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Chapter 1

Culture, Politics, and Spectacle in the
Global Sports Event—An Introduction

Alan Tomlinson and Christopher Young

The political exploitation of the global sports spectacle and the cultural and
economic ramifications of its staging have been critical indices of the intensify-
ing globalization of both media and sport. Sports events celebrating the body
and physical culture have long been driven by political and ideological motives,
from the ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome to the societies of early
modern Europe, in more modern Western societies as well as less developed
and non-Western ones. This is never more so than when such events purport to
be spheres of neutrality and embodiments of universalist and idealist principles.
Spectacles have been justified on the basis of their potential to realize shared,
global modes of identity and interdependence, making real the sense of a global
civil society. Understanding this form of spectacle, and the extent to which its
claimed goals have been met or compromised, contributes to an understanding
of the sources of ethnocentrism, and to debates concerning the possibility of a
cultural cosmopolitanism combining rivalry, respect, and reciprocal under-
standing. Analyzing the global sports spectacle is a way of reviewing the con-
tribution of international sport to the globalization process generally, and to
processes and initiatives of global inclusion and exclusion.

The most dramatic and high profile of such spectacles have been the modern
Olympic Games and the men’s football World Cup (henceforth World Cup).
Such sporting encounters and contests have provided a source of and a focus for
the staging of spectacle and, in an era of international mass communications, the
media event. In any history of globalization, it would be an oversight to omit 
coverage of the foundation and growth of the International Olympic Committee
(IOC) and the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA),
founded in 1894 and 1904 respectively. The growth of these organizations, and 
of their major events, has provided a platform for national pride and prestige.
Greece saw the symbolic potential of staging an international event such as 
the first modern Olympics in 1896 to both assert its incipient modernity and to
deflect domestic tensions. Uruguay, having cultivated double Olympic soccer
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champions in the 1920s, helped FIFA’s aspirations take off by hosting the first
football World Cup in 1930. From modest beginnings, each event grew in stature
and significance as more nations came to recognize the potential benefits of par-
ticipation in the events and the international status that might accrue from host-
ing and staging them.

The growth, consolidation, and expansion of these events have been truly
phenomenal. From seven founding members in 1904, FIFA has expanded its
membership, over the next century (and depending upon suspensions and the
state of applications), to more than 200 national associations. From the first
World Cup in 1930 at which only sixteen nations competed, and for which there
was no real qualifying stage, the tournament has expanded to include thirty-two
teams in its quadrennial final, based upon worldwide qualifying phases in which
every national association in the world is entitled to participate. The Olympics,
initially a platform for the physical, bodily performance of privileged European
and North American male elites, now welcomes every nation in the world to its
Summer Games. There may still be male-dominated small teams from brutal
patriarchal states marching in the opening ceremony of an Olympic Games, but
they carry the flag for the nation on a global media stage. In participatory terms,
the World Cup and the Olympics offer a platform to all nations, and most of
all to small nations, of the world that is unrivaled by any other cultural or polit-
ical body, even the United Nations. In a postcolonial period, at different points
in the twentieth century, this has allowed small and resurgent nations from
Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, and parts of formerly Soviet-dominated Eastern
Europe to assert their national autonomy on a global stage (in Olympic terms,
see Simson and Jennings 1992; for the football example, see Sugden and Tom-
linson 1998). Sport has in this way been a major cultural influence, with an ex-
plicitly political dimension. While such cultural and political currents have
driven the involvement of the nations of the world in international sports events,
the increasingly mediated base of such events has proved irresistible to the
multinational and transnational corporate world. Miller et al. (2001) have ar-
gued forcefully that global sport can be adequately understood only if the char-
acter of the main political and economic dimensions is recognized. These
dimensions are interconnected and serve the interests of what they call the New
International Division of Cultural Labor (NIDCL), which operates in the con-
text of “five simultaneous, uneven, interconnected processes which characterize
the present moment in sport: Globalization, Governmentalization, American-
ization, Televisualization, and Commodification (GGATaC)” (Miller et al.
2001, 41). Contributors to this volume may not choose to use all of the contents
of such a box of conceptual tools, but each tackles in his or her own way one or
another aspect of these elements of the NIDCL. It is impossible to account for
the scale in the escalation of the sport spectacle without addressing some, if not
necessarily all, of these processes. For instance, though sports forms and prac-
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tices may vary, as is shown when respective cases in time and space are subjected
to careful study and analysis, there is no denying that the logic of sport’s politi-
cal economy has been led more and more by what might be called the “U.S.
model.” And to study this, a blend of cultural analysis and political economy is
essential. Alongside these challenging general theoretical questions, it is also im-
portant not to lose sight of the conceptual, definitional dimension of such study.
Our working definition of global sport spectacle for this book is of an event that
has come to involve the majority of the nations of the world, that is transmitted
globally, that foregrounds the sculptured and commodified body and orches-
trates a physical display of the body politic, and that attracts large and regular
followings of on-site spectators for the live contest or event.

The importance of sports mega-events has been recognized increasingly in
a world of cultural and economic globalization (Miller et al. 2001; see too the
themed issue of the International Review for the Sociology of Sport, September
2000). The cultural-political and economic significance of such events (Roche
2001; Simson and Jennings 1992; Tomlinson 1986, 1994; Sugden and Tomlin-
son 1998, 1999) has not diminished in the wake of revelations about the cor-
rupt politics at the heart of international sports diplomacy. The Olympics and
the World Cup as media events (Dayan and Katz 1992; Puijk 2000; Alabarces,
Tomlinson, and Young 2001) have continued to stimulate fierce competition
among nations for the right to stage such events and to fuel discourses and nar-
ratives of international competition and national rivalry. Yet if sports have be-
come increasingly international, this is not to say that sports culture has
homogenized: football’s global popularity and impact, for instance, have not
eroded the distinctiveness of different sport cultures (Giulianotti 2000).

Seminal scholarship by John MacAloon (1981) has identified the inter-
locking cultural, political, and commercial interests that were the basis of the
formation of the Olympics. These interests became stronger as the twentieth
century progressed, so that nations, regions, and cities have become increasingly
committed to the prospect of staging sports mega-events (Guttmann 2002;
Hill 1992). MacAloon (1984) has also assessed the conceptual frameworks
available for analyzing the cultural dimensions of such events, and his reflexive
contribution (chapter 2) to this book reviews those frameworks. Comments
abound on the symbolism and ideologies characterizing such events (for one
relatively recent collection, see Smith and Schaffer 2000). The international
profile of the media event has produced recurrent discourses of identity and
globalization (Tomlinson 1996, 2000). Local opposition to the rhetoric of civic
boosterism has sometimes questioned the value of the cultural spectacle
(Lenskyj 2000). But the aspirations to stage such events have continued to
drive nations from all parts of the globe. For instance, China sought desper-
ately, with eventual success, to stage the Olympics, while Africa staked and 
realised its moral claim to stage that continent’s first World Cup in 2010.
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National sports cultures are not all absorbed into a globalized, homogeneous
form, as shown in the case of the national distinctiveness of the mainstream sports
of the United States and football’s continued marginalization there despite the
staging of the most commercially successful World Cup ever (Markovits and
Hellerman 2001). And at the Sydney 2000 Olympics, Australia’s three top 
national sports (Australian Rules football, rugby football [in two codes], and
cricket) were not Olympic disciplines. Yet the sports mega-event—particularly in
the regular internationally inclusive events, and when constituted as a media event
and global consumption—has worldwide impact. Such events are produced by 
alliances of the national state, regional politics, and expansion of the global con-
sumer market. How such alliances have been renegotiated and rebalanced across
the century of modernity and emerging globalization, mapped in general terms by
Maguire (1999), constitutes a further focus of this book. It is particularly impor-
tant to review the role of transnational organizations (often called international
nongovernmental organizations, or INGOs) in the reconstitution of the global 
cultural order (Sklair 2001), the shifting role and contribution of the state and 
national governments, and the contribution that performance sports and high-
profile international events have made to the reaffirmation of national civil soci-
eties (Allison 1998).

Studying the sport spectacle in its form as a media event is also to engage
in a form of cultural history and the analysis of the persisting influence and
power of ideas, that is, the use to which particular conceptions, values, and ide-
ologies of sport, as well as the performing sporting body, has been put. The
founding philosophies of the events were articulated in the writings of two
Frenchmen, Baron Pierre de Coubertin and Jules Rimet, the founders, respec-
tively, of the Olympic Games and the football World Cup. De Coubertin’s vo-
luminous writings have received extensive scholarly treatment, and detailed
debates have taken place over the precise influence that the Parisian aristocrat
did or did not have on the institutional evolution of the Olympics and the
IOC. As early as 1896, in the buildup to the first modern Olympic Games in
Athens, “one Athenian newspaper reviled him as ‘a thief seeking to rob Greece
of her inheritance’” (Guttmann 2002, 19). But unperturbed by such slurs, de
Coubertin could still, and even after Greece’s humiliation by Turkey in the
thirty-day Cretan War just months after the patriotic celebrations of the
Olympic Games, insist vigorously that “internationalism was a bulwark against
ignorance, chauvinism, and war” (MacAloon 1981, 263). De Coubertin’s belief
that athletic contests between young people could be a force for international
harmony and universal peace has framed the rhetoric and ideology of the
Olympic Games throughout its turbulent and extraordinary history. For de
Coubertin, the Olympic project had philosophical, historical, and educational
dimensions and goals: “Everything in the restored and modernized Olymp-
ism,” he wrote in 1931, “focuses on the ideas of mandatory continuity, inter-
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dependence, and solidarity” (2000, 603). De Coubertin puffed up his concep-
tion of Olympism consistently for more than forty years, inscribing it in the ex-
panding rituals and protocols of the Olympic event and claiming a remarkable
continuity and expansion of impact and importance of the Olympic movement
and family. It was a heady mix of lofty ideals and grandiose ambition, yet it rep-
resented a set of contradictions underlaying the baron’s aristocratic and elitist
roots and exposing the ethnocentric and patriarchal nature of his Olympic
ideals and associated beliefs (Tomlinson 1984).

Jules Rimet, president of FIFA from 1921 to 1954, was a self-made profes-
sional and religious philanthropist who dominated the international growth of
football (Tomlinson 1999). Rimet was trained in law. Bearded, bowler-hatted,
and thoroughly bourgeois, the elder Rimet was an established figure among the
Parisian elite. He was born, though, in humble circumstances, into a rural fam-
ily in 1873, learning the lessons of the work ethic as a young boy by helping his
father in the family’s grocer’s shop. At age eleven, Rimet followed his father to
Paris, where the rural grocer had moved in search of work. The immigrant fam-
ily lived in the heart of the city, and the young Rimet learned lessons of survival,
and football, on the street. He worked his way toward a full legal qualification
and was active in encouraging football among the poorer children of the city.
Seeing in sport a means of building good character, Christian and patriotic, his
love of God and France was combined in his passion for football. He believed in
the universality of the church and saw in football the chance to create a world-
wide “football family” welded to Christian principles. Like his countryman, de
Coubertin, Rimet believed that sport could be a force for national and interna-
tional good. Sport and football could bring people and nations together in a
healthy competitiveness, he thought. Sport could be a powerful means of both
physical and moral progress, providing healthy pleasure and fun, and promoting
friendship between races (Guillain 1998).

The idealist rhetoric of universal peace and international harmony has,
then, underpinned the philosophies underlying the rationale for events such as
the Olympics and the World Cup, but the importance of such events in a for-
mative phase of globalization has remained too little remarked upon. These
sports mega-events were used by the host nations both to celebrate an historical
legacy and to aspire to the expression of their modernity: in Greece in 1896, this
was based upon a reclamation of the classical past, and in Uruguay in 1930, upon
the centennial celebration of its constitutional independence. This motivational
matrix continues to characterize the aspirations of many host nations today.

From a national standpoint, and that of the sporting organization, the
rhetoric of universalism is sustained, but equally sports mega-events are seen as
global marketing opportunities by multinational corporations. National gov-
ernments continue to seek the profile provided by the host role. International
organizations such as the IOC and FIFA negotiate these rights. The shifting
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power structures of international sport have matched the emergence, advent,
and decline of different configurations of national interest. Northern Europe
and the United States dominated the administration of the Olympics for the
first three-quarters of the twentieth century, until Brazilian João Havelange,
Spaniard/Catalan Juan Antonio Samaranch, and Italian Primo Nebiolo took
the reins of power in world football, the Olympics, and international athletics,
respectively. In the 1980s, the foundation was laid for a new economic order for
international sports events. By the World Cup in Korea and Japan in 2002,
FIFA’s main corporate partners were Adidas, Avaya, Budweiser, Coca-Cola,
Fuji Xerox, Fuji Film, Gillette, Hyundai, JVC, KT-Korea/NTT-Japan, Mas-
tercard, McDonald’s, Philips, Toshiba, and Yahoo (fifteen official, general
sponsors, more than ever before, paying a total of 290 million pounds for the
privilege, ranging from between ten to a little over twenty million pounds
each). During the Olympiad leading into the Athens Summer Olympics in
2004, the IOC’s ten major sponsors were Coca-Cola, John Hancock, Kodak,
McDonald’s, Panasonic, Samsung, Sema, Sports Illustrated, Visa, and Xerox—
a veritable line-up of predominantly U.S. and Japanese global economic power.

Tracing the changes and continuities in the contours of the spectacle, the re-
lation of emergent nations to new forms of the spectacle in the postcolonial pe-
riod, and the escalating profile of world sports bodies’ partner sponsors is an
exercise in the analysis of the dynamics of power in international sport.This book
traces the shifting balance in the political, cultural, and economic significance of
such events, with reference to selected, detailed cases from the Los Angeles 1932
Summer Olympics to the Korea/Japan World Cup of 2002. Primary themes ex-
plored across the different chapters are the rhetoric of the body, sport, and spec-
tacle, ceremony and ritual in the staging of the spectacle, and representational
convention in the coverage of the spectacle. Tensions such as the following are
emphasized: those between ceremony and rhetoric, on the one hand, and eco-
nomically driven forms of regional and civic boosterism, on the other; between
national and universalist discourse in symbol and ritual; and between the aesthet-
ics of corporate culture, myth making, and often gendered ideologies. In this
sense it is the relationship between symbolic and cultural capital in sports prac-
tice, performance, and mediation that provides the theoretical aperture through
which each of the individual cases is considered. The focus of the case studies 
is on a variety of forms such as television, film, documentary, press, posters, and
artifacts (e.g., emblems, medals), as well as aspects of gender, national identity,
imperialism, and neocolonialism in the discourses and narratives of the events.

John MacAloon has conducted ethnographic work on the Olympic phenome-
non for more than a quarter of a century. This provided him with an extensive
experiential and analytical base for conceptualizing the nature of the sports
spectacle, and the related elements of ritual and festival. In his contribution to
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this volume, he has taken the opportunity to review these interpretative frame-
works in light of both burgeoning scholarship on the Olympics and compara-
ble sports events and his own particular interest in the Olympic torch relay as
a form of public festival. It is in this relay that the Olympic ideal has been 
experienced by millions of people who may never get close to the Olympic con-
tests or stadium—yet it receives little coverage outside the nations through
which it passes. In its own way, the relay provides a platform for reclaiming the
Olympics from corporate sponsors and corporate brands such as Coca-Cola.
MacAloon’s analysis critiques overgeneralized theories of the spectacle by left-
ist and rightist theorists alike, and it also calls to task those powerful and priv-
ileged members of Olympic and international sporting institutions for whom
such public festival has no significance.

Robert Gordon and John London explore how Italy staged and won the
1934 World Cup, the second in FIFA’s history, a victory that provided a plat-
form, four years later, for a successful defense of the title in Paris. These victo-
ries coincided with an important phase in the history of the fascist regime in
Italy, taking in its imperial war in Abyssinia, its massive involvement in the
Spanish Civil War, its axis with Nazi Germany, and its passing of anti-Semitic
racial laws. At the same time, during this period a peak was reached in the
regime’s totalitarian social policies, including the exploitation of mass media
and leisure (embracing sport) to the full as a means of capillary penetration and
control of Italian society. The analysis is based on newspaper and radio archives
(the 1934 tournament was the first to be broadcast by radio). Examining the
1934 tournament and its staging, Gordon and London place the event in the
context of existing work on the fabrication of consensus under fascism and on
the construction of a civic, nationalist religion through rituals such as sport and
myths of the strong, heroic, “pure” Italian.

The 1936 Olympics is a pivotal case in the study of modern spectacle for
two primary reasons. First, the sports mega-event was utilized explicitly for the
celebration of a political regime. Second, the Nazis mobilized a propaganda
machine of unprecedented sophistication for the documentation of the event.
For the first time in history, viewing screens were erected for the Olympic
Games, so that throughout the local communities of Germany, the population
could be kept abreast of the progress of its Aryan athletes. The magnificence
of the scale of provision for the participants in these Olympic Games is evi-
denced in the brilliant yet ideologically driven cinematic masterpiece by Leni
Riefenstahl. Allen Guttmann revisits the history of this extraordinary event,
with an emphasis on the nature and motives of the leadership of the Olympic
movement, the nature of the spectator response, the racist agenda of the Nazis,
and the legacy of Riefenstahl’s artistic yet ideologically disputed genius.

The case studies of 1934 and 1936 demonstrate clearly the escalating scale
of the sports spectacle, particularly when driven by an explicit and extreme 
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political ideology. In the wake of this, though, the international community
after World War II approached such events with caution. The Tokyo Olympics
in 1964 and the England World Cup in 1966, however, marked the beginning
of the globally mediated sports event. Tony Mason reviews England’s victory in
the 1966 World Cup. Hosting and winning the tournament spawned an en-
during myth of English superiority. The tournament was, after the Olympic
Games of 1948, the largest, most international, and spectacular sporting event
ever to be held in the United Kingdom. Moreover, unlike 1948, it was not sim-
ply a show for London; it was shared by six other regional centers. The power
of television brought live coverage of the matches to almost every household
in the country at a formative moment in the expansion of the television indus-
try. The chapter examines the media representation of the World Cup before,
during, and after the event, the process of organizing and staging the event, and
data on the public response. It also assesses the political importance of the 1966
event in a country in the throes of dramatic changes, as Empire was diluted to
Commonwealth and the long-established place of Britain as one of the world’s
leading powers was increasingly called into question. It was a moment when
England looked at itself, and the eyes of the world were on it.

Claire and Keith Brewster analyze the domestic and international ramifi-
cations of Mexico’s hosting of the 1968 Olympic Games. During the 1920s
and 1930s, the postrevolutionary state used sport as part of a broader cultural
project designed to create a common sense of national unity and identity, sport
becoming a metaphor for the country’s well-being and potential. Political sci-
entists and historians, though, mark the repression of the Mexican student
movement in 1968 as a watershed in Mexican politics, the point at which the
carefully constructed framework that had sustained the postrevolutionary
regime began to crumble. This chapter pays detailed attention to the battle
around the 1968 Olympics over symbols, perceptions, and interpretations of
national history. Drawing upon documentary archives, media sources, and in-
terviews with key political figures, the Brewsters reveal much about the ways in
which the Mexican state and a nascent civil society fought to win over domes-
tic and international opinion. This involved confronting fundamental issues of
Mexican identity and international stereotypes of the “Mexican character,”
balancing aspirations to modernity with a reaffirmation of a long-established
cultural pedigree, and masking tensions in the Mexican social fabric.

Christopher Young analyzes the 1972 Munich Olympics, infamous for the
tragic deaths of eleven Israeli athletes but notable in its organization for two
prominent aspects. First, the legendary German efficiency surpassed itself. Sec-
ond, as a response to the Nazi Olympics of 1936, the 1972 Olympic Games
were conceived as the heitere Spiele (the joyous Games). Due to the complexi-
ties of postwar German society and its dealings with the past, this Olympic
legacy was both a burden and an opportunity. This made the 1972 Olympic
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Games a particularly interesting case of the blend of the political and the 
aesthetic. The centerpiece was the phenomenally expensive and architecturally
daring Olympic stadium, its transparent “tent roof ” set into a rolling landscape
beneath the Olympic hill, itself remodeled out of war rubble and Alpine pas-
ture. Central to the chapter is a concern with the interaction of ideology and
spatial and visual design that underpins any such sporting spectacle. Young
draws upon underevaluated archive material to study the divided Germany 
dimension (these were the first Olympic Games at which East and West Ger-
man teams appeared as officially recognized separate units), the charismatic
personality of organizer Willi Daume, and governmental contributions.

If much of international sport from the 1960s to the 1980s was determined
by cold war considerations, then FIFA politics ensured that Central or South
America staged every other World Cup, alternating with Europe. Here it was
the footballing, not the political, profile of the nation that counted. Under the
military Junta, Argentina both hosted and won the World Cup of 1978. Ed-
uardo Archetti’s chapter examines the political and ideological context that was
dominated by an extreme, bloody, and authoritarian military Junta seeking, as
it put it, “to extirpate the cancer of revolutionary guerrilla infiltrated in the body
of Argentinean society.” The nationalist language of the military, fighting
against “the influence of foreign ideas and communism,” created a positive at-
mosphere for the exploitation by the regime of the populist appeal of football
that generated a temporary emotional indifference to the political realities of
the day. Combining literary, journalistic, and observational sources, Archetti
shows that although the discourse of football (a form of “football essentialism”)
could claim the Argentinean victory as one of a particular politically neutral
traditional style, it was instantly incorporated into the regime’s celebratory na-
tional politics. This process revolved around paradoxes that Argentineans are
used to: the victory of style and modes of bodily action was transformed into
the victory of the race and a nation against external forces and enemies. This
complex and difficult relation is keenly felt in post-Junta Argentina, where, in
2003, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the triumph exhibited a fascinating col-
lective amnesia.

The reciprocally boycotted Olympic Games of Moscow 1980 and Los An-
geles 1984, plunged the world sporting spectacle back into the depths of cold war
dynamics. Robert Edelman’s study of the Moscow Games contextualizes the
spectacular opening ceremony and the sports events that followed as a culmina-
tion of practices that had been developing since the mid-1920s, when the Soviets
decided that competitive sport, as opposed to participatory physical culture, was
an appropriate policy priority for a socialist state.The structures, themes, slogans,
and tropes on view in 1980 were first seen during the 1930s when immense
Physical Culture Day parades were held each summer on Red Square. A com-
parison of film footage of the Moscow opening with these earlier events reveals
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many similarities. Yet these continuities mask a very different kind of historical
experience. Football was always something quite different—far more popular and
the only real oasis of the carnivalesque during the Soviet period. It was the real
passion of the working males who comprised the overwhelming bulk of the
sporting public. The rituals of football were quite different from those practiced
by the organizers of Olympic sport. In this sense, the 1980 Olympic Games were
a major intervention in a contest of rituals that characterized Soviet sport from 
its beginning.

In 1984, the Los Angeles Olympics rewrote the formula for staging the
global sports spectacle. Alan Tomlinson reviews the pivotal place of this event in
the genealogy of the modern Olympic Games, drawing on comparisons with
the staging of these Games half a century earlier in Los Angeles in 1932. After
the 1980 Moscow Games, the Olympics was on the verge of its biggest ever 
crisis. It took 1984’s combination of regional posturing, private capital, and na-
tional backing to reframe the Olympics. This became the first case of a profit-
making modern Olympics, according to the forms of accounting reported after
the event. In this case, the opening ceremony celebrated the globally resonant
image of U.S. culture: grand pianos, Western genre, jazz, slavery, spaceman.
Comparing and contrasting the conditions of the 1932 and 1984 events provides
a basis for the analysis of fundamental shifts in the cultural and political mean-
ings and significance of the international sports event. The two Los Angeles
events, beyond their superficial similarities, demonstrate the changing relation-
ship between capitalism and public service in the staging of the spectacle.

Arguably, the Barcelona 1992 Olympic Games have been more fully re-
searched than any other comparable sporting event. Christopher Kennet and
Miquel de Moragas review the claims widely made for the success and impact
of these Olympic Games. The staging of large-scale international cultural
events has been important in the post-Franco period of Spain’s rapid modern-
ization. This has included events such as the Expo exhibition in Seville, the
1982 World Cup, and the 1992 Olympic Games. The Barcelona Olympics
demonstrated Spain’s capacity to stage the largest-scale international sports
event. Against many stereotypical expectations (which had anticipated the in-
efficiencies of a mañana culture), the Barcelona Games were a triumph of style,
efficiency, and organization. This was a consequence of a creative tension be-
tween the central state and the Catalan regional government of which
Barcelona is the capital. It also showed positive effects, for a city and a region,
of staging events: Barcelona’s transport and communications structure was
transformed, its waterfront was remodeled, and its civic pride was celebrated
in relation to the national capital, Madrid, and the rest of the world.

After the anti-climax at the centennial, so-called “Coca-Cola,” Olympic
Games in Atlanta, 1996, Sydney 2000, picked up the organizational gauntlet
thrown down by Barcelona’s excellence. David Rowe and Deborah Stevenson

10 CULTURE, POLITICS, AND SPECTACLE IN THE GLOBAL SPORTS EVENT



show how, at the Summer 2000 Olympics—hailed by outgoing IOC president
Juan Antonio Samaranch as the most perfectly organized Olympic Games
ever—Australian national triumphs, particularly in the swimming events and in
Cathy Freeman’s gold-medal winning performance in the 400 meters, were
symbolic highlights for the host city and nation. The opening ceremony 
emphasized the theme of reconciliation related to the history of the nation’s
treatment of its Aboriginal peoples. The choice of Aboriginal Freeman to light
the Olympic flame was a climax to the theme of reconciliation. She also had
run the stadium lap of the torch relay with other celebrated Australian women
athletes, thus representing the inclusiveness of the contemporary Olympic ideal
on several levels. The Aboriginal theme had been prominent in the arts and
cultural festivals during the Olympiad. Rowe and Stevenson analyze the Syd-
ney Olympic Games from the hermeneutical vantage points of the spectators
in the stadium and the spectators of the event in the giant-screen live sites and
living rooms of the Australian nation. They show how the media transform
events into global phenomena that can neither be reduced to embodied expe-
rience nor to their representation.

Soon-Hee Whang’s study of the 2002 World Cup continues on the theme
of spectator and supporter experience by looking at how the spectacle translates
into popular celebration in everyday life. At this event, two nations co-hosted
the finals of the World Cup for the first time in the tournament’s history. Japan
and Korea were reluctant co-hosts, forced into this position by the global poli-
tics of international sport. Both nations have been fully aware of the benefits
of staging sports mega-events. For Japan, the 1964 Summer Olympics was an
immensely important expression of its international rehabilitation in the post-
war period. It also provided Japan with the opportunity to exhibit its increas-
ingly technological profile on the international stage. For Korea, the 1988
Seoul Olympics was used by the overlapping interests of Korean business and
government to catapult the country into the world’s industrial and trade elite.
Korea also was establishing its profile within Asia itself, in particular, in relation
to neighboring Japan, its imperial oppressor until a mere generation before. In
such a historical, cultural, and political context, co-hosting would clearly be no
simple matter. Whang, a native Korean living and researching in Japan, pro-
vides a comparative analysis of the impact of the event in the two hosting na-
tions and also considers how such an event generates forms of popular ritual
and cultures of consumption.

This book assembles a unique lineup of international scholars to subject the se-
lected examples to either a reevaluation or their first critical treatment, blend-
ing historical and literary scholarship with the theoretical concerns of
interpretative social science. The studies are characterized by a methodological
eclecticism central to any vibrant multidisciplinary project. The case studies are
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conceived not just as focused analyses of particular sports events but also, in the
accumulated understanding generated by the complementary chapters, as a
scholarly contribution to the study of the place of local cultures and politics in
a globalized world and to a much overdue analysis of issues surrounding the
global governance of sport as this has affected the growth of international sport
and borne upon national, regional, and local cultures and institutions.

The case studies reaffirm a set of central issues at the heart of the study of
the modern sporting spectacle. First, however much the sport event has devel-
oped into a media event, it is still watched and consumed in a variety of ways. As
the studies of Sydney, 2000, and Korea and Japan, 2002, demonstrate, sport fans
can, in their own ways, reclaim the streets and the public spaces of cities and
communities. Second, right through the seventy years that span the case studies
covered in this book, high-profile international sporting events have been used
to assert particular national ideologies, whether this was the emergent moder-
nity of California 1932, the fascist models of Italy 1934, and Berlin 1936, the
Soviet communism of Moscow 1980, the glamourized capitalism of Los Ange-
les 1984, the authoritarian ruthlessness of Argentina 1978, or the thrusting cap-
italism of Seoul, South Korea, 1988. Third, some nations have been particularly
attracted to hosting events as a means of rehabilitation or regeneration: post-
World War II, or in a cold war setting, in Munich 1972, or Barcelona 1992, for
instance, the Olympics was seen in this way. Fourth, staging such events has
been seized as an opportunity to overturn international stereotypes, from Mex-
ico City 1968, to Sydney 2000, where these cities, on behalf of Mexico and Aus-
tralia, sought to demonstrate a national maturity and a cultural modernity. Fifth,
such events, framed as cosmopolitan and internationalist, can reiterate national,
cultural, and racist stereotypes, as was evident in certain controversies and in-
ternational tensions in England 1966. Sixth, the large-scale event can provide a
temporary, transient sense of relief from the troubles and tensions of the day, as
tragically captured in the study of Argentina, 1978, in particular. Seventh, the
sports event can provide a forum for refusal or contestation, if not outright re-
sistance, as in the case of the negotiations concerning the centrist state and the
Catalan region in Barcelona 1992, behind the scenes of the Soviet sport
pageants or in its rougher football cultures, in the communities welcoming the
torch relay with its accessible and voluntarist version of the Olympic spirit, or on
the streets of Seoul in 2002. Three recurrent themes stand out across numerous
of the selected cases: the bogus or inaccurate costing of bids and provision, the
use of sports events in the reconstitution of public spaces, with the stadium em-
bodying a high-profile articulation of a dynamic of space and power, and the
gendered body, persistingly predominantly male, despite real signs of progress
toward a more egalitarian gender profile. These ten themes continue to be rele-
vant research questions for the study of the sport spectacle. Other selected case
studies may have informed this analytical and research agenda in different ways
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and with varied emphases—the media innovations of the first Olympics to be
relayed live across the world from Tokyo 1964, the politics and economics of a
Montreal 1976 Olympic Games boycotted by African nations and soaring
through the highest imaginable roof in costs, the glamour of the World Cup in
Italy in 1990, or the multicultural optimism of the French triumph when host-
ing the 1998 World Cup (on France 1998, see the admirable collection edited by
Dauncey and Hare 1999). But we have not sought to compile an all-embracing
encyclopedic compendium here. Such sources are available elsewhere. Rather,
we have developed informed case studies that provide a basis for further agenda-
setting and research into the nature of the contemporary sport spectacle. As a
coherent, single monograph produced collectively by individual scholars, this
book, therefore, aims to provide an enhanced understanding of the place of spec-
tacle in global society, an in-depth understanding of the generation of national
identities through sport spectacle and contests, and examples of the value of
multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approaches to analyzing the culture and
politics of global sports events.
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Chapter 2

The Theory of Spectacle

Reviewing Olympic Ethnography

John J. MacAloon

INTRODUCTION

Over two decades ago, I offered a model of complex types of cultural perfor-
mance, what I called “nested and ramified performance forms,” exemplified
by the Olympic Games (MacAloon 1984b). Like all social science models,
mine was deployed chiefly to organize voluminous ethnographic, interview,
and textual data in a less reductive way than had been possible up to that
point. I also intended a double intervention with respect to the field of cul-
tural performance theory, as it had come to be known due largely to a 
senior Chicago colleague, Milton Singer (MacAloon 1984a). First, I tried to
show that respecting and charting the differences, and thereby the complex
interactions among the master performative genres of game, ritual, and fes-
tival, offered the only way forward toward a satisfying account of the dis-
tinctive and truly global demographies of attention to and radically
dissimilar experiences of the Olympic Games. Second, I insisted that spec-
tacle had to be treated carefully as a performative genre in its own right, en-
gaged in complex dialectical and functional dynamics with the other master
genres, and not just as a loose, imperial trope for everything dubious about
the contemporary world.

“SPECTACLE”: STRICTLY AND SPECTACULARLY SPEAKING

As illustrations of this latter trend, I selected Daniel Boorstin’s The Image: A
Guide to Pseudo-Events in America (1961) and Guy Debord’s The Society of the
Spectacle (1977), because two stranger bedfellows could scarcely have been
imagined than the American conservative historian and Librarian of Congress
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and the French neo-Marxist promoter of situationisme. Yet their critiques of
contemporary alienation and manipulation were nearly identical in emphasiz-
ing the triumph of pseudo-realities and pseudo-events, and—more than Bau-
drillard was subsequently to do in his closely related Simulacres et Simulations
(1981)—they both emphasized the role of visual phenomena and symbolic
codes in this transformation. Visibility, invisibility, and pseudo-images were
taken to be the key modalities of contemporary power and alienation; therefore,
spectacle (or one of its cognates) became the encompassing trope for the de-
caying public sphere. Boorstin and Debord, however, each offered a telling ex-
emption from the general critique, a certain zone of resistance to the overall
logic of encroaching pseudo-reality. Boorstin exempted Olympic-style “ama-
teur sport” (together with crime) from his category of pseudo-events,1 and De-
bord, in the spirit of Paris, 1968, and the American “yippies!,” prescribed street
theatre as the best means to turn the political-economic system of the specta-
cle reflexively back upon itself.

