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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background  

Sports is an overlooked tool in diplomacy, which has the potential of 

propelling the global image of countries when used effectively. Sports has been 

important and has coexisted with politics as far back to the times of ancient Greece 

in 776 BC where the first Olympics was used as a medium for leaders as well as 

citizens to exchange cultures and ideologies.1 In today’s world, sports can play an 

impactful role in International Relations. Sport is one of the great inventions of 

man, more people watch or take part in sport than any other human activity. It has 

the ability to reflect and influence ideas of people, as well as national identity and 

pride. Sport also can change a country’s brand which is why it should be considered 

an important tool for a country to use in diplomacy. As Nelson Mandela once said; 

“Sports has the power to change the world. It has the power to inspire. It has the 

power to inspire. It has the power to unite people… sport can create hope where 

once there was despair.” 

Today, Sports is just as valued today as it was in the past. Sports have 

become a tool which countries use as a medium for diplomacy which give countries 

an opportunity to rebrand themselves and improve their global image. For instance, 

New Zealand is a country that can be seen practicing sports diplomacy by using the 

                                                            
1 International Olympic Committee. (2019) Retrieved from 

https://www.olympic.org/ancient-olympic-games. 
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nations love rugby and the international success of their national rugby team “The 

all Blacks” to engage in Rugby diplomacy. through the nations rugby diplomacy, 

they have been able to gain popularity and use this popularity to attract and create 

partnerships with organizations such as the United Nations Children’s Fund 

(UNICEF). Bringing the two global brands together, UNICEF and the All Blacks 

were able to raise awareness and funds to help vulnerable children around the 

world. Another example of New Zealand using the popularity of their National 

Rugby team and the popularity of the sport itself for Sports Diplomacy is when they 

sent coaches to the Israel and Palestine territory, where they ran training camps for 

Palestinian players and aspiring coaches as well as clinics for Israeli coaches and 

players. Small initiatives like this create trust and can connect people and 

institutions, this use of public diplomacy has enhanced the image of the state of 

New Zealand through their selfless actions of raising awareness and helping 

children while also improving relations between country’s it has worked with 

during the process. 2 

 Using Indonesia as an Example, Indonesia is generally portrayed on the 

media for its political violence and involvement in international terrorism, it has a 

well-known image of having one of the most corrupt governments in the world. 

Indonesia’s president between the years 1967 and 1998, President Suharto, is 

recognized as the head of state that accumulated the most personal riches from his 

state. These negative images do not serve any benefit to the country. Indonesia is 

                                                            
2 Jackson, S., Gilbert, M., & McLay, J. (2016). Sports diplomacy: New Zealand’s hardest 

soft power? New Zealand International Review. 
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the world’s third largest democracy, and has the world’s largest Islamic population, 

with 90 percent of the population identifying itself as Muslim. This has caused 

Indonesia to be unjustly branded by the media as being a country brimming with 

Islamic extremist. However, through the use of sports diplomacy, Indonesia will be 

able to rebrand itself through the country’ success in sports.3 

An example of such a sport that has helped improved Indonesia’s global 

image is badminton. Badminton is one of the few sports that can bring the whole of 

Indonesia to a standstill. The sport managed to do just that in the 1992 summer 

Olympics in Barcelona when Susi Susanti won the Women’s division Gold medal 

for the nation. Indonesians continued to celebrate as Alan Budi Kusuma clinched 

the gold medal in the men’s singles. The two athletes came home that year with 2 

gold medals and two silver medals, a spectacular accomplishment for Indonesian 

sports. Since then, Indonesia’s success has continued to grow to a point where a 

championship in every event has become occurrence. With this growing success 

comes the attraction of sponsors to Indonesian badminton. The well-known 

Indonesian open is an annual Badminton tournament sponsored by online Retail 

store Bli Bli. The top Badminton athletes from all over the globe participate and 

compete for a prize pool of USD 1,250,000.4 

In international relations, countries interact with each other regularly on a 

daily basis and have ongoing discussions on many important topics. How they 

                                                            
3 Vickers, A. (2013). A History of Modern Indonesia    pg 1-2.                                                                             
4 Palar,S. (2019).  News article: Indonesia target a Title at the Badminton World 

Championships. 
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handle these issues and which foreign policy tools they choose is entirely up to the 

leaders of the state. The question that lies at hand is when sports diplomacy would 

be effectively used. According to a realist’s perspective, one might say that conflict 

between nations is inevitable, generally, power is mainly force and military 

strength, meaning that there is no room for a new tool like sports diplomacy. 

Whereas, according to a liberalist’s perspective, sports diplomacy would be just as 

important as any form of diplomacy because liberalists believe in solving conflict 

during peace times through the use of alternative diplomatic tools such as economic 

diplomacy, cyber diplomacy and sports diplomacy. 5 

Indonesia only becoming independent from Dutch rule in 1945. the 

popularity of sports in Indonesia is as young as the nation itself. The Indonesian 

Olympic committee was founded weeks after independence. However, like any 

other country that was once colonized, the participation of modern sports or what 

was then considered as western sports developed much later after Indonesia 

established its independence. Indonesia had only staged its first national games 

Called Pekan Olahraga Nasional (PON) in 1948 in Solo, central Java, even then 

times were difficult because Indonesia was in the middle of its struggle for 

independence from the Dutch. It almost took half a decade for Indonesia to 

recognize the importance of sports participation not only in the national level, but 

the international level as well. Indonesia’s first vice presidents stresses the 

importance for Indonesians to have what he calls ‘sporting spirit, the perfection of 

