the institution and to the broader international community. Palestinians argued that the measures and policies preventing them from playing football and the presence of Israeli football teams in the occupied West Bank violated FIFA’s own rules (such as rule 76.3 of the FIFA [2003] official Statute that prohibits teams from one state to play on another’s territory without their permission) and that the organisation had to act in order to rectify the situation. FIFA’s inaction led in the early 2010s to a change of strategy, with the PFA deciding to bring the matter to the FIFA congress in order to force an official vote on the suspension of the IFA from FIFA (Belcastro 2022). This more forceful and pro-active strategy, designed to exclude Israel from FIFA and its competitions altogether, was strongly opposed by the FIFA leadership. President Blatter sought to intervene personally between the two parties in order to prevent the matter from reaching FIFA congress level, the annual meeting where the organisation takes its official decisions. Despite FIFA’s strong opposition, under the leadership of PFA President Jabril Rajoub in 2015 the Palestinians and their allies sought to force a vote to suspend the IFA at the FIFA Congress (Alsaafin and Al-Sammari 2015). While the list of accusations is long, the motion cited three main points:	Comment by Author: Missing reference in the footnote	Comment by Author: Aggiungo qui per evitare problemi con l'editing: 
Broda, Philippe. FIFA as referee of the match Israel-Palestine from 1920 to 2020: an institutional approach. Sport in History 42(1): 76-95   [8: These allegations are backed by several reputable sources, including a Human Rights Watch report on football in Israeli Settlements (2016).  (missing in biblio?)] 


(i) Israel was restricting the movement of players and equipment into and out of the Palestinian territories;
(ii) IFA was discriminating on racial bases.
(iii) Five Israeli clubs were playing on an occupied Palestinian territory (Ber et al. 2017, 224).

The consequence of this vote could have been significant, with Israeli teams potentially barred from participating in official football competitions at both international and club level.[footnoteRef:9] This threat provoked a strong response from FIFA’s leadership, which intervened strongly to prevent a vote. Unable to remove the item from the agenda for the upcoming FIFA Congress in Zurich, in May 2015 President Blatter went on a diplomatic tour of the region in an attempt to convince the Palestinians to take a step back. Blatter’s initiative included the idea to organise a ‘peace match’ between Palestine and Israel (Reuters 2015) in addition to previous promises to intervene personally to improve the situation for Palestinian football (Eurosport 2013). Ultimately, Rajoub and the PFA succumbed to pressure from FIFA and decide to drop their motion in exchange for the creation of a multilateral committee to observe the situation on the ground (Al Jazeera 2015). What makes this case even more relevant to this study is the response by the IFA and, more generally, by the Israeli state and its allies. The Israeli reaction can be best summarised by the World Jewish Congress (an organisation that brings together Jewish organisation from all parts of the world) that carried out a social media campaign with the slogan “Sport is fun. Don’t mix it with politics” (World Jewish Congress 2015).   [9: At the time it was unclear whether the Palestinians and their allies would have been able to garner the votes (two thirds of the total) required for the expulsion of Israel (Alsaafin and Al-Sammari 2015)  ] 

 
The events that followed the establishment of the commission show FIFA’s stance on the matter quite clearly. South African anti-Apartheid hero Tokyo Sexwale was tasked with leading the commission, established with the goal of analysing the situation on the ground and suggesting ways to overcome the stalemate. Amidst rumours of political pressure, the commission required several extensions from FIFA before its report was delivered (Bashi 2017). When the report was produced in March 2017, it presented several (rather mild) options to resolve the situation, from maintaining the status quo to warning the IFA of the consequences of violating FIFA rules, the so called ‘Yellow Card’ option (Sher 2017). FIFA, led at that point by new President Gianni Infantino, decided to follow the status quo option and completely ignored the rest of the report (Insideworldfootball.com 2017). Instead, the FIFA produced a short yet remarkable ‘final statement’ on the report. Three of its central paragraphs highlight the role of politics in FIFA’s decision-making. 

The FIFA Council acknowledges that the current situation is, for reasons that have nothing to do with football, characterised by an exceptional complexity and sensitivity...the FIFA Council agrees that FIFA, in line with the general principle established in its Statutes, must remain neutral with regard to political matters.

Furthermore, it was agreed that any interference by FIFA in the status quo of football in the relevant territories without the consent of the parties concerned might aggravate the situation of football not only in the territories in question, but also in the greater region affected – which would not be in the best interests of the game.

Therefore, the FIFA Council has decided to refrain from imposing any sanctions or other measures on either the Israel FA or the Palestinian FA, as well as from requesting any other FIFA body to do so. The matter is declared closed and will not be the subject of any further discussion until the legal and/or de facto framework has changed (FIFA.com 2017).