Thus by their own admission, concrete and literal cultural performance
forms such as sport and street theater could stand in opposition to “the so-
ciety of the spectacle,” that is, to spectacle used as a general trope for the so-
cial and moral maladies of the contemporary Western capitalist world. To
develop this critically suggestive position, I tried to distinguish the charac-
teristics of spectacle as one performance genre among others, retaining the
critical edge without lapsing into the hyperboles that in the end reveal the
critiques of Boorstin, Baudrillard, and Debord (and many derivative others)
to be themselves compromised participants in the logic of the spectacle. For
what could be more “spectacular”—grandiloquent, grandiose, awesome, and
alluring, and morally, intellectually, and politically suspicious (MacAloon
1984b, 243–50, 265–70)—than imperialist “critical theories” claiming that it
is all just a big show? Breaking out of this pseudo-critical prison made in-
quiry into the actual cultural meanings and social functions of concrete spec-
tacles in relation to other performance genres the imperative task at hand. I
believe it still is.

Terms such as spectacle continue to be used today as master metaphors
for every conceivable manufacturing of power, and critical terms old and
new (spectacle, commercialization, alienation, hegemony, mass culture, in-
vention of tradition, simulacra, commodification, mediatization, globaliza-
tion) are if anything even more conflated in today’s “discursive world.”
Recently, a notion of “mega-events” has been added to this critical vocabu-
lary of the spectacular, in the case of the Olympic Games quite understand-
ably, given their fantastic growth since the 1960s and 1970s (Roche 2000;
Tomlinson and Young, chapter 1 of this volume). There is no question that
sheer scale, particularly in organizational matters, now touches every aspect
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of the Olympics. Therefore, it would be a contribution if the “mega” lexicon
could be developed from simple descriptors into a real, analytic terminology.
But this can never happen if this language functions, like the earlier lan-
guage of spectacle, merely as a machine for erasing empirical, cultural, and
conceptual distinctions.

Just as the consolidation of the Olympic spectacle frame and its transfor-
mation from an interrogative to a declarative meta-communication (MacAloon
1984b: 260–69) for more audiences has inflected but not necessarily dominated
(much less put an end to) Olympic ritual, festival, and agonal framings and 
experiences, so too the aggregate “giganticism” of the Games (to use long-
standing insider vocabulary) must never conceal the fact that all Olympic en-
counters for most people around the globe and some Olympic encounters for
everyone involved transpire in small-scale, even intimate social settings and ac-
cording to behavioral logics that are anything but spectacular. Relatively few
people performatively experience the mega-spectacle. For all others, it exists
solely as discourse—for example, as internalized television, commercial, jour-
nalistic, or critical theory discourse—which is hardly the same thing at all. In-
deed, as Miquel de Moragas, Nancy Rivenburgh, and their colleagues have
shown (1995), spectacularizing rhetoric (in my definition) has not even been
predominant in the Olympic broadcasts of some (largely non-Western) 
national televisions.

In what follows I will, after a brief note on ethnography, provide illus-
trations of how maintaining distinctions among the performance genres,
including spectacle, as demanded by the complex performance systems
model, permits recognition, characterization, and correlation of differential
experiences among cultures, social segments, and layers of power within the
Olympic movement and among its audiences. I wish to suggest that a pro-
ductive view of the “whole”—to speak ironically, since the Olympic Games
are not only “mega” but literally unknowable in their full complexity—
can only be built up in this mosaic fashion. Totalizing theoretical deductions
may be satisfying, even necessary, for other purposes, but they can never,
in my opinion, have any standing as social science. Finally, I will conclude
with some observations on the Olympic flame relay. The relay is today’s
master example of an Olympic performance that to such “theoreticians”
(particularly where official texts, media discourse, and one-off visits afford
their only data) seems firmly part of the spectacle. There is no doubt that the
relay is indeed subject today to interventions by managerial and commercial
actors pushing it in that direction. Nevertheless, long-term, multi-site, con-
tinuous, and team-based fieldwork in fact shows the flame relay to be in
many more respects and for many more persons the Olympic anti-spectacle
par excellence.
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A NOTE ON ETHNOGRAPHY AND CRITICAL THEORY

Having campaigned for it (MacAloon 1992), I can hardly regard the recent
acceptance in sports studies by previously skeptical “critical theorists” of the
value, indeed, the necessity, of ethnography as anything but positive (e.g., Sug-
den and Tomlinson 1998; Hargreaves 2000). Exaggerated oppositions be-
tween theory and method are always particularly ironic in this case, since the
ancient Greek term from which we derive our “to theorize” literally meant
going and seeing for oneself as a matter of principle (Hartog 2001).2 Further-
more, “ethnography”—minimally, the resolve to try not to write professionally
about peoples and events that could have been but were not seen, discussed,
and lived with face to face—can be shown to be chartered in the very intellec-
tual genealogy of mainstream critical theory itself.

Underlying many of the vocabularies and arguments I have been indexing, in-
cluding my own understandings of “empty forms” (discussed later), is Marx’s
analysis of the commodity form, in particular, his discussion in Capital of the
“fetishism of commodities.” Indeed, these passages have lately been claimed as the
fountainhead of all continuing relevance of Marxist analysis of contemporary cap-
italist societies (Postone 1993). Commercialization of course requires commodifi-
cation, that is, everything necessary to price something for a market. But Marx
went further than the other political economists, recognizing that the fetishized
character of commodities, owed to the disguised social relations and human expe-
riences of production, “congealed” into material forms.Therefore, it follows that to
defetishize any commodity is always to discover and as much as possible to expe-
rience directly for oneself (“species-being”) the concrete and particular social rela-
tions that went into making it, just as direct experience of the social relations of
resistance will be required to explain why and where commodification has been
headed off. Ethnography should therefore be seen as a practice of defetishization,
including the theoretical commodities of the academic industry.

FROM PROCESSUAL REDUCTIONISM TO

COMPLEX PERFORMANCE TYPES

Indeed, it was less a theoretical road to Damascus than the straightforward expe-
rience of fieldwork in Montreal, 1976, that finally knocked me off the reduction-
ist horse I had been trying to ride. There is not enough space here to review in
detail the conceptual evolution that led me to abandon my teacher Victor Turner’s
insistence that a single paradigm of the ritual process could serve to interpret very
diverse performance genres (Turner 1969). From the ancient Olympia flame light-
ing and relay to the opening ceremonies and through the victory ceremonies to the
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closing ceremonies, the Olympic performance system certainly reproduces the
classic rite de passage paradigm (MacAloon 1978). Indeed, the Olympics now pre-
sent, from the standpoint of demographic encompassment of attention, the hy-
perbolic epitome (Berkaak 1999) of this classical paradigm. Alas, the sports
contests did not easily fit within it, for they are anything but ritual games in the
technical sense of ludic contests whose outcomes are known in advance.3

I subsequently tried to derive both games and rites from then an under-
lying order of play, à la Homo Ludens and the existential phenomenologists, but
this ended me up in the famous Huizingan dead end, where the concept of the
ludic becomes so abstracted as to be nearly indistinguishable from the concept
of culture itself, and the most interesting genre differences (particularly ones
most vexed or politicized in the multicultural contexts of the Olympics) were
pushed completely out of focus.4

Lévi-Strauss had famously articulated the oppositional complementarity
of the logics of games and rites at a structural level (Lévi-Strauss 1966, 30–33).
By collapsing the two genres into one another, one could scarcely hope to un-
derstand their mutual attractions and interactions—Olympic contests and
Olympic victory ceremonies, for example—or the curious failure of other sports
events—the football World Cup, most notably—to bring any novel or evoca-
tive ritual forms into being.5 Finally “getting it” about the conceptual autonomy
of ritual and game made it easier for me to pay attention to my own empirical
studies and to recognize other genres composing the nested Olympic system.
As a poor graduate student with no credential or research funds in Montreal, I
spent much more time outside than inside the stadiums.6 I was simply com-
pelled to discover the vibrant world of popular festival that quite literally en-
compasses the sports and the main rituals at an Olympic Games. Those who
know the Olympics only through mass media have little reason to suspect the
existence of this festival genre, given the practices of most national broadcast-
ers and the contradictions of “festival by television” (MacAloon 1989).

With games nested within rites and surrounded by festival, the recognition
and characterization of the encompassing spectacle frame, indexed earlier, com-
pleted the core model, once, that is, I found a way of characterizing the genres.
Because everything else that becomes Olympic does so in the end in relation to
these core cultural performances, and because there is no performance without
pre-formance, I followed Gregory Bateson (and to a lesser extent Erving Goff-
man) in stressing the different meta-communicative framings of the different
master genres of the Olympic system. That my formulations of the specific
frames were culture and history bound I did not doubt (and will repeatedly no-
tice), but they were also general and abstract enough to address at least putatively
universal human experiences (such as competitive drama, joy, ritual respect, and
awe) and not recognizably tied to any one specific culture or community. This is
the technical definition of what I subsequently came to call “empty forms.”
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GENRES AND CONTEXTS:
THE GLOBAL LOGIC OF EMPTY FORMS

To which culture does “game” or “ritual” properly belong? Maybe or maybe not
to every culture but certainly to no culture uniquely. The creation of empty, that
is, deracinated and decontextualized forms is an active process, spread unevenly
through any culture and across cultures and social segments, but it is a recog-
nizable process and one critical, I believe, to grasping contemporary social
structurations and intercultural interactions. Take some sport forms as exam-
ples. To whose culture does the 200-meter breaststroke belong? Archery? Team
handball? Table tennis? Tae kwon do? In the modern West, there are three
main modalities by which to answer: the historicizing, the essentializing, and
the dominating. Across these modalities range various social conditions of
knowledge. I am sure there are professional sports historians who could give a
historicizing answer for each form. I am not one of them, since I have no idea
where or when the breaststroke was invented, and, for a different reason, I
would not know how to answer the archery question either. Whatever they
once were, these are now “empty forms” for me, as I am sure they now are, his-
torically speaking, for most people in the world. Essentializing is not an option
for a cultural anthropologist, but I know that there are many who might be
tempted to refer to one or another putative water or hunting culture (with pre-
dictably humorous results). As to domination, at least today, one would be hard
pressed to say whether the 200-meter breaststroke was more Chinese than
Australian, Russian, American, or Dutch.

At the other end of the series, tae kwon do is surely less “emptied,” as many
more social fractions in many more populations would still identify it as “orig-
inally” or “essentially” or “competitively” Korean. Yet the mere fact that it is an
Olympic sport practiced throughout the world indicates that the process of
emptying is well begun. And, indeed, it is by this process of emptying through
the agency of conforming to the already emptied and more abstract rules and
practices of becoming an Olympic sport that Germans, and Senegalese, and In-
dians come to be adepts of and competing in Olympic tae kwon do, while si-
multaneously developing their own specifically German, Senegalese, and
Indian tae kwon do communities, organizations, and styles. Deracinated, de-
historicized (if you will), globalized empty forms thus simultaneously become
means of interconnection across cultural boundaries. The forgetting or active
suppression of history and of cultural context simultaneously generates inter-
connection and new particularized histories and cultural localizations by which
social groups newly define themselves off against one another. Empty forms are
thus simultaneously the means of homogenization and heterogenization. This
is the dominant cultural logic and cultural economy of the “world system” today
(Sahlins 1990), where isolation and strict autonomy are less frequent options.
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As illustrated in certain critiques of the spectacle, Western social theories, lib-
eral and Marxist, no less than Western social criticism, left and right, have had
a very difficult time seeing past the first process to the second.

GENRES, SOCIAL SEGMENTS, AND POWER FORMATIONS:
SAMPLE CORRELATIONS

As with the Euro-American broadcast media, the dominant discourses of the
IOC, the National Olympic Committees (NOCs), and the International Fed-
erations (IFs), the main institutional actors in the Olympic system, contain lit-
tle reference to much less concern with the popular festival. These agents live
inside, not outside, the arenas, and in restricted backstage and VIP stands even
there. As the first Olympic Games after Munich, Montreal introduced security
measures that radically segregated credentialed from uncrendentialed partici-
pants, and this security effect has been multiplied one-hundredfold since the
1970s. Ever-more complex practical requirements have likewise contributed to
the overall segregation of insiders from the general public, as well as to differ-
entiation of space and access among the credentialed. Today, the athletes and
team officials have their Olympic Villages, their training halls, and their back-
stage zones in the venues. The rightsholding broadcasters and credentialed
press have their press villages, their international broadcast center and main
press center headquarters, and their hierarchy of restricted access positions in
the stadiums. The IOC members and staff and the NOC and IF officers have
their respective headquarters hotels, closed beyond their lobbies to the public,
while in the arenas each group occupies special “Olympic Family zones.” While
the ever-growing numbers of official guests (“G”-credentialed heads of state,
diplomats, government ministers, industrialists, sponsors, celebrities, artists, re-
ligious leaders, and even a few professors) generally arrange their own accom-
modations, they too have their special entrances, stands, and backstage areas in
the performance venues, spaces where their own types of work can privately
and uninterruptedly get done.

Each of these groups, moreover, makes use of a special transportation sys-
tem to shuttle between its hotels, workplaces, and arenas. Indeed, it is perfectly
possible for top-credentialed persons never to step outside of their own partic-
ular cordons sanitaires; many, as I have documented ethnographically, do not do
so for days at a time. These behaviors are matters of status hierarchy and pres-
tige accumulation, of course, and not just of security, work efficiency, and cost
control. Next to the sports events themselves, struggle for and jealous compar-
ison of credentials compose the biggest Olympic game for what across the
Samaranch years came to be referred to as “The Olympic Family.” Notables
tend to feel delinquent if they fail to occupy an inside circle of privilege, once
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admitted to it, and here is where the networking and politicking must be done
to get one deeper inside at the next Olympic Games.7

Distinguishing festival from ritual and game thus contributes to character-
izing the differential behaviors and experiences of distinct political agents and
occupational groups at the Olympics, as well as of trends in these over time. If
becoming more elite in Olympic prestige circles is correlated with less and less
direct experience of the popular festival, then it is further comprehensible why
local Organizing Committees for the Olympic Games (OCOGs) are the only
institutional actors who today pay a great deal of attention to this genre of
Olympic experience, lately coming into real tension with the other stakehold-
ers on this matter. Under the too-often dissembling slogan of “athletes first,”
international sports officials press OCOGs to spend all discretionary monies
and energies on the sports venues and sports personnel. The IOC members and
staff have been pleased after the fact to share in the public happiness created by
such OCOG festival innovations as Calgary’s downtown medals plaza or the
“live sites” in Sydney’s or Atlanta’s Centennial Park, with its nightly free musi-
cal festivals, when the fact is that many of these same officials vigorously 
opposed these festival plans in the design stage.

Indeed, some IOC and IF officials today do not shrink from asserting
publicly that because host cities have become overcrowded and overburdened,
ordinary folks ought to stay at home and watch the Games on television. More
than generically obnoxious elitism is operative here. Such attitudes toward the
popular festival—games, rites, and (if we ever cared to indulge) festival for us
elite, “media events” (Dayan and Katz 1992) for all the rest—directly under-
mine Olympism’s key commitment to face to face intercultural interaction and
education, a commitment to “popular ethnography” that is central to Cou-
bertin’s and to the continuing Olympic Movement’s understanding of the so-
cial and political ends that sports (and sports by media) were meant to serve
only as powerful means (MacAloon 1984b). In yet another way, then, charting
the vicissitudes of festival in tension with the other master genres conveys us
into the center of questions of the survival of that Olympic ideology and con-
ception of the Olympic Movement that are the main features distinguishing
the Olympics from other “mega” productions of the global sports industry 
(Alabarces, Tomlinson, and Young 2001).

The most important category of emergent actors in the Olympics is un-
questionably the volunteers, tens of thousands of whom are now required to
stage any Olympics at all (Moragas et al. 2000). Though commentators, whose
only sources of information about the Olympic Games are media texts, typi-
cally fail to realize it, growth in the numbers, training, and dedication of the
volunteers has been the chief means of absorbing the “spectacular” growth of
the Olympic Games and of their burden on the host city. The familiar “critical”
argument that bigger money, say, increased corporate sponsorships and televi-
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sion rights fees, translates readily and directly into bigger spectacle is simply
wrong. Though the calculations are difficult (MacAloon 2000, 20–21; Chalip
2000, 205–15), it is clear that the value of volunteer Olympic labor is equal to
a very high percentage of that acquired through commercial sponsorships. Yet
the latter have received nearly all the attention of both conservative sport busi-
ness analysts and left cultural critics of the Games alike, volunteers seeming to
offer a particular embarrassment to both analytic agendas.

Volunteers are active in and critical to every Olympic performance space
and genre. With respect to the popular festival in its unfocused, carnivalesque
aspects, they are (with the police) the most important category of actors in de-
termining whether the tone for a vast public navigating the hurdles of passage
among event venues will be good-natured and convivial or stressful and antag-
onistic. Volunteers placed as Olympic Village drivers, stadium ushers, media
runners, ceremonies performers, VIP hostesses, and the like have their own re-
wards correlated with proximity to sports contests and rituals. But the over-
whelming majority of Olympic volunteers are outside, not inside, Olympic
performance venues. They deal with masses of ordinary citizens, not celebrities,
and in the most banal, not the spectacular, public spaces. Their chief reward—
as fieldwork with them consistently reveals—is the very festival experience that
they themselves do so much to create.

PERFORMANCE SYSTEMS AND COMPARATIVE STUDIES

Attention to the performative genres likewise offers important comparative
possibilities, in turn permitting anthropologists to probe both local cultural log-
ics and concrete local-global-local interactions across time and space. Over the
years, our research teams have been composed to try to maximize these com-
parative opportunities (MacAloon 1999). For example, Montreal was not just
any festival venue. French Canadian traditions of carnival and public celebra-
tions of dance and music, combined with Anglophone Canadian traditions of
public conversation and debate, set the context for an especially vibrant festival
scene in the city. The existence of the old city as an established entertainment
quarter, outdoor café culture, ease of transportation from Olympic venues with
their own focal plazas to the public quarter, and an easy forbearance of the au-
thorities were the key factors. For some Olympic visitors, the enduring icon of
these Games was a late-night conga line of revelers through a police station,
not anything that happened on a sports field. I also have written often about
the marvelous way in which the truly popular, and truly Olympic, festival was
allowed to take over and liberate the stadium space after the formal Closing
Ceremonies concluded (1984b, 277), an occurrence that has not subsequently
been reproduced in any Summer Games.
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Eight years after Montreal, the Olympic Games took place just to the south
in another liberal capitalist democracy, and yet, aside from interesting religious and
political phenomena in the Coliseum Olympic plaza, there was next to nothing
in the way of true popular festival in Los Angeles. The venues were dispersed,
there was no central entertainment quarter, public transportation was impossible,
no OCOG official took on this mandate, the college campus Olympic Villages
were so successful and the entertainment so marvelous therein that the athletes
rarely ventured out, and the private party scene was intense enough to keep the
elites, lobbyists, and social climbers indoors and preoccupied.

Together with their “Hollywood” opening ceremonies, the financing of
these Games has most drawn the attention of commentators. Certainly new
marketing and sponsorship practices were destined to transform the Olympic
system. However, none of these “spectacularizations” can be tied directly to the
absence of festival in Los Angeles. For that, one must turn in my opinion to the
urban environmental factors, but only as these were activated by current politi-
cal conditions and their underlying cultural structures. A preoccupation with se-
curity and fears of violence in a highly class and ethnically segregated town, the
Soviet boycott in the general context of high cold war, the worldview of the Re-
publican conservatives who led the local organization and dominated the federal
government presence from the Reagan administration, and the themes of that
president’s reelection campaign for which the Olympics were made to stand as
metonymy—these factors contributed the most, in our observations, to an over-
all “the event is over, go home, no hanging about” atmosphere. In stark contrast
to Montreal, at the conclusion of the Closing Ceremony the stands were forcibly
emptied by the police who had also cordoned off the field, and the organizers
did not shrink from even threatening athletes on the public address system with
being left in the dark if they did not vacate the ceremony and go to their buses
immediately. (So much for the festival joy of Montreal and Olympism.)

In Seoul, four years later, there was again very little in the way of popular
festival, in the way I have characterized this empty form. Again, of course, there
were security worries, concerns for practicality and efficiency, and so forth, but
the most important reason was social and cultural. The core conception of the
festival genre in my model is tilted toward the carnivalesque, incorporating vol-
untary, even spontaneous, participation, vigorous interaction of strangers, ex-
pressive/inversive behaviors, and relative absence of supervisory authority and
controlled program. All of these experiences are certainly familiar to Koreans,
but not in the context of massed crowds of strangers on public occasions. Upon
bumping up against an unexpected cultural performance, the first thing an
adult Korean of the 1980s typically wants to know is, to paraphrase a Korean
expression, “Who is the owner of this festival?” If the answer cannot be deter-
mined with clarity, then the result is discomfort, not gaiety, holding in, not act-
ing out. Rather than generic, cosmopolitan forms that release, reverse, or invert
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normal social positions (as Roberto Da Matta has so richly analyzed in Rio car-
nival), festival forms in Korea are very particular and come with quite specific
social specifications. Indeed, nori, the very word used by Koreans to translate
“festival” in my model, is a pragmatic neologism generated by Korean scholars
so as to be able to communicate with Western counterparts who trade in such
abstractions all the time. In Korea, by contrast, there is typically only this nori
or that one (Kang Shin-pyo 1987, personal communication).8

The Olympic Games, of course, are intercultural on a massive scale, and
these different models bump into one another in enlightening, creative, and
sometimes destructive ways. (That is the whole point of building analytics for
them for scholars, and from the standpoint of education the whole point of the
Olympics for its founders.) Almost inevitably when we would spot groups of ex-
cited Koreans spontaneously congregating on the streets or in the parks during
the Seoul Games, it would be to observe and enjoy cavorting foreigners! Were
these Koreans then participating subjectively in festival or rather in an inverted
tourist show, a species of spectacle, well known in the Far East (Cohen 2002)?
To me this remains an open question, but because of the model, we had a new
and more highly contextualized research question in the domain of local-global-
local intercultural phenomena, moreover, one that helped spot change over time.

In 2002, we were back on Korean boulevards comparing 1988 with the
performances of hundreds of thousands of Koreans out in public “Being the
Reds,” that is, supporting the Korean football team during its World Cup
matches. But with far fewer foreigners around to provide an in-person public
show, the attention was focused this time on the huge video boards showing the
games. Whether in the key of sports fanship or of political demonstrations,
these rally-festivals were unprecedented in contemporary Korean history, and
many Korean commentators have now strongly linked them to subsequent
electoral developments. While hardly unorganized, these rallies were not per-
ceived as “owned by” the state but rather by “civil society” organizations (to use
a controversial expression), local institutions and community organizations, or
what Robert Oppenheim (2003) has analyzed as “new cultural movement net-
works.”9 These observations in Korea have encouraged an adjustment to my
theory that was already being pressed upon me by Michael Cohen’s wonderful
performance studies dissertation analyzing the Sydney Olympic rites and festi-
vals from a performer’s point of view (Cohen 2002).

In my original formulations in the 1980s, I expressly doubted that there
could ever be such a thing as a festival via television or true spectacle experience
for that matter. While many analysts speak as if watching a television “spectac-
ular” and directly viewing a public spectacle were the same things, I insist that in
key aspects they are not and cannot be. For example, what you see on the little
box may impress you, particularly when accompanied with the usual verbal hy-
perbole and hype (Berkaak 1999), but it rarely renders you awestruck.10 I still
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hold to this point of view when it is a question of whether television can ever
communicate and transfer to viewers the same festival or spectacle experience of
those participants being visually broadcast and verbally reported. However,
when the question is changed to whether the televising of games or rites can
ever call into being a large group subject to real festival or spectacle experience,
I now offer a qualified yes.This is not festival by television, but certainly it is fes-
tival with television.

Back in the 1980s, we knew all about festive group viewing of the Olympic
Games. Eric Rothenbuhler had documented the phenomenon in American liv-
ing rooms in 1984, and anthropologists had contributed their observations of
village viewing in remote corners of the world to the attempts by communica-
tions researchers to provide an accurate estimate of Olympic broadcast audi-
ences.11 But the groups studied were always small and typically intimates or
consocials. What changed is technology. Today’s huge video boards and atten-
dant electronic technologies mean that very large groups can congregate to
“watch” together, that is, to be assembled into what can become, other distinc-
tive features being present, a festival, and, with the required scale and other
genre stipulations, even a spectacular gathering. The Sydney “live sites” were
not always as hot as their reputation today suggests, and, as the model would
predict, there were often serious tensions between artists, partiers, and sports
fans, rather than the easy festival flanage among types of activity. But there is no
question that the Sydney live sites added a new dimension of specifically
Olympic festival. Indeed, it is now possible to hypothesize that for persons ac-
tually present in the stadium for the Opening Ceremonies, Olympic ritual is
quite likely to be nested in spectacle, whereas for public live site participants,
convened, so to speak, by the big screens, it is more likely ritual (though un-
likely ritual experience) encompassed by festival. This is not to suggest in some
imperious manner that one experience is necessarily superior to another, but
only to assert that they must be different and have different social and political
valences and entailments in different cultural contexts. These differences are
what should interest social scientists.12

There is not space here to linger over other surprising and important 
observations of Cohen’s that necessitate adjustments to the model of complex
performance types. For example, he shows that performance conditions for
actors with respect to the live audience in Olympic Opening Ceremonies
(faceless distance, sound conditions, darkness, etc.) are such that performers,
particularly experienced theater people, are forced to play to each other (and
sometimes to cameras) and hardly to the audience at all. Moreover, practical
and secrecy considerations were such that performers in the Sydney Opening
Ceremonies had never been shown the whole script and run of show and in
rehearsal had seen no more than bits of the acts just prior and subsequent to
their own. Cohen describes ceremonies performers racing out to live sites and
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later searching out video replays to get their first encounter with their “own”
ceremony as a whole. Again, there are striking comparisons here. Preoccupa-
tion with secrecy and surprise for a one-off performance such as the Opening
Ceremonies is typical for producers with Western television backgrounds and
is often encouraged by commercial and television sponsors (MacAloon
1992). But culture, in the matter of whether the Opening Ceremonies are
master framed as spectacle or ritual, plays the critical role. Japanese and Ko-
rean (and probably in 2008, Chinese) Olympic producers with identical pro-
fessional backgrounds are not in the slightest reticent about showing their
entire performance over and over again, not only to the performers but to
scores and even hundreds of thousands of volunteers and ordinary citizens at
open dress rehearsals.

THE FLAME RELAY AS ANTI-SPECTACLE

I will conclude with a brief note on how twenty further years of Olympic flame
relay fieldwork will confirm my original insistences that spectacle be under-
stood as a specific performance genre among others and not be assumed auto-
matically to encompass, dominate, or destroy other kinds of Olympic
experience simply because of its scale, its association with state, commercial,
and media actors, or the special fears it induces in ideologists on the right and
the left. After hundreds of miles of travel with the Olympic flame in seven
countries and as many hours observing, interviewing, and cohabiting with every
sort of participant, mostly in collaboration with local cultural experts, I con-
clude that the flame relay is the performance deserving the most attention from
Olympic movement partisans opposed to the consolidation of spectacle as the
encompassing Olympic performance form and from theorists seeking evidence
that this particular genre paraphrasis is not inevitable.

Certainly the relay is in aggregate a “mega-event.” At moments, it is visually
awe-inspiring in the way of true spectacle, and its summoning meta-message for
many first-timers is a spectacle-like “Ah, the Olympic flame, maybe it won’t be
much, but let’s go see.” (All we skeptical people have to do is go see.) Unques-
tionably there are persons who remain in the spectacle (or a feeble festival) frame
after “seeing the show.” Yet in other remarkable ways and for the overwhelming
majority of persons, in our ethnographic experience, the relay is an anti-specta-
cle, par excellence. Spectacle not only institutionalizes a radical role separation
between actors (or better “the action”) and observers, it depends on an imposing,
overwhelming, awesome, and perhaps frightening and humiliating distance 
between them. By some demographic measures, the relay is bigger in terms of
direct, non-mass-mediated, person-to-person and person-to-symbol encounter
than the Games themselves, and yet out on the relay, the intimacies associated
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with ritual, festival, and game (for certain kinds of actors) predominate. And for
the last three relays at least, top officials and volunteer staff have been engaged
in a vigorous, continuous, and highly self-conscious struggle to maintain these
values and practices against what they themselves understand to be agents of
spectacle, notably representatives of the presenting sponsors perhaps in league
with the distant IOC.

For both the Winter and Summer Games, there are now more torchbear-
ers in action than there are athletes. (In 1996, nearly 13,000 runners carried the
flame in Greece and the United States.) The numbers are even more dramatic
for live spectators. The record for Olympic sports ticket sales was in Atlanta,
with over 9 million. If we generously estimate that this represented an audience
of 5 million unique individuals, then the live audience for the Atlanta flame
relay through the United States was somewhere between five and ten times as
many persons. In host countries with smaller populations, such as Australia and
Korea, the absolute numbers have been smaller, but the percentage figures may
well have been higher. So for those who believe that live, face to face encoun-
ters with Olympic symbols (characteristics of ritual and festival) are more pow-
erful than mass-mediated texts, the Olympic flame relay might be more
significant than the Opening and Closing Ceremonies or the sports events.
Naturally, the flame relay would not be so attractive, indeed, would not exist
without the Games, but this should not blind us to the phenomenal attention
that the flame relay today attracts. What draws that attention? In the terms of
my model, what conditions make so many so eager to fill in the emptinesses of
this simple ritual form?13

If you happen to be in Greece or the Olympic host country, how much
does it cost to witness the Olympic flame? The answer is nothing. It is not tick-
eted; it is free. You only have to get yourself to where the flame is passing by. (In
1996, the flame came within a two-hour drive of 90 percent of the U.S. popu-
lation.) While of course there are a few special places the flame goes in any
country where access is restricted, 98 percent of the time the flame is on ordi-
nary streets passing through ordinary communities. That is, the flame lives
mostly in banal human social settings, made newly lively by its passage.14 Only
upon its arrival at the stadium in the Opening Ceremonies is it taken away
from ordinary human hands and virtually entombed in a sports mausoleum 
behind checkpoints and razor wire.15

Of course, the Olympic flame is these days accompanied by security on its
journey, and the relay is no longer possible, outside of Greece at least, without
a staff of 200 or 300 uniformed OCOG personnel. (And Greece, in 2004, had
that too, the caravan itself having become something of a spectacle.) But com-
pared with the Olympic Games themselves, the security presence is unobtru-
sive, relatively proportionate, and reasonably relaxed, in part, because, as I can
say with some authority, the Olympic flame has never proved to be a terrorist
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target, and even pranks against it are remarkably rare. Thus if you have come
out to see the flame, you will see it very close up, often just next to you.

And what sort of motivation and preparation is required to go see the
flame? Nothing beyond “Hey let’s go see it, it might be cool.” Of course, many
people have more complex initial motivations, but my point is that the specta-
cle frame may serve here as elsewhere as a recruiting device into other genres of
experience in a way that conforms to expectations of individual autonomy and
freedom of action in liberal democratic cultures (MacAloon 1984b).

And just as you have come out voluntarily to participate, 90 percent of the
staff are volunteers themselves. As a result of their service, most become de-
voted to the Olympic flame, and through it to their version of the Olympic
idea. I have collected cases of flame relay volunteers who have not been able to
go back to their previous lives. Countless other staff members pronounce their
lives changed in less dramatic ways by the experience. I also must report that I
have rarely experienced, in all my years of observing Olympic organizations and
events, such dedicated, compassionate, and effective leadership as that shown
on the flame relay by directors such as Han Guang-soo, Nassos Kritsinelis,
Di Henry, and Steven McCarthy. Of course, they have been very carefully 
selected, but each asserts that something about the flame relay itself demands
this leadership style.

The relay is an ordeal, even, we might say, an athletic event, for its staff. It
is physically and emotionally demanding in a way that compels leaders to take
careful account of their team’s medical and moral well-being, and of team
members to take care of one another. Members of the ACOG flame relay team,
for example, developed an admonitory saying for themselves, which they re-
peated regularly to each other: “If you do not weep at least twice a day, it is time
for you to leave the relay and go home.” What they meant is that if you do not
vent the emotions generated by the powerful things you witness along the relay,
then you can be overwhelmed and even emotionally harmed. During the Salt
Lake relay, director Steve McCarthy said the slogan had been revised: “More
times a day than that.”16

The staff is dedicated to supporting the experience of each torchbearer,
and before long it becomes clear to each volunteer that the overwhelming ma-
jority of torchbearers will be thrilled by that experience. I am sure that there
have been flame bearers who have been disappointed by the experience, but I
have never met one. (To be sure, many wish that they could have carried the
flame a longer time and distance, or in a different location.) As a result, a kind
of “contact high,” or what Durkheim called in more academic language “the
contagion of the sacred,” develops among torchbearers and staff and between
torchbearers and audiences. I have long since stopped counting instances of
strangers asking surprised torchbearers for their autographs. Carrying the flame
for a leg of the relay is an athletic event, and not only for the elderly, the infirm,
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or the physically and mentally challenged torchbearers. In a kind of inversion of
the main game genre of the Olympics, torchbearers frequently compare them-
selves to Olympian athletes. “I won’t win a gold medal in the stadium, but I ran
my leg of the relay.” Most, once their selection has been confirmed, put them-
selves into training.

Even the Olympians, celebrities, politicians, and sponsor torchbearers feel
this contagious power, and it is a key part of the powerful collaborative symbol-
ism of the relay that the legs and hearts of the big shots are no more important
in getting the flame where it is going than those of the humblest torchbearer.

Indeed, since 1996, this symbolism has been given a new dimension. Billy
Payne, the Atlanta OCOG chief, decided that the majority of Atlanta torch-
bearers should be “community heroes,” nominated by ordinary citizens and
community groups for their services to others and selected in collaboration
with major civic charities. If it is to be a real social movement and not just an
athletic and a commercial extravaganza, Payne reasoned, the Olympic move-
ment should be able to honor not only sports heroes and administrators with
Olympic medals and Olympic Orders but also ordinary heroes who have sacri-
ficed greatly for the well-being of others. What better way than to give them
the honor of carrying the Olympic flame. This exceptional innovation, which
has brought to the relay greater diversity, even more moving stories, and yet
stronger ties to local communities, has been repeated in Sydney and Salt Lake,
and the current intention is to try to find a way to do it again in the very dif-
ferent and difficult cultural contexts of Athens and Torino. For those of us who
judge that the main source of creativity in the Olympic movement (as opposed
to the Olympic sports industry) is today the OCOGs, not the IOC, the NOCs,
and certainly not the IFs, the flame relay offers compelling evidence.