                                                            
5 Trunkos, Judit & Heere, Bob. (2017). Sport Diplomacy: A Review of How Sports Can 

be Used to Improve International Relations. CHAPTER 1. 
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the sporting character’. Hatta says in his words that “this sporting spirit must give 

life to our developing democracy […] through sport we can teach our people that 

they should be prepared to accept constructive criticism and opinions”. Hatta really 

voiced his belief in the importance of sports which lead to Indonesia’s first ever 

participation in the Olympics in 1952, and participation in the first ever Asian 

games in 1953 the following year. 6 

Despite Indonesia’s strong attitude towards competing in international 

events such as the Olympics, it is fair to say that the results do not meet the countries 

hunger to do well. As previously mentioned, sports and its popularity are relatively 

young in Indonesia, compared to other countries that do well in these events which 

has caused Indonesia to fall far behind in total medal count. Well established 

countries in sports such as the United States, have won a whopping total of 2520 

Olympic medals compared to Indonesia who has only won 32. However, when 

looking at Indonesia on an international level in the South East Asian Region, 

Indonesia would be considered one of the top preforming countries in the regions 

South East Asian Games (SEA games). This is impressive considering Indonesia 

being one of the latest countries to join.7 

Indonesia is mainly known to excel internationally in badminton and pencak silat a 

Sport originated from Indonesia by consistently winning medals in international 

events. However, within the region of South East Asia, Indonesia has been able to 

                                                            
6 Brown, Colin. (2008). Sport, modernity and nation building: The Indonesian National 

Games of 1951 and 1953. 
7 Phillipines SEA Games Committee Executive Office. (2019). 
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create a name for itself in more commercial sports such as Soccer and Basketball, 

thanks to its increasing popularity amongst Indonesian youth. Indonesians have also 

picked up boxing and weightlifting which are the more traditional sports of the 

Olympics. With Indonesia’s increasing participation in the SEA games and 

consistent placing and rising success, there is without a doubt that Indonesia would 

be considered one of the leading countries in the South East Asian region when it 

comes to sports diplomacy. Being a top contender in the most prestigious sporting 

event in the South East Asian region must have some sort of impact on the 

international image of Indonesia.  

Therefore, given the position that Indonesia is in due to its current global 

image created by Indonesia’s unfortunate history with corruption and violence as 

well as the stereotypes that come along with being the world’s largest Muslim 

population, a study on the topic of sports having the ability to improve a nation is 

both interesting and necessary. 

 

1.2 Research Question 

Based on the background information highlighted above, the author suggests 

the following research question. 

1) How has the 2011 SEA Games contributed to the Indonesian political 

image? 

2) How has the 2011 Sea Games contributed to the Indonesian economy? 
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1.3 Research Objectives 

The objective of the research is based on shedding more light on the 

potential possibilities Indonesia might have in pursuing sports diplomacy through 

the Sea Games. In which to create a better understanding on the possibilities for a 

country like Indonesia to pursue Sports Diplomacy.  

The first research objective is to explore the contributions of how hosting a 

mega event such as the SEA games has on Indonesia’s brand image. Whether there 

are positive contributions or negative contributions. 

The second research objective is to find out how the popularity of the SEA 

games can affect the Indonesian economy, whether there be a negative effect or a 

positive effect or no effect at all. 

 

1.4 Significance of Research 

In practical use, the results from this research proposal should provide an 

improved understanding in international relations on the current state of where 

Indonesia is placed amongst other countries in South East Asia in terms of success 

in sports events, focusing only on sports in south east Asia in order to provide 

fairness by comparing Indonesia to other countries of similar backgrounds.  The 

research proposal should also give a better comprehension on how Indonesia has 

potential to improve its brand image through sports and sports diplomacy.  Lastly, 

the research proposal will highlight how Indonesia’s economy can benefit from 
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being more invested in producing better athletes and pushing to be more involved 

and more competitive in bigger world sporting events.  

In Ideal use, hopefully this research will open up the conversation of how 

countries can utilize the diplomatic tool of sports diplomacy. also, hopefully this 

research will be used as a steppingstone by future researchers that are looking to 

broaden this field of research. 

1.5 Structures of Thesis 

The First chapter which is the Introduction, provides an overlay of the main 

content of the thesis.  Which includes the background of the thesis’ topic, the 

research questions that this thesis attempts to answer as well as the significance of 

the study. 

The second chapter which is the Theoretical Framework, elaborates the 

international relations concept and theories that is be used to analyze the ways in 

which sports diplomacy can be utilized by Indonesia in order to help the country 

develop and move forward. 

The third chapter, which is the Methodology, provides a clear explanation 

on the research approach, method, and data collection technique used in gathering 

the essential data for research. This chapter also provides the data analysis method 

used in analyzing the data collected in order to answer the research questions.  

The fourth chapter, which is the Analysis part of the thesis, is a critical 

chapter that contains the girth of the thesis. The fourth chapter contains all of the 
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arguments and discussion, as well as the analysis that answers the research 

questions. 

The fifth chapter which is the Conclusion of the thesis is the final chapter of 

the thesis summarizes as well as concludes the analysis from chapter 4.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


