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Human rights at 
sport mega-
events
• Increased attention on human 

rights at mega-events, 
particularly since Beijing 2008

• IOC and supporters argued 
that hosting in illiberal nation 
would improve human rights

• Sport events lead to human 
rights issues, but also can 
become linked with other 
human rights issues



Human rights 
(Dembour 2010)

• Deliberative school: human 
rights are values adopted as 
laws by liberal societies

• Protest school: human rights 
are claims made by or on 
behalf of the marginalised

• Sportswashing as a discourse 
is associated with the protest 
school – but is it actually 
working to force deliberative 
processes to change?



Turn towards
illiberal hosts
• Expansion of hosting mega-

events away from traditional 
Western hosts in 2010s
• 2008 financial crisis leading to 

pressures on budgets
• Desire to broaden appeal of 

event
• Emerging economies more 

involved (BRICS)
• Perceived failures of legacy 

agenda weakened democratic 
rationale for hosting



Gulf states

• Events as part of gulf state 
strategies to develop tourism 
as part of transitioning away 
from oil-based economies

• Substantial investment in sport 
and events to drive new 
tourism industries

• F1 races, boxing bouts, star 
footballers



Weak power of 
soft power

• Positive images hampered by existing 
stereotypes at 1996 Cricket World Cup in 
South Asia (Dimeo and Kay 2004)

• Unwillingness for Western public and 
media to cede power at Beijing 2008 
(Manzenreiter 2010)

• Criticisms of Sochi 2014 tended to come 
from external, Western sources 
(Alekseyeva 2014)

• Media narratives of events in Brazil and 
South Africa give prominence to poverty 
and crime (Hammett 2011; Gutierrez and 
Bettine 2022)

• Qatar’s mega-event experience leading to 
‘soft disempowerment’ (Brannagan and 
Giulianotti 2018)



Sportswashing as 
discourse

• Term emerges from activist 
groups in Baku and is picked 
up by media and international 
human rights NGOs

• Why are we not calling United 
2026 sportswashing?

• Paradox – if sportswashing is 
about calling attention to 
human rights issues, it only 
seems to work when countries 
are already well-known for 
having human rights issues



Orientalism (Said 
1978)

• Term refers to art and literature 
produced of the Orient by 
those from the Occident

• Portrayal of non-Western 
(specifically Middle Eastern) 
cultures as static and 
undeveloped

• Depictions thereby serve to 
reinforce Western supremacy



Sportswashing as a
racist label
• Charge that sportswashing 

claim is based on racism and a 
desire for the West to exclude 
other perspectives

• Is sportswashing applied more 
to the gulf states in particular?

• Why isn’t it mentioned in 
Western, democratic 
contexts? (Boykoff 2022)
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