These latter sorts of officials are rarely seen out on the relay, perhaps mak-
ing a brief appearance at a particularly photogenic or prestigious stop, showing
up to run a leg if they wish to, but otherwise uninvolved. Even at the flame
lighting in Olympia, the IOC members in Greece and often (but not always)
in the host country are the only ones ever present.17

The contrast with OCOG presidents such as Park Seh-jik, Pascal Mara-
gall, Gerhard Heiberg, and Billy Payne could not be more striking. They not
only fulfilled their ritual roles at Olympia (IOC members are not asked to
speak), but they also became immediate adepts of the flame relay, sneaking out
whenever they could to rejoin it. In part, this is due to the especially uplifting
effect that the relay rituals can have on long-suffering OCOG officials. A. D.
Frazier Jr., the chief operating officer of ACOG (Atlanta Committee for the
Olympic Games) and the person chiefly responsible for raising over U.S. $1 bil-
lion in corporate and private capital for these Olympic Games (and, thereby, an
automatic epitome of “commercial spectacle” for those “theorists” who have
never actually seen anything nor met anyone) has repeatedly insisted to me that
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being in Greece for the flame-lighting ceremony and out on the relay were “the
only moments I was ever sure the whole Olympic thing was worth it.” Video
clips from the relay intended to inspire ACOG operational meetings on the eve
of the Olympic Games instead became their centerpiece.

The simple, readily abstracted, and “universalizable” requirements of this rit-
ual—light a flame, relay it from hand to hand to the stadium, light the cauldron
in the opening ceremony—make it especially open to local meaning making, not
only among different cultures but also in the hearts of different persons. The
flame is fragile; without human support and care, it dies. Therefore, though in-
organic, it takes on a life and a personality. Because it depends upon so many
thousands of individuals across the relay, those individuals cannot help but feel re-
lated and experience a special solidarity when the flame arrives at its destination.

Every culture known to us makes symbolic meaning out of fire. At the
same time, these meanings are highly differentiated, context dependent, and
not reducible to some common denominator. Just so, beyond the empty basics,
the Olympic flame is open to free interpretation. No one can force anyone to
interpret it one way or another. Precisely because it is such an open signifier, it
presents itself so powerfully to diverse and frequently antagonistic interpreting
communities, even communities within the same national culture.18 This factor
contributes mightily to the difficulty that elite agents are having in homoge-
nizing, capturing, and redirecting the meaning of the relay to their own ends.

Commercial sponsorships do not in and of themselves necessarily promote
spectacle values, but the marketing of those sponsorships almost inevitably does.
Marketers want big shows, simplified and consistent messages, and a passive au-
dience content to be wowed. Because of the unparalleled goodwill that it gener-
ates, the flame relay is particularly attractive to sponsors. Coca-Cola has been
particularly aggressive not only in securing relay sponsorships but in marketing it-
self out on the relay, so much so that Atlanta flame relay director Hilary Hanson
estimates that she spent over half her time dealing with the demands and prac-
tices of the Coca-Cola “partners” (personal communication, 1997).

Coke sends out its own caravan of vehicles manned by scores of young
marketers, publicists, customer relations people, and salespeople. Audiences
who arrive early on the flame route encounter these sponsor teams first and are
bombarded with advertising trinkets, noisy music, and audio commentaries try-
ing to link the Coke and Olympic “brands.” Sponsor agents purposely try to
disguise the difference between themselves and the OCOG torch relay staff.
Not content with the sizable number of torchbearer slots guaranteed in the
sponsor contract, Coke officials work tirelessly to try to position “their” torch-
bearers for maximum exposure, even if that means shouldering Olympian and
community torchbearers off to the margins. In 1996, no tactic was too devious
in Coke’s effort to circumvent the ACOG’s policy against sponsor representa-
tives among official speakers at relay celebration points. Sydney observers along
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the Atlanta relay found Coke so ubiquitous, insatiable, tasteless, and obnoxious
and the backstage battles between Olympic officials and sponsor agents so en-
ervating that they resolved against having any retail products company as a
flame relay sponsor in 2000.19 Desperate to crack into Oceania markets where
the flame was going for the first time, Coca-Cola was nevertheless rebuffed in
Sydney. It was back in Salt Lake where, as a senior relay official explained to
me, “We conceded Coke and Chevy the right to speak briefly at celebrations.
This distracted them from their other demands and actually made them a little
better behaved [than in 1996]. Of course, we tightly monitored the content of
those speeches too.”

I am certainly critical of the “Olympic industry,” but I have nothing in
common with critics who cannot seem to imagine (if they do not do field-
work they could hardly know) that many of the same Olympic officials who
sign the sponsorship contracts proceed to battle those sponsors in defense of
the values of the Olympic movement. In the flame relay, the values of ritual
and festival continue to prevail over those of spectacle, due in great part to the
effective political action of such leaders and their volunteer staff. It is to their
additional credit that most of these bitter struggles remain backstage, as the
OCOG relay officers continue to devise secret practices to check their com-
mercial “partners.”20 Meanwhile, because of the structural and symbolic as-
pects of the relay previously mentioned and, in my country, at least, the
habitual ease with which citizens set aside commercial “clutter,” the sponsor
presence is mostly ignored by the crowds. Or, said more precisely, it is part of
the spectacle hype that serves to attract skeptical people in a reassuring fash-
ion into scenes in which they are subject to recruitment into festival and rit-
ual experiences. And if they are so recruited, nothing, at least in the flame
relay, subsequently seems so laughable to them as to suggest that it is all just
someone else’s big show.

Coca-Cola was back on the relay in Athens, where a stronger threat to the
ritual had arisen from the attempted imposition by a new IOC regime of man-
agerial technocrats of a standardized “world-best practices” model for the
Greek relay organization. What these Lausanne experts (not one of whom has
ever spent any time out on a relay) fail to grasp is that this model, originated
by Atlanta and successfully deployed in Sydney and Salt Lake City, remains
tied through and through to an Anglo-Saxon cultural base. It is anything but
culturally neutral nor yet, in my language, an empty form. It proved hugely 
disruptive for the veteran Greek relay officials (who called it “the American
model”). Moreover, these were on-stage, public conflicts, for nowhere in the
world are Olympic flame performances more commonly framed as ritual than
in Greece, the Olympic flame being broadly understood and treated—no 
matter its twentieth-century invention—as a key symbol of Greek national sov-
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ereignty and patrimony. In this particular Olympic context, one was confident
that the ritual and festival framings would maintain their dominance over that
of spectacle. In other Olympic contexts, the reverse is probably true. How could
one recognize the differences, let alone compare them over historical time 
and cultural space, with only a monolithic understanding of “the Olympic
mega-event” and an imperialist conception of “the spectacle”? Ethnography 
remains essential for this interpretive task.

NOTES

1. With amateur sport, according to Boorstin, “We have succeeded to a certain ex-
tent in guarding the uncorrupted authenticity of the event.” Sport is “one of our few re-
maining contacts with an uncontrived reality: with people really trying to win and not
merely to have their victory reported in the papers” (1962, 254). Of course, Boorstin was
writing before the era of widespread doping, the massive growth of sports marketing,
and the melodramatization and trivialization of athletes’ stories by television. Perhaps he
would today restrict his positive judgment to school and community sports contexts.
Then again, perhaps not.

2. As my Chicago colleague, James Redfield (1985, 102), has put it, “The Greeks
were great tourists, but were not given to participant observation.” As Sugden has him-
self signaled in an anxiously titled article (1997), there needs now to be a serious con-
versation about the relation between what sport studies practitioners are labeling
ethnography and the practices of professional anthropologists and field-working sociol-
ogists. For the moment, we can agree that we are all grappling with some similar prob-
lems, notably that of the scale and mobility of “mega” phenomena. Multilingual,
multicultural, and multidisciplinary research teams have centered my approach to these
difficult questions (MacAloon 1999).

3. I think I persisted as long as I did in trying to account for Olympic-level ath-
letic contests in ritual terms because to a former athlete, at least in my sport in my con-
text of the 1960s and 1970s, these terms seemed experientially appropriate. But as total
social facts in Mauss’s sense, games simply are not rituals.

4. Reacting to my explorations of the play concept and to parallel ones by Barbara
Babcock on reflexivity and reversibility and Richard Schechner on the rehearsal process,
Turner, too, near the end of his life, was experimenting with a near equivalence of the
terms play, performance, and liminality, prepared to subsume even the category of ritual,
at least in the context of pluralistic industrial society, into some new ludic Ur-process
(Turner 1974). Trouble was, Turner’s moral and literary gifts notwithstanding, this move
actually resolved itself to a structure/anti-structure bipolar dynamic even more abstract
and undifferentiated than the generic “ritual process” had been.

5. World Cup researcher-partisans tend toward a negative kneejerk reaction to
this observation, until you ask them to honestly evaluate the World Cup opening and
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closing and victory ceremonies. Inevitably they then agree that these are silly, deriva-
tive, insignificant performances in contrast to the Olympic ritual system, and these
days much more a matter of spectacle than ritual anyway. Some of these authorities will
proceed then to assert that the football matches themselves are ritual forms, with these
writers ending up in the same conceptual confusion I am describing. Instead, they
should devote their expertise, in my opinion, to answering this very interesting ques-
tion of difference that from my point of view is correlated with the presence or absence
of developed ideology. Whatever one may think of “Olympism,” “footballism” and
much less “World Cupism” are hardly equivalent if they can be said to exist at all as
self-conscious ideological projects.

6. Though I did manage in Montreal to see every moment of my own sport of
track and field, as I would again in Los Angeles, Seoul, and Barcelona. In Atlanta, I
found myself missing some preliminaries, and in Sydney, I finally admitted to myself
that drugs had made Olympic track and field no longer anything I remembered as my
sport, and therefore no longer anything very interesting, much less imperative for me to
attend, except as a duty-doing ethnographer and activist. In the language of my own
model, values, meanings, and practices associated with the spectacle genre had pene-
trated the game frame to a degree that watching on television would suffice. Indeed,
physical proximity with these particular Olympic bodies, in the Olympic Village, locker
rooms, the arena, and on the train—the expected intimacy of games, rites, and festi-
vals—only made matters worse for me. A cynical logic of spectacle—of course, it is all
morally dubious, it is a big, awesome show!—is required to contend with drug-enhanced
bodies which, for experienced track athletes of a certain age, one generally has only to
see to know. The moral entailments of honesty, openness, earnestness, and joy that
should accompany games, rites, and festivals in my cultural contexts as well as in
Olympic ideology are seriously destabilized by out-of-frame pharmaceutical practice. As
the core genre of game ramifies outward, further pushed toward thinking and experi-
encing in a legal framework because of drugs (Kidd 1990; MacAloon 1990), the nested
system is disaggregated.

7. The booklet differentiating the privileges of the dozens of credential categories
in Sydney ran to nearly seventy pages. Most of the nearly 200,000 credentials issued at
those Olympic Games were for volunteers and contracted service workers, functioned
chiefly for security purposes, and offered the holder nothing beyond free public trans-
port and access to their place of service. Perhaps 70,000 credentials brought a measure
of open access to particular special zones as well as a perk or two beyond basic trans-
portation. Fewer than 3,000 credentials bore the “infinity” icon, the object of all desire
for insiders at an Olympic Games because of the general access it permits to nearly
every backstage and on-stage space and scene.

I stress “very nearly” because, as I have elsewhere described, the existence of a very
deep backstage in the most highly restricted Olympic Family zones is what—together
with the “natural” reasons for high-level persons of every nationality to be found in the
Olympic city as “simple sports fans” or state officials “supporting the national team”—
creates an unparalleled setting for international diplomatic activity, noble or nefarious,
and protected more completely from the journalistic gaze—ironic, because there are over
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20,000 credentialed journalists at a Summer Games today, twice the number of ath-
letes!—than any other setting of which I am aware. (No journalist should ever even
dream of being admitted to these deep Olympic backstages.) Just as the spectacle
frame—“You only have to watch and be awed”—sets up ordinary persons to be captured
into other kinds of experience (ritual, agonal, festival), so too the “It’s all a big show”
message of spectacle framing deludes journalists (and often critical theorists) into fail-
ing to imagine that there are quite other, less trivial things going on.

8. In another big problem of intercultural ambiguity, nori is also used for “game”
or ludic contest, as in the famous ko-nori battle of the Seoul Opening Ceremony, but
not typically for sport of the Olympic kind for which loan words suffice. A partially
similar condition obtains in the semantic field of contemporary Japan. Asking native
speakers in diverse cultural environments to translate the specifications of my nested
performance model and then back-translating their answers is an inevitably revealing
methodological procedure.

9. In our own observations of these World Cup rally-fests and those of several
Korean social scientists, middle-age women, teenagers, twenty-somethings of both
sexes, and children seemed to dominate. Adult men were only scattered through these
crowds. This social demography can be correlated with absence of state sponsorship and
also with portions of the electorate thought to have put Roh Moo-hyun over the top in
subsequent presidential elections (see Soon-Hee Whang, chapter 13, in this volume).

10. To take a classical example, Xerxes had to gaze out with his own eyes over his
massed armies at the Hellespont to be overawed and to break down weeping at the spec-
tacle. A report from the front would not have had that effect.

11. The official broadcast audience estimates emanating from bodies such as 
the IOC and FIFA are compromised by marketing considerations. As a rule of thumb,
most experts deflate them by at least 30 percent. (See Moragas, Rivenburgh, and 
Larson 1995).

12. With Korea, 2002, the nesting of genres in the mass public rally-fests would be
televised sport inside festival for actively participating Koreans (following Cohen’s elab-
oration of the model), while encompassed as live spectacle for me as a foreign observer
(and perhaps for some of those reticent senior Korean males as well).The live site model,
by the way, was subsequently copied in Salt Lake and has even caused IOC planners to
take notice and to insist that future bid committees include such measures in their plans.
We shall now need to watch the cultural and urban contexts in which host cities accept
or resist these recommendations in the future, diagnostic as they are of concern for the
experiences and pleasures of uncredentialed, class-diverse publics, as well as of local esti-
mations of and comfort with mass and relatively unregulated public assemblies.

13. The Olympic flame relay offers a particular opportunity to document and ex-
plore the processes of an emptying out of a cultural and historical form, and I will pre-
sent an analysis of this process in a larger work on the performance.

14. Thanks to Arne Martin Klausen and his colleagues (Klausen 1995), we have 
a brilliant field study of the community festivals mounted throughout Norway to 
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celebrate the passage of the flame to Lillehammer. One can only hope that the English
translation of this important text is published soon.

15. The cauldron lighting is inevitably the dramatic highlight of the Opening
Ceremonies, far more decisive than the head-of-state’s declaration as the moment when
an Olympics actually begins. However, recalling the weeks and months of its former
freedom and human intimacy on its passage from Greece, one can feel rather sad for the
flame now made captive in the stadium cauldron.

16. I hesitate to mention the suicides of two Atlanta relay staffers not long after
the Olympic Games, for, as every clinician knows, suicide is an act overdetermined by
several life factors and experiences. Both were Georgia State Patrol troopers on loan to
the flame relay, intensely involved in the work, and well-liked by scores of relay staffers.
(I spoke several times with each but did not formally interview either.) Today their for-
mer relay colleagues to whom I have spoken are cautious about addressing these
tragedies. But nearly all wonder, as one put it, “whether something didn’t happen to
them out there.”

17. This fact has always puzzled and slightly offended me, in part because it con-
tributes to a certain culture among the IOC leadership and senior staff in Lausanne.
Persons there are prepared to give one a lecture about the torch relay, persons who have
no idea whatsoever about it, because, beyond a sponsor contract, or media blurbs, or a
few minutes in the host city, they have never actually seen it. (Ironically, in this they
closely resemble many “critical theorists” devoted to criticizing the IOC and its com-
mercial spectacle.) Of course, one could argue that it is a good thing for the flame relay
that the Olympic bosses stay so far away. I understand the argument, but I also think
this distance is unfortunate because it contributes to the impression that Lausanne is not
very concerned nor in adequate touch with the Olympic movement anymore. As a re-
sult, as a member of the Executive Committee of the IOC 2000 Reform Commission,
I introduced a resolution, later passed by the IOC Session, calling on the IOC Execu-
tive Board to be present in Olympia for the flame-lighting rituals. (If the board were
here, then the senior staff would follow.) This IOC 2000 reform resolution has been 
ignored for the last two flame lightings.

18. Kang-Shin-pyo and I (1990) have demonstrated how the radical socio-political
antagonisms associated with the transition from military regime to an elected presiden-
tial system in South Korea were inscribed in and altered the organization and symbolic
practices of the 1986 Seoul Asian Games and the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games flame 
relays, respectively. Elsewhere, I will present a detailed account of the intercultural mis-
understandings and leadership failures that nearly led to bloodshed in events surround-
ing the 1984 Los Angeles Olympic flame relay, as well as the heroically successful efforts
by 1996 Atlanta Olympic leaders to return Greek-American flame relay relations to har-
mony. The main difference between the two American OCOGs? For Peter Ueberroth
and his LAOOC (Los Angeles Olympic Organizing Committee) colleagues, the Greek
flame ceremonies were understood to be political spectacle and economic bargaining in
folkloric drag; for Billy Payne, Charlie Battle, A. D. Frazier, and the rest of the Atlanta
core leadership, they were, by the time of their performance, thoroughly framed as ritual
nested in festival.
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19. Banks, insurance firms, oil companies, and state-owned agencies such as the
postal service have been better-behaved sponsors in Calgary, Lillehammer, and Sydney.

20. To honor its role in Olympic history, the University of Chicago was 
selected for a special celebration during the Atlanta relay, and I was asked to organize
it. Despite helping to plan this relay, working closely with all of the leaders, and
being out on earlier segments, I was unprepared for the appearance in my university
office of a previously unknown ACOG advance person whose mission it was to de-
scribe for me all of the things Coke would try to do to make its presence felt in our
neighborhood, on campus, and in my ceremony. In careful language repeated in hun-
dreds of venues across the country, she concluded: “ACOG wants you to know so
that you can decide for yourself what you wish to permit.” And this, so one hears, was
“the Coca-Cola Olympics”!
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Chapter 3

Italy 1934

Football and Fascism

Robert S. C. Gordon and John London

INTRODUCTION:
A DECADE OF SPORTING GLORY

The second football World Cup took place in Italy between May 27 and June
10, 1934. Thirty-two teams, including Italy, entered the qualifiers. For the tour-
nament proper, sixteen teams took part, playing seventeen matches (the odd
number caused by a replay of the quarter-final between Italy and Spain) in
eight different venues (Bologna, Florence, Genoa, Milan, Naples, Rome, Tri-
este, and Turin). Nearly 400,000 tickets were sold, making for a respectable, but
not massive, average attendance of over 23,000 per match. The final, between
Italy and Czechoslovakia, was held in the Stadio Flaminio or Fascist National
Party Stadium in Rome on June 10. Italy won by two goals to one, after extra
time (Inglis 1990, 9; Glanville 1980, 23–42).

The 1934 home victory was one of the high points in an astonishing 
sequence of successes for Italian football in the 1930s, only challenged in the
history of the game by the modern Brazilian teams. Italy won a European foot-
ball tournament played over the three-year period, 1927–1930. After 1934, it
went on to win the Olympic football title in Berlin in 1936 (with a team of stu-
dent amateurs) and then, against the odds and hostile crowds, to retain its World
Cup title in France in 1938. Italy also fought the aloof masters of the game, En-
gland, in three highly symbolic friendlies in 1933, 1934, and 1939. The middle
of these, the “Battle of Highbury” of November 1934, took on near mythic sta-
tus in Italian collective memory, as the Italians, playing with ten men for eighty
minutes, fought back heroically from 3–0 down to 3–2, with only a whisker
denying them an equalizer at the death (Beck 2001). For this entire period, the
national team was coached by the extraordinary figure of Vittorio Pozzo, former
crack ardito soldier in the Great War, father figure, and authoritarian: in nearly a
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decade in charge (1930–1938), his record reads: played 62; won 45; drew 11; lost
6 (Fabrizio 1976, 62; Foot 2006).

Italian clubs also enjoyed signal success in this period, especially the
Bologna team, which won the Mitropa (Central European) Cup in 1932 and
1934 and then beat Chelsea in the Paris Exhibition Tournament in 1937 (Lan-
franchi 1991). And football was far from being the only sport at which Italy ex-
celled: the Italian team came second to the home U.S. team in the medals table
at the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics; Tazio Nuvolari cut a dash around the grand
prix circuits and the Mille Miglia race between 1930 and 1935; Italo Balbo flew
across the Atlantic to Brazil in 1931 and Chicago in 1933; and Gino Bartali
won the Tour de France in 1938 (McCarthy 2000).

Such successes were presented and perceived, nationally and internation-
ally, as victories, not merely for Italy but more particularly for the Fascist regime
(1922–1943). When Primo Carnera became World Heavyweight Boxing
Champion, in 1933, Mussolini and Carnera swapped telegrams after his vic-
tory, the latter claiming: “My victory was for Italy and for the Duce” (Valentini
2002, 32). Carnera was flown home, feted and decked out in a black shirt. The
Italian team at Los Angeles was nicknamed the “Mussolini boys.” The Bologna
team was very much the plaything of influential local Fascist ras (or chief ), Le-
andro Arpinati. Jules Rimet himself could not contain his astonishment at what
he took to be the root cause of Italy’s triumph in the World Cup, Fascism, “a
faith able to perform such miracles” (Ghirelli 1990, 133).

The 1934 World Cup thus appears to be part of an image of Italian sport-
ing prowess encouraged and manipulated by the Fascist regime. It can be seen to
anticipate the Nazi achievement of the Berlin Olympics two years later. Indeed,
chroniclers of the World Cup concur in describing how the Italians exploited
the event for propagandistic purposes (Crouch 2002, 23; Godsell 1990, 32); in
the words of one account, the competition “reverberated to the hideous strains
of a growing, pervasive Fascist ideology” (Shirley and Wight, 2002, 11). Closer
examination reveals a rather more complex jumble of contradictions in which,
despite the final result, there were failures as well as successes. To assess the na-
ture of the Fascist impact on this early, international sporting event, it is first
necessary to analyze the development and realization of notions of sport under
Mussolini’s regime before moving on to examine the tournament itself.

FASCIST IDEOLOGY, THE “NEW MAN” AND THE

ORGANIZATION OF SPORT

Although Fascism as an ideology has proved notoriously hard to define,
certain persistent elements in its makeup drew it ineluctably toward sport from
the outset, even if on occasion from contradictory directions. These elements
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include its nationalism; its militarism, anti-individualism, and pedagogical to-
talitarianism; its aesthetics and culture of consent; and the myth of Mussolini.

Fascism was a nationalist movement to its core and was constantly alert to
means of exalting the nation, restoring the glory of the past (Roman Empire,
Renaissance Italy), acquiring the modern trappings of international power
(Empire) and emulating the status of rivals in Europe. Sport would come to
play a key role in the promotion of the nation’s glory abroad, especially in the
1930s. International sport as an arm of diplomacy was beginning to take root
throughout Europe in this decade (Teja 1998), and Fascist Italy was alert to its
potential. Hence in the 1939 Italy-England game in Milan, weeks before war,
the English team’s Fascist salute was perceived as a key propaganda coup. Con-
versely, Italy pulled out of both the 1936 Tour de France and a 1937 football
match in France on Mussolini’s orders, to signal his hostility to Léon Blum’s
government, only to return and win the World Cup in Paris in 1938, weeks
after the Nazi Anschluss (Murray 1994, 96–101).

Meanwhile, within Italy itself, the prime task of the totalitarian nation was
the training of the population to breed and educate fighting soldiers. Both
Nazism and Fascism inherited this idea from Victorian and Prussian notions of
the education of the body (Pivato 1994). A huge program of mass participation
sporting activity, run under the auspices of the web of Fascist child, youth, and
student organizations, came into being in the 1920s to sustain this form of ed-
ucation in Italy. The militaristic principle also nourished the Fascist subordina-
tion of the individual to the corporate body of the state, achieved through a
regimented conformist culture of the uniform, the group (modeled on the army
unit and trained to move as one), and public spectacle at mass parades and, on
occasion, sporting events.

The promotion of these concepts in an ultranationalist framework was
achieved through legislative change and the subsequent formation of new Fascist
organizations. Institutional reform occurred on several levels from 1922, and es-
pecially after 1925. Fascism reformed physical education in schools (part of the
important Gentile reforms of the school system launched in 1923) and trans-
formed sporting institutions (the CONI [Comitato Olimpico Nazionale Italiano],
IOC, and FIGC [Federazione Italiana Ginoco del Calcio]) into organs of the Fas-
cist Party and state, dominated by a series of high-ranking party officials, either
from the party leadership itself or from the increasingly influential propaganda
unit, the Ufficio Stampa, as if to emphasize the importance of this area of policy.
Fascism then used those institutions to restructure the organization of sport, most
fundamentally with the Carta di Viareggio (1926) for football, which regularized
the status of clubs and players, Italianized the language of this Anglo-Saxon sport
(Inter became Ambrosiana; Milan Milano, for example), and paved the way for
the first national league, launched in 1929, and the Carta dello Sport (December
30, 1928), which regulated all sports from the elite down to the mass level.
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Great importance was attached to the sporting aspects of the immense
youth and after-work organizations, the Balilla (or ONB, Opera Nazionale
Balilla) and the Dopolavoro (or OND, Opera nazionale Dopolavoro), launched
in 1925 and 1926, respectively (De Grazia 1981). Around the OND and ONB,
local, regional, and national competitive and collective display games were set
in place in the 1930s (such as the littoriali), and, at ground level, most sections
included some form of sporting activity and/or spectatorship as part of a wide
range of programs offered. By 1936, the ONB had 5,500,000 members; by
1937, the OND had almost 20,000 local sporting associations and organized
130,000 tournaments or meets (although over half of these were bowls
matches), involving tens of millions of players and spectators (Pivato 1994,
101). A mass culture of sport was, then, truly established and rooted in Italy,
even if concentrated in the center and north of the country and among men
rather than women (Dogliani 2000).

From the lowest to the highest levels, the Fascist regime also invested heav-
ily—using tax breaks, subsidies, programs of public construction, and the input
of local figures of influence—in sporting infrastructure. By 1930, over 2,000 new
local stadia or tracks had been built (500 new stadia were inaugurated simulta-
neously on one day in 1929), and eighty-three out of a total of ninety-four offi-
cial provincial centers in Italy had their own regional sports grounds (Pennacchia
1999, vol. 1, 160; Martin 2004, 79–171; Rossi 2002). This capillary infrastruc-
tural program had a direct impact on the 1934 World Cup: a series of major ar-
chitectural projects between 1926 and 1933 led to the construction or
modernization of all the stadia used as venues in the tournament (1926, Stadio
San Siro, Milan; 1927, Stadio Littoriale, Bologna; 1928, Stadio Flaminio/PNF,
Rome; 1930, Stadio Ascarelli, Naples; 1932, Stadio Littorio, Trieste; 1932, Sta-
dio G. Berta, Florence; 1933, Stadio L. Ferraris, Genoa; 1933, Stadio B. Mus-
solini, Turin). The Bologna and the Florence stadia are commonly taken as the
most interesting and telling as innovative Fascist architecture, employing styles
both modern (concrete and glass materials in nontraditional forms) and neo-
classical (Marathon Towers, porticos, friezes, and sculptures) (Inglis 1990,
10–57).

Much of the mass participation in sporting activity mentioned was low
level, often non-competitive, and formed by an aesthetics of display as much as
by the virtues of physical exertion (e.g., gymnastics); and for this reason it was
able to perform a second, perhaps more immediately effective function beyond
its long-term prospect as a primary trainer for the military. Sport also became a
form of mass leisure and thus a manufacturer of consent (Cannistraro 1975), al-
though there was an inevitable conceptual tension between the active participant
and the passive spectator. Furthermore, the idea of mass leisure was at odds with
the notion of an individual sporting hero. Two contrasting and even contradic-
tory principles underlay the nationalist and militarist impulses within Fascist
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sport: the harmonized, non-competitive, and homogenizing principle symbol-
ized by mass gymnastics, and the competitive, aggressive heroism epitomized
in sportsmen such as Carnera or Pozzo’s star player, Giuseppe Meazza. Within
the Fascist conception of the body and the individual there was a possible way
out of this contradiction: even the gymnasts were ultimately intended as sub-
units of mass aggression in war, and the sporting heroes were not so much
heroes qua individuals as embodiments of a core Fascist myth, that of the “New
Man,” the perfected Fascist individual wholly imbued, in body and in spirit, with
a near-mystical devotion to the state. Of course, the highest exemplar of the
Fascist New Man was Mussolini himself, who literally embodied the state and
was ever depicted as the fighting and sporting hero in his own right, his body
frequently on display as physical worker, soldier, pilot, rider, skier, fencer, runner,
and swimmer (although rarely, if ever as footballer) (Gori 2000; Mosse 1996).

Several key characteristics of the New Man were echoed in the so-called
“metodo” of Pozzo’s team: youth (Malvano 1984), love of risk and danger,
sacrifice to the nation’s cause, and pride in the nation (and, increasingly,
in the race). Football’s individual heroism in a collective, team cause was 
in harmony with such forces; and even the crowd attending matches could
be seen to represent an ideal, choral collectivity coming together in a single,
viscerally felt, faith and cause, much like Fascism itself (Fabrizio 1976, 52).
As a radio broadcast just before the start of the 1934 World Cup put it:
“Italian crowds will certainly recognize in each athlete the representative of
that virtue that twelve years of Fascism have distilled in the collective 
soul and which is called ‘self-esteem’ or ‘being aware of one’s own worth’”
(CONI 1936, 49).

THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA

The press was the first medium to exploit sport to the full and the first to 
exploit the new category (and spending power) of the fan (Panico and Papa
1993, 121–32). Gazzetta dello Sport, founded in 1896, came out daily from 1913
and Il Guerin Sportivo weekly from 1912. Newspapers began offering daily
sports coverage in the 1920s (Il Popolo d’Italia from 1923; Corriere della Sera
from 1927), a crucial stage in sport’s infiltration of daily life outside sport (Lan-
franchi 1991, 340). Magazines proliferated, including several illustrated ones,
such as Calcio Illustrato, and Fascist titles such as Il Littoriale (from 1927) or Lo
Sport Fascista (from 1928). To a greater or lesser extent, all adopted the rhetori-
cal, epic style in tune with Fascist public pronouncements (Brera 1975, 77–83;
Fabrizio 1976, 149–65). The national press also made efforts to use printed im-
ages to enhance its coverage. For the World Cup, between 275 and 400 foreign
journalists from twenty-nine countries (the sources disagree) were accredited at
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the competition (CONI 1936, 57; Murray 1994, 87–93; Panico and Papa 1993,
190), and they found a coordinating press center with regular press conferences
in central Rome (Recanatesi 1978, 23–24).

The regime only began to invest heavily in the power of radio from the
early 1930s—Mussolini’s brother, Arnaldo, ran the state radio company,
EIAR (Ente Italiano per le Audizioni Radiofoniche) from 1930—and radio
ownership was relatively low compared to other European countries. By
1932, 340,000 licenses had been issued, compared to 4 million in Germany
(Richeri 1980, 52), rising to 535,000 in 1935, but collective listening in pub-
lic places was commonplace, especially for certain key types of broadcast,
from major national events to football matches (Forgacs 1990, 63–68). Many
sets were owned by organizations such as the OND and schools, as well as,
increasingly, bars and cafés. To gauge the maximum reach of collective listen-
ing, it is estimated that Mussolini’s famous speech declaring his imperial war
on Abyssinia on October 2, 1935, drew approximately 10 million listeners
(Richeri 1980, 55). Sports broadcasting—featuring, especially, football and
cycling—was a staple in both news and live commentary, although it is worth
noting that it was not hugely prominent in the scheduling, nor the most pop-
ular item: only half of the listening population—probably the male half—
listened regularly, compared to 95 percent for news and 80 to 85 percent for
entertainment, according to a 1939 questionnaire (Monticone 1978, 66–69).
From 1930, the second half of a league match was broadcast live every week,
followed by the list of league results, and it swiftly became a public ritual
(Panico and Papa 1993, 206).

The rapid acceleration of state initiatives in radio, from the early 1930s,
coincided with the build-up to the World Cup, and the role of radio in foot-
ball was immeasurably enhanced following the debut in 1933 (for a match be-
tween Italy and Germany) of legendary commentator Niccolò Carosio, whose
florid, creative, and decidedly non-technical broadcasts—Gianni Brera de-
scribed him as the “unrivalled Homer of a footballing epic” (Brera 1975,
133–34)—would be for decades at the heart of the collective memory of Italian
football. Radio sales saw a spurt for the World Cup (Recanatesi 1978, 26) and,
for the first time, radio rights were sold internationally: Holland bought exclu-
sive rights, and between nine and fifteen other countries (assessments differ ac-
cording to sources) took feeds of commentaries in four different languages set
up by radio company EIAR, from the quarter finals onward (Vigarello 1990,
10; Panico and Papa 1993, 190).

