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Let’s make a little wager: when you  think of a superpower and sports, you
probably think  of the epic Cold War  conflicts between the United States and the
Soviet Union immortalized in popular culture by “Rocky IV,” the controversial
1972 Olympic gold medal US-USSR basketball final, or the “Miracle on Ice” at
the 1980 Lake Placid Games.

But what about the less noticeable, but still important relationship between sports
and diplomacy?

Speak with most players, coaches, and fans and they’ll give you concrete examples
of how they’ve expanded their horizons—or at least learned something new—
through interacting with international counterparts representing their country
abroad. While this may sound like a lot of general platitudes, there’s something
powerful there and basketball, one of the world’s most popular games, is giving a
solid assist.

The intersection of hoops and diplomacy is helping to remake the game,
connecting different cultures and making it easier for teammates and fans to find
common ground. Just look at the global influence in the NBA: the 108 players
from 42 different countries on opening night rosters this season contribute a
United Nations-esque flair as men like Giannis Antetokounmpo, Joel Embiid,
Patty Mills, and Yuta Watanabe prove that basketball knows no bounds.

It’s not just that there are more international players in the NBA who are
bringing their own customs and values into the mix. It’s the ways that cultural
transmission of knowledge and ideas facilitated by the people-to-people
exchanges in the locker room, stands, and online has evolved the game.

For much of the 20th century, basketball diplomacy—and sports diplomacy at
large—was thought of in certain ways, often associated with governments.

“There’s a definition of sport and diplomacy as the nexus of two worlds coming
together,” J. Simon Rofe, Senior Lecturer and Global Diplomacy Programme
Director at the Centre for International Studies and Diplomacy, SOAS
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Director at the Centre for International Studies and Diplomacy, SOAS
(University of London), explained to The Athletic.

That’s why we think of sport diplomacy first and foremost as events that involve a
national government, team, or official representative: the French national
basketball team’s 1966 goodwill tour in China shortly after reestablishing
diplomatic relations with Beijing, the ping-pong exchanges between the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) and the United States of the early 1970s, China’s
Olympic diplomacy hosting the 2008 Summer and 2022 Winter Games, or more
recently, the combined South-North Korean ice hockey team at PyeongChang
2018.

But as Rofe points out, sportsperson and diplomat aren’t entirely separate
identities.

“Diplomacy is no longer the preserve of bespectacled white men in smoke-filled
rooms cutting deals over wording in memoranda,” he said. “Diplomacy now is a
much more multifaceted task.”

The rapidly changing nature of diplomacy in today’s globalized world, one
traditionally undertaken by government officials who represent, communicate,
and negotiate on behalf of or about their countries, is recasting who carries out
these functions.

“Sport replicates and exemplifies the prevalence of non-state actors and people-
to-people [exchanges],” Rofe said. This ‘new diplomacy’ enables private citizens
like athletes to play informal diplomatic roles.

Despite the improbable reality of Dennis Rodman serving up diplomacy when he
shoots around with North Korea’s Kim Jong-Un, more typical examples include
U.S. Department of State-sponsored international exchanges—often in
partnership with the NBA—in which players and coaches run clinics in countries
like Algeria, El Salvador, and Benin.

But drill down a bit, and the ways that athletes engage in informal diplomacy
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But drill down a bit, and the ways that athletes engage in informal diplomacy
comes into greater focus. Every single NBA team this season has at least one
player from abroad. This means that in every locker room teammates are learning
about each other—where they’re from, why their country has a different outlook
towards certain events, what makes for a good Bordeaux, and beyond. And in the
process, they’re representing their home cultures and negotiating some of the
challenges that come with playing together on the field.

Capital City Go-Gos General Manager and former NBA journeyman Pops
Mensah-Bonsu knows these sorts of conversations all too well.

Since leaving London as a 16-year old to play basketball in the United States, first
in high school, then for George Washington University before hitting in the
NBA, Mensah-Bonsu has served as an unofficial ambassador of Great Britain.

Despite speaking the same language basketball in Britain is very different than it
is in the United States.

“Basketball was virtually unknown there,” he recalled of the differences between
British and American hoops.