With these extraordinary three paragraphs, the FIFA council decided to refrain from enforcing its own rules. The decision not to intervene was therefore taken on political rather than legal grounds, as intervening would exacerbate the situation.

Overall, the case of FIFA’s involvement in the Palestinian-Israeli issue shows clearly how it is virtually impossible for an organisation that matters in international politics to be neutral and to separate sport and politics as Philippe Broda (2022) has argued. While the same author concludes that “FIFA’s line is constant, confining itself to promoting the practice of football, judging that the rest is not of its responsibility but that of the political institutions” (Ibid) it is important to note how in this case FIFA ignored its own rules in order not to intervene and it did so on the basis of a political judgement. This decision contrasts starkly with cases such as the suspension of Crimean team from UEFA, justified by its then general secretary Gianni Infantino by the need to “bring the situation into line with the statues of UEFA and FIFA and ensures football can be played and developed in Crimea” (Homewood 2014).   

It is clear from this analysis that FIFA’s leadership took a clear stance based on an assessment of a political situation rather than on the organisation’s own rules. It is difficult to establish whether this is due to the personal bias (whether anti-Palestinian, pro-Israeli or of some other nature) of President Blatter and particularly by his successor Infantino, or due to what was perceived as being in the best interests of FIFA and its leadership. Regardless of the motives, the overall stance of the institution in this particular case was far from being one of neutrality and very much political. 
   
Conclusion: the impossible neutrality of sport 

The analysis carried out in the previous sections clearly shows how ISOs such as FIFA are central to the relation between the global sport arena and the international system. Sport is a relevant political and social phenomenon and international sport matters a great deal to public opinion and policy-makers alike. Because ISOs are central to global sport, their political role is inevitable. FIFA provides an excellent example. As the patron of the world’s most popular sport, FIFA holds significant power on the international stage: it can include and exclude countries from the game and give countries the opportunity of hosting high-profile tournaments. 

The case of FIFA has also shown how the relationship between ISOs and the international system is complex and multifaceted. While the organisation has significant leverage on the international scene, it is also subject to attempts (through legal or illegal means) to shape its key decisions by different international actors. Due to the benefits it can provide, states regularly attempt to intervene in the organisation’s processes. The bidding process to decide the hosts of the 2018 and 2022 World Cups shows an almost complete overlap between the global sporting arena and the international system. 

This study also shows how ISOs and their dynamics frequently reflect the global international order and shifts within it. FIFA was founded and initially operated largely as a ‘Western club’ dominated by a few European and Latin American countries. The gradual shift of power that followed decolonisation, with the inclusion of many newly independent countries in the football world, was sanctioned by the ascendency of Joao Havelange to the presidency in 1974. FIFA’s engagement in the Israeli/Palestinian issue, carried out against its own rules, shows further connections with the international system and its dynamics. FIFA’s (lack of) involvement on the issue fits within what has been defined as Israel’s legal impunity in the international system (Dugard 2023). To this extent, the organisation’s selective neutrality represents an important asset, as it allows it to play the ‘keep sport out of politics’ card whenever it suits FIFA leadership’s interests or views. FIFA President Infantino’s support for a possible Israeli-UAE bid demonstrates how FIFA’s leadership is not shy to use its political leverage when it is perceived as serving the organisations’ own interests (or in some cases the personal preferences of its leaders). 

The case of FIFA can be seen as an extreme example of ISOs’ political role. The international football federation is the organisation that oversees the world’s most popular game and as such it arguably holds more symbolic and political power than any other ISO. Furthermore, due to the sport’s popularity and the enormous profits it generates, FIFA is more fully integrated in the global capitalist market than any other ISO. What ultimately makes FIFA such a relevant actor is the importance of the events it holds. The football World Cup is comparable only to the Olympic Games in terms of global impact (and therefore the soft power and prestige it generates). In the case of smaller ISOs, far from being insulated from politics, the sport/politics interaction will likely take place on a smaller scale and the influence that they hold will also be significantly smaller.  

This study has shown the paradox that lies at the core of ISOs. These organisations, particularly the largest ones, hold significant political power, yet often claim to be politically neutral. Ultimately, the ability to be able to claim to keep ‘politics out of sport’ is in itself an important political card, as it allows the leadership of ISOs to decide when (and when not to) use political leverage. This contradiction clearly shows the weakness of the narrative of keeping ‘sport out of politics’. The study of ISOs suggests that a more realistic (and honest) way of conceptualising the sport/politics relationship is to look at the global sports arena as closely connected to the international system, and a space where different forces and actors cooperate and compete, working together but also seek to prevail and secure their own interests.  