A parallel story can be told of the Fascist state’s investment in newsreels and
the position of sport within them. The Istituto LUCE (L’Unione Cine-
matografica Educativa), founded in 1924, began producing over 100 newsreels a
year in 1927, and these were a compulsory part of any cinema screening 
(Argentieri 1979). This latter point is crucial, since Italians spent far more of
their leisure time and money on cinema than they did on sports events—by a
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ratio of 14 to 1, according to a survey of spending carried out in 1938 (Rossi
2002). All newsreels were previewed by Mussolini himself (Wagstaff 1984,
163–64). Sporting events, whether competitive matches or organized displays,
were a stock feature of the newsreels, typically included alongside items of local
interest and state ceremonies, as frames for the more tightly news-driven and in-
ternational segments (Mancini 1985, 121–68; Argentieri 1979). The Istituto
LUCE also produced more extended documentary pieces, on a variety of topics,
but again, sporting prowess featured here. For the World Cup itself, over 15,000
meters of film were shot (Panico and Papa 1993, 205). As with several other
areas under Fascist state management, the period 1933–1935 showed a marked
acceleration in control and aggressive propagandizing in newsreels (evinced, for
example, in the use of the Fascist calendar in newsreels from 1934), coinciding
with the period of the World Cup. In the same year the Fascist salute became a
compulsory prelude to all football matches, thus giving an added visual impact
to Fascist symbolism.

THE POLITICS, RHETORIC, AND

REALITY OF THE WORLD CUP

The World Cup was not the first international sporting competition to be
hosted by Fascist Italy. The International University Games were successfully
staged in Rome in 1928 and Turin in 1933. (The second event especially was an
excuse for much boasting about the achievements of the regime: see Tomlinson
2005, 54–55.) A campaign was launched in 1930 to secure the 1936 Olympics
in Rome (which lost out to Berlin). After informal assurances in 1930, at a
1932 meeting of FIFA in Stockholm (and then Zurich), Italy did succeed in
securing the 1934 football World Cup, due to the dynamic negotiation of the
international secretary of the Italian Football Federation, Giovanni Mauro.
Mauro had carefully orchestrated the campaign to claim the hosting of the
tournament, backed up by government guarantees to underwrite any losses, a
crucial prerequisite for the staging of the modern global sporting event
(Ormezzano and Colombero 1978, 22).

Given that Achille Starace, the longest-running Fascist Party secretary
(1931–1939), was the figurehead for the 1934 World Cup, one would expect a
high degree of fascisticization in the presentation of the competition. It was
Starace who did the most to proliferate uniforms and parades and to promote
the Fascist (or Roman) salute in Italian society. He was, in the words of one his-
torian, “the high priest of the ‘cult of the Duce’” (Gentile 1984, 264). In fact, the
functioning of the tournament involved disguising to a certain degree the Fas-
cist potential of the event and its iconography, while simultaneously attempting
to present a Fascist image of it to an Italian public.
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Take the promotion of the tournament through visual material. In all,
100,000 posters, 300,000 postcards, and 1 million stamps were put into circula-
tion to commemorate the occasion. There was even a new cigarette brand called
“Campionato del mondo” (World Championship) (Valentini 2002, 36). As part
of the open collectivity, national competitions had been launched, such as that
for the design of the tournament posters and other publicity material. It could be
argued that designs of a typically Fascist-modernist style were chosen as winners
(Vigarello 1990, 9–10; Ormezzano and Colombero, 1978, 170–71; Pinkus
1995). However, the use of the winning entries is telling (Figure 3.1). Luigi
Martinati’s image of the football with the world in the background seems to 
emanate from an abstracted form of the fascio littorio in the bottom left-hand
corner, the rods tied to an axe that was at the heart of the etymology of Fascism
and had, in 1926, been officially adopted as the symbol of the Fascist state
(Falasca-Zamponi 1997, 95–99). Mario Gros’s footballer is giving the Fascist
salute. In contrast, Gino Boccasile’s player is about to kick a ball, and while the
image shares the modernist sans-serif lettering of the other winners, the flags
convey the international nature of the competition. Although Martinati’s design
won first prize, it was Boccasile’s design, the one with no overt Fascist symbol-
ism, that became the most familiar and lasting image of the competition, since
it was used on the cover of the official tournament program. Morever, even 
Boccasile’s image had been transformed: in the original, published in 1933, a
small fascio littorio had been present in the bottom right-hand corner, there had
been no translations—eventually, on the left-hand side—and “Italia” had 
followed the main lettering indicating the world championship (Pennacchia
1999, vol. 1, 168). In this sense, extreme nationalism was visually subsumed into
an internationalist stance.

FIGURE 3.1 The final form of three of the winning entries in the design competition for the 1934
World Cup. The artists, from left to right, are Gino Boccasile, Mario Gros, and Luigi Martinati.
Source: Private collection.
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A similar lack of uniformity can be observed when the rhetoric of the 
reporting is compared to what was happening during the matches. It is not dif-
ficult to find examples of propagandists wanting to connect the victory of the
team to the glory of the nation:

It is an event which acquires greater importance if it is considered as one
of so many expressions of national will set on securing for our Country
a position of supremacy in each field of human activity, especially in
those chiefly dominated by effort and individual risk and the spirit of
organization and collective discipline. (Volontà di primato 1934, 1)

The national glory was in turn related to Mussolini’s role. “The Duce’s con-
gratulations for the great success of the Italian players” ran one headline to an
article assessing the competition (De Martino 1934e, 4). The newspaper
founded by Mussolini, Il Popolo d ’Italia, proudly declared in its headline: “In
the name and in the presence of the Duce, the azzurri [as the national team
was known] win a new world title.” The same journalist, Luigi Freddi—a vet-
eran Fascist and a key figure in the press and cinema of the regime—went on to
reinforce the link by quoting his master: “We have seen the azzurri continu-
ously apply the teaching of the Duce, who wants to make out of our people a
‘methodical, tenacious, and persevering’ race (razza)” (Freddi 1934f, 8).

In practice, the Duce’s presence at the games did not imply consistent sup-
port. He attended a qualifying match between the United States and Mexico
(4–2) and the first game played by Italy in the competition in which it thrashed
the United States 7–1 in Rome. He was present to receive personal applause at
the final, yet he had sent his sons to the replay between Italy and Spain in Flo-
rence (1–0) and did not attend the Italy versus Austria semi-final (1–0), prefer-
ring to stay in Rome to see the other semi-final in which Czechoslovakia beat
Germany 3–1. Despite accusations of match fixing that favored Italy, one can
but wonder how the regime would have dealt with the leader’s absence at what
could have been the national team’s last match. An inkling is given by what ac-
tually occurred during the Czech-German semi-final: before the end of the
match, news of Italy’s victory against Austria was announced through loud-
speakers to the spectators of the Stadio Flaminio in Rome. The result was to
focus the Roman crowd on events in Milan: having heard the announcement,
they stood up and turned toward where Mussolini was sitting, all the time 
applauding (Freddi 1934e, 8).

In order to highlight the intimate connection between the totalitarian state
and sporting success, statements about control and discipline had to be trans-
ferred from their civil, pedagogical context to an international sporting event. A
radio preview of the competition therefore stressed that the training of the az-
zurri had been “meticulously controlled by the hierarchs of the Italian Football

Robert S. C. Gordon and John London 49



Federation” (CONI 1936, 49). It was then a logical step for Il Popolo d’Italia to
cherish the “vision of harmony, discipline, order, and courage” shown by the na-
tional team in its eventual victory over Spain. These were “winning” virtues
(Freddi 1934d, 8). As was the case for internal politics, such qualities became a
preparation for combat, even if the military nature of the struggle remained
metaphorical. In the reinforcement of a fiery journalistic style invented during
the Fascist regime to describe sport (Castellana 1991, 34–41), each match be-
came a warlike encounter. Italy’s 1–1 draw against Spain after extra time (the
match that necessitated a replay the following day) provoked heroic rhetoric in
Il Popolo d’Italia: “It was not a game, but a battle” (Freddi 1934c, 8). The lexicon
was not merely journalistic but formed part of the sporting strategy. For the
final, Vittorio Pozzo drummed into his players his militaristic vision: they were
soldiers, the matches were battles, and the task of the team was like holding the
“Piave line,” after a famous front in Northern Italy in the First World War
(Milza 1990, 55).

The stress on control extended beyond sporting achievement. It was quite
clear from the outset that the tournament was going to be a challenge or, as one
journalist wrote in a preview, “a testing ground for the organizational capabilities
of Italian sport” (Lazotti 1934a, 6). General Vaccaro, the president of the Italian
Football Federation, claimed that Italy had shown its “perfect [. . .] cordial hos-
pitality, discipline, and organization” to the foreigners who had arrived (Freddi
1934a, 8). During the competition, Italian radio lauded “the efficiency of Mus-
solini’s Italy” in relation to the event (CONI 1936, 57). Whereas efficient orga-
nization can be viewed as part of the military ethos, the materialist obsession with
the profitability of the competition fits less comfortably with an heroic attitude.
And yet, by May 29, there were public announcements about what was called the
“financial success” of the tournaments, and newspaper reports trumpeted details
of the accounts for each match (De Martino 1934b, 4; Il successo 1934, 8). In the
end, the competition made a healthy profit of 1 million lire (Ghirelli 1990, 132).

Of course, financial success did not necessarily indicate ideologized mass par-
ticipation. At every level it is possible to observe almost overt tensions and at-
tempted solutions for papering over the cracks in the enactment of an ideology.
The unificatory and simultaneously superior role of leaders is the first, most strik-
ing example. Matches were attended by the royal family and Fascist Party leaders,
including Mussolini himself, who made a show of buying his tickets for himself
and his family, like anyone else. However, the very same accounts that underlined
this action of the Duce as a man of people (e.g., Freddi 1934b, 8) went on to re-
port how he then proceeded to settle down in the tribuna d’onore, the covered VIP
stand with a full view of the pitch from the center (see Figure 3.2, next to letters D
and C in the center left of the plan). To counterbalance potential elitism, the
media made much of a worker from Milan who could not come to Rome for the
final and so sent fifteen lire to a newspaper editor with a letter saying: “I cannot 
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FIGURE 3.2 Plan of the Stadio Flaminio, otherwise called the Fascist National Party
Stadium, in Rome, showing the layout of the public areas for the World Cup final.
Source: La Tribuna, June 10, 1934, p. 8.
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go, but I want in some way to be represented. So I ask you to buy a ticket and
send a worker in my place” (De Martino 1934e, 4). The request was apparently
fulfilled, and whatever the veracity of the incident, it painted a picture of na-
tionwide, cross-class support, especially necessary for this event, since the center
for the sport was still perceived as being in the north of the country, and the na-
tional team had played in Rome for the first time only six years before the World
Cup, in 1928.

A more blatant problem was the discrepancy between expectations and
outcome with regard to attendance at matches. Few of the games reached 
capacity figures, but hopes were high for the final. On the day before the
match, June 9, Italian radio confidently announced that 70,000 people would
go (CONI 1936, 62). Il Giornale d ’Italia anticipated a crowd of over 60,000
(Lazotti 1934b, 1), but the headline in the same newspaper introducing the 
report about the match explained how “fifty thousand people applaud the Duce
in the Stadium of the Party” (50,000 persone 1934, 1). Another Roman daily,
La Tribuna, gave a detailed description of the stadium, pointing out how empty
spaces could be seen. (In fact, the Milan semi-final, in which Italy defeated 
Austria, was more intensely followed and better attended; see Cante 1996).
Anybody present at the final could have seen the gaps, many of which were 
at the curved end of the pitch, near the goal, on the side of the Viale Tiziano
(see Figures 3.2 and 3.3). La Tribuna argued that the sun and ticket prices had
been responsible (Giottoli 1934d, 9), thereby raising, right at the end of the
competition, a controversial point: to some degree, ticket prices were aimed as
much at the relatively wealthy and the traveling fans as at home crowds, for
whom the price in the “popular” terraces was a relatively expensive six lire, while
the covered stands went up to sixty lire (Mannucci 2002, 38). An Italian factory
worker could expect to earn between 300 and 400 lire per month in the 1930s
(Milza 1999, 606). Perhaps it was the socio-political sensitivity to such causes
that forced Il Popolo d ’Italia into denying the truth: its report of the match
boasted that an “immense crowd” had submerged every structure of the 
“immense stadium,” so that the pitch was the only unoccupied area (Freddi
1934f, 8). This was mendacious on another account: as international observers
were keenly aware, the Stadio Flaminio could hardly be called “immense,” since
it did not conform to international standards of size (Inglis 1990, 50).

Spectators were, however, measured not just by numbers. As a reflection
of the regime’s concern about the potential ideological contradiction between
passive spectators and active participants, the two categories were consciously
blurred. Spectators became active participants in the sporting struggle. Before
the semi-finals, the radio was proclaiming that, in supporting the Italian play-
ers, spurring them on and making them proud, the public would be the “lead-
ing actor in tomorrow’s encounter” (CONI 1936, 59). Italian fans were
engaged in the same militaristic activity as their team, so they played their part
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in the first battle against Spain: “The shouting of twenty thousand people
hurls the azzurri into the attack” (Freddi 1934c, 8). By the end of the whole
competition, congratulations were in order for Italian crowds who had partic-
ipated “more often as actors than as spectators” and had shown through their
behavior “a demonstration of ethical maturity second to none” (Freddi 1934f,
8). Their role was not simply to be active in relation to the players on the field,
but to take part in something beyond the realm of sport. A radio broadcast on
the day before the first games of the competition made this clear by pointing
out that what was going to take place on the following day, “more than a spec-
tacle of great proportions, is a ceremony of profound significance” (CONI
1936, 54). The journalistic depiction of the events just after the final elevated
the experience to new heights: the joyful applause and the austere music of the
Royal March “gave the characteristics of a religious rite to the consecratory
ceremony of the success” (Giottoli 1934c, 1). Of course, this can simply be
viewed as relabeling existing actions, and one can be cynical as to how many
fans felt they were either actively or ritualistically involved. Nevertheless, it is
relevant that such vocabulary should have been used in 1934, precisely the year
in which fascist public ceremonies and rituals took on a more aggressive, mil-
itaristic cast (Berezin 1997, 116–19).

FIGURE 3.3 The final of the 1934 World Cup, played between Italy and Czechoslovakia. Clearly
visible at this, the curved end of the stadium, are signifcant gaps in the crowd.
Source: Private collection.
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Alongside this increasingly nationalist categorization, several events and
rhetorical ploys combined to place Italians in a markedly internationalist context
(just as we have seen the visual imagery fluctuate between the two extremes).The
press quoted from the telegrams the Duce received from the competing countries
at the beginning of the tournament, thus seeming to give his regime added legit-
imacy. General Vaccaro was proud to declare, in a florid, rhetorical style, that one
of the decisions agreed at FIFA’s Twenty-second Congress was to

multiply yet further on the . . . playing fields international contacts,
striving to contribute, with our sensibility of sportsmen at the van-
guard of every realistic ideal, to the tightening between Nations of
those ties of respect and reciprocity whose moral value is in the con-
science of each of us. (Freddi 1934a, 8)

Such goals would be achieved from the Italian standpoint with a mixture of 
arrogance and manipulative diplomacy. Foreign fans arrived from abroad in un-
precedented numbers, by tens of thousands (7,000 from Holland, 10,000 each
from Switzerland and Austria; see Vigarello 1990, 8), with special trains (in-
cluding four from Czechoslovakia for the final alone) and tourist packages laid
on to facilitate their journey. The new stadia were shown off to groups of inter-
national journalists as engineering and architectural triumphs. But an element of
nationalism was introduced through geographical choice: matches were placed
in cities of cultural and/or political prestige, or to make a political point—Tri-
este, for example, for Italy’s on-going irredentist claims (Dogliani 2000, 334).

Italy’s first game of the tournament, against the United States, is a good il-
lustration of the way Fascist diplomacy would function. Mussolini sat in the
VIP stand with his sons, Bruno and Vittorio, members of the Italian royal fam-
ily and the U.S. ambassador. The players from both teams gave the Fascist Party
salute to the stand, and the Duce replied. Before the start of the game, the
Americans gave the Italian team a pennant and a statue of a cowboy (Freddi
1934b, 8). It was a potent exchange of national symbolism.

There is no evidence that Fascists did anything during the World Cup to
publicize another international feature within the Italian team itself. Four of its
players who were active in the competition—Attilio De Maria, Enrico Guaita,
Luisito Monti, and Raimundo Orsi—were of Argentinean origin (and this, in
a tournament in which Argentina played in the first round). Their Italian fam-
ily roots were used as a loophole in the Fascist law of the Carta di Viareggio
against the importation of foreign players (Ghirelli 1990, 99). (In fact, the
regime had previously flirted with the residual patriotism of the large Italian
emigrant populations in the Americas.) In the 1934 final, Orsi scored the first
goal, and it was Guaita who set up the ball for Schiavio to score the winner.
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Another element intrinsic to the ambivalent nationalism of Italian foot-
ball was language. A radio broadcast just before the 1934 final boasted that
football had originated in Italy in the sixteenth century (CONI 1936, 62).
Nevertheless, such nationalist reappropriation of the sport sounded awkward
when juxtaposed with the preponderance of anglicisms in the press. Newspa-
pers referred to “goals,” a totally unidiomatic plural in Italian, and “corner”
instead of the indigenous equivalents (e.g., Bevilacqua 1934, 1; De Martino
1934c, 5). Most interesting in this respect is the name of the game itself. As
the winning designs show clearly (Figure 3.1) the Italian invention for football
is “calcio.” This did not stop some dailies from using the English word. Most
striking is the appearance in the illustrated magazine Gente Nostra, which was
described in its subtitle as Illustrazione fascista: the issue released on the day of
the final called the championship the “Campionati del mondo di Foot-ball”
( June 10, 1934, 13). All of these terms contradicted Fascist decrees to de-
anglicize football terminology and gave a perhaps involuntary non-Italian
gloss to the game.

In terms of sporting achievement, the celebration of nationalist triumph in
an internationalist context was even more problematic, for this second World
Cup was patently not a competition including all the best teams in the world.
The defenders of the title, Uruguay, plagued by internal problems and still of-
fended by the refusal of many Europeans to come in 1930, did not participate.
The only Latin Americans in the tournament, Argentina and Brazil, did not
send their best teams and were therefore eliminated in the first round. (Mex-
ico had traveled to Italy only to be knocked out in a qualifier.) Coupling these
defeats with the fate of the United States at the hands of Italy, Il Giornale 
d’Italia was able to announce in a headline: “All the American teams have been
eliminated” (Tutte 1934, 6). It was not so easy to dismiss the absence of the En-
glish team, and so intricate tirades evolved. This is how Corriere della Sera put
it on the day before the start of the competition:

For years and years England has not been sending its teams to official
tournaments. It was not at Antwerp or Paris or Amsterdam. But the
results achieved by the English team recently are decisive and signifi-
cant. The national team of England, defeated in Budapest, beaten in
Prague, will have to bow to the winner of the World Cup. The “splen-
did isolation,” as the withdrawal of the British was called, is no longer
valid. Times have changed. (De Martino 1934a, 6)

To anticipate the universal value of ultimate victory, Il Popolo d’Italia pointed
out on the day before the final that Czechoslovakia had recently beaten En-
gland 2–1 (La finale 1934, 8).
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Whereas these arguments drew attention to a significant absentee, in
Britain the splendid isolation was genuine. None of the British newsreel
companies appear to have bought footage of the competition, and no jour-
nalists from the major newspapers were sent to cover the event. In The Times,
the only information about the World Cup was the reproduction of an Ital-
ian postage stamp issued to commemorate the tournament ( June 5, 1934,
18). Despite considerable interest in Italian politics, newspapers such as the
Daily Mail ( June 11, 1934, 18) and the Daily Express ( June 11, 1934, 21)
gave just the result of the final, in tiny notices copied from a news agency re-
lease. Although there was interest in countries such as Germany (whose team
reached the semi-finals), in France the general coverage was patchy and inac-
curate, especially since the national team was eliminated in the first round.
(Le Figaro [ June 11, 1934, 8], for example, limited itself to an undetailed re-
port of the final in little over 100 words.) The propaganda value of the Italian
World Cup was thus considerably reduced outside Italy.

The teams that made it through to the later stages deserved more 
nuanced consideration.This was necessary above all for the Spaniards, who forced
Italy into a replay after a 1–1 draw in the quarter-finals.The representational strat-
egy here was twofold: on the one hand, the Italian players were viewed as not
being in top form, while on the other, Spain became a heroic combatant, a worthy
adversary (e.g., Giottoli 1934a, 2). The comments after the match of the Spanish
captain, Ricardo Zamora, were extensively quoted. According to Zamora, the leg-
endary goalkeeper, nicknamed El Divino, “The battle in Florence was one of the
most exciting sporting battles at which I have ever been present. We should have
met for the final. The final in Rome will certainly not be so fine, so interesting, or
so well fought” (L’omaggio 1934, 2). It also was a rather violent game, and it is rel-
evant that Zamora, after what some consider a foul against him that led to the
Italian goal (Ghirelli 1990, 136), could not return for the replay the following day,
won by Italy 1–0. Even after their defeat (in another violent encounter), the
Spaniards still apparently considered their foes in a fraternal light: at the train sta-
tion in Florence, a fond farewell took place between Zamora and the Italian 
captain-goalkeeper, Giampiero Combi, who shook hands, the Spaniard declaring
that his team would go and support Italy in its next match against Austria 
(De Martino 1934d, 6). Considering the violent nature of the two games—
the first was apparently among the most savage in the history of the tournament
(Martin 2004, 162)—it is difficult to believe in the authenticity of these senti-
ments. By the time the final was over, the “extremely fierce contest” between Italy
and Spain was still being evoked (De Martino 1934e, 4).

Treatment of the Czechs followed the ploy of lauding an opposing team to
enhance Italian prestige, but there also were signs of a more denigratory 
approach. (This was perhaps stimulated by the infamously violent encounters
between Juventus and Slavia Prague in 1932 [Martin 2004, 177–79]). The free
kick that resulted in the goal putting Czechoslovakia into a 2–1 lead against
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Germany in the semi-final was seen as uncertain, and at least one report actually
claimed that it was a mistaken decision made by the Italian referee, Rinaldo Bar-
lassina (Giottoli 1934b, 9). The Czechs moved ahead to win by 3–1, but maybe
Barlassina, one of the best-known referees in Italian history, was helping to force
the weaker squad into the final against Italy (where a non-Italian referee would
have to preside). Off the field, there were other insinuations about a country
whose politics can hardly have been seen as sympathetic to the Fascist cause. A
rather cruel caricature of the Czech president, Tomáš Masaryk, appeared on the
front page of Il Popolo d’Italia two days before the final ( June 8, 1934) and on
the day of the match itself came the prominent news that Czechoslovakia was
resuming “diplomatic relations with Moscow” (Praga 1934, 10). It was just as
well that an adversary with such communist connections was defeated (although
it was at this juncture convenient to forget the pact of friendship Mussolini had
signed with the Soviet Union one year earlier).

The presentation of Nazi Germany, in contrast, involved no such prob-
lems. After the semi-final against the Czechs, Germany beat Austria 3–2 in the
play-off to win third place, which granted the Germans a prominent position
along with the Czechs and Italians in the closing ceremony just after the final.
Their flag was one of the three flying in the stadium, and the German national
anthem was heard third after that of the others. Germans in the crowd sang
along and raised their arm in the Nazi salute. The German captain went up to
the VIP stand to receive the corresponding prize for his team, given by Mus-
solini himself (Lazotti 1934c, 7; Giottoli 1934d, 9). The diplomatic approxi-
mation between Germany and Italy would be maginfied four days later, when
Hitler came to meet the Duce for the first time, near Venice.

The ceremonies following the Italian victory possessed other features that
mixed Fascist appropriation with the veneer of international approval. When the
captains of the three teams went down onto the playing field to join their fellow
players, the Fascist anthem, “Giovinezza,” was played, and the crowd stood up
and faced Mussolini, who acknowledged the gesture and smiled. This personal
touch was continued in the reward for Combi’s squad: as well as the Jules Rimet
trophy of FIFA, the winning team received a specially designed Duce cup six
times the size of the FIFA trophy, a signed photograph of Mussolini and a gold
medal in recognition of their conquest of the football world in the name of
Mussolini and Fascism (Martin 2004, 189). Advantage was taken of a good
photo opportunity in Mussolini’s personal headquarters, the Palazzo Venezia 
in Rome, where he posed with the team just after the match, the presence of 
the Swedish referee for the game—Ivan Eklind—seemingly objectifying the
sporting achievement (Cascioli 1982 , 112).1 No wonder Il Popolo d’Italia confi-
dently heralded the excellent impression that had been made on foreign visitors
by Fascist efficiency, which would all serve for the foreigners who would come
to Italy for the 1940 Olympics (Freddi 1934f, 8). (This proved over-optimistic,
although Italy was later promised the 1944 games.)
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A SUBDUED SUCCESS

It is legitimate to ask whether there was any opposition to the use made by the
regime of the tournament and the ultimate victory within it. The evidence is
necessarily anecdotal, but one fan has since claimed that he was against the na-
tional team in 1934 because, as he put it, “I was against the regime.” Trusted
friends would express satisfaction to each other when opposing teams scored
(Mannucci 2002, 40), yet this could never have been extensively organized as
an opposition movement. The clandestine Communist Party newspaper,
L’Unità, devoted no attention to sport at the time, but contained the following
instructions in an issue published during the year of the World Cup: “Every
comrade should be registered in a mass organization (union, Dopolavoro, etc.),
because this is the only way the party has of linking up with these organiza-
tions” (L’Unità, 1934, 11, no. 14). Indeed, since 1931, it had been Communist
Party policy not to boycott Fascist mass organizations, but to infiltrate them
and win their members over to anti-Fascist positions (Forgacs 1986, 45). Since
1934 had been the year in which 99.8 percent of the population voted for the
Fascist regime in a plebiscite, it is extremely difficult to see how such positions
could be articulated, especially in the realm of spectator sport. More research
needs to be undertaken into the crowd dynamics of the time and the songs, slo-
gans, and chants that may have served as vehicles of opposition.

However, there still remains the question of the extent to which the 1934
World Cup was a Fascist event, beyond simply being labeled one because it
took place under the aegis of the Fascist regime. Despite military glosses and
the trip of the Argentine squad to the tomb of Mussolini’s family (Martin
2004, 187), the competition had few of the visits and rituals that took place
eight years later, when a Spanish team (representing the Fascist sympathies of
the new dictatorship in their homeland) played Italy in Milan: the Spaniards
were toured to sites that were important in the early stages of the Fascist move-
ment, and they placed wreaths at memorials to the dead. The match itself was
interrupted for a minute of silence for those who had died in military combat
(London 1996, 241–42).

Nor could the World Cup compare with the mass events within Italy that
were national (not international) in nature. Four months after the conclusion of
the World Cup, ideology and athleticism converged in Rome on October 28,
1934, when the twelfth anniversary of the March on Rome—a hugely impor-
tant date in the “liturgical” calendar of the Fascist civic religion (Gentile
1996)—was celebrated with a choreographed, mass parade in the Circus Max-
imus, in the Duce’s presence, of 12,000 athletes, including footballers and
Olympic heroes. In a speech, Mussolini made overt connections between the
virility of a new Italian race, its role in “every battle,” and the duty of Italian
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athletes “beyond our borders” (Pennacchia 1999, vol. 1, 172; Fabrizio 1976,
150–51). This kind of grandeur and direct (rather than journalistic) rhetoric
had not had a central place in the events of the World Cup.

A few foreign visitors combined their match attendance with visits to the
Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution (La Tribuna, June 9, 1934, 1), although
there seems to have been no mass-scale, concerted effort to coordinate such ac-
tivities. Even in the realm of sport, football did not dominate public interest
on every day of the tournament: the cycling competition—the Giro d’Italia—
and the Davis Cup were given plenty of space in the sports pages of newspa-
pers. In the weekly Gente Nostra, published on the day of the World Cup final
( June 10, 1934, 13), out of ten sports photographs only three were from the
football tournament. One was on boxing, and six detailed the first Italian car
rally. More striking still is the fact that Fascist Party Secretary Starace is shown
in the boxing and car rally photographs but is absent from the soccer images.

Maybe the World Cup did not fit comfortably with the popular participa-
tory notions of the OND, which was prohibited from promoting competitive
soccer (the realm of the CONI). Maybe it was at this stage simply too difficult
to fascisticize an international competition which, in contrast to the Olympic
Games, relied so heavily on the playing of the sport in question and the results
of each match. In any case, the undeniable propaganda successes of the 1934
World Cup have remained strangely subdued. Despite the insistence by foot-
ball specialists (cited at the beginning of this chapter) on the Fascist nature of
the event, it has stayed out of historical accounts of Fascism, even those con-
cerned with the influence of the regime on popular culture and social ritual (De
Grazia 1981; Falasca-Zamponi 1997; Forgacs 1990; Gentile 1996; Thompson
1991).2 Although further analysis is needed to define the precise political char-
acter of the event, it undoubtedly provides a fascinating example of the way
Fascist Italy was portrayed, both in an international and a domestic environ-
ment. The very uncertainties that emerge from an analysis of the tournament
make it a symptomatic moment in the history of the regime.

NOTES

1. In fact eyewitness accounts accuse Eklind of taking bribes from Mussolini to
favor Italy in both the semi-final (against Austria) and the final. In the semi-final he 
apparently moved the ball in the direction of the Italians at one point and, in the final,
he ignored Italian foul play (Hughes 2003).

2. The one well-known study that does devote a sentence to the subject explains
how the national team won the “World Championship in both 1937 [sic] and 1938”
(Tannenbaum 1973, 145).
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Chapter 4

Berlin 1936

The Most Controversial Olympics

Allen Guttmann

The 1936 Olympics were the most controversial in the history of the modern
Games. They were intensely controversial before they took place. From January
1933 to December 1935, there was an international boycott movement on the
part of those who felt that it was morally wrong to celebrate the Games in Nazi
Germany. Adolf Hitler’s insincere (and eventually broken) promise to accept the
Olympic Charter and to allow Jews to compete on the German team blunted
the boycott movement, and the Games themselves took place with a minimum
of political conflict, but controversy flared again after the athletes departed from
Berlin. Historians have for decades debated the political significance of the
“Nazi Olympics.” The debate has focused on two related questions. Were the
Games a propaganda triumph for the Nazis, or were they an occasion for Jesse
Owens and other black athletes implicitly to refute Nazi racial doctrines? Was
Leni Riefenstahl’s two-part documentary film, Olympia, politically biased to
favor the Nazi cause, or was it—as Riefenstahl continued to claim up until her
death—merely an evocation of the intrinsic beauty of sports?

A SKETCH OF THE BOYCOTT CONTROVERSY1

At its twenty-ninth session in Barcelona in April 1931, the International Olympic
Committee had been unable to select the site for the 1936 games, but a subsequent
mail ballot produced forty-three votes for Berlin and only sixteen for Barcelona.
The choice ratified the full reintegration of Germany within the world of inter-
national sports from which it had been expelled in the wake of World War I.
When the IOC’s decision was announced on May 13, 1931, Heinrich Brüning
was Germany’s chancellor, and a shaky centrist coalition was in power. On Janu-
ary 30, 1933, six days after the creation of the Organisationskomitee, Adolf Hitler
became chancellor of the Weimar Republic, which he promptly destroyed.
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Although Hitler thought that German boys should learn to box in order to
prepare themselves for their role as natural rulers, neither he nor his followers
were advocates of modern sports, which they rightly perceived as implicitly
universalistic. On August 19, 1932, Der völkische Beobachter, which faithfully
represented Hitler’s views, demanded that the Olympic Games be restricted to
white athletes. The following year, after the Nazi seizure of power, Bruno
Malitz sneered at modern sports as an egalitarian phenomenon “infested” with
“Frenchmen, Belgians, Pollacks, and Jew-Niggers” who had been allowed “to
start on the tracks, to play on the soccer fields, and to swim in the pools. . . .
Whatever Jews praise is poison for us” (Malitz 1982, 218–19).

Malitz may well have had Theodor Lewald in mind. The son of a Prussian
civil servant who had converted from Judaism to Christianity, Lewald served as
a German representative on the IOC and as the president of the organizing
committee (Krüger 1975). The secretary of the committee, Carl Diem was not
stigmatized by Jewish forebears, but his wife was, and the school that Diem had
founded a decade earlier, the Deutsche Hochschule für Leibesübungen (German
College of Physical Exercise), had several Jews on its faculty (Diem 1976).
Given their endangered personal positions and the shrill hostility of many
Nazis to the Olympics, neither Lewald nor Diem was optimistic about the
1936 games, and both were understandably apprehensive when they were sum-
moned, on March 16, 1933, to meet with Hitler at the chancellory. To their as-
tonishment and relief, Hitler did not order an immediate cessation of
preparations. On the contrary, he gave them his tentative approval. The obvi-
ous reason for Hitler’s change of mind was that he and Joseph Goebbels, who
was present at the meeting, realized that the games were an unparalleled 
opportunity for a propaganda coup.

Hitler’s enthusiasm allayed Lewald’s anxieties and aroused those of Henri
Baillet-Latour, Pierre de Coubertin’s successor as president of the IOC. The
contradiction between the Olympic Charter and the racist principles of the
Nazi regime was too glaringly obvious to be ignored. At the next IOC session
(Vienna, June 1933), the discrepancy between Nazi doctrine and the Olympic
rulebook was the central issue. The three German IOC members—Lewald,
Karl Ritter von Halt, and Adolf Friedrich von Mecklenburg—were asked
about Jewish participation. The crux of the matter was not the acceptance of
Jewish athletes on foreign teams but rather the right of German Jews to try out
for their national team. To the amazement of their IOC colleagues, the three
German members managed to obtain an unambiguous written commitment
from their government to abide by the rules: “As a principle German Jews shall
not be excluded from German Teams at the Games of the XIth Olympiad”
(IOC 1933, 9).