While it was a popular team sport, lack of visibility and resources, meant that the
game was not easily accessible. Instead, sports like track and field and soccer stole
the show.

“I really wanted to play [basketball],” Mensah-Bonsu said, “but I had to jump
through hoops to get there.”

Unlike soccer or track practice—Mensah-Bonsu’s original dream was to be an
Olympic high jumper—he had to travel an hour from home just to find a club
basketball team with which to play. Thus, while the transition from the
cosmopolitan part of northern London where Mensah-Bonsu grew up, “a place
exactly like Brooklyn,” to the United States was relatively easy, the hoops culture
was quite different.
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exactly like Brooklyn,” to the United States was relatively easy, the hoops culture
was quite different.

It was a challenge and sometimes a disadvantage.

“At this level, you have to make snap decisions on the court, so trying to translate
and figure it out, you’re not going to have enough time for that,” Mensah-Bonsu
said.

And despite the ubiquity of U.S. culture overseas, the reality is often very different
than media depictions. Living alongside and interacting with U.S. teammates
from different backgrounds helped Mensah-Bonsu acclimate to his new home
and learn more about American basketball culture, as did his years playing abroad.

Across the various countries where he’s lived and played—Turkey, Russia, Spain,
Greece, France, Italy, and the different cities where he played in the NBA—
Mensah-Bonsu learned from his international teammates.

“On the better teams I was on,” he said, “we ended up becoming a family,
regardless of our background.”

There were also amazing discoveries, such as how some jokes know no national
borders. Mensah-Bonsu recalled playing a game one night while eating dinner
with his Benetton Treviso teammates.

“It was a silly game that guys would do to goof around,” he laughed of trying to
get someone to look at your hand while making a funny gesture by putting two
fingers together; if someone looked, then you tapped them on the back of the
head. One of the Italian players saw Mensah-Bonsu playing with a U.S.
teammate, and shared that in Italy, they played the same game.

“I felt like it brought us closer together,” he said of the joke, which helped the
team to gel on-court. “I didn’t know the magnitude of it until I was a little older
and better understood what team chemistry was.”

exactly like Brooklyn,” to the United States was relatively easy, the hoops culture
was quite different.

It was a challenge and sometimes a disadvantage.

“At this level, you have to make snap decisions on the court, so trying to translate
and figure it out, you’re not going to have enough time for that,” Mensah-Bonsu
said.

And despite the ubiquity of U.S. culture overseas, the reality is often very different
than media depictions. Living alongside and interacting with U.S. teammates
from different backgrounds helped Mensah-Bonsu acclimate to his new home
and learn more about American basketball culture, as did his years playing abroad.
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The impact of hoops diplomacy plays out in other ways, especially when national
teams are involved, and athletes are truly on-court ambassadors.

Take, for example, the 2015 Kosovar U16 Men’s national team. The country
declared independence from Serbia in 2008 but had to grapple with several big
picture predicaments—including establishing an autonomous identity. That’s not
something most of us have to contend with, but for Kosovo, it was just one piece
of the larger puzzle.

For Chris Dial, founding president of The Basketball Embassy, representation
and negotiation on and around the hardcourt were everyday considerations during
his tenure as Youth National Teams Director and Head Coach of the Kosovar
U16 Men’s Head Coach from 2015-2017.

“When you try to preach and teach nationalism to a country where people still
identify with some of their neighbors, it’s interesting,” he said of how Kosovo
used basketball as a way to reinforce its sense of sovereignty and autonomy.

Basketball is one of Kosovo’s most popular sports, hardly surprising for a former
part of Yugoslavia, once famed for its basketball-mad culture and on-court
prowess. Thus, the sport was an ideal space for the new nation to flex its muscle.

The Kosovo Basketball Federation, rather than stretch precious resources early-
on, focused on constructing a U16 men’s team to field in FIBA competition, one
that would age into the senior team while also setting an example for younger
generations. Moreover, as many of the players were born during the last years of
armed conflict with Serbia, their sense of identity was uniquely formed and could
be exhibited on the court.

“They were representing an ideology and struggles, their fans and fandom” Dial
recalled of the players’ early recognition of the role they played conferring
legitimacy to their compatriots.