This analysis has also highlighted several related areas that could be subject for future research. The main one is arguably the relationship between the global capitalist system and ISOs, and how this shapes the sport/politics relationship. Further research in this area would undoubtedly complement the research carried out by this study. While this study has focused on one institution and its involvement in two high-profile cases, our understanding of the relationship between the global sports arena and the international system would undoubtedly benefit from studies that looked at a bigger number of ISOs, and particularly at smaller organisations and their role in the context of the sport/politics relationship. Finally, an analysis that includes local views on how the global sport system is perceived and operates in different contexts, and how it affects people on the ground, would significantly enhance our understanding of ISOs and their role.  
 
Acknowledgements The author would like to thank Leo Goretti and Daniela Huber for the invitation to contribute to this issue of The International Spectator, three anonymous reviewers for their excellent comments and the journal’s editorial team for their help. 
Notes on contributor
Francesco Belcastro is Senior Lecturer at the University of Derby, Derby, United Kingdom.


References

Al Jazeera. 2015. Palestinians Drop Bid to Have FIFA Suspend Israel. 29 May. https://www.aljazeera.com/sports/2015/5/29/palestinians-drop-bid-to-have-fifa-suspend-israel.
Allison, Lincoln, ed. 2004. The Global Politics of Sport. London: Routledge. 
Allison, Lincoln, and Monnington, Terry. 2002. Sport, Prestige and International Relations. Government and Opposition 37 (1): 106–34.
Allison, Lincoln, and Tomlinson, Alan. 2017. Understanding International Sport Organisations: Principles, Power and Possibilities. Abingdon: Routledge. 
Alsaafin, Lina, and Al-Sammari, Suhayl. 2015. Palestine Football Body to Seek Israel Suspension From FIFA. Middle East Eye, 21 April. https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/palestine-football-body-seek-israel-suspension-fifa.
Bairner, Alan. 2015. Sport and Nationalism. In Anthony D. Smith et al. eds. The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Race, Ethnicity, and Nationalism: 1-2. Oxford: Wiley and Blackwell.
Bairner, Alan, Kelly, John, and Lee, Jung Woo, ed. 2017. Routledge Handbook of Sport and Politics. London: Routledge.
Bashi, Sari. 2017. Tokyo Sexwale Should Answer for Delays Blamed for More Soccer on Stolen Land. Human Rights Watch, 23 May https://www.hrw.org/news/2017/05/23/tokyo-sexwale-should-answer-delays-blamed-more-soccer-stolen-land.
Beck, Peter. 2022. Gianni Infantino and Using ‘The Power of Football’ to Make a Troubled Globalized World ‘A More Peaceful Place’. In Joseph Maguire, Katie Liston and Mark Falcous, eds. The Palgrave Handbook of Globalization and Sport. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Belcastro, Francesco. 2022. Sport, Politics and the Struggle Over ‘Normalization’ in Post-Oslo Israel and Palestine. Mediterranean Politics 27 (5): 644-64.
Bensinger, Ken. 2018. How Russia Won the World Cup. The Guardian, 17 October. https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/jun/14/how-russia-won-the-world-cup.
Ber, Reut, Yarchi, Moran, and Galily, Yair. 2017. The Sporting Arena as a Public Diplomacy Battlefield: the Palestinian Attempt to Suspend Israel from FIFA. The Journal of International Communication 23 (2): 218–30.
Booth, Douglas. 1998. The Race Game: Sport and Politics in South Africa. Abingdon: Frank Cass.
Brannagan, Paul Michael, and Giulianotti, Richard. 2018. The Soft Power–Soft Disempowerment Nexus: The Case of Qatar. International Affairs 94 (5): 1139–57.
Broda, Philippe. 2022. FIFA as Referee of the Match Israel-Palestine from 1920 to 2020: an Institutional Approach. Sport in History 42 (1): 76–95.
Cha, Victor. 2016. Role of Sport in International Relations: National Rebirth and Renewal: Role of Sport in International Relations. Asian Economic Policy Review 11 (1): 139–55.
Chanavat, Nicolas. 2017. French Football, Foreign Investors: Global Sports as Country Branding. Journal of Business Strategy 38 (6): 3–10.