Unfortunately, the credibility of Nazi guarantees, written or oral, was 
immediately called into question by reliable reports of widespread discrimina-
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tion against Jewish athletes whom Germany’s private sports clubs had rushed
to expel (even before the regime denied Jews the use of public facilities). At the
convention of the American Olympic Committee (AOC), November 22, 1933,
Gustavus Kirby moved that there be an American boycott unless German Jews
were allowed in fact as well as in theory to “train, prepare for, and participate
in the Olympic Games of 1936.”2 The AOC passed a slightly modified version
of Kirby’s strong resolution. Although Reichssportführer Hans von Tschammer
und Osten responded with a statement that Jews were not barred from sports
clubs by any official decree, Avery Brundage, the head of the AOC, wrote to
Baillet-Latour, “The German authorities have displayed a singular lack of as-
tuteness in all of their publicity. On this subject, every news dispatch that has
come from Germany seems to indicate that the Hitlerites do not intend to live
up to the pledges given to the IOC at Vienna.”3 Lord Aberdare, one of the
United Kingdom’s representatives on the IOC, shared Brundage’s concern.
When the IOC convened in Athens on May 15, 1934, he asked his German
colleagues point blank if their government’s pledges were trustworthy. The
Germans assured him that they were.

The IOC was satisfied, but the AOC was not. Brundage was sent to 
investigate. His German friends, Diem and von Halt, told him that there was
no discrimination. The Jews with whom Brundage spoke were monitored by
Nazi officials. Brundage met Reichssportführer von Tschammer und Osten and
“liked him very much.”4 The outcome of the investigation was preordained.
Brundage returned home and urged the AOC to accept the invitation to
Berlin, which it did by a unanimous vote.

The Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) of the United States was more skep-
tical about Nazi promises. In December, at its annual convention, it voted to
postpone acceptance of the German invitation. By mid-1935, an intensive boy-
cott campaign was in full swing, not only in the United States but also in
Canada, Great Britain, and France. Everyone realized that the American cam-
paign was the most important, and that the embattled Brundage was the key
figure. He set forth his view of the matter in a sixteen-page pamphlet published
by the AOC, “Fair Play for American Athletes” (1935). In it he argued, like a
typical liberal, that politics and sports were wholly separate spheres. American
athletes should not become involved in “the present Jew-Nazi altercation.” In
private, Brundage claimed that every call for a boycott was “obviously written
by a Jew or someone who has succumbed to Jewish propaganda.”5 Writing to
Baillet-Latour, he referred to the “Jewish proposal to boycott the Games” as if
Jews were the only opponents of Nazism.6

Although American Jews were prominent in the boycott movement, it was
led by Roman Catholics. The Catholic War Veterans of the United States and
the Catholic journal, Commonweal, were very much in favor of a boycott.
A number of politically prominent Catholics, including Governor James 
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Curley of Massachusetts and Governor Alfred Smith of New York, joined the
call for a boycott. In response to Brundage’s unfounded assertions of Nazi in-
nocence, the Roman Catholic president of the AAU, Judge Jeremiah T. Ma-
honey, published a pamphlet, “Germany Has Violated the Olympic Code”
(1935). Writing in the form of an open letter to Lewald, Mahoney cited spe-
cific cases such as the expulsion of Jews from sports clubs and public facilities,
the ban on competition between Jews and other Germans, and the exclusion
of world-class high-jumper Gretel Bergmann from Germany’s Olympic team.
Brundage ignored the evidence and continued to characterize the boycotters
as Jews (aided and comforted by Communists), whose “altercation” with Hitler
was unrelated to the Olympics.7

The boycott movement gained ground. The Gallup Poll reported in the
summer of 1935 that 43 percent of all Americans wanted the United States to
boycott the Berlin Olympics, but Brundage continued obstinately to see the
opposition as nothing but a conspiracy of Jews and Communists. Having been
assured by his German friends that their government accepted the Olympic
rules, believing as he did that the games were the most important international
institution of the century, a force for peace and reconciliation among peoples,
he was unable to imagine honest opposition and attributed it to ethnic preju-
dice or political ideology.

In November 1935, Mahoney acquired an unexpected ally: Ernest Lee
Jahncke, a staunch Republican who had served as President Herbert Hoover’s
assistant secretary of the navy. In his role as an American member of the IOC,
Jahncke sent an open letter to Baillet-Latour in the New York Times on No-
vember 7, 1935: “The Nazis have consistently and persistently violated their
pledges . . . it is plainly your duty to hold the Nazi sports authorities account-
able for the violation of their pledges. . . . Let me beseech you to seize your op-
portunity to take your rightful place in the history of the Olympics alongside of
de Coubertin instead of Hitler.” Baillet-Latour, who had previously promised
Brundage that he was ready to come to the United States to combat the “Jew-
ish” boycott campaign, was furious. He asked Jahncke to resign from the IOC.
Jahncke refused. At the next IOC session in Berlin, Jahncke was expelled (and
Avery Brundage was elected “en remplacement de M. Lee Jahncke”).8

That same November, George Messersmith, the American consul in
Berlin, reported that Lewald had confessed to him, in tears, that he—Lewald—
had lied when he assured Brundage and the AOC that there was no discrimina-
tion against Jewish athletes. The message was not made public (Eisen 1984).

The climax came in December 1935 at the annual meeting of the AAU.
By a vote of 58 1/4 to 55 3/4, the AAU accepted the German organizing com-
mittee’s invitation to the Winter Games at Garmisch-Partenkirchen and the
Summer Games in Berlin. After the AAU’s decision, the National Collegiate
Athletic Association gave its approval, which had never really been in doubt.
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Brundage’s baseless allegations about a boycott movement limited to Jews
and Communists might have been true for the Canadian opposition to the
games. In Canada, “the campaign leadership never really broadened beyond the
ranks of the Communist Party” (Kidd 1978, 40). While P. J. Mulqueen and
other officials of the Canadian Olympic Committee indicated their satisfaction
with the assurances that they had received from the IOC, Eva Dawes, one of
the stars of the track-and-field team, clashed with officialdom. Already barred
from AAU meets because she had competed in the Soviet Union, Dawes and
five other Canadian athletes went to Barcelona in the summer of 1936 to par-
ticipate in Communist-sponsored alternative games. In fact, this Olimpiada
never took place, because it was interrupted by the outbreak of the Spanish
Civil War (1936–1939).

European opponents of Nazi sports policy also mounted a boycott cam-
paign. The British camaign was undercut by the vocal stand taken by one of
Britain’s most popular and influential athletes, Harold Abrahams, a nonobser-
vant Jew who had won the 100-meter sprint at the 1924 Olympics. He argued
successfully for participation and attended the Berlin games as a radio broad-
caster (Murray 1992).

French opposition to the “Nazi Olympics” was much stronger. Jules Rimet,
head of the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA), was among
those pleading for strong action. He was joined by the French presidents of the
international federations for swimming (FINA) and ice hockey (LIHG) and by
Bernard Lévy, head of the prestigious Racing-Club de France. Late in 1935, a
socialist deputy, Jean Longuet, asked the Chambre des Deputés to terminate
the government’s program for training Olympic athletes. The motion lost by
410–151. Early in 1936, however, Léon Blum led the French Left to victory in
national elections. Blum’s “Popular Front” government tried to satisfy both
quarreling camps by appropriating 1.1 million francs for the Berlin Games and
600,000 francs for the Olimpiada in Barcelona. The compromise failed to calm
the storm. The Communists’ newspaper, L’Humanité, was unhappy that gov-
ernment funds were sending 189 male and eleven female athletes to Berlin.
The right-wing newspaper, Le Figaro, expressed its disgust at the government’s
support for 1,300 Barcelona-bound athletes, officials, and conference delegates
(Kidd 1980).

Although the boycott campaign was a failure, a number of individual ath-
letes refused to join their country’s teams. Nearly all of them were Jews.9 Iron-
ically, Jewish athletes did try out for the German team and would have joined
it if they had been invited to compete. The German team for the Summer
Games included no Jewish athletes. Although Gretel Bergmann’s jump of
1.60 centimeters was, in fact, four centimeters higher than that of her closest
rival, Reichssportführer von Tschammer und Osten informed her that her per-
formance had been inadequate (Pfister 2001). Other Jews who might have
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won places on the team were intimidated or lacked the facilities to train and
failed to achieve their potential. The “half-Jewish” fencer, Hélène Mayer, is
sometimes cited as an exception. Mayer, who lived in the United States, had
won an Olympic gold medal in 1928 and had been the American champion
from 1933 to 1935. She was, however, an ironic choice. She did not consider
herself a Jew. She was a statuesque blonde who looked “like an advertisement
for German womanhood” (Eisen 1984, 70). When she stood on the victory
stand to receive her silver medal, she raised her arm in the Nazi salute (Pfister
2001b).

With all of the advantages of hindsight, we confront a simple question.
Were the National Olympic Committees of liberal-democratic states right to
accept the invitation to the 1936 Olympics? Although the Nazi regime was al-
ready known in 1936 to be brutally repressive, that in itself was not enough to
answer the question. When Moscow and Beijing were chosen to host the
games, the USSR and the People’s Republic of China had committed much
greater violations of human rights than the Nazis had in their first three years
of rule. The NOCs of liberal-democratic states should not have sent teams to
Berlin because the Nazi regime violated the Olympic Charter. To assert after
the Games that the charter had not been violated—which Avery Brundage did
until the day of his death—was inexcusable.

A PROPAGANDA TRIUMPH?10

Hitler had told Diem and Lewald that he wanted to impress the world with the
magnificence of the Games. The world was impressed. The facilities were
monumental. The magnificent Deutsches Stadion, designed by Werner March
and built from German stone at a cost of 77 million marks, accommodated over
100,000 spectators. At the open-air Olympic pool, 18,000 spectators followed
the swimming and diving events. The sites were decorated with statues by
Arno Breker and Josef Wackerle. Historians have ridiculed the gigantic nude
figures as muscle-bound parodies of “Aryan” athleticism, but German and for-
eign visitors seem to have been awed by them (Adam 1992, 189–90, 250–53).

At the Olympic Village, every effort was made to secure the athletes’ com-
fort. There were over 100 buildings to house them. Their national cuisines were
served in thirty-eight separate dining halls. While in the village, runners were
able to train on a 400-meter track, while swimmers and oarsmen utilized a spe-
cially constructed artificial lake.

The cultural program that accompanied the Games was truly extraordi-
nary. Among Diem’s inspired innovations was an enormous iron bell inscribed
with the words Ich rufe die Jugend der Welt (“I summon the youth of the world”).
It was also Diem’s idea that a torch be lit at Olympia and carried by a relay of
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thousands of runners from there to the stadium in Berlin, where it was used to
ignite the Olympic flame. Spiridon Louys, the Greek peasant who had won the
first marathon in 1896, was invited to Berlin, where—in one of history’s
ironies—he presented Hitler with an olive branch.11

The most ambitious of Diem’s many artistic contributions was Olympische
Jugend (“Olympic Youth”), a series of dances choreographed by Mary Wigman
to music composed by Carl Orff and Werner Egk. The performers of Olympi-
sche Jugend included a chorus of 1,000, sixty male dancers, and eighty 
female dancers. The fourth part of this paean to youthful idealism was prophet-
ically entitled Heldenkampf und Todesklage (“Heroes’ Struggle and Lament for
the Dead”). Whether those who watched and listened to the performance were
more impressed by the theme of patriotic sacrifice or by the universalistic
theme of the fourth movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, which ended
the performance, is anyone’s guess (Alkemeyer and Richartz 1993).

For these Games, the IOC wanted to use the music performed in Los An-
geles, but Lewald had Richard Strauss set to music a poem by Robert Lubahn.
The text was altered to make it more rather than less nationalistic.

Visiting dignitaries were invited to performances of the Berlin opera and
to a concert held in the Pergamon Museum, which exhibited, then as now, a
stunning collection of Hellenstic art and architecture from Pergamon and other
ancient cities. Goebbels entertained 2,000 guests at a magnificent country es-
tate recently confiscated from a Jewish family. Small wonder that thousands of
visitors left Berlin with a sense of aesthetic fulfillment and a vague impression
that National Socialism was not as dreadful as they had thought.

The swastika was much in evidence throughout the Games, but Hitler’s
role was minimized. Baillet-Latour told him that his duty as host was to utter
a single sentence, which Baillet-Latour had typed up for him: “I declare the
games of the Eleventh Olympiad of the modern era to be open.” Intentionally
or not, Hitler’s response to Baillet-Latour’s instructions was comic. The dicta-
tor who was accustomed to delivering four-hour harangues replied to Baillet-
Latour, “Count, I’ll take the trouble to learn it by heart” (Mayer 1960, 142).

The strongest evidence for the claim that the Games were not a propa-
ganda triumph is the fact that Jesse Owens was unquestionably the star of the
Games. Setting a world record of 10.3 seconds for 100 meters and an Olympic
record of 20.7 seconds for 200 meters, he went on to jump an astonishing 8.06
meters and to help set still another world record in the 400-meter relay. In pho-
tographs published in the German press during and after the Games, Owens
appears in a favorable light. The Spectator (London) on August 7, 1936, admit-
ted, “The German spectators, like all others, have fallen under the spell of the
American Negro Jesse Owens, who is already the hero of these Games.” The
popular picture-and-text book published by the cigarette firm, Reemtsma,
called Owens ein Wunderathlet and contained no fewer than seven photographs
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of him, all of them positive.12 Ironically, no photographs of Owens (or of any of
the other black athletes) appeared in the Atlanta Constitution, the most liberal
of Southern newspapers.

The unexpected display of apparently unbiased treatment was actually part of
a concentrated effort at shaping a favorable image of the new regime.The ministry
of propaganda ordered the press to avoid remarks offensive to black athletes.
When the editors of the rabidly racist Der Angriff were unable to restrain them-
selves from a much-publicized sneer at American’s “black auxiliaries,” they were
reprimanded by the ministry.There was, in this sense, a “temporary suspension of
a core part of National Socialist ideology” (Teichler 1976, 285).

African-American athletes were not the only ones to undermine notions of
“Aryan” superiority. Sohn Kee-chung of Korea, competing under his imposed
Japanese name (Kitei Son), won the marathon, and the Japanese swimmers did
almost as well as they had in 1932. The most annoying outcome for the Nazi
hosts was probably the women’s high jump. Having barred Bergmann from the
German team, they watched Ibolya Czak, a Hungarian Jew, win that event with
a leap of 1.6 meters—exactly the height that Bergmann had cleared shortly be-
fore the Games. Ironically, in light of the boycott controversy, the most serious 
allegations of anti-Semitism at the Games concerned the American team. Marty
Glickman and Sam Stoller, the only Jews in the American track-and-field squad,
had been selected for the 4-�-100-meter relay. At the last minute, they were re-
placed by Owens and another black sprinter, Ralph Metcalfe. The reason for the
last-minute cut may have been anti-Semitism. It also may have been Dean
Cromwell’s preferential treatment of runners whom he had coached at the Uni-
versity of Southern California. Glickman, for one, remained convinced until his
death that he and Stoller were cut because they were Jews. In a poem he cursed
Brundage, Cromwell, and head track-and-field coach Lawson Robertson as
“Those dirty bastards / Evil Nazis / American Nazis” (Glickman 1996, 1).13

The Nazi propaganda apparatus made much of the overwhelmingly favor-
able press coverage of the Games and exploited to the utmost the aged, infirm
Coubertin’s last public pronouncement. The baron, who had been assiduously
wooed by the Nazis in the run-up to the Games, asserted in an interview pub-
lished in Le Journal (August 27, 1936) that these “grandiose” Games, organized
with “Hitlerian strength and discipline,” had “brilliantly served the Olympic
ideal” (Teichler 1982, 35–36).

To call the Nazi instrumentalization a misuse of sports, as Hajo Bernett and
many others have done, is too easy (Bernett 1986, 1995–1996). In a curious way,
the accusation—that the Nazis misused sports—repeats Avery Brundage’s my-
opic liberal view that sports have nothing to do with politics. Institutionalized
sports are always political, explicitly or implicitly, and every Olympic country 
instrumentalizes the Games in order to create a positive impression. The main
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difference—in 1936—was that the gap between the positive impression and the
tyrannical reality was a chasm.

There seems little doubt that the Games were a propaganda coup for the
Nazis. They were indeed magnificently organized. They were, in every sense of
the word, spectacular. Although the American athletes dominated the track-
and-field events, the German team led in the overall medal count, winning
thirty-three gold, twenty-six silver, and thirty bronze medals. And, most im-
portantly, the fact that the Nazis had not emphasized nationalism or racial doc-
trine (Rassenkunde) gave the world a benign and an utterly false impression of
their regime.

Most historians, whatever their original impressions, have come around to
this view. In two comprehensive and influential postwar accounts of the Games,
published in  1971 and 1972, Richard Mandell and Arnd Krüger argued that
the Games had not been especially successful as vehicles for Nazi propaganda.
Mandell,  however, backed away from that position when The Nazi Olympics 
was republished in 1987 (Mandell 1987). Krüger’s most recent s tatement
appears in the epilogue of  a  2003  collection of essays (edited with William 
Murray). Although some of the contributors to the collection indicate that the 
Games were not as effective a tool as Hitler hoped, Krüger describes them as “a 
perfect vehicle  for Nazi propaganda” (Krüger and Murray 2003, 238). Thomas 
Alkemeyer, in a long and nuanced analysis of Pierre de Coubertin’s ideals as 
they were “staged” (inszeniert) and distorted in the form of the 1936 Olympics,
concluded that  the Games were  relatively  free of overt  propaganda, and that 
Goebbels had an important insight: “The best propaganda . . . is that which is 
not perceived as propaganda.”14

The strongest statement of the opposite case—that the 1936 Olympic
Games were largely free of Nazi propaganda—has been made by Christiane
Eisenberg at the end of her massive study “English Sports” und deutsche Bürger.
Considering the 1936 Olympics in the context of German sports policy during
the Weimar Republic as well as during the Nazi period, Eisenberg concluded
that one might as well speak about the “sportification of the Nazis as about the
Nazification of the athletes.” Of Carl Diem’s Festspiel, which Alkemeyer de-
scribed as the epitome of Nazi ideology, she wrote, “The Festspiel was a success
because—like the torch relay—it vividly, sensually presented Coubertin’s inter-
pretation of the Olympic Games as ‘the springtime of humanity’” (Eisenberg
1999, 411, 426). The Games were propaganda, but they did more to further
Coubertin’s vision than Hitler’s. Eisenberg is probably among the minority in
her assessment of Nazi sports policy in general and of the 1936 Olympic
Games in particular, but her interpretation should be taken seriously, not as an
attempt to exculpate the Nazis but rather as an attempt to understand them
and their complicated relationships to Olympic ideology.
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ART OR PROPAGANDA?15

It is difficult if not impossible to discuss Leni Riefenstahl’s Olympia (1938)
simply on its merits as a documentary film. Quite apart from Riefenstahl’s
friendship with Hitler, which she acknowledges, her earlier documentary, Tri-
umph des Willens (1934), casts a dark shadow over Olympia. Although her
homage to Hitler in the first film inevitably influences our perception of the
second, what follows is a venture in a textimminent criticism of Olympia. It must
be emphasized, however, that the “text” discussed is the one released, in cen-
sored form, in 1958. Nine minutes of footage depicting Hitler and other Nazi
leaders were cut from part 1 and one minute of footage was excised from part
2 (Trimborn 2002, 272).

The prologue to part 1 is an intensely romantic evocation of ancient Greek
culture. Accompanied by Wagnerian music composed by Herbert Windt, the
camera moves through Riefenstahl’s trademark mists to a series of images of
iconic art and architecture. Myron’s statue of a discus thrower is transformed
into the German athlete, Erwin Huber. He hurls the discus, and we move into a
sequence of nearly nude male athletes and nearly nude female dancers (one of
whom was Leni Riefenstahl). As Michael Mackenzie has recently noted, the
rhythmic motion of the athletes and the dancers is a form of Ausdruckstanz (“ex-
pressive dance”), a manifestation of the romantic vision Riefenstahl had embod-
ied in her earlier career as a dancer (Mackenzie 2003).

The prologue moves on to the ignition of the Olympic torch, one of Carl
Diem’s many innovations. The first runner—selected by Riefenstahl for his
physical beauty—lights the torch and is on his way through rocky landscape
and along the shores of the Aegean.16 A map of Europe and a series of inserted
photographs plot the transit of the torch from Olympia to Berlin, a powerful
statement of Germany’s putative role as the heir of ancient Greece.

Hitler appears at the opening ceremony, but his presence is not empha-
sized. The swastika appears, but it is less prominent than the Olympic rings.

Part 1 is devoted to track-and-field sports. Many athletes are identified by
name and nationality. Others appear anonymously. Quantified results are
sometimes mentioned, but they are clearly less important than the movements
of the athletes, who seem at moments to be involved in a modern dance rather
than in a sports contest. The women’s javelin competition, for example, is a
kind of ballet in the course of which the javelin sails from the athlete’s hand to
its destination in the stadium’s turf. German winners are mentioned, but the
two men who receive the most attention are Jesse Owens, on whose body the
camera lingers lovingly, and Sohn Kee-chung, the Korean winner of the
marathon, whose emotionless face contrasts starkly with the contorted visage of
the British silver medalist.17 It is an overstatement to assert, as Mackenzie does,
that the “documentary purpose of the film is consistently sacrificed to the prin-
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ciple of eros” (Mackenzie 2003, 325), but Riefenstahl’s treatment of Owens can
certainly be read as a declaration of love.

There are many images of the spectators, including some remarkably en-
thusiastic Japanese. Hitler appears several times not as the absolute ruler of the
Nazi state but rather as an ordinary spectator. He smiles when German athletes
win, and he slaps his knee in a gesture of all-too-human disappointment when
a dropped baton deprives the women’s relay team of a gold medal. Triumph des
Willens magnifies the dictator’s deadly charisma. Olympia—the uncensored as
well as the censored version—tends to dispel it.

Riefenstahl’s enormously influential cinematographic innovations are more
evident in part 2 than in part 1. The prologue takes us through the Olympic
Village. Through the mists of dawn—Riefenstahl’s trademark once again—
ghostly runners appear. They jog through woods and along a lake. When they
dive into the lake and then relax—entirely nude—in a sauna, we realize that
they are probably Scandinavians. Other athletes—of all races—are shown
training or relaxing. There is one comic moment that suggests the Nazi deni-
gration of “inferior” races. After an Asian athlete hops about to strengthen his
legs, an incongruous kangaroo appears and disappears into the woods.

Riefenstahl attempts, in part 2, an impossible task—to do justice to all of
the events other than track and field. Except for the section on the military
pentathlon, there is even less individualization than in part 1. Fencers appear as
shadows on the floor, as if they were Javanese puppets. Yachts appear, one after
another, sails billowing, prows cutting the waves, in a generic race that might as
well have taken place in Homeric times or in the era of the Vikings. In the
film’s most famous sequence, anonymous male divers follow one another from
the platform into the pool (where they are filmed by an underwater camera). As
daylight fades, the divers’ bodies, filmed from the ground, become silhouettes
against the sky. The sequence accelerates until two or three divers at a time
seem to inscribe a single arc from platform to pool.

If there is any bias toward German athletes, it comes in the coverage of the
equestrian segment of the military pentathlon. The equestrians’ names and na-
tionalities are given. German uniforms clearly display the swastika. As they at-
tempt to clear and hurdle and splash through a shallow pool just below it,
French and Italian cavalry officers come a cropper. They tumble into the water,
struggle wetly to remount, and chase after their runaway horses. In contrast to
these comic figures, the German riders clear the hurdle and gallop on to vic-
tory—one of them in brave disregard of a broken collarbone.

Art or propaganda? The question implies that art and propaganda are mu-
tually exclusive categories, but they are not. If propaganda is defined as a
“scheme or concentrated movement for the propagation of a particular doctrine
or practice,” which is how the OED (Oxford English Dictionary) defines it,
then works of art can be—and often are—propaganda. The question should be
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restated. Is Olympia bad art? Are the values celebrated in the film values that we
want to celebrate?

The jury at the Venice Biannale awarded Olympia its first prize. At the
film’s Parisian premiere, the French press was enthusiastic. Gerard de Houville,
reviewing Olympia for the Revue de Deux Mondes, raved about the film’s artistry
and marveled at the depictions of Jesse Owens, whom he saw as “beau comme
une statue de bronze animée” (de Houville 1938, 935). Jürgen Trimborn’s highly
critical biography of Riefenstahl acknowledges that the international reception
of the original, uncensored version of the film was overwhelmingly positive.
“Quite unlike the postwar reception of the film, foreign newspapers spoke of
the film’s international character and characterized it as ‘a masterpiece,’ as ‘a
first-rank work of art,’ as ‘the most wonderful sportfilm ever made,’ and as ‘the
most beautiful declaration of love that film has ever made to sports’” (Trimborn
2002, 267).18 Robert Sklar and most other film historians agree: Olympia suc-
ceeds as a work of art.

And its aesthetic success is what damns the film, irrevocably, in the eyes
of its most astute critics. Hilmar Hoffmann’s Mythos Olympia claims that the
film “instrumentalizes sports for the political goals of the Third Reich” (Hoff-
mann 1993, 136). This occurs, according to Hoffmann, because unattractive
bodies are eliminated from the film in order for Riefenstahl to focus, relent-
lessly, on attractive—mainly “Aryan”—bodies. Graham McFee and Alan Tom-
linson are less polemical and rather more persuasive when they assert that “the
adulation of the perfect human body” is among the aspects of the film that
mobilize “a bodily aesthetic in the service of the power interests of the politi-
cal body” (McFee and Tomlinson 1999, 103). The most extreme (and influ-
ential) version of this argument appeared in Susan Sontag’s famous essay,
“Fascinating Fascism,” in which she damns Riefenstahl’s films (and photog-
raphy) as an all-too-successful celebration of Fascism. To idealize Olympic
athletes and to celebrate—as Riefenstahl clearly does—the strength and
beauty of their bodies is implicitly to devalue all of those other bodies—yours
and mine—that fall short of the ideal. And devaluation leads to discrimina-
tion, which leads, ultimately, to annihilation. Begin with the slender muscu-
larity of the youth who lights the torch at Olympia, and you end with the
emaciated corpses discovered at Auschwitz.

Is this a fair critique? I think not. To praise physical superiority is, by 
definition, to imply the existence of physical inferiority. The same is true, how-
ever, of every form of human excellence. To praise intellectual superiority—
like Susan Sontag’s—is to acknowledge that most people are—shall I put it
bluntly?—not as bright as she is. Of course, one can argue that intellectual 
excellence is more praiseworthy than physical excellence—philosophers have
done that since Plato’s time—but Olympia should not be labeled “fascist” sim-
ply because it celebrates Jesse Owens and Sohn Kee-chung rather than Albert
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Einstein and Max Planck. To decry physical excellence because the Nazis cele-
brated it is foolish. All Nazis admire athletic achievement, ergo, all who admire
athletic achievement are Nazis? The logical error ought to be obvious.

To her dying day, Riefenstahl denied that Triumph des Willens contributed
to the Nazi revolution and to all of the horrors done in the name of that revo-
lution. For her absolute denial of complicity, she deserves condemnation.
Throughout her life, Riefenstahl insisted that Olympia was nonpolitical. She
was wrong about that, but the politics of the film—even in the original, uncen-
sored version—are much closer to Coubertin’s than to Hitler’s. Of course, Cou-
bertin’s politics can be criticized, but that is another topic.

NOTES

1. In addition to the Avery Brundage Collection at the University of Illinois (here-
after ABC), the main sources for this section are Mandell (1971), Krüger (1972),
Bohlen (1979), Guttmann (1984, 62–81), and Hart-Davis (1986).

2. ABC, Box 28.

3. Avery Brundage to Henri Baillet-Latour, December 28, 1933 (ABC, Box 42).

4. Avery Brundage to Karl Ritter von Halt, October 22, 1934 (ABC, Box 57).

5. Avery Brundage to B. Hallbach, March 17, 1936 (ABC, Box 153); see also
Krüger (1978).

6. Avery Brundage to Henri Baillet-Latour, September 24, 1935 (ABC, Box
42). Throughout the boycott controversy, Brundage had the support of Dietrich
Wortmann, president of New York’s German-American Athletic Club. See Gray and
Barney (1990).

7. American Communists did call for a boycott, but they were a politically in-
significant group. Despite Hitler’s stridently proclaimed ideology of “Aryan” racial su-
premacy, African Americans did not join Jews and Catholics in calling for a boycott of
the Games. The Amsterdam News supported a boycott, but the Pittsburgh Courier-Jour-
nal and most of the other black newspapers were outspoken about their desire not to
deny the athletes the chance of a lifetime. African-American athletes were clearly anx-
ious to go. Sprinter Ralph Metcalfe told the Chicago Defender that he and other black
athletes had been treated well during a 1933 tour of Germany; he was ready to return.
Regrettably, there was another side to the controversy. Historian David K. Wiggins, the
closest student of Afro-American responses to the boycott, has indicated that some
blacks were anti-Semitic. “They frequently stereotyped Jews and blamed them for
everything from economic exploitation to murder”; see Wiggins (1983, 282).

8. “Procès-Verbale de la 35ième Session du Comité International Olympique”
(IOC Archives).

9. After a stellar performance at the 1936 Harvard-Yale track-and-field meet,
Milton Green and Norman Cahners qualified for the Olympic trials at Randall’s 
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Island in New York. Shortly after the meet, the two were summoned to meet with
Rabbi Harry Levy and members of the executive board of Brooklin’s Temple Israel.
They were informed of the Nazi persecution of German Jews, and they were asked to
boycott the trials, which they did. Herman Neugass, who had tied the world record
for the 100-yard dash, refused the chance to compete in Berlin, despite a letter from
Lawson Richardson, head coach of the track-and-field team. Among the others who
boycotted as a matter of conscience were discus thrower Lillian Copleland, who had
won the event at the 1932 Olympics, featherweight boxer Louis Gevinson, and four
members of the Long Island basketball team: Jules Bender, Benjamin Kramer, Leo
Merson, and William Schwartz. In Canada, the track-and-field star Eva Dawes, the
water polo team, and a pair of boxers—Sammy Luftspring and Norman Yack—
refused the opportunity to compete in Berlin. Australian boxer Harry Cohen and
French fencer Albert Wolff did the same. Three Austrian swimmers—Judith
Deutsch, Ruth Langer, and Lucy Goldner—decided not to compete (and were sus-
pended for two years by their national swimming federation). In Denmark’s tiny Jew-
ish population, two former Olympic medalists—wrestler Abraham Kurland and
fencer Ivan Osiier—forfeited the chance to repeat their triumphs. See Guttmann,
Kestner, and Eisen (2000).

10. In addition to Mandell’s The Nazi Olympics, the main sources for this section
are Hoffmann (1993) and Alkemeyer (1996).

11. In retrospect, the symbolism becomes a tragic irony. Other victors from 1896,
such as the German gymnast, Alfred Flatow, and his cousin, Gustav, were murdered in
the course of Hitler’s monstrous “final solution of the Jewish problem.”

12. Die Olympischen Spiele 1936, vol 2, 17, 23, 26-27, 46-47. Owens figured in a
story whose fog of error historians cannot dispel. Hitler, we are told, refused to shake
hands with Owens. In fact, when the Games began, Hitler personally congratulated a
number of athletes, including the first German victors, Hans Woelcke (shot put), Ger-
hard Stock (javelin), and Tilly Fleischer (javelin), all of whom he invited to his private
box. Two Afro-Americans, Cornelius Johnson and David Albritten, were first and sec-
ond in the high jump, but Hitler left the stadium before the event concluded. The fol-
lowing day, Baillet-Latour, accompanied by the German IOC member, von Halt,
cautioned Hitler and told him to invite all of the victors to his box or none of them.
Hitler decided to save his felicitations for a post-Games celebration limited to the Ger-
man athletes. If anyone was insulted, it was Johnson, not Owens. The latter told the
New York Times (August 25), “There was absolutely no discrimination at all,” but the
story of the snub was (and is) too good to sacrifice at the altar of historical truth.

13. A number of American Jews did compete in other sports; see Guttmann,
Kestner, and Eisen (2000, 57–59).

14. Goebbels, quoted in Alkemeyer (1996, 13).

15. For this section, my main sources—other than the film itself—are Infield
(1976), Graham (1986), and Riefenstahl (1990–1992).

16. In fact, Riefenstahl had to film this scene in Delphi, because Olympia was a
chaos of officials and journalists.
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17. In most histories of the Olympic Games, including my own, Sohn Kee-
chung’s name is given in its Japanese form, Kitei Son, which Sohn hated.

18. Trimborn’s quotations, in order, are from Marianne (Paris), Helsingin Sanomat
(Helsinki), The Observer (London), and L’Intransigeant (Paris).
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Chapter 5

England 1966

Traditional and Modern?

Tony Mason

Perhaps most great sporting events have something in them of both the past
and the future. The thirty-two matches of the Eighth World Cup, played in
England between July 11 and July 30, 1966, certainly owed much to tradition.
The host nation had invented modern football in the nineteenth century but
had never before put on its world championship. It had not “put in a bid” to
FIFA to stage the event but had merely “put forward a case,” and as FIFA pol-
icy was to hold World Cups alternately in the European and South American
heartlands of football and the Jules Rimet trophy had been played for in Chile
in 1962, the decision to choose England was attractively uncomplicated. Nei-
ther the Football Association (FA), nor FIFA had much money in the 1960s to
provide a modern setting for the tournament. Nor would the organizers have
been impressed had they been told that they were staging a “mega-event”.
What the FA wanted the World Cup to be was a festival of football, the best
exposition of the game that it was possible to see.1

Most people who saw anything of the World Cup saw it on television.
It was the breadth and the sophistication of the coverage that distinguished
the 1966 World Cup from previous ones2 and pointed to its modern future as
a live television event. FIFA had not been slow in seeing the value of television
and the new money it could provide from selling the rights to show live World
Cup matches. It also saw that such exposure would be good publicity for a
tournament that was not yet so popular worldwide. The first live television
transmission of a match in the World Cup Finals had been the opening game
of the 1954 finals in Switzerland from Lausanne when France lost to Yu-
goslavia. The BBC showed four other matches and three second halves, all live
and thirteen hours altogether. In 1958, the European Broadcasting Union
(EBU) paid 5,000 American dollars for the rights to broadcast the Sixth
World Cup from Sweden. The pictures were not particularly good, and many
households in Europe still had no TV sets, but about one-third of households
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in Britain did, and the BBC televised over twenty hours, most of it live.3 For
the next two World Cups, the FIFA and the EBU signed a combined con-
tract. In 1962 it was not possible to transmit live from Chile to Europe, so
FIFA thought that the EBU would be likely to pay more if the tournaments in
Chile and England were linked. Together they had worked out that the rights
to 1966 in England were worth $800,000, but only $75,000 in Chile. Even
without live transmission, the BBC televised eighteen hours of recorded high-
lights, mostly in prime time. The televising of the 1966 World Cup proved
very successful. Thirty-six countries relayed the final match live, and seventy-
five broadcast at least one live match. It was estimated that 400 million people
watched the finals worldwide, the largest audience for a television broadcast in
the world up to that time.