Attracting talented recruits for nationwide tryouts wasn’t difficult, but the greater
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Attracting talented recruits for nationwide tryouts wasn’t difficult, but the greater
challenge was how to prepare the team to play and succeed at elite international
levels. Rather than go-it-alone, communities and clubs across the country pitched
in, as the U16s played professional Kosovar clubs.

“There had never been a unifying reason or mechanism to try to get all of the
club teams to compete with one common goal,” Dial explained. “The boys started
to recognize, ‘we have to come together and achieve, and exceed expectations
here.’”

Playing neighboring teams like Macedonia helped forge a Kosovar hoops identity,
something Dial and his team focused on. Given the political tensions and cultural
divides in the Balkans, as well as Serbia’s well-known hoops ethos, it was an
important consideration.

“We weren’t the flashiest of teams,” he recalled of the style his players adopted,
one of hard, gritty, and proud work that got the job done.

It’s a style that succeeded, especially at the 2015 EuroBasket tournament in San
Marino that helped put Kosovo on the map. They won silver that summer and
reinforced the role athletes play as informal ambassadors.

Dial noted the awareness that the young men had of representing their country in
competition.

“Immediately you saw and felt it when they lined up,” he said. “They were
extremely emotionally involved and aware of what was going on. This was a
significant reminder to them that ‘we are autonomous, we are sovereign.’”

Those teenagers had the hopes of Kosovo riding on their shoulders. “There was
huge support from the entire country, putting aside their personal differences to
really get behind these guys,” Dial recalled of how this generation of players
inspired back home. “That’s the beauty of sport.”
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inspired back home. “That’s the beauty of sport.”

The ability to inspire next generations and make their way to the top a little easier
—or at least, more accepted—is the goal of many basketballers around the world.

These dreams and inspiration are why the NBA has Kristaps Porzingis, Ricky
Rubio, and scores of others. The European game has long been known for
producing skilled players who were aces in shooting and the technical
fundamentals, but who could not fully integrate athleticism into their on-court
performances and thus seriously challenge U.S. ballers. The past 20 years,
however, have demonstrated that other countries are catching up.

Internationalization of the game isn’t new, of course, nor is the cultural
transmission of hoops know-how (and more) through basketball. It’s a
phenomenon that’s occurred throughout the past century, especially in the post-
World War II period, when such informal people-to-people sports exchanges
helped transform hoops skills, technique, and rhythms overseas.

For Rofe, basketball is an ideal example of how sports diplomacy can impact and
grow a game.

“One of the things sport has, and the NBA in particular, is that it’s on a pedestal,”
he said. “Basketball is branded very clearly as an accessible game.

This makes it a game people feel comfortable talking about, interacting around,
and increases exchanges across cultures and divides. It’s what’s helping to fuel
basketball in the twenty-first century around the world.

“The nationality of its players has grown substantially,” Rofe said of the NBA and
other elite leagues worldwide, such as EuroLeague. “It’s turning [basketball] into
a global phenomenon.”

 

 (Photo Credit: Chris Dial– Basketball players from Kosovo visited San Antonio in March 2017with former Kosovo U16 Coach Chris Dial and Gregg
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fundamentals, but who could not fully integrate athleticism into their on-court
performances and thus seriously challenge U.S. ballers. The past 20 years,
however, have demonstrated that other countries are catching up.

Internationalization of the game isn’t new, of course, nor is the cultural
transmission of hoops know-how (and more) through basketball. It’s a
phenomenon that’s occurred throughout the past century, especially in the post-
World War II period, when such informal people-to-people sports exchanges
helped transform hoops skills, technique, and rhythms overseas.
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grow a game.

“One of the things sport has, and the NBA in particular, is that it’s on a pedestal,”
he said. “Basketball is branded very clearly as an accessible game.

This makes it a game people feel comfortable talking about, interacting around,
and increases exchanges across cultures and divides. It’s what’s helping to fuel
basketball in the twenty-first century around the world.

“The nationality of its players has grown substantially,” Rofe said of the NBA and
other elite leagues worldwide, such as EuroLeague. “It’s turning [basketball] into
a global phenomenon.”
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