Chen, Ni. 2012. Branding National Images: The 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics, 2010 Shanghai World Expo, and 2010 Guangzhou Asian Games. Public Relations Review 38  (5): 731–45.
Chtatou, Mohammed. 2021. Abraham Accords, One Year Later: The Palestinian Question Still Matters. Inside Arabia, 27 September, https://insidearabia.com/abraham-accords-one-year-later-the-palestinian-question-still-matters/.
Conn, David. 2019. A Sarkozy Lunch, PSG and beIN sports: Questions for Platini over Qatar 2022. The Guardian, 18 June. https://www.theguardian.com/football/2019/jun/18/sarkozy-psg-bein-sports-questions-michel-platini-qatar-2022-world-cup.
Das, Andrew. 2016. FIFA Announces Bidding Process for 2026 World Cup. New York Times, 10 May. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/11/sports/soccer/fifa-announces-bidding-process-for-2026-world-cup.html.
Dichter, Heather, ed. 2020. Soccer Diplomacy: International Relations and Football Since 1914. Lexington (KY): University Press of Kentucky.
Dugard, John. 2023. Israel’s Impunity from Peremptory Norms. In Nada Kiswanson and Susan Power, eds. Prolonged Occupation and International Law: 199-222. Leiden: Brill. 
Eurosport. 2013. Blatter Promises to Find Solution for Palestinian Football. 1 June. https://www.eurosport.com/football/world-cup/2014/blatter-promises-to-find-solution-for-palestinian-football_sto3782106/story.shtml.
FIFA. 2003. FIFA Statutes. https://digitalhub.fifa.com/m/5eb2b45e547ff39f/original/ndfxogwkoukoe4dm3uk0-pdf.pdf. 
FIFA Media Release. 2018. More than Half the World Watched Record-Breaking 2018 World Cup. 21 December. https://www.fifa.com/tournaments/mens/worldcup/2018russia/media-releases/more-than-half-the-world-watched-record-breaking-2018-world-cup. 
FIFA.com. 2017. FIFA Council Statement on the Final Report by the FIFA Monitoring Committee Israel-Palestine. 27 October. https://www.fifa.com/about-fifa/organisation/fifa-council/media-releases/origin1904-p.cxm.fifa.comfifa-council-statement-on-the-final-report-by-the-fifa-monitoring-comm-2917741.
FIFA.com. 2022. FIFA. Accessed 29 September 2022. Available at: https://fifa.com.
Forster, John. 2006. Global Sports Organisations and their Governance. Corporate Governance: The International Journal of Business in Society 6 (1): 72–83.
Freeman, Kevin. 2012. Sport as Swaggering: Utilizing Sport as Soft Power. Sport in Society 15 (9): 1260–74.
Friedman Centre. 2021. Who We Are. The Friedman Center. https://www.thefriedmancenter.com/who-we-are.
Fyodorov, Gennady. 2010. Russia Banks on Putin’s Powers of Persuasion in 2018 Bid. Reuters, 25 November. https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-soccer-world-bid-russia-idUKTRE6AO0G020101125. 
Gibson, Owen. 2015. Sepp Blatter and Michel Platini Banned From Football for Eight Years by Fifa. The Guardian, 21 December. https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/dec/21/sepp-blatter-michel-platini-banned-from-football-fifa.
Goretti, Leo. 2022. The Sporting Sanctions against Russia: Debunking the Myth of Sport’s Neutrality. IAI Papers 22: 9. DOI: 978-88-9368-247-3.
Grix, Jonathan, and Brannagan, Paul Michael. 2016. Of Mechanisms and Myths: Conceptualising States’ “Soft Power” Strategies through Sports Mega-Events. Diplomacy and Statecraft 27 (2): 251–72.
Grix, Jonathan, and Houlihan, Barrie. 2014. Sports Mega-Events as Part of a Nation’s Soft Power Strategy: The Cases of Germany (2006) and the UK (2012). The British Journal of Politics and International Relations 16 (4): 572–96.
Homewood, Brian. 2014. UEFA Bans Crimean clubs from Russian League. Reuters, 4 December. https://www.reuters.com/article/soccer-uefa-crimea-idINKCN0JI23U20141204 
Ingle, Sean. 2022. Sepp Blatter and Michel Platini acquitted of fraud by Swiss court. The Guardian, 8 July, https://www.theguardian.com/football/2022/jul/08/sepp-blatter-and-michel-platini-acquitted-of-fraud-swiss-court.
Insideworldfootball.com. 2017. Exclusive: FIFA Ignored 100% of Sexwale Report in Killing Off Israel-Palestine Talks Inside World Football. 31 October. https://www.insideworldfootball.com/2017/10/31/exclusive-fifa-ignored-100-sexwale-report-killing-off-israel-palestine-talks.