It was British television and especially coverage by the BBC that made the
1966 World Cup the sizeable shared national experience that it became. In the
1960s the close relationship between football and television, commonplace
today, had hardly begun. The weekly program of highlights in England, Match
of the Day, only began in 1964. The rise of the celebrity player was hinted at by
the coverage given to George Best, and the behavior of some crowds, such as
the Liverpool Kop and Manchester United’s Stretford End, was becoming fa-
miliar to viewers. But only a few important games were shown live: the FA Cup
Final, the European Cup Final, and an occasional England international.

There were two televised innovations, one available only to those who
watched in the United Kingdom, the other seen worldwide. The former was
the bringing together of a group of football experts to form a panel to comment
on and interpret what the viewers had seen. Former England captains Johnny
Haynes and Billy Wright, previous England manager Walter Winterbottom,
and a clutch of club managers, including Tommy Docherty, Ron Greenwood,
Jimmy Hill, Joe Mercer, and Don Revie, was used before and immediately after
the matches in the highlight shows.4 Usually one such guru also supported the
match commentators. The BBC journal, The Listener, thought this coverage a
milestone in the presentation of sport comparable to the time and sophistica-
tion spent on general election night. The BBC actually showed fifty hours of
World Cup broadcasting, whereas the commercial channel, ITV (independent
television), showed only twenty-three hours.5 The World Cup had never had
such coverage.

The second innovation was even more spectacular. “In every soccer com-
petition there is always something which happens so quickly that not even the
sharpest and most experienced observers can be absolutely sure of what exactly
took place.”6 How wonderful to be able to interfere with time and show the in-
cident again (and again!) not only at the real speed but more slowly so that, in
theory at least, the viewer could see what exactly had happened. The BBC en-
gineers had invented a videotape recording machine that could feed the portion
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of tape to be reshown into a magnetic disc that could make four images of each
picture, thus providing the slow-motion effect. Many viewers were astonished
by this piece of technological wizardry. Today it is commonplace and is 
employed even inside many stadiums: in 1966 it was an exciting novelty.

The British TV audience for the World Cup was very large. Well over half
of the population of the United Kingdom over age five watched the final,
30,500,000 divided very unequally with 26,500,000 on the public service BBC
and only 4,000,000 on the commercial ITV. This was 5 million more than for
the funeral of Sir Winston Churchill in November 1965 and the same distance
ahead of the most popular BBC comedy program, Steptoe and Son. Normally in
July the average British household watched 11 hours and 20 minutes of televi-
sion per week. During the World Cup, viewing figures increased to 13 hours
and 35 minutes.7

Interestingly there was already a sign that there would be a further price
to pay for such startling statistics. The television consortium insisted on some
changes to the schedule of matches. The opening game was bought forward by
a day. The kick-off of the England-Mexico game was changed from an after-
noon to an evening, and that of the relatively unattractive Mexico-Uruguay en-
counter was brought forward from 7:30 P.M. to 4:30 P.M. so that an extra
evening match could be shown. But all of the quarter finals were played at the
same time.8

If television coverage was the most obvious sign of modernity in the prepa-
rations for and coverage of the Eighth World Cup, then the other new influ-
ence was the role played by the British government. Of course this was not
entirely without precedent. The Foreign Office had kept an eye on the poten-
tial for political fallout from the inter-war expansion of international sport.9

The 1948 Olympic Games could not have been held in a London pock-
marked with bomb damage and riddled with shortages without some support
from the state.10 But the idea that a professional sport such as football might be
helped by money from the taxpayer was definitely new.

In fact, there was one requirement that was in need of funding before the
tournament could start. Although English football could boast of many large
stadiums, at least eighteen with a capacity of 50,000 or more, most of them
were old and badly in need of refurbishment. Even Wembley, host to the
1948 Olympic Games, venue of the FA Cup Final, and for most England
home internationals, was over forty years old. But in 1963 it underwent
something of a facelift. Half a million pounds was spent re-roofing the two
grandstands and covering both the ends for the first time. It could accommo-
date almost 100,000 spectators, of whom 44,000 were seated. Most other En-
glish grounds offered standing accommodation versus seating in the ratio of
4:1. The members of the Organizing Committee were anxious that most vis-
itors from overseas would be used to seats. Other necessary work on the
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grounds involved expanding the facilities for press, radio, and television. All
of this required money. The FA had asked a Conservative government in
1963 if it would help, but all it offered was a police escort for each of the
competing teams. This was not entirely surprising, because although it had
recently appointed Lord Hailsham as minister responsible for “coordination
in the development of sporting and recreational facilities,” he was also re-
sponsible for the problems of the northeast and the Minister of Science, seri-
ously higher priorities.11 But a modernizing Labor government was elected in
October 1964, with its leader, Harold Wilson, a self-professed supporter of
the Huddersfield Town Football Club, a three-time English champion dur-
ing his childhood. Moreover, he appointed a former Football League referee,
Mr. Denis Howell, Under Secretary of State in the Department of Education
and Science, with a special responsibility for sport. Howell had just been told
of his appointment, when, according to him, he asked the prime minister for
government help to stage the coming world championship. “How much do
you want?” asked Wilson. “Half a million pounds,” replied Howell (about £8
million in today’s money). “Done,” said Wilson.12 It is doubtful if the decision
was quite so spectacularly spontaneous. In fact, an FA report claimed that a
month after this exchange, in November 1964, Howell was telling them that
government help was unlikely. But by February 1965, the government had
changed its mind. It would provide money to improve the stadiums in which
World Cup matches were to be played.13

The treasury grumbled and emphasized that the money would be paid di-
rectly to the FA and not to the clubs, because otherwise it might “prompt an
unwelcome flood of applications from other clubs or sporting bodies for simi-
lar assistance.”14 Its spokesman also asked why the FA did not seek financial
support from the football public as a whole and suggested a levy on the price
of admission to league games in 1965–1966. Such action would help reduce
criticism in parliament and in the country, when it became known that profes-
sional football was having to be assisted from public funds. The reluctance of
the state to support professional sport could hardly be more clearly expressed.

Yet the government did provide crucial funding and also offered essential
diplomatic assistance when a positively tricky problem of international relations
suddenly appeared. Most African and Asian football associations boycotted the
1966 World Cup in protest at the award of only one place to the three confed-
erations, which covered the two continents and Oceania. But two football au-
thorities refused the boycott, Australia and the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea (North Korea). They played off in Phnom Penh, capital of Cambodia,
for the right to fill the sixteenth and final place in the 1966 World Cup Finals,
and the Koreans won both games, 6–1 and 3–1, in November 1965.

The cold war was close to its peak in the mid-1960s. The British govern-
ment, as part of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), did not rec-
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ognize the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Clearly international sport-
ing occasions were publicly symbolic events. But the non-recognition of North
Korea could not be allowed to disrupt the World Cup at so late a stage. How-
ever, it was also clear that something had to be done about the flags and an-
thems. Part of the government grant to those clubs hosting matches had
included payments for flag poles that would display the flags of all sixteen com-
peting nations during every match. The Foreign Office accepted that the flags
should stay on the flagpoles but did insist that one of the commemorative
stamps that depicted all of them had to be withdrawn.

The problem of the anthems was also disposed of with some diplomatic
aplomb. It was agreed that national anthems would be played only at the open-
ing match and before the final. It was perhaps made easier by the fact that both
Denis Howell and FIFA President Sir Stanley Rous disliked the excessive dis-
play of national fervor that they thought sometimes accompanied them.15 The
Foreign Office also insisted that the Korean team play under the name of
North Korea, emphasizing the geographical division of what was considered
in the West a single country. Most of this had been agreed upon by February
1966 and interestingly was kept out of the newspapers and prevented from be-
coming one of those media-inspired crises. Some people even thought that it
showed the ability of government and sport to work together, even though they
rarely had the same agendas. There was to be no public charge that the govern-
ment was politicizing sport. As it turned out, the North Koreans were one of
the stars of the show. Their three group matches at unfashionable Middles-
brough began predictably with a three-goal defeat by the Soviet Union, but
after a draw with Chile the North Koreans delighted a crowd of almost 19,000
by knocking out Italy. Enough enthusiasm was generated among the normally
taciturn Tees-siders to encourage a thousand of them to travel to Liverpool four
days later to support the surprise packet from Asia in what turned out to be one
of the most exciting matches of the tournament in their quarter final against
Portugal.16 Over 52,000 saw that match, and many more would see the high-
lights later in the evening on television.

If the growth and sophistication of the television coverage and the sup-
porting role of the government both pointed to the future, then it has to be em-
phasized that the 1966 World Cup in England looked to the past in many
respects, not the least in the organizers’ uncomfortable relationship with com-
mercial interests. Of course, it was a commercial sporting event from which the
promoters hoped to make rather than lose money, but the business world was
kept at a discreet distance.

There were anxieties over advertising and merchandising, for example, neither
of which the FA’s Organizing Committee was  particularly comfortable. There
was certainly no money to spend on an advertising campaign, but British Rail, sev-
eral airlines, and leading football clubs did allow World Cup posters to be displayed
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without charge, for up to a year in some cases. Of course, newspapers also provided
a lot of free publicity. But there was a clear need for a symbol that could be used for
both publicity and commercial activities. A firm had been appointed by the Orga-
nizing Committee to sell licenses to use the official World Cup insignia, and one of
its employees came up with the idea of using a small, square-shouldered lion wear-
ing a union jack football shirt as the symbol of the whole occasion. World Cup
Willie was launched initially in 1965, a year before the tournament began, and it
became quickly, and some might think, surprisingly, popular, becoming a regular
feature in newspaper coverage of the England team and other World Cup news.17

There would soon be a World Cup Willie song and a World Cup march.18

Almost 100,000 licensees eventually applied to use the official insignia or
World Cup Willie or both for some form of merchandizing. A long list of sou-
venirs from clothes and jigsaw puzzles, playing cards and pottery, braces and
belts, scarves and handkerchiefs, T-shirts, diaries, calendars and confectionery,
footballs, crisps, bedspreads, towels, key rings, and much more was sold, al-
though the financial return to the Organizing Committee was considered small 

‘World Cup Willie, the England “mascot” ’
Source: Private collection.
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in the context of the whole World Cup operation, with royalties never more
than 5 percent of the net selling price.19 The aim seems to have been not so
much to maximize profits but to secure more publicity. As long as money was
not lost, then the point of the exercise was achieved.20 As for sponsorship, there
was not very much, although the British Motor Corporation did loan 200 cars
to the World Cup Organization. Each traveled about 4,000 miles in the nine-
teen days of the tournament.

When it came to the opening ceremony, it eschewed the spectacular with
schoolboys standing in for the players of the sixteen competing nations. Volun-
teers remained a crucial part of the organization. Almost 900 volunteered for
the 250 steward jobs required for Wembley, coming from county football asso-
ciations in many parts of the country. A team of local casuals cleaned up Wem-
bley after the games had finished there.

Nor did the event have a major impact on tourism. Local liaison commit-
tees were established in each of the towns where World Cup matches were
played. Their main purpose was to welcome overseas visitors, to offer informa-
tion and entertainment, and generally to help solve any small problems that
might arise. Four matches were played in the north-eastern city of Sunderland.
Chile, Italy, and the Soviet Union each appeared there twice, but they were ac-
companied by far fewer than the 10,000 supporters who had been forecast.
Only 400 Italians stayed in the town, although almost 5,000 came on the two
match days. The Russians, Chileans, and North Koreans numbered fewer than
300 between them. After the first week of the tournament, it looked as though
the Sunderland quarter-final would be between Italy and Brazil, but both were
surprisingly knocked out at the first stage, which meant it was actually between
the USSR and Hungary, neither of whom had many traveling followers.

There was a whiff of austerity about some of Sunderland’s facilities. Two
huts, normally used as temporary polling stations during local and general elec-
tions, were used as information centers. Nineteen factories offered tours for vis-
itors, and 350 were interested or desperate enough to accept. An Overseas
Visitors Club failed to attract many members, with the Russians particularly re-
luctant to enroll because it involved giving their names. When the Town Coun-
cil arranged a reception for the visiting teams on July 14 it was disappointed that
the respective team managers refused to allow their players to attend.There was,
though, at least one resounding success. The Arts Council, Town Council, and
Sunderland Football Club provided financial guarantees so that the theatre
committee could engage the Georgian State Dance Company for two weeks,
which turned out to be the most popular entertainment ever booked at Sunder-
land’s Empire Theatre. Twenty-two thousand saw the show, stimulating some
local people to believe that the town could become an arts center for the region.

As befitted a country that had won two successive World Cups, Brazil
brought the largest number of supporters to the 1966 World Cup, 5,000.
Unfortunately most of them had bought packages for the whole two and a half
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weeks, expecting the champions to reach the finals. Most wanted to return
home after July 20, which meant buying expensive, one-way air tickets.21

There was a large press and television corps, the largest up to that time at
a major sporting event, something over 2,000, according to the FA’s World Cup
Report (p. 51), but this represented only sixty-two countries, and both their fa-
cilities and access to the players and managers were not only controlled but
strictly limited. Each World Cup venue had a press center, but the one in Mid-
dlesbrough, for example, was in the Town Hall Crypt.22 More pertinent is the
way in which the post-match interviews were organized. They were carried out
“by television commentators, and a journalist representing each of the compet-
ing countries and one on behalf of the British press. These were relayed by a
closed circuit link to the press working room within the stadium, so that within
minutes of the finish of a match, every newspaperman who wished to do so
could see and hear the interviews. . . . This eliminated the need for large num-
bers of journalists to make their way to the dressing rooms.”23

In spite of the emergence of celebrity in the form of Manchester United
and Northern Ireland star George Best and the television exposure on Match
of the Day, there was less media hyperbole surrounding football in 1966, even
World Cup football, although it is probably from this period that the more se-
rious English newspapers began to give more attention and space to football as
opposed to rugby union. It was during the build up to 1966, for example, that
the Sunday Times launched Michael Parkinson’s distinctive football column.

Then there were the post-match crowds celebrating the home team’s victory,
which some people likened to VE day. It is not entirely clear how large these really
were, nor how unconfined their behavior was. It was a summer Saturday night in
the West End of London, after all, and there were doubtless more people up there
than usual, some of whom might be pressing the button of their car horns and/or
chanting “Eng-ger-land”! It is worth remembering that pubs did not open in the
afternoons in 1966. One man with an invitation to the official banquet at the New
Royal Garden Hotel in Kensington, a banquet for all four semi-finalists, never got
there, because he was “caught up in the massed crowds a half mile away,” but he
spent the time instead enjoying being part of a “deliriously happy” crowd.24 Denis
Howell also remembers “thousands of people gathering outside the hotel and the
police urging the team to appear on the balcony.”25

This was the moment when Howell, along with Prime Minister Harold
Wilson, appeared on the balcony with the players to take their small share of
the glory.26 Wilson had only returned from the United States shortly before the
kick-off of the World Cup Final, where he had been negotiating a large loan
from the International Monetary Fund. It is clear that the prime minister was
determined to be there. But as we have seen earlier, he was a sort of football fan,
if not a particularly obsessive one. And England had not appeared in the World
Cup Finals very often. Was there much political capital to be made out of En-
gland’s World Cup win? It is hard not to be carried away by the excitement
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sometimes. Richard Crossman was a football hater in the Wilson Cabinet, but
even he mused in his diaries whether “the World Cup could be a decisive fac-
tor in strengthening sterling. . . . It was a gallant fight that England won. Our
men showed real guts, and the banks I suspect, will be influenced by this and
the position of the Government correspondingly strengthened.”27 I doubt it!

The World Cup of 1966 was an event of relatively modest commercialism,
unsegregated crowds, insignificant tourism, and restrained patriotism. There
was no victory parade, and the honors bestowed by the state ignored the ele-
mentary fact that football was a team game. Alf Ramsey, the first England
manager to be given the time and authority to shape and run the team, was
knighted in 1967, and the captain, Bobby Moore, received an OBE (Order of
the British Empire). Bobby Charlton received an OBE in 1969, but the rest
had to wait thirty years. Most of the players returned to their clubs immediately
after the World Cup Final to begin preparing for the 1966–1967 football sea-
son. The victory appears to have increased the average attendances at Football
League matches, but for only two seasons.28 It is possible that the satellite pic-
tures of the World Cup Final beamed into the United States increased interest
in the sport there, but again it could only have been in a small way.

There are also strong suggestions that the World Cup of 1966 was a mo-
ment when more Englishwomen began to take an interest in football. Some ac-
tually attended the games, but many more watched on television, much to the
surprise of the BBC’s Peter Dimmock, who wrote that “housewives” had “begun
to appreciate that football was not just 22 chaps kicking a ball about but some-
thing involving a great deal of skill.”29 Male viewers had outnumbered females,
especially in the early matches, but by the finals the gap between the sexes was
closing. The England manager received many letters after the end of the tour-
nament, a surprising number from women saying how much they had enjoyed
the performance of the England team, having seen it on TV. Perhaps it helped
that the commentators began to probe the more human side of the player. A let-
ter to the The Listener, published on August 4, 1966, did not appear to be ironic
when asking “was it not fascinating to see last Saturday evening (at the banquet)
the mother of the heroic Charltons and the blonde wife of England’s tri-
umphant captain?” This trend would continue with the Mexico Olympics of
1968 and strongly suggests the beginnings of the footballer as celebrity. It seems
clear that the World Cup of 1966 may also have played a modest part in en-
couraging younger women and girls to try their feet at playing.

Many contemporaries have said, and many have repeated it since, that the
World Cup of 1966 was the first time that football was important to the nation
as a whole. They point to the television viewing figures, and to facts such as
even Guernsey was deserted on the day of the World Cup Final.30 The Lan-
caster and District Cricket League canceled most of its matches on July 30, and
England did not play any cricket tests during the World Cup. They also point
to the number of Union Jacks in evidence, especially on the World Cup Final
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day, both inside Wembley and out. Certainly the red-and-white Cross of St.
George was hardly anywhere to be seen, but the question of which nation has
to be asked. England’s victory was greeted by the Western Mail of Cardiff and
Wales with a supportive editorial.

England’s superb victory against West Germany in the World Cup
Final is one which the whole of Britain can be proud of. . . . In a wider
sense the triumph of the England team at Wembley belongs to British
football as a whole.

[It is hoped] . . . that Saturday’s “clean and hard-played” game
would mark the end of an unhappy era for the game in this country.
The World Cup series and, above all, the final, has shown soccer at its
best—as well as its worst. Now is the time for British football to make
the most of its well-deserved triumph.31

The view was rather different from Scotland. The Glasgow Herald, for ex-
ample, printed a picture of the West German team on its front page as they
were given a heroes’ welcome on their return to Frankfurt.32 The Scotsman had
nothing on its front page on Monday, August 1, when its headline was
“Lyceum to change play policy.” It also had the photograph of the West Ger-
man team arriving in Frankfurt, and on the sports page it gave the World Cup
Final the same amount of space, two columns, as the university golf tourna-
ment at Dalmahoy. John Rafferty, the football correspondent, blamed the En-
glish for the poor refereeing and suggested that the crowd at Wembley had
approached “the hysteria of the Nuremberg Rallies.”

Whatever did he mean? That they were behaving like robotic Germans?
Perhaps he was referring to the rhythmical chanting of “Engerland, clap, clap,
clap Engerland, clap, clap, clap, Engerland,” which was so different to the more
traditional and studiously neutral crowds that gathered for England internation-
als.This more vigorous approach had probably been borrowed and adapted from
supporters of Everton and Liverpool and especially those who stood on the large
terrace behind the goal. Their chanting and singing had often been shown on
television. It must have looked as though, not satisfied with winning the World
Cup, English supporters were stealing the traditional fervor of the Scots. Letters
to the Scotsman tended to support Rafferty, such as the one published on August
5 from a Mr. Read of Haddington who adopted the high moral tone of a Scottish
schoolmaster asserting that a proper British pride would be felt in English sport-
ing achievements “when these are once again accomplished with the old spirit of
sportsmanship and not as the focal point for a blind emotional nationalism.”33

Why, then, could Wales and the Welsh rejoice with England and the En-
glish while the Scots fumed and glowered? There were several factors at work
here. One was that all of the leading Welsh clubs played in the English league.
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‘Final match of the “World Championship”: Cover of Match Program.’
Source: Private collection.

Moreover, their national side was used to being defeated by England. As far
as team sports were concerned, the Welsh invested much more of their
sporting identity in rugby union, at which they were far more competitive.
The Scots meantime were not only bigger than Wales but had a strong, if
fuzzy, memory of independence. They were proud of their separate legal and
educational systems. Scottish teams did not play in England, but the weaker
economy north of the border ensured that many Scottish players did, players
who had built a reputation for skill and subtlety. The Scots had beaten En-
gland at football many times in the past and had only failed to qualify for the
World Cup in a crucial match against Italy, when some English league
clubs had refused to release their Scottish players for the game. This was es-
pecially frustrating not simply because two of them had Scottish managers,
but because Scotland at full strength could be formidable in the mid-1960s.
They would not have lost to the North Koreans! At the root of all of this
chauvinistic posturing was that Scotland had weak nationalist politics and
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channeled much of its detestation of what it perceived as English arrogance
and power into rivalries in other areas of life, especially football, because it
had so often provided satisfying victories over the “significant other.” Like
the French (and presumably the West Germans), the Scottish found no
cause for celebration in the English victory. In fact, they were intensely dis-
appointed by it.

The World Cup Finals of 1966, and particularly the final match itself, have
become part of the collective memory of the English. Almost everyone over age
fifty can tell you where they were on July 30, 1966, and many of those then un-
born have heard the stories and seen the final. Indeed, the final has been re-
peated on nationwide television to mark the various anniversaries of the event. In
that sense it has some similarity to the Second World War and Britain’s place in
it, which remains the subject of, some writers would argue, a perverted media in-
terest.34 A popular television program, launched by the BBC a third of a century
after the triumph, also helped keep the memory alive by taking its title from the
words of television commentator, Kenneth Wolstenholme, as he described the
events leading up to the fourth England goal: “They think it’s all over: it is now!”
Wembley Stadium Ltd. helped maintain the vividness of the memory. The com-
pany organized tours of the stadium that by the-mid 1990s were attracting
150,000 people a year. Many visitors were from overseas but many were also vis-
itors to London from other parts of the country. The most popular exhibit was
the crossbar struck by Geoff Hurst’s shot in 1966 and the video showing the ball
bouncing down on or over the goal line. Visitors were asked to vote via computer,
and most of them thought that it had not crossed the line.35

There is also a World Cup (1966) Association whose aim is to keep alive the
“true spirit of that year.” About ninety people contributed to Norman Shiel’s Voice
of 1966, which is an honest exercise in nostalgia and remembering a past, happy
time when the memorialists were young and life was sweet. Many have kept their
match tickets, programs, and scrapbooks for which a lively memorabilia market
currently exists. In many respects the 1960s were a good time for many people,
with the economy growing at an average of 2 percent per year, inflation only aver-
aging 2 percent, and unemployment also at a low 2 percent. And England did win
the World Cup, a feat that it had not done before nor been very near to repeating
since. Moreover, it was achieved in unsegregated grounds before the blight of
“football hooliganism” was to bring the spectacle in England to the brink of dis-
aster and beyond only twenty years later. Many ingredients go into the making of
national consciousness; ethnicity, religion, war, and media, but also sport and
sporting locations. And as Eric Hobsbawm has reminded us, “the imagined com-
munity of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people. The indi-
vidual, even the one who only cheers, becomes a symbol of his nation himself.”36

Jeffrey Hill has also pointed out that “if nations are imagined communities, what
clearer image of the (English) nation can there be than that of a football crowd at
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Wembley?”37 But the World Cup was not just held at Wembley. Unlike the
Olympics, it excited the interest of people in Birmingham and Sheffield, Liver-
pool, Middlesbrough, Sunderland,  and many other places. It was a sporting 
and cultural moment shared by much of the nation, and because it was a team 
representing England rather than an individual who won, it became etched more 
firmly on the collective memory of the nation.

The World Cup of 1966 was a traditional as much as a modern sporting
event.38 The organizers were anxious that they might not sell enough tickets,
and that the number of foreign visitors would be embarrassingly small. They
sanctioned only a limited commercialism, as they aimed not so much to make
money as not to lose it. There was no building of new stadiums, merely modest
refurbishment of older ones, and although television was vital to the production
of a significant collective experience, the technology allowed neither worldwide
live coverage nor the erection of big screens in public places—indeed, there were
no large screens even in the stadiums. The celebrations after victory were mod-
est rather than triumphant. Jimmy Greaves, the English star who missed selec-
tion for the climactic last three games, looking back on 1966, concluded that it
was quite a low-key affair. “If we won it now, the country would come to a stop
for a week, and every player would become an immediate superstar: when we
won it in ’66, everybody cheered, a few thousand came out to say well done, and
within a week everybody had disappeared, we’d all gone on our way, and we’d
started playing the next season. That was the end of it. Now you get all this aura
surrounding ’66, but it was never quite like that.”39

NOTES

1. I thank Neil Carter, Fabio Chisari, Richard Holt, Martin Johnes, and the edi-
tors for their help with this chapter.

2. Although two years earlier, in 1964, the new satellite technology had enabled
much of the world to see live pictures from the Olympic Games in Tokyo.

3. Chisari (2001, 36–38). Less than one-third of British households had a TV set
in 1954, but by 1960 this had risen to almost three-quarters.

4. Greenwood, Mercer, and Revie were to be future managers of the England team.

5. The BBC had already developed a tradition of transmitting sporting events and
commentary programs before ITV was created in 1954. It had built up close relations
with most national sporting governing bodies, which ITV could not match. The ITV
executives were also doubtful about the pulling power of sport on television, especially
when put up against popular programs such as its soap opera, Coronation Street. This
normally was broadcast at 7:30 P.M. on Monday and Wednesday. On Wednesday, July
13, England played France in their first match of the finals. The kick-off was at 7:30 P.M.
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ITV did not begin its coverage until 8 P.M. so Coronation Street’s place in the schedule re-
mained unchanged, but not its place in the popularity league, which fell to number eigh-
teen when it was usually in the top five. See the ongoing research by Fabio Chisari, who
is comparing the televising of football in Britain and Italy for research for his Ph.D. at
De Montfort University, Leicester, England.

6. Radio Times, July 7, 1966, p.12.

7. The Listener, August 4, 1966, p.156.

8. Chisari (2004).

9. See Beck (1999) and Polley (1992).

10. See Holt and Mason (2000, 19–35).

11. D. N. Chester, “World Cup Countdown,” Spectator, July 8, 1966, p.38.

12. See Howell (1990, 142–43).

13. Football Association (1966, 86). Hereafter referred to as World Cup Report.

14. See the letter from the treasury dated May 24, 1965, T227/2607. Of the
£500,000, £100,000 was in the form of a loan and the remainder a grant. The FA had
also loaned £160,000 of its own money to those clubs whose grounds were being used
(World Cup Report, 89). See also Hansard Parliamentary Debates, vol. 713, May 27,
1965, cols. 117–18.

15. Although both might have been feeling anxious during the quarter final be-
tween Portugal and North Korea (as the People’s Republic of Korea was called), who at
one point led 3–0 before losing 5–3. See Howell (1990, 171–72).

16. The seven surviving members of the North Korean team were brought back to
Middlesbrough in 2002 for the documentary film The Game of Their Lives, made by
Nick Bonner and Dan Gordon and shown on BBC 4.

17. World Cup Report, 42–45. The cartoon figure got its name from the nickname
given by some of his female staff to the Organizing Committee’s administrative officer,
E. K. Willson.

18. And some sensational publicity exploded on March 20, 1966, when the Jules
Rimet Trophy was stolen from a stamp exhibition at Westminster’s Central Hall. It was
found in the garden of a house in south east London a week later by a dog named Pick-
les who was out for a walk and a sniff with his owner. It did not appear in public again
until the day of the World Cup Final.

19. World Cup Report, 44–45. See also the minutes of the World Cup Organizing
Committee, 1965–1966.

20. World Cup stamps did very well. The British fourpenny overprinted with
“England winners” after the victory on July 30 sold more than any previous stamp. A
limited edition of 12,000,000 sold out in just a few hours. These were the first British
stamps to feature sportsmen in action.

21. Shiel (2000, 16); the Sunderland Liaison Committee Report, Appendix VII;
World Cup Report, 297–99.
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22. World Cup Report, 58.

23. World Cup Report, 55.

24. Shiel (2000, 99). See also Matthew Engel’s, “Don’t cry for me Wendell
Sailor . . .” Guardian, p. 4, November 22, 2003.

25. Howell (1990, 174).

26. According to his own account, that is (Howell 1990, 174). Sir Stanley Rous,
on the other hand, was alleged to have rebuked Wilson for hogging the limelight. See
Tomlinson (1994, 18).

27. Crossman (1975, 594). No one now thinks that England’s World Cup perfor-
mances ever influenced the outcome of general elections. See Butler and Pinto-
Duschinsky (1971, 128, 134, 154).

28. Bobby Moore was voted BBC Sportsman of the Year in 1966. Geoff Hurst
was placed third. Attendance figures in 1965–1966 had been the lowest since the war up
to that moment.

1965–1966: 27,206,980.
1966–1967: 28,902,596.
1967–1968: 30,107,298.
1968–1969: 29, 382,172.

29. See Chisari (2004, p. 105).

30. Shiel (2000, 106); Lancaster Guardian, August 5, 1966, p. 17.

31. Western Mail, August 1, 1966, p. 4.. For more on the Britishness of Welsh soccer,
see Johnes (2004), from whom I owe this reference.

32. Glasgow Herald, August 1, 1966, p. 1.

33. Scotsman, August 1, 5, 1966, p. 1.

34. The war was against the same opponents, and this has latterly encouraged
tasteless chants among a minority of younger fanatics, like “Two World Wars and one
World Cup,” whenever England and Germany meet. Interestingly, in 1966, England
had never been beaten by Germany, whose first victory did not come until Hannover,
1968. They quickly made up for lost time after that. International Football, Germany 
has become England's significant other. 

35.See Sportsweek, The Independent on Sunday, December 14, 2003, p.7.

36. Hobsbawm (1990, 143).

37. Hill (1998, 11).

38. See too Clarke and Critcher (1986, 125–26) on ways in which the victory
spoke “simultaneously of modernization and the preservation of tradition.” Critcher
(1994, 90–91) talks too of the “negative consequences” of the victory, “for the develop-
ment of the game” in England, “in part because of how it was achieved, in part because
of how it was interpreted.”

39. Guardian Sport, August 25, 2003, p. 19.
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Chapter 6

Mexico City 1968

Sombreros and Skyscrapers

Claire and Keith Brewster

In April 2001, I (Keith) ended an interview with Pedro Ramírez Vázquez,
president of the Organizing Committee of the 1968 Olympic Games, by re-
calling my own memories of the Games, as a twelve-year-old boy watching the
events on a black-and-white television in England.1 For me, four salient mo-
ments stood out: Bob Beaman’s record-breaking long jump; Dick Fosbury’s
revolutionary technique in the high jump; the raised fists of the U.S. black ath-
letes; and, being British, the unforgettable commentary of the BBC’s David
Coleman, as he saw David Hemery home to victory in the 400-meter hurdles
final. Expecting a positive reply, I asked him if he was pleased that these recol-
lections were of great sporting moments. He replied with a blunt “No.” Al-
though he understood why I remembered what I had, he said that what the
Organizing Committee wanted more than anything else was for the world’s au-
dience to remember Mexico. And it is with these parting words from Ramírez
Vázquez in mind that this chapter asks what the Mexicans sought to achieve by
hosting the Games, what image of Mexico they sought to portray.

In attempting to answer these questions, this chapter differs from the ma-
jority of studies covering the 1968 Olympic Games. Understandably, most
focus upon the events themselves, whether connected to sporting achievements
or the socio-political context of Mexico during the summer of 1968. In the lat-
ter, the massacre of up to 500 Mexican students just ten days before the open-
ing ceremony dominates such an analysis2: Did the students seek to jeopardize
the Games? Who was to blame for the massacre? Was there any chance that
the International Olympic Committee would cancel the Games?3 For this
chapter, a discussion of how the Mexican government, the IOC, or the Orga-
nizing Committee reacted to the unfolding events of 1968 is of limited use,
precisely because they were reactions to developments beyond their control.
While not wanting to diminish the importance of such issues, this chapter fo-
cuses upon factors that pre-date them, namely, the hopes, desires, and concerns
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that guided the Organizing Committee’s actions from the moment Mexico
City was selected to host the Games in 1963.

The main contention of this chapter is that a confused, often contradictory,
image of Mexico emerged during the development of these plans, one that 
revealed fundamental differences concerning how best to portray the nation. We
show that such divisions were nothing new and had characterized earlier attempts
to project Mexico on the international stage. But we also argue that the protracted
debate concerning Mexico’s characterization was affected by tensions between a
social elite that sought to define Mexico and the vast majority of the Mexican peo-
ple who, the elite feared, could not fulfill its designs for the nation. In order to test
these assertions, we divide our analysis into two sections. First, we draw upon the
excellent work of other cultural historians to reveal how the debate concerning
Mexican identity was reflected in the ways the nation was represented on the in-
ternational stage in earlier decades. Second, we follow these patterns through to
show how these debates continued into the 1960s to influence the very core of the
decision-making processes of the Organizing Committee.