International Olympic Committee (IOC). 2022. IOC Principles. International Olympic Committee. https://olympics.com/ioc/principles.
Koch, Natalie. 2013. Sport and Soft Authoritarian Nation-building. Political Geography 32: 42–51.
Macintosh, Donald, Cantelon, Hart, and McDermott, Lisa. 1993. The IOC and South Africa: A Lesson in Transnational Relations. International Review for the Sociology of Sport 28 (4): 373–93.
MacIntosh, Eric W., Bravo, Gonzalo A. and Li Ming, eds. 2020. International Sport Management. Champaign (IL): Human Kinetics.
Makdisi, Saree. 2010. The Architecture of Erasure. Critical Inquiry 36 (3): 519–59.
Merkel, Udo. 2017. Sport as a Foreign Policy and Diplomacy Tool. In Alan Bairner, John Kelly, and Jung Woo Lee, eds. Routledge Handbook of Sport and Politics. London: Routledge.
Murphy, Connor. 2017. Sarkozy May Face Criminal Probe over Qatar World Cup Vote-buying: Report. Politico, 4 August. https://www.politico.eu/article/nicolas-sarkozy-bribe-fifa-qatar-world-cup-footballmay-face-criminal-probe-over-qatar-world-cup-vote-buying-report/.
Neate, Rupert. 2015. Fifa Officials Pocketed $150m from "World Cup of Fraud“ – US Prosecutors. The Guardian, 27 May. https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/may/27/fifa-officials-world-cup-fraud-us-prosecutors.
Panja, Tariq. 2019. Russia Banned from Olympics and Global Sports for 4 Years Over Doping. The New York Times, 9 December. https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/09/sports/russia-doping-ban.html.
Panja, Tariq, and Draper, Kevin. 2020. U.S. Says FIFA Officials Were Bribed to Award World Cups to Russia and Qatar. The New York Times, 6 April. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/06/sports/soccer/qatar-and-russia-bribery-world-cup-fifa.html.
Reuters. 2015. Fifa President Sepp Blatter Proposes Israel v Palestine ‘Peace Match.’ 19 May. https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-soccer-blatter-peacematch-idUKKBN0O42GD20150519. 
Reuters. 2017. China Wants the World Cup, Xi Jinping Tells Fifa Head Infantino. South China Morning Post. 15 June. https://www.scmp.com/sport/china/article/2098427/we-want-world-cup-xi-jinping-tells-infantino-landmark-meeting-between.
Ronay, Barney. 2022. Football Corruption and the Remarkable Road to Qatar’s World Cup. The Guardian, 8 October. https://www.theguardian.com/football/2022/oct/08/football-corruption-and-the-remarkable-road-to-qatar-world-cup.
Sergeant, Paul. 2015. How FIFA Makes and Spends Its Money. BBC, 29 May. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-32923882.
Sher, Daniel. 2017. Tokyo Sexwale’s Report Frustrates Palestinian Hopes. GroundUp News?, 10 November. https://www.groundup.org.za/article/tokyo-sexwales-report-frustrates-palestinian-hopes/.
Surkes, Sue. 2021. After Years of Delays and Strife, Jerusalem Tolerance Museum Nears Completion. The Times of Israel, 18 April. https://www.timesofisrael.com/after-years-of-delays-and-strife-jerusalem-tolerance-museum-nears-completion/.
The Guardian. 2010. World Cup 2022: Qatar Was the Wrong Decision, Says President Obama. 2 December. https://www.theguardian.com/football/2010/dec/02/world-cup-2022-barack-obama-us-bid.
The Guardian. 2015. Russia’s Vladimir Putin Accuses United States of ‘Meddling’ over Fifa Arrests. 28 May. https://www.theguardian.com/football/2015/may/28/vladimir-putin-fifa-united-states-meddling.
The Independent. 2010. Fifa Investigate Spain and Qatar Over World Cup Vote-trading. 21 October. https://www.independent.co.uk/sport/football/news/fifa-investigate-spain-and-qatar-over-world-cup-votetrading-2112678.html.
The New Arab. 2021. FIFA Head Proposes Joint Israel-UAE World Cup Bid. 12 October. https://english.alaraby.co.uk/news/fifa-head-proposes-joint-israel-uae-world-cup-bid.

Times of Israel. 2021. PA Cancels Meeting with FIFA President — Report. 11 October. https://www.timesofisrael.com/liveblog_entry/pa-cancels-meeting-with-fifa-president-report/.
World Jewish Congress. 2015. World Jewish Congress - These Shoes are not Made for Football. Please don’t Mix Sport with Politics. 26 May. https://www.facebook.com/WorldJewishCong/photos/a.10150309946314805/10153329908674805/.