In order to help us understand the historical context of this debate, we
begin with the observations of Octavio Paz (1990), one of Mexico’s most influ-
ential intellectuals of the twentieth century. Long before winning the Nobel
Prize for Literature, he published (in 1950) what has become accepted as a clas-
sic analysis of the character of the Mexican nation and its people, The Labyrinth
of Solitude. Among Paz’s many observations is that due to the singular nature of
its history and geopolitics, Mexico has never developed a truly national identity.
Bereft of any real sense of its own origins, he claims, Mexico has all too fre-
quently searched abroad for suitable cultural and societal models. Furthermore,
Paz maintains that this lack of identity invades the psyche of individual Mexi-
cans, draining their self-respect and self-confidence. As a defense mechanism
they, like their nation, employ diverse masks to hide their true emotions. Only
rarely, he continues, do these masks slip to reveal the raw emotions of the Mex-
ican people. At such moments, they get drunk, make love, and fight and kill, all
with excessive passion. Yet even as we read these lines, we should not be fooled
into thinking that Paz saw himself in such terms. He belonged to a smaller elite
group that shared an intellectual background and broader experiences that en-
abled it to muse on the wider debate concerning the nature of national identity.
This group lived in constant fear that, as had happened at distinct moments dur-
ing the Mexican Revolution (1910–1917), the raw emotions of its compatriots
might destroy any façade of civility that the nation builders hoped to sustain.

What vision did the elite hold for the nation? At its most basic, we might see
it as an attempt to reconcile the past and present, tradition and modernity. This
in itself is no easy thing to achieve. Tom Nairn refers to a Janus-like form of 
nationalism that accompanies the efforts of a “backward” culture and people to
appropriate the powers and benefits of modernity. Even as they do so, they seek

100 MEXICO CITY 1968



comfort, stability, and identity from their own past. As such, a nation looks for-
ward to a bright new future while looking back for reminders of its origins. Nairn
develops his theory by suggesting that Janus rarely reveals just two “faces.” He of-
fers a tendency toward “internationalism” as an alternative gaze and the hetero-
geneity of “national” history as another, both conspiring to blur the vision of
would-be nation builders (1997, 71–72). As Paz suggests, in the case of Mexico,
this process was complicated by those who preferred to view the Mexican past
through a foreign lens. So, for example, in late-nineteenth-century Mexico City,
Parisenne-style boulevards were adorned with statues of pre-Columbian Aztec
warriors, dressed in togas and sculptured in a Romanesque style. As Mauricio
Tenorio-Trillo (1996, 181–240) points out, the question of national identity con-
tinued throughout the early decades of the twentieth century and is clearly visi-
ble from the confused portrayals of Mexico at successive international fairs and
exhibitions. At the 1922 Centennial Exhibition in Rio de Janeiro, for example,
the Mexican Pavilion openly displayed its Hispanic heritage with a structure
clearly resembling the colonial architectural style found in Mexico City. Yet seven
years later in Seville, the Mexicans outwardly chose to downplay their Spanish
links by erecting a structure that celebrated the Mayan civilization in shape and
form. Only when visitors stepped inside could they appreciate the modernist ar-
chitectural design of the structure and displays emphasizing the strong ties be-
tween Mexico and Spain. A decade later, however, Mexico’s offering to the 1937
Paris World Fair was bereft of all pre-Columbian and Hispanic symbols. Re-
flecting the socialist nature of the incumbent government in Mexico, huge figures
symbolizing the unity of the worker and peasant dominated the façade, while the
modern architectural design had much more in common with the modernism of
the German building than anything to be found in Mexico City.

As Tenorio-Trillo makes clear, this seeming confusion regarding how best
to project Mexico’s image reflected the protracted debate within Mexican in-
tellectual circles concerning the very fabric of Mexican society. It went without
saying, however, that irrespective of the sympathies of a given project group, the
underlying assumption was to portray an idealized nation. What foreigners saw
was a sanitized Mexico, au fait with modern technology and at ease with its
ethnic diversity. What they did not see in these exhibitions was any hint of dis-
content within social or ethnic groups, or a display of the raw emotions to
which Paz would later refer. Just as, in 1910, Mexico City’s authorities cleared
the streets of Indians before welcoming foreign dignitaries to help celebrate the
country’s 100 years of independence, so later designers of Mexican images
abroad would also cover what they viewed as the unsightly stains of Mexican
society beneath a pure alabaster finish (Tenorio-Trillo 2001, 179–80; Brewster
2004; Ramírez Vázquez 2001).

It is our belief that the interplay between Mexico’s lack of self-assuredness
and tensions between the different Mexicos that comprised the nation continued
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into the planning of the 1968 games. In defending our position, we begin with a
report presented at the Annual General Meeting of the Mexican Olympic Com-
mittee in April 1969, its first meeting after the Mexico Olympic Games. In tones
of justifiable self-congratulation, the report listed all of the criticisms that had
been leveled at the country prior to the games, among which were the following:

1. Mexico was not a mature country.
2. The installations would not be ready.
3. The expenses would be too much for the country to afford.
4. The organization would be a disaster, and it would be better for Mexico

to give up the responsibility of hosting the Games to avoid the inevitable
bad publicity.

5. Mexican athletes would be ridiculed in front of the sporting world’s
crème de la crème.

6. The altitude would cause death and/or permanent damage to 
the athletes.

The report concluded by observing that “the entire world, including a minority
of incredulous Mexicans, witnessed that not one of these dire prophecies was
realized. On the contrary, the demonstration of our organizing abilities has
projected an image of a modern Mexico that has banished forever the erro-
neous image held by many that we live in an apathetic, lazy, and backward
country.”4 “Apathetic,” “lazy,” and “backward,” all images that had dominated
foreign, predominantly U.S., portrayals of Mexico in previous decades, and all
images of which Mexicans were acutely sensitive, particularly those with suffi-
cient means to travel beyond the confines of their own nation.5

The reason for quoting this report at some length is twofold: first, because it
vividly encapsulates the range of anxieties voiced following Mexico’s successful bid
for the 1968 games. Several national Olympic Committees, particularly the
British, expressed grave concerns over Mexico City’s altitude and the ability of
Mexicans to stage the Games.6 Such fears intensified when after having been
shown an open field where the rowing lanes were to be constructed, Thomas
Keller, president of the International Rowing Federation, stormed back to Europe
and with barely concealed rage predicted that the installation would never be built
on time.7 In private, the president of the IOC, Avery Brundage, sent reminders to
Ramírez Vázquez regarding the need to keep construction projects on schedule. In
public, however, Brundage never ceased to be supportive of the Organizing Com-
mittee’s efforts, and he rebuffed all such criticisms by assuring that Mexico City
“would stage the Olympic Games in a real Mexican way, according to Olympic
regulations, and that there was nothing to worry about.”8 And in the event, Mexi-
cans did do things their own way and everything was ready on time—just! The 
inventive architectural style of many installations won international praise, and as
the Olympic Games began, even Thomas Keller was moved sufficiently to declare
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the rowing course the best in the world, as reported by James Samuel in a
Guardian article on October 12, 1968.

Another reason for quoting the Mexican Olympic Committee report is to
suggest that those worried about impending disaster included more than “an in-
credulous minority of Mexicans.” We believe that members of the Organizing
Committee shared the preoccupation of their social class; that despite Mexico’s
best efforts to project a positive image of itself on the world stage, ultimately this
might be revealed to be yet another mask, laid bare not least by the behavior of
its own people. In early 1968, an article written by Siefreid Kogelfranz in Der
Spiegel caused an outcry in Mexico, as attested in reports in El Nacional and
Novedades on March 3. The author referred to the mixed race of the Mexicans
and questioned their ability to organize the Games, not to mention their ability
to win any medals. While Mexicans dismissed Kogelfranz as one of a dwindling
group who still embraced the racist sympathies of a Nazi past, his comments did
strike a raw nerve. Only thirty years earlier, Mexico’s own sports administrators
had pointed enviously toward the widespread enthusiasm for sports in Western
Europe (Germany included) and concluded that only by embracing sport would
Mexicans develop the required characteristics to improve their racial stock and
help the country advance.9 The administrators were not, of course, referring to
the entire population. For many years, Mexicans with sufficient time and money
pursued interests that mirrored the pastimes of the “developed” world. Conse-
quently, ballooning, golf, polo, horse racing, baseball, cycling, and rowing be-
came popular sports for the wealthy (Beezley 1987, 15–52). The criticism was
more focused upon the Mexican masses, who often spent their leisure time get-
ting drunk and gambling on cockfights.10

In order to measure the degree to which these tensions still existed in the
1960s, we need to analyze the image of Mexico that the Organizing Commit-
tee sought to portray. Ramírez Vázquez claims that when he took over as pres-
ident of the Organizing Committee the first question he asked himself was
how to make the 1968 Olympics different, that is, truly Mexican.11 Phrased
differently, he was posing the same question that Octavio Paz had raised in The
Labyrinth of Solitude: what did it mean to be a Mexican? In searching for an an-
swer, we argue that Ramírez Vázquez offered an array of masks, some familiar,
others less so. The 1968 Olympic Games would present Mexico as a modern,
forward-looking nation; it would also portray a nation with proud ancient tra-
ditions, one that was both an aspirant to the First World, and a champion of
the Third World, a standard bearer for Latin America, and a promoter of the
Spanish language. How did these values and aspirations manifest themselves in
the actions of the Organizing Committee? A promising line of inquiry would
be to begin by speculating why Mexico City was chosen to host the Games
over its competitors—Detroit, Lyon, and Buenos Aires.
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Mexico City’s selection to host the 19th Olympiad took place at a session
of the IOC in Baden Baden held October 16–20, 1963. Not surprisingly, no in-
criminating evidence exists within the IOC archives to suggest why Mexico was
favored over other cities. Nor is there any explanation of why its bid to host the
1956 Games had failed. But a report by Ing. Marte R. Gómez to the incumbent
president of Mexico, Miguel Alemán, suggests that the 1956 bid had failed due
to insufficient networking within the IOC and a polarized tussle between 
English-speaking and Spanish-speaking delegates in which Melbourne was
eventually selected over Buenos Aires.12 Any notion that it was Latin America’s
turn, however, is unlikely. In contrast to FIFA’s management of the World Cup,
maintaining a continental balance had never been a priority within the IOC.
The Olympic Games had never been awarded to a Spanish-speaking host, let
alone a Latin American city. It is all the more surprising, then, that Mexico
City’s bid for the 1968 games won so much support that a second round of vot-
ing was not necessary.13 In the absence of hard evidence of why this occurred,
perhaps we should begin by considering the local, regional, and global develop-
ments that formed a backdrop to the lobbying and bidding procedure.

An important factor that may have distinguished Mexico City’s bid from
all those previously emanating from developing countries was that its sponsors
were able to make a convincing case that the country was sufficiently robust
economically for the IOC to place its trust in them. Much of this confidence
came from the fact that in preceding decades Mexico had indeed enjoyed a dy-
namic economy. Since the end of the Second World War, state investment and
protective import tariffs had nurtured a homegrown manufacturing base.
Unprecedented government investment had been channeled toward improving
the country’s infrastructure, with roads and hydroelectric stations bringing
about real changes to provincial Mexico. The gross domestic product was grow-
ing at an annual rate of 6 to 7 percent, and the expansion of welfare programs
contributed toward convincing ordinary Mexicans that they were indeed living
through what politicians had called the “Miracle Years.” In Mexico City itself,
citizens could reflect upon the recent completion of the national university
campus, new housing complexes, and the beginnings of a new underground
railway network as signs of such investment.14 In one important respect, then,
Mexico’s belief that it was an emerging nation was justified.

Yet when looking for reasons why Mexico City succeeded in 1963 where it
had previously failed, one should also reflect upon the geopolitics taking place as
competing cities lobbied for IOC votes. In recent years dramatic events had
been taking place in Latin America that gripped the world’s attention. Fidel
Castro’s revolution reached its successful climax on January 1, 1959. The disas-
trous Bay of Pigs invasion occurred in 1961, and less than a year later, time stood
still as Kennedy and Khrushchev confronted each other over the missile crisis.
Within such an environment, IOC members from the Soviet bloc were 
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extremely unlikely to support any bid from a city in a NATO country: Detroit
and Lyon had no chance of winning.15 The stalemate between superpowers over
Cuba heralded the beginning of a charm offensive by the Kennedy administra-
tion, as millions of dollars were poured into an Alliance for Progress program
designed to boost Latin America’s socio-economic infrastructure and thereby
persuade would-be radicals from following Castro’s move toward the Soviet
Union.16 During this period, the Mexican government trod a fine line between
making supportive gestures toward Castro while never stretching the patience of
its North American neighbor. For its part, the United States had learned to tol-
erate the more radical elements of Mexican foreign policy and had long seen
Mexico as a cultural intermediary toward Latin America. During this delicate
time in U.S. relations with Latin America, Mexico’s support was highly valued.
While not suggesting that the U.S. government could direct the IOC in the way
that it tried to direct other international bodies, it should be noted that Avery
Brundage, who had become accustomed to running the IOC as his own per-
sonal fiefdom, was a U.S. citizen. Again, we stress that no conclusive evidence
points to why Mexico City won the bid. We merely observe that as Mexico’s
booming economy coincided with a most sensitive time in the cold war, a Latin
American city for the first time ever was chosen to host the Olympic Games.17

The global and regional context within which the 1968 games took place
inevitably impinged upon the way that the Organizing Committee assumed 
its responsibilities. Bearing in mind that the Mexico Olympic Games were 
taking place at the height of the Vietnam War, it is not surprising that the Or-
ganizing Committee chose to reiterate the IOC’s apolitical ethos by declaring
the Mexico Olympic Games the “Peaceful Games.”18 The games would take
place in a harmonious environment in which, for two weeks at least, all politi-
cal differences would be put to one side. The white dove was adopted by 
the Mexicans and appeared on all official publications emanating from the 
Organizing Committee.

Another early initiative by the Organizing Committee was to foster the
games as a unique opportunity for Latin America. While Che Guevara’s death
in the Bolivian highlands in 1967 may have ended one vision for the continent,
other ways forward still existed. The committee’s own aspirations were made
clear in June 1968, when it launched the first of a series of radio “chats.”

Mexico’s commitment is, in reality, a commitment by all countries
who speak Spanish, especially those in Latin America. That’s why the
committee wants as many Americans as possible to give a demonstra-
tion of what they can do through Mexico. Hence, the Olympic com-
mittee wants American radio stations to take a few minutes to inform
their listeners of what’s happening in Mexico and thus to show the or-
ganizing efficiency and capacity of Latin Americans.
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Loyal listeners of these “chats” could be forgiven for breathing a sigh of relief
when, months later, the announcer pronounced “upon transmitting our hun-
dredth broadcast, we can say with satisfaction that Mexico has honored its
commitment.”19 A dominant theme of the series was the fraternity among
Latin American countries, a fraternity that the Mexican Ministry of Sport re-
inforced by offering training facilities and financial support to the less wealthy
nations of Central America to help them prepare and compete in the Olympic
Games. Furthermore, as a logical continuation of its promotion of the Spanish
language, after the games a Mexican delegation tried (unsuccessfully) to have
Spanish adopted as the third official language of the IOC. This initiative was
given an extra edge due to the fact that Mexico did not have diplomatic rela-
tions with Franco’s Spain. Since the Spanish Civil War, Mexico had played host
to the Republican government in exile. Indeed, only due to the understanding
and cooperation of the exile government was the Organizing Committee able
to avoid an awkward issue concerning Spain’s participation in the Games.20 It
seems clear, then, that at one level Mexico saw itself as the legitimate champion
of both the Spanish language and the Latin American continent.

Yet at another level, Mexico’s actions seem even more ambitious. While it
is clear that few, if any, Organizing Committee members viewed Mexico as an
underdeveloped nation, much of its official policy sought to portray the host
nation as a standard bearer of the Third World.21 The reasons for this may have
been diverse, but in part it was a question of circumstances. Following a wave of
decolonization, the Mexico City Olympic Games were the first to which many
newly formed African nations were invited to compete. Mexicans were forced
to go beyond their role as host when South Africa’s invitation to the Games
threatened to foster a widespread boycott by other African nations. Faced with
such a situation, the Mexican president, Díaz Ordaz, added weight to the Or-
ganizing Committee’s demand that the invitation to South Africa be with-
drawn. Ramírez Vázquez, for example, recalls that at one meeting Díaz Ordaz
stated that the dignity of the nation depended upon ensuring “that those South
African bastards should not come to the Games.”22 This was a high-risk strat-
egy, as almost all Western countries were adamant that the Olympic Charter
demanded South Africa’s right to participate. In the event, Mexico’s unwaver-
ing stance and intense lobbying won through and, in turn, lent much credence
to its image as a defender of the dignity of Third World countries.

Why did the Mexicans gamble so much in defense of the young African
nations? One reason might well have been through a genuine sympathy with
their argument. The Mexican government portrayed its own revolution
(1910–1917) as the moment when the country banished all forms of colonial
racism, hence it could not be seen to condone such behavior elsewhere. More
pragmatically, if up to thirty-two African nations had boycotted their first
Olympic Games, then it would have been a considerable blow to Mexico City’s
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reputation as host.23 Yet we believe that an equally strong factor stems from an
attempt to overcome something that Octavio Paz highlighted in The Labyrinth
of Solitude: a latent sense of inferiority that Mexicans had often shown in their
relationships with “developed” countries. The need to prove itself on the inter-
national arena weighed heavily upon Mexico. It should be remembered that the
Mexicans had already blamed the failure of their 1956 Games bid on an “En-
glish-speaking” voting bloc. In addition, as criticisms of Mexico City’s prepa-
rations increased, the United States had suggested that Los Angeles would be
ready to take over the hosting of the games if it got to be too much for the
Mexicans.24 Finally, only months before the games, the United States had
joined forces with other English-speaking delegates to demand South Africa’s
inclusion.25 As the nations of the IOC marshalled their forces on either side of
the apartheid issue, the Organizing Committee was determined not to let the
games be highjacked by international heavyweights.26 As is often the case in
such affairs, there is no hard evidence to confirm this as being behind official
Mexican policy, but if we broaden our horizon a little to view the way in which
the committee sought to use the Games as a whole, then a certain consistency
of behavior becomes apparent.

According to Ramírez Vázquez, a crucial solution to his dilemma of mak-
ing the 1968 Games different was to revive the original spirit of the ancient
Olympics by placing cultural endeavor at the heart of the 19th Olympiad. His
stated reasons for doing so are plausible: not everyone could win medals, ath-
letes from poorer countries could not hope to compete realistically against
those enjoying superior training facilities, and that what all countries could
bring to Mexico, whether rich or poor, was a unique cultural heritage that de-
fined their nation. By fostering a cultural Olympics within a non-competitive
environment, Ramírez Vázquez maintained that all countries could leave Mex-
ico feeling that national honor had been satisfied.27

While there is no reason to doubt such motives, it is worth remembering
one of the criticisms recalled by the Mexican Olympic Committee after the
games were over: that Mexican athletes would be ridiculed in front of the
sporting world’s crème de la crème. So worried were Mexican sports adminis-
trators that such a scenario would transpire that excuses were made for the poor
showing expected of their athletes even before the Games began.28 This may
have been nothing other than a realistic appraisal. After all, Mexican athletes
had hardly distinguished themselves at previous Olympics. Indeed, after its
poor results at the London Olympics in 1948, one Mexican politician was
moved to excuse the team’s performance by pointing out “Mexicans are not
athletes, they are poets.”29 His suggestion that Mexicans could hold their heads
up in the field of culture is strengthened by the often-quoted observation,
“Mexico has a lot of culture and no money, whereas the United States has lots
of money but no culture.” The sense that Mexicans might not win many medals
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but could do culture well was in itself a good enough reason for the Organizing
Committee to make the 1968 Olympic Games different by staging a cultural
Olympics. Combined with its desire to offer a cultural platform to Third World
countries, the idea may have been too good to pass up.

The Mexicans certainly went to town on their cultural Olympics, launch-
ing a year-long series of events that attracted top performers and artists from all
continents of the world.30 So extensive was the program that some voices
within the IOC movement began to doubt the wisdom of reintroducing this
element to the Games. Overlooking the non-competitive dimension stressed
by the Mexicans, Sandy Duncan, president of the British Olympic Association,
feared that the program was getting out of hand and might turn into a mini-
Olympics in which each country tried to outshine the rest.31 Avery Brundage,
initially a keen sponsor of the cultural events, did eventually admit that “Mex-
ico is going a little too far, [and that] we had better notify both Sapporo and
Munich to submit their programs before they get in too deep.”32

For this chapter it is interesting to consider the ways in which Mexico
sought to portray itself, both by its own contributions to the cultural Olympics
and by the type of cultural projects that it included in the program. What we
see is the same balancing act that had taxed the creative minds of those who al-
ternatively offered pre-Columbian, Hispanic, and modernist representations of
Mexico at world fairs in earlier decades. The range of events throughout the
year celebrated the world’s diverse traditions through folklore, music, and
dance, yet it also encouraged contemporary arts, offering many venues at which
high and popular culture could be enjoyed. Furthermore, through its sponsor-
ship of exhibitions and conferences relating to space exploration, the Mexican
organizers underlined that the country’s future lay in embracing the most 
up-to-date technology.

A fundamental aspect of Mexico’s own contribution to these cultural ini-
tiatives was the resurrected myth of a “Golden Age.”33 For a Mexican elite, long
brought up on a diet of the classics, the rather tenuous link between the ancient
Greeks and the Aztecs was too good an opportunity to miss. Poems, odes, and
newspaper articles made knowing references to how the Hellenic spirits of the
past would be rekindled among the temples of the Aztec gods.34 The recent
opening of Mexico City’s National Museum of Anthropology and History was
acknowledged in the first issue of Olympic commemorative stamps, which de-
picted pre-Columbian ceramic figures chosen by experts at the museum, each
engaged in a sporting activity. The second series reflected designs that the
Mexican muralist, Diego Rivera, had chosen to decorate the walls of the
Olympic Stadium when it was built in the early 1950s. Although within a
modern context, the way that the figures were formed and framed bore more
than a passing resemblance to those of the classical Greek era.35 The cultural
program received a considerable boost when the Vatican sent a copy of the
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works of Pindaro as its contribution. For a Mexican-educated elite that prided
itself on reading the works of the ancient Greek poet, the Vatican’s unique ges-
ture seemed to endorse Mexico’s “Golden Age” credentials. Furthermore, the
Organizing Committee’s promotional literature placed considerable emphasis
on informing foreigners of Mexico’s pre-Columbian cultures.

Yet the great challenge for the committee, as it had been for designers of
Mexican pavilions, was to celebrate Mexico’s pre-Columbian civilizations with-
out leaving the impression that all Mexico had to offer the world was its history.
In the 1920s, the more convincing solutions had portrayed the past through a
contemporary lens. And so, too, the Organizing Committee came up with a
truly inspirational means of constructing a temporal bridge between past and
present. Among the many pre-Columbian exhibits on display in the National
Museum were stone and wooden seals used by the Huichol ethnic group to cre-
ate designs characterized by concentric lines in black and white. Borrowing
heavily from the Huichol past, the Organizing Committee fashioned what
would become the official logo of the Olympic Games.36 Moreover, the black-
and-white patterns engaged directly with op art, a form of artistic expression
that was pushing the boundaries throughout the Western world. The logo be-
came a symbol of a nation that had found a harmonious fusion of past and pres-
ent and that was confident about its future. The Mexico City of the late 1960s
was a place where the ceremonies and dances of its Aztec ancestors could be
reenacted amid the skyscrapers and futuristic architectural styles of the new
sports installations.

As had been the case with Mexican pavilions forty years earlier, however,
the images of Mexico that the Organizing Committee created were crystalline.
Certainly, “popular” Mexico formed part of the cultural celebrations. Indeed,
Mexican hospitality was underlined time and again, yet it was a distinct form
of hospitality in which charming Indian women with broad smiles displayed
teeth every bit as pristine and white as their freshly starched blouses. Nowhere
in the Organizing Committee’s promotional material does one find any hint
of the emblem adopted by the organizers of the Mexican World Cup two years
later. This portrayed a diminutive Mexican boy sporting a large sombrero and a
cheesy grin. To have done so would have undermined the whole cultural ethos
that the committee was trying to portray, and would have done little other than
to bring to the fore the negative stereotypes of the Mexican so frequently held
by foreigners: behind the cheesy grin lay an “apathetic, lazy, and backward”
character. When asked why he believed the World Cup organizers had chosen
to resurrect such an image, Ramírez Vázquez barely concealed his contempt,
observing that the decision was made by “uneducated” men for an entirely 
different, much more limited audience.37 While the audience may have 
been different, we believe that the sanitized, sophisticated image of Mexico 
avidly promoted by the Olympic Organizing Committee reflected a long-held
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concern among the Mexican elite. Behind the unifying façade of patriotism, it
seems likely that the cosmopolitan members of the committee feared that their
countrymen might let them down. In the World Fair exhibitions of the past,
this had mattered little, as they took place overseas. This time, however, the
world was coming to Mexico City. Could the mask be sustained for the dura-
tion of the Games?

In fairness, many of the measures taken by Mexico City’s authorities were no
different from those employed in any big city prior to an important international
event. Streets were scrubbed, buildings were given a fresh coat of paint, and water
fountains and wastepaper bins suddenly began to appear. Yet things in Mexico
City went a little further. Reminiscent of centennial celebrations that took place
in the same streets almost sixty years earlier, unsightly citizens were again swept
aside. And in this respect, the student demonstrations that filled the streets dur-
ing the summer of 1968 were every bit as embarrassing for the local and national
authorities.38 Like the vagrants, they too had to be removed, albeit in a much
more brutal and tragic way. For those Mexicans who simply could not be taken
out of sight, another approach was adopted. The Organizing Committee
launched a huge media campaign designed to teach the people of Mexico City
how “to establish a sense of national responsibility” and “to awaken the natural
hospitality of Mexicans toward foreign athletes and visitors.”39

Part of the campaign included a series of messages given in an official,
paternalistic tone, informing Mexicans of the right and wrong ways to behave in
front of foreigners. According to Ramírez Vázquez, he judged such a campaign
counterproductive, and upon taking over the presidency of the committee he set
about a more imaginative form of public education. The result was a series of
humorous shorts, two-minute scenes that were broadcast on radio, television,
and cinema.They featured Cantinflas, a favorite comic hero of Mexican cinema,
in the guise of one of his most popular characters, an incompetent, pompous po-
liceman who was the bane of his commanding officer’s life.40 In the clips, Can-
tinflas brings into the local police station a series of characters and situations
that visitors might encounter during the Olympic Games: a taxi driver trying to
overcharge a tourist; hooligans fighting at a football match in the Aztec stadium;
a housemaid throwing rubbish onto the street; and a hippie making a nuisance
of himself in a tourist area. In each case, the message was clear. Mexicans needed
to modify their behavior to create a good impression, to present Mexico in the
best possible light, and to lend dignity to the Mexican nation. Most revealing,
however, are the aspects of Mexican life that the committee chose to highlight:
dishonesty, untidiness, violence, drunkenness, predatory sexuality, and police
corruption, all elements that the Organizing Committee either wanted to erad-
icate, or at least keep out of sight, until the Games were over.

Such initiatives were not without their critics. Some lamented that 
efforts to clean up Mexico City would only last for the duration of the Games.
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Others, both at the time and afterward, claimed that the whole nature of the
campaign was in danger of squeezing the essential elements of the Mexican
character out of the Games. Newspaper articles criticized efforts to remake
Mexico City in the cultural mode of a sophisticated West. One article criticized
the city authorities for encouraging people to paint their houses. Only half in
jest, the author alluded to the foreigner’s view of the unkempt Mexican by ask-
ing, “Wouldn’t it make more sense to wash the lion before cleaning his cage?”
He went on to muse whether the policy would continue after the Games, or
whether it was “only worth washing our faces for the benefit of foreigners.”41

What they were all pointing to, of course, was the fact that the city authorities
and the Organizing Committee were being more than a little disingenuous.
They were trying to mold their countrymen to suit their own aspirations rather
than having the confidence to reveal Mexicans for what they were.The divisions
within Mexican society that were clearly visible in the early twentieth century
had not gone away. Indeed, in a strange way they reflected the diverse range of
postures that Mexico sought to assume on the international stage. While many
aspects of Mexico City’s hosting of the Olympic Games did indeed suggest that
it was a modern, capable nation, beyond the shining new sports installations lay
humble dwellings reminiscent of the Third World that Mexico hoped to cham-
pion. Both worlds shared an uncomfortable coexistence in Mexico City, and
while for the most part they barely met, during the Olympic Games they were
forced to confront each other.

In the event, the true character of the Mexican people proved irrepressible
and provided one of the highlights of the 1968 Games. Following the chaotic
scenes that had taken place in Tokyo four years earlier, the IOC gave strict in-
structions regarding conduct at the 1968 closing ceremony. Instead of the entire
complement of each team circling the Olympic stadium, one single representa-
tive holding his or her country’s name on a banner was allowed to parade before
the crowd. As part of the spectacle, the lighting for each section of the stadium
slowly dimmed, until the Olympic flame remained the only source of light. As the
flame itself was extinguished, the night sky was lit up by an amazing display of
fireworks. Under the cover of darkness, a band of 1,000 mariachi musicians en-
tered the arena, and as the firework display subsided, the lights went on and the
band struck up a medley of popular Mexican tunes. Unable to contain his emo-
tions, one African athlete broke ranks and ran toward the crowd, whirling his na-
tional costume in dramatic gestures. As others followed suit, the audience went
wild, throwing their hats into the air, and they poured onto the track to help the
world’s athletes convert the solemn closing ceremony into a spontaneous Mexican
fiesta.42 Perhaps the Organizing Committee should have had more faith in its
countrymen and women. On this occasion, at least, the raw emotions of the Mex-
ican people proved not to be a weakness. On the contrary, it became a strength, as
their genuine warmth created a most fitting climax to the 1968 Olympic Games.
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NOTES

1. Keith Brewster interview with Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, Mexico City, April
26, 2001.

2. It is unlikely that the actual number of deaths will ever be known. After re-
turning from Mexico, eyewitness sports journalist John Rodda stated, “An accurate fig-
ure of the deaths will never be known, but the 500 I reported the following day is not
likely to be far off the mark.” See Rodda (1968a, 1968b) and Pinchetti (1978). Student
leader Marcelino Perelló claims to have overheard a police officer say that over 500 peo-
ple were killed.

3. For a good overview of all of these issues, see Arbena (2002). On the ethnic
issue, see Brewster (2004).

4. Archivo General de la Nación, Mexico City, Comité Organizador de los Jue-
gos Olímpicos collection (hereafter AGN, COJO), Box 401, report dated April 28,
1969.

5. For vivid examples of such portrayals, see Dent (1999) and Pike (1997).

6. The first such concerns were raised immediately after the announcement that
Mexico City had won the competition. See Archive of the IOC, Lausanne (hereafter
IOC archive), CIO session in Baden Baden, October 16–20, 1963, pp. 5–6.

7. IOC archive, P.V. Sessions 1964–1966, CIO session in Madrid, October 6–9,
1965, p. 9. After the Organizing Committee gave its report, Brundage mentioned the
objection lodged by the International Rowing Federation concerning rowing facilities;
IOC archive, file 0100624, Correspondence COJO, 1963–1967. See letter dated De-
cember 7, 1966, from Keller to Brundage complaining about a lack of preparation for
rowing lanes and suggesting a switch of countries for the trial regatta to be held in Oc-
tober 1967.

8. IOC archive, file 0100624, correspondence COJO, 1963–1967. See letter
dated August 26, 1966, from Brundage to Clerk inquiring about the present state of
constructions. For Brundage’s reassurance, see minutes of IOC Executive Board, Mex-
ico City, October 22, 1966.

9. Archivo General de la Nación, Mexico City (hereafter AGN), Lázaro Cárde-
nas, 532.2/1. Document dated September 1935. See details of the speech made by Sen-
ator David Ayala.

10. For an example of such sentiments, see AGN, Lázaro Cárdenas, 532.2/1. Doc-
ument dated September 1935. For a more detailed discussion of the role that mass sport
played in post-revolutionary Mexico, see Keith Brewster (2005).

11. Ramírez Vázquez took over the presidency from former Mexican president
Adolfo López Mateos, who had resigned due to ill health. Interview with Ramírez
Vázquez.

12. AGN, Miguel Alemán Valdés, 532/6 (no date).
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13. IOC archive, CIO session in Baden Baden, October 16–20, 1963, pp. 5–6.
The first round of voting was as follows: Mexico City, 30, Buenos Aires, 2, Detroit, 14,
Lyon, 12.

14. Upon winning the competition in Baden Baden, Adolfo López Mateos said it
was due to international recognition of Mexico’s “economic and political stability.” See
El Nacional, October 19, 1963. For an overview of this economic growth, see Aguilar
Camín and Meyer (1994), Carr (1992), and Handelman (1997).

15. We thank John MacAloon for highlighting this observation.

16. For an overview of U.S. foreign policy toward Latin America during the cold
war period, see LaFeber (1994) and Schoultz (1998).

17. An insight of the United States’ cultural efforts to gain favor with its Latin
American neighbors can be gleaned from the various documents found within the offi-
cial Web site of the United States Information Agency.

18. Mexican politicians proposed that 1968 be designated “The Year of the Peace
Olympics.” See AGN, COJO, caja 403, 154, tomo VI, December 29, 1967.

19. AGN, COJO, caja 403, Charlas Radiofónicas, nos. 1–104.

20. Interview with Ramírez Vázquez. See protracted correspondence between the
Spanish delegation, the IOC, and Ramírez Vázquez in late 1967 over Spain’s participa-
tion and possible reception by the Mexican people: AGN, COJO, caja 403, 152, tomo
III, Control of Installations.

21. AGN, COJO, caja 401, December 18, 1967. In the margins of a report given
to the Mexico City authorities by Dr. Joshua Saenz, the president of the Mexican
Olympic Committee, Comité Olímpico Mexicano, informe a la asemblea, México DF
by the president of the committee, an anonymous Mexican official put a line through
text that described Mexico as an underdeveloped country and wrote “en vías de desar-
rollo” (developing).

22. Interview with Pedro Ramírez Vázquez.

23. Excélsior, February 27, 1968; El Nacional, February 29, 1968, editorial, cover-
ing the vote on February 26, 1968, by the African Supreme Sports Council to boycott
the Olympic Games.

24. Interview with Ramírez Vázquez.

25. For details of the IOC correspondence and debate concerning the South
Africa issue, see IOC archive, file no. 0101561, Comites nationaux olympiques (Afrique
du Sud 1968). Also see various correspondence relating to South Africa in the IOC
archive, Brundage Collection Reel 103, Box 179. There is no documentary evidence to
suggest that the protest by Afro-American athletes within the Olympic stadium was
connected to the stance of African nations. We thank C. L. Cole, Bob Edelman, and
John MacAloon for their comments on this matter.

26. In this important matter, Latin American countries showed their fraternity by
rallying to Mexico’s position. Interview with Ramírez Vázquez.
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27. Interview with Ramírez Vázquez. Ramírez Vázquez envisaged twenty cultural
events to match the twenty sporting events that were already scheduled. Also see AGN,
COJO, Box 300, 40, CO-Presidencia, copy of speech by Ramírez Vázquez to the Soci-
ety of Architects of the Instituto Politécnico Nacional, dated November 15, 1967.

28. El Universal, on March 20, 1965, reports on the findings of trainer Bud Win-
ter, who blamed an inadequate diet and a weak physical condition for the probability of
Mexico’s poor performance at the 1968 Olympic Games. AGN, COJO, caja 401, De-
cember 18, 1967. A report given by Dr. Joshua Saenz, the president of the Mexican
Olympic Committee, underlines that Mexicans were “not a strong race.” Mexicans had
been unable to excel in sporting activities due to centuries of poor health, diet, and
poverty. He stressed that the 1968 Olympic Games should be seen as a springboard for
future development.

29. Even after Mexico’s unprecedented medal haul in the 1968 Olympics, this at-
titude persisted. In an article (in El Heraldo de México, June 14, 1978) entitled “Why
Mexicans Always Lose,” the writer consoled his readers by suggesting that at least they
could be proud that the Mexican was an “artista de alma” (artist by nature).

30. The full extent of the cultural program fills the pages of vol. 4 of the Official
Report of the Mexican Organizing Committee.

31. IOC archive, file 0100677, Correspondence 1965–1971. See letters between
Duncan and Johann Westerhoff, Secretary General of the IOC, dated July 15, 1968, and
July 19, 1968.

32. IOC archive, file 0100624, Correspondence COJO, 1963–1967. See letter
from Brundage to Lord David Killanin, dated July 17, 1967. This largely accounts for
the scaling down of overseas contributions to the Munich Cultural Program and its con-
centration upon diverse aspects of German culture.

33. For a thoughtful essay on the links between a “Golden Age” and nationalism,
see Smith (1997).

34. For examples in newspapers, see “Foro de Excélsior,” Excélsior, December 22,
1966, and “Principio unificador,” Excélsior, February 25, 1968. See also President Díaz
Ordaz’s inaugural speech to the Assembly of the IOC in El Sol de México, October 8,
1968, and a poem written as Pindaric odes that compares the Greek and Aztec cultures,
Eusabio Castro, “Olímpica 68,” in Olympiad 68 (Chicago: Illinois State University
Press, 1971).

35. See Carta Olímpica 14: Timbres postales preolimpicos, AGN, COJO, Mexico
City.

36. Further details regarding the development of the Mexico 68 designs can be
found in Ramírez Vázquez (1989, 143–58). See also Rivera Conde (1999, 13–38).

37. Interview with Ramírez Vázquez.

38. This should not be taken to infer that the Organizing Committee had any part
in countering the student movement. Ramírez Vázquez convincingly argues that the
committee did not share the government’s view that the students were trying to disrupt
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the Olympic Games. Indeed, as he points out, many of the temporary employees of the
committee (edecanes) were students, and the Olympic Stadium located within the uni-
versity campus was never targeted.

39. Cited in Excélsior, August 29, 1968.

40. Interview with Ramírez Vázquez. See also an interview with Cantinflas in El
Nacional, February 10, 1965. Original footage of the Cantinflas clips can be viewed at
the Filmoteca Nacional, Mexico City.

41. “La Brocha Olímpica,” in Excélsior, January 29, 1968. “Vestir a la Ciudad,” in
Novedades, November 22, 1967, urges more effort to clean up the city; “Nuestro Rostro
Limpio,” in El Nacional, January 20, 1968, urges the citizens of Mexico City to do like-
wise. See also “Los Males de la Olimpiadad,” El Universal, July 22, 1968, in which the
article portrays Mexico City as an innocent country girl who tries to adopt the gestures
and mannerisms of the big city.

42. Visual images of the closing ceremony appear in the Official Film of the 1968
Mexico City Games, but a more illuminating commentary and footage appear in “La
Clausora de la Olimpiada XIX” Cine Mundial, to be found in the Filmoteca 
Nacional, Mexico City.
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Chapter 7

Munich 1972

Re-presenting the Nation

Christopher Young

INTRODUCTION

“It was very quiet . . . looking down into that little walkway. In a sense you were
looking down into the cockpit of world events. Of that year, of that decade,
maybe of that quarter-century” (Reeve 2000, 57). The voice is that of Gerald
Seymour, ITN reporter at the 1972 Olympic Games in Munich, and the scene
being described is not that moment where a great athlete—an Olga Korbut or
a Mark Spitz—stands on the cusp of greatness but the eerie silence that had
broken into the sporting storm of the 20th Olympiad. In the early hours of
September 5, heavily armed members of the Palestinian group, Black Septem-
ber, turned terrorism into a global televisual spectacle for the first time by en-
tering the Olympic Village, where they murdered two Israeli athletes and took
nine of their teammates hostage in 31 Connollystraße. For many, the day-long
siege, and its disastrous dénouement at Fürstenfeldbruck military airport,
where all of the hostages lost their lives during the Bavarian police’s inept at-
tempt to resolve the situation, has remained a Kennedy moment. For the state
of Israel, it represented much more. Within days, PLO bases in Syria and
Lebanon were razed to the ground in the largest operations of their kind since
the Six-Day War (1967); within months, Golda Meir had given approval for
Operation Wrath of God that, in a change to policy, would not only hunt down
those directly involved in the specific attack but also launch a secret war against
Palestinian leaders (Reeve 2000, 126–32). Over a third of a century later, as Uzi
Mahnaimi noted in a Sunday Times article on August 24, 2003, participants in
Ariel Sharon’s security cabinet responded to a suicide bombing of a bus that
killed twenty ultra-orthodox Jews in Tel Aviv by drawing parallels to the Mu-
nich massacre and the Israeli government’s retaliation. For Israel, Munich is
both still an open wound and a productive matrix of collective memory.
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For Germany, the events of Munich reopened wounds that it was des-
perately trying to heal. Conrad Ahlers, Willy Brandt’s press secretary, an-
nouncing—tragically incorrectly, as it was to turn out—that all of the
hostages had been released, told the world: “For us Germans it was a tragic
situation that all this happened to Jewish people.” He was relieved that the
danger had passed, “otherwise some of the old memories might have come
back” (Reeve 2000, 107). In his memoirs, Brandt himself later underlined the
sentiment: “My disappointment at the time was intense, first because the
Olympics on which we had expended so much loving care would not go
down in history as a happy occasion—indeed, I was afraid that our interna-
tional reputation would be blighted for many years—and secondly because
our counter-measures had proved so abortive” (Brandt 1978, 439–41). Both
the order of Brandt’s regrets (which prioritize the self over the other) and the
list of key words—history, international reputation, loving care, and happi-
ness—are telling. Munich was Germany’s chance to showcase its rehabilita-
tion as a peace-loving, democratic state where the past was a foreign country.
For such a purpose, the Olympic Games, where the host nation can allow its
own world vision to rub up against the set elements of Olympic ritual, is the
perfect vehicle and medium.

Going by current estimates, one person out of two of the world’s popula-
tion watches the Olympic Games; in its wonderfully stereotypical fifth bulletin
to foreign journalists, 2638 Fakten, the organizers of the Munich Games calcu-
lated that it would have taken thirty-four years of filling the 80,000-seat
Olympic Stadium every day to have reached the equivalent of the world TV
audience for the opening ceremony alone. With this much immediately trans-
mittable symbolic capital at stake, it is hardly surprising that state and regional
governments are keen to get their hands on the Olympic Games. Over the last
ten years, the Turkish government has spent in the region of 100 million
pounds on three unsuccessful bids for Istanbul; in the late winter of 1965, it
took Willi Daume (president of the West German NOC) just one month to
secure guarantees of equal funding from the city of Munich, the regional gov-
ernment of Bavaria, and the federal government. Any remaining doubt about
the symbolic power of the Olympics would have been erased by the devastat-
ingly eloquent observation of Issa, the leader of the Palestinian group, Black
September, in Munich. Replying to the offer of Hans-Dietrich Genscher and
several others, including Willy Brandt’s son, to stand in for the hostages, Issa
apologized, saying “the Germans had produced an excellent Olympic Games,
but it offered the Palestinians a showcase where they could bring their griev-
ance to the millions watching around the world” (Reeve 2000, 51). Much has
been written about the Israeli and Palestinian side of this story. This chapter
looks at the German perspective.
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THE OLYMPICS IN GERMAN POLITICS, 1945–1972

It is ironic that the best seat in the house for the terrorist attack on September
5 was in the block opposite 31 Connollystraße that housed the team of the GDR
(German Democratic Republic). This tragic spatial configuration, which had
athletes from the “other Germany” watch as Jewish blood was spilled on Ger-
man soil again, could well stand as a metaphor for the major tensions in rela-
tions between politics and sport during the cold war standoff between the
GDR and the FRG (Federal Republic of Germany). Sporting institutions—
and above all those that interacted with the IOC—were caught up in highly
politicized discourses (often against their will) about Vergangenheitsbewältigung
(“coming to terms with the past”) and recognition of the GDR.

Borrowing terms from Foucault’s theory of discourse (particularly 1972),
who draws our attention away from the rhetorical mechanisms of the spoken
word to the various pressures and forces that make the linguistic articulation
possible, we could say that the notion of the Federal Republic as the sole rep-
resentative of Germany in the postwar years could be described as the forma-
tion of an object; the non-recognition of the GDR in Western discourse is the
non-formation of an object; sport is a surface of emergence, or thwarted emer-
gence; and the West German government, other Western governments (pri-
marily the allies and NATO), and various sporting bodies, both international
(primarily the IOC, IAAF [International Amateur Athletic Federation], and
FIFA) and national (e.g., NOC), act as the authorities of delimitation. The
basic unit of Foucault’s analysis is the “statement”—a type of basic meaning that
can have various non-identical individual enunciations. The statement that sus-
tained postwar German political discourse and which postwar German politi-
cal discourse tried to make a part of sporting discourse is the Alleinvertretung
(“sole representation”). It soon became apparent that this was not going to be
an easily transferable statement. Adenauer described FIFA’s decision to give of-
ficial recognition to the GDR as a “deep blow” (Blasius 2001, 110).1 But even
internally, sport had its own dynamic—a prime example of this is the way in
which Manfred Ewald, sport supremo of the GDR, was able to directly defy
Honecker by not bringing his athletes home from Munich as a result of the at-
tack on the Israeli team (Krebs 1999, 281). The combination of external global
institutions and the internal dynamic of sport was to mean a gradual slippage
between the discourses of sport and politics in Germany.2

This slippage was no more apparent than in the later years of Adenauer’s
government. After years of shifting and mounting pressure between the IOC,
the Federal Republic, the GDR, and the USSR—manifest on the world stage
(from 1956) by a joint Olympic team with a neutralized flag but separate na-
tional anthems—the cracks were beginning to show. While the Western world
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gradually moved on—the flag of the GDR was flown at the World Ice Hockey
Championships in the United States in 1963—Adenauer’s stance hardened.
The proto-Realpolitik of Willi Daume and the then mayor of Berlin, Willy
Brandt—to bid for a Berlin Olympics after the erection of the Berlin Wall—
fell on deaf ears in governmental circles. Daume’s proposal for two separate
teams under one flag for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics was rejected by the ministry
of the interior and the IOC alike, both holding firm to their own projected re-
alities of one Germany. At the same time, West German clubs were forbidden
from arranging matches with East German counterparts at the grassroots
sporting level.

But change was not far around the corner. When the IAAF, under Cam-
bridge alumnus Marquis of Exeter, gave full recognition to the Athletics Asso-
ciation of the GDR in 1964, the game was up. After the capitulation of the
most Olympic of Olympic sports, the IOC could do little else than recognize
the GDR in 1965—as “Ostdeutschland,” a geographical area, participating
along with the West German “Deutschland” as two separate teams under one
Olympic German flag (equating almost exactly to Daume’s rejected suggestion
for 1964). Despite some discussion of a separate NATO Olympics as a conse-
quence, the Olympic 1968 Games went ahead as planned.

The German government’s loss was German sport’s gain, and things began
to happen all at once for Daume. Cashing in on the sensitive way he had been
seen to handle the recognition battle, and—as he was later wont to recount—
doing a deal with the Russians (who eventually got the 1980 Olympic Games),
Daume bid for and won the 1972 Olympic Games for Munich in April 1966.
Not long afterward, the change of government from the conservative Christlich
Demokratische Union (CDU) to the Große Koalition (“grand coalition” of CDU
and the social democratic Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands [SPD])
brought a fresh wind to the relation between sport and politics. But there was
one final snag that even caught the new foreign minister, Willy Brandt, un-
aware. How could the FRG host an Olympic Games but not hoist its own flag?
The foreign office feared that having to fly the German Olympic flag rather
than that of the Federal Republic proper would be viewed as a “sort of national
sacrifice,” with “extensive and long-lasting psychological consequences” (Blasius
2001, 297).3 The GDR was also aware of the symbolic capital to be made by ap-
pearing in Munich as a completely separate NOC with its own flag, and after
the success of 1968 it began pushing for full recognition. By 1968, the Munich
organizers were asked to give assurances that they would abide by IOC regula-
tions, whatever these might be, in 1972. The West Germans hesitated. At the
1968 session, the GDR was fully recognized by the IOC as Deutschland D. R.
Having already invested DM 900 million, and understanding the huge loss of
face that giving up the Olympic Games would have entailed, the German gov-
ernment considered all possibilities, including declaring the city of Munich to
have Vatican City status for the duration of the Olympic Games, thus effectively
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banishing the GDR flag to foreign soil (Blasius 2001, 305). In the end, the West
Germans capitulated, and the way was paved for the flags of both Germanies to
be paraded and celebrated for the first time at the Olympic Games.

But with the new SPD government under Kanzler Brandt (from Septem-
ber 1969), this was far from an own goal for the home team. With two Realpoli-
tiker at the helm, sport and politics found themselves in the closest harmony since
the earliest days of the republic. Moreover, there might well have been one very
direct way in which Brandt allowed the discourse of sport to stabilize political
discourse. It had often been the case that sport ran ahead of politics in ways in
which politics found uncomfortable. It could be postulated, however, that Brandt
instrumentalized the Olympics in the Olympic year itself. Various movements
within his coalition with the FDP (Freie Demokratische Partei) left him without
an absolute majority in April 1972, and there was heavy opposition from the
CDU toward plans for the Ostverträge (Treaties with the Eastern Bloc whereby
both Germanies, without official recognition of each other, would not treat each
other as foreign territory). Brandt agreed to call for a vote of confidence, but 
not until after the summer recess (on September 20—ten days after the sched-
uled end of the Olympic Games). It was widely rumored at the time that there
had been a pact made to postpone the inevitable election so as not to disrupt the
Olympic Games (Mandell 1991, 4). This might well have been the case, but
Brandt was surely not unaware of the power of sport to influence popular per-
ception. Surely the election—which was essentially a referendum on the
Ostverträge—would go better after the GDR had been recognized on German
soil in the hermetically sealed but hugely symbolic arena of the Olympic Games.
Indeed, running under the banner of “Deutsche, wir können stolz sein auf unser
Land!” (“Germans, we can be proud of our country”), Brandt led the SPD to its
best election result ever, just two months after the close of the Olympic Games.

While the awarding of the Olympic Games to Munich brought about
some form of resolution to the notion of Alleinvertretung, it did, however, re-
open the issue of Vergangenheitsbewältigung. This re-emerged from two direc-
tions: directly from the GDR with typical cold-war brio (an aspect that for
economy of space this chapter will bracket out; see Krebs 1999, 275) and in a
much more indirect and tortured way from within the Federal Republic itself.
The focus of this chapter now shifts from Olympics in German politics to pol-
itics in the German Olympics.

POLITICS IN THE GERMAN OLYMPICS

When Lord Killanin rose to the climax of his closing and farewell speech at
the Moscow Games, he pulled no punches. With the double blow of Mon-
treal’s financial disaster and Moscow’s boycott, Killanin, who had taken over
from Brundage in 1972, had found the presidency of the IOC no sinecure:

Christopher Young 121



“I implore the sportsmen of the world to unite in peace before the holocaust
descends. . . . The Olympic Games are for the benefit of our children” (Lord
Killanin 1983, 219). Eight years earlier, however, with the Games held almost
in the physical shadow of Dachau and, from the halfway stage on, with the
stain of Jewish blood on the freshly laid floors of the Olympic Village just a
five-minute leisurely stroll from the main site, it was very much a case of
“don’t mention the war.” There is no better place to outline the ways in which
the Organizing Committee dealt with the German historical legacy than in
the opening statement of its Official Report—1.1 Die Anregung (Official
Report, 23). Three interesting strands comprise the argument: Germany’s pro-
jected role as savior of the Olympic movement; claims of continuity with the
past; and, then, in relation to the past, silences and ruptures.4

Regeneration: The idea for the Olympic Games was not “spontaneous” but
rather a “sacrifice and duty” on the part of Germany and “an attempt to make a
small contribution to the survival of the Olympic ideal” (Official Report,
23),5—a gesture toward debates about rising nationalism and professionaliza-
tion in Olympic sport. The notion of “regeneration” is highly significant, for if
Coubertin’s driving vision was that of the renovator of ancient ideals, then in
modern Olympic history these renovated ideals more often than not acted as a
regeneration for the host city or, indeed, the nation. In most recent times, the
city of Barcelona had a full Olympic makeover, and this was certainly the case
in Munich, too, which received its underground as an Olympic spin-off, as re-
cently recalled positively by the head of Berlin’s now shelved bid for the 2012
and 2016 Olympics. But more importantly perhaps in the present context is the
way in which the Olympic Games gradually brought the defeated nations of
the war back into the international family. The first three Games after the war
went to victors, neutrals, and semi-neutrals, London (1948), Helsinki (1952),
and Melbourne (1956), then to the losers, Rome (1960) and Tokyo (1964)—
Olympic Games reputed with giving Japan a new image of efficiency with
which we stereotype it today, rather in the same way that the Barcelona Games
killed off the mañana image of Spain)—and then, after the Third World inter-
lude of Mexico City (1968), Munich. Far from regenerating the Games, the
Games were intended to regenerate Germany: it was, to quote Killanin again,
“an event of immense world significance. It was intended to show the world
that Germany had risen from the ashes of war, and that its youth could take
part in wholesome sporting competitions” (Lord Killanin 1983, 63).

Continuity: More interesting than Germany’s transferral of regeneration is
the reasons it claims that Germany is the country to act as regenerating agent,
for this is based on two key continuities. First, it is stated that although a
Frenchman might have reinvented the Olympic Games, the Germans in the
form of nineteenth-century archaeologists (Curtius and Schliemann) had actu-
ally been there first (Official Report, 23). Second, Germany had an organiza-
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tional pedigree when it came to the Olympic Games themselves: the “good in-
tention” of the 1916 games “entrusted” to Berlin in Sweden “had been ruined”
by World War II (Official Report, 23), but then there were the successfully ex-
ecuted games of 1936.6 This organizational history assured the bidding team
for 1972 that it could rely on the “the latent willingness, consent, and support
of broad sections of the population” (Official Report, 23).7 On the one level,
these are extraordinary words. On the other hand, how do you create a sporting
Stunde Null (“zero hour”) within the framework of an event that lives off an un-
broken tradition reaching back at least to the nineteenth century and, in terms
of its self-image, back to antiquity? And it is, after all, this continuity that
makes the Olympics such a powerful engine of regeneration. So, by definition,
the Stunde Null effect cannot escape the strictures of continuity. For the Ger-
mans, it was a difficult balancing act. In 1962, for instance, Daume delivered a
damning verdict on the 1936 Olympic Games to Foreign Minister Schröder in
an attempt to get him to support the idea of a Berlin Olympics in 1968 to foil
a potential bid by the Soviets: “Hitler’s greatest hour and the greatest hour of
the Third Reich, according to international opinion, was in 1936 during and
after the Olympic Games in Berlin. Moscow would pursue the same goals with
even more cunning propaganda and greater means.”8 Yet here is Daume (who
carefully proofread every word of the report) using the 1936 Olympic Games
to create a sense of German Olympic credentials. These credentials were well
anchored in Olympic collective memory, as IOC President Brundage’s letter to
Daume in November 1965 clearly shows: “The 1936 Games in Berlin were
outstanding and are still remembered by all of us as establishing new standards
in Olympic organization and performance.”9

In fact, the continuities were more than localized linguistic occurrences in
the official report. There is room here to give just two examples. First, the arts.
Coubertin had a vision of an all-encompassing festival to celebrate human
achievement in which the arts would play much more than just a supporting
role to sport. There can be no doubt that the Munich Olympics put on a
splendid festival of the arts. There were top class theatrical and musical per-
formances (e.g., the Berliner Ensemble, the Royal Shakespeare Company),
fabulous exhibitions (e.g., Weltkulturen und Moderne Kunst), and a limited edi-
tion of posters based on twenty-eight specially commissioned paintings from
Olympic-standard stars of the modern art world (e.g., Kokoschka, Hockney).
Munich claims that it is returning the Olympic Games to the principles of
Coubertin. Keith and Claire Brewster’s work in this volume on Mexico City
1968 (which hosted a huge arts festival) would indicate that this is—at best—
a much-overstated claim. In fact, the Germans’ willful neglect of Mexican
achievements amounts to an act of Western self-absorbsion and says a great
deal about Germany’s self-image as a Kulturnation. More interesting still,
however, is that Diem’s 1936 Olympic Games set standards in the provision
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for the arts unparalleled until well into the postwar era. Munich’s return to
Coubertinian principles cannot therefore stand in isolation from Berlin. Sec-
ond, civic boosterism—a different sort of example altogether, but one that
shows the range of areas in which continuities exist. For the 1936 Olympic
Games the Berlin organizers put on an exhibition entitled Die deutschen
Leibesübungen des Mittelalters in Buch und Bild (“German Physical Exercises in
the Middle Ages in Book and Picture”).10 In fact, it ranged from the courtly
period (with some of the finest medieval manuscripts, e.g., Manesse Codex,
Veldeke, Tristan), over the early modern period (fencing manuals), and into
the nineteenth century (“Turnvater Jahn”). In the earliest period, there are
many examples of the buhurt (a particular type of medieval joust). Exactly the
same sorts of examples are dredged up by Munich’s second brochure to jour-
nalists in a section entitled Spiel und Spaß in München (“Fun and Games in
Munich”): “But the Munich citizen’s joie de vivre is not simply measured in
terms of beer. In previous times there were also colorful games in the form of
chivalric tournaments and pitched battles, known as buhurt.”11 On a pictorial
level, Munich indulges in the same historical rhetoric, printing almost a
replica of the 1936 exhibition catalogue.

Discontinuity: As a cursory knowledge of postwar German history and so-
ciety would lead us to expect, where there is continuity, there is also rupture and
silence. These are equally clearly visible and audible on the first page of the Of-
ficial Report. The mention of Coubertin’s reinvention of the Olympic Games
in 1896 (Official Report, 23) is too brief to include the fact that it was boy-
cotted—like all prewar Olympic Games (except London)—by all but a hand-
ful of rogue Turner for no other good reason than the fact that it was the
brainchild of a Frenchman. The cancelled Olympics of 1916 are mentioned,
but the 1940 Winter Olympics in Garmisch, for which Hitler authorized the
beginning of construction work and which were cancelled as late as April 1940,
are omitted. The archaeological pedigree of the Germans is underlined by fur-
ther work on Olympia in the postwar years, but this completely ignores the fact
that it was a Nazi initiative in 1936 under Walter Wrede to continue the work
begun in the nineteenth century at Olympia, with 300,000 Reichsmarks over
six years appropriated from Hitler’s personal disposition fund (Marchand
1996). But the most interesting silence in the Official Report is the way that
the 1936 Olympic Games themselves are dealt with: there is great emphasis on
how they are bid for (in 1930), how they are awarded (in 1931), and how they
are planned in detail (in 1932)—all before the Nazi’s ascension to power in
1933. This emphasis is not by chance, as the very precise wording shows: “The
document of Carl Diem, later General Secretary of the Organizing Commit-
tee, which he put together in October 1932, included all plans as they were
later executed on the Reichssportfeld in Berlin” (Blasius 2001, 291).12 As Chris-
tiane Eisenberg (1999, 409–29) has recently—controversially, but I think con-
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vincingly—shown, the organization of the Berlin Games was marked by an 
institutional and ideological combination of collaboration and resistance in
which sport and politics exploited each other to varying degrees of mutual ben-
efit. In the case of the Munich organizers, however—despite (mainly unac-
knowledged) continuities—the Berlin Games were like the whole of the
German past and national history: in the words of Peter Pulzer (1995, 6–7) “a
black hole [. . .], a liability.” The uneasy relation to the past comes up in many
other areas of the Games, such as the holding of a ceremony at Dachau on the
eve of the Games, which goes completely unmentioned in the Official Report.
This is a clear example of what W. G. Sebald has referred to as the West Ger-
man’s propensity to “recognize, yet look away” (Sebald 2003, 12). This uneasy
encounter with the past was torn between the equally important needs for con-
tinuity and rupture.

I now leave the first page of the Official Report to exemplify how this “dif-
ficult past” and politics in general impinge on just one other area of the Games:
their aesthetic presentation.

In his excellent book on Munich architecture after the war, Munich and
Memory, Gavriel D. Rosenfeld notes that throughout the Federal Republic,
modernism had become identified as the architecture of democracy (e.g., Sep
Ruf ’s 1964 private residence for the German chancellor): “Constructed of light
materials such as glass and steel, open and transparent in appearance, modern
architecture stood in clear contrast to the heavy, monumentalized neoclassical
architecture favored by the Nazi (and Stalinist) dictatorship” (Rosenfeld 2000,
153). Rosenfeld cites Munich’s Olympic Stadium as “the most dramatic
demonstration of the widespread acceptance of modernism’s political and 
historical symbolism.” Certainly most voices within the public debate in
2000–2001 in reaction to Franz Beckenbauer’s bid to have the stadium mod-
ernized beyond recognition or ripped down to accommodate his beloved Bay-
ern Munich in a more football-friendly arena would bear out Rosenfeld’s claim.
Almost thirty years on, Munich’s stadium was to be saved not only on aesthetic
grounds, but due to its essential role in portraying a transparent, democratic,
and, above all, new Germany (see Young 2003). One needs only to think of the
technologically groundbreaking and stunningly beautiful Zeltdach (tent roof )
that cost over a quarter of the final bill for the whole Olympic site to grasp the
essence of the enterprise.

But the roof, although defining, in no way dominated the site. It might have
been transparent, but it was not simply a democratic overlay. The Olympic
venues were situated at the Oberwiesenfeld, which lay to the north of the city in
a largely unattractive industrial area. The field itself had a significant history.
Until World War I it was the parade ground of the Munich Garrison; after
World War II it became a dumping site for the rubble removed from the city
center. The architects, Gunther Behnish and partners (a sort of 1960s’–1970s’
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German Norman Foster), had a clear vision of what was to be done. They were
to mold the rubble into a rolling landscape, dam up several canals to make a lake,
and at all cost avoid the axial monumentalism of the Berliner Reichssportfeld.
Munich was to gain not just new sports facilities but the legacy of a park where
its citizens could walk in peaceful surroundings. One gets a clear picture of their
task and aims when one considers that Behnish and the vast team of specifically
chosen up-and-coming young architects played around for months with sand-
pits to make their initial model. The specific objective was to design the build-
ings in perfect proportion with the Menschen (human beings) who would 
use them and walk around them (Official Report, 29). To this end, as Günther
Grzimek, the landscape architect, describes it, the buildings were “pressed into
the ground” (Grzimek 1992, 33), many of them sunk up to halfway into the
ground (a problem, incidentally, that undid the Bayern plan to sink the pitch by
several meters, which would have plunged the stadium into a deep-lying water
basin). The main stadium itself was roofed on one side only, letting the other 
almost spill out into the rest of the site, in particular, allowing it to open out onto
an Olympic mound, where a great deal of the rubble had been pushed together.
The Olympic mound, which redefined the perspective of the Olympic spectacle
by allowing the public to look down into the stadium and the spectators inside
of the stadium to look beyond the stands outward, was covered, like most of the
rest of the site in pasture taken from the nearby Bavarian Alps.

But as I have pointed out, the site, with its alpine grass and Plexiglas roof,
is more than a cover-up of the past. And here I disagree with Rosenfeld’s con-
clusion that the success of Munich’s modernist Olympic memory was bought
ironically at the cost of a “declining consciousness of the Nazi past” (Rosenfeld
2000, 156). It is helpful to consider the relationship between landscape and
memory following the dynamic cultural political model of Simon Schama
(1996), for in Munich the relationship between nature and architectural design
is deliberately a highly reflective one. The Official Report talks repeatedly
about the constructedness of the park’s nature: it is “new nature,” “created na-
ture,” and, most tellingly, “the nature of nature-alienated cities” (Official Re-
port, 29).13 In this nature, created out of the remains of devastation, buildings
become “part of the landscape” (Official Report, 29).14 The Zeltdach was com-
plemented by trees; sky, roof, and lake were to merge into one. But there is
more. If you stand at the top of the stadium and look across to the rest of the
park, there is a wonderful optical illusion: the gently rising and falling curves of
the Zeltdach in other parts of the site look as though they could be the Alps
(which in fact can be seen from the top of the Olympiaturm). This can be
gleaned from pictures of the site, although the effect is not mentioned in any of
the main accounts of Behnisch’s achievement. The observant spectator at the
stadium, however, will notice that the effect is not only a real one, as it were, not
just a photographic one, but also that from the bridge over the outer ring at
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dusk there is an equally striking alienation effect between the Zeltdach and the
Olympic Tower, whose sheer size casts the roof from which one has walked
minutes earlier into such perspective that it appears momentarily to the ob-
server as though it has to be the Alps. In his essay “Toward a Poetics of Cul-
ture,” Stephen Greenblatt describes a similar moment of optical reflexivity as
he looked at the plaque pointing the way to the Nevada Falls in Yosemite Park,
an event that called “attention to the interpenetration of nature and artifice that
makes the distinction possible” (Greenblatt 1989, 9). No doubt about it, Mu-
nich’s architecture and landscaping is a sophisticatedly constructed site of 
reflection and self-reflection.

The reflection that is part of its very fabric did not, however, prevent the site
from making statements. It was to be a Welt ohne Verbotsschilder (world without
signs of prohibition)—an aspect rather comically articulated in the official jour-
nalists’ pack: Bitte den Rasen betreten! Bitte die Blumen pflücken! (Please go on the
grass! Please pick the flowers!) And it was to create a sense of time and space.
Grzimek (1992, 33) describes the Zeltdach as being similar to a circus and Peter
Blundell Jones (2000, 65) as that of nomadic tribes (in this case, sporting 
nomads). The architecture creates, therefore, the perfect setting for what an-
thropologist Victor Turner describes as the temporal essence of all rituals: the
fact that they are “time out.” It was to create “time for pausing” so that the
“Olympic fluidity could be experienced” (Official Report, 30).15 Spatially, Mu-
nich was to be a “space of understanding, of truly supra-regional communica-
tion” that would be possible “without great words” (Official Report, 30).
Whoever came to marvel at the electronic communication systems, of which the
Germans were so proud, would find in greater measure “human communica-
tion.”16 All of this is most neatly captured in the development of the pictograms
that have since become a lingua franca of the sporting world.The park was con-
structed with amazing attention to this detail: paths were given the optimum
width to encourage “forums of unforced human movement” (Official Report,
30), set at the right incline to make their users relax, and plotted to take them
exactly along the lines that they would have walked naturally.17

The architectural construct was supported by the aesthetic vision of
graphic designer Otl Aicher, who took control of every visual aspect of the
color scheme for the whole event, from the seats in the stadium (which he also
designed) to the design and layout of every document, file, poster, and even the
flags that adorned the site, the city, and its transport hubs. Aicher’s guiding
principle was “equality/uniformity through relationship” (this and following
quotations from the Official Report, 269), which he understood in a metaphor-
ical as well as pragmatic sense. The key was to devise a “uniform and harmo-
nious visual presentation” that would bring out the “meaning of the festival” and
strive for Leichtigkeit (lightness) and avoid Konformität (conformity).18 To
achieve this, a wide range of experts was consulted: artists, sociologists, and
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(child) psychologists. The results were used for the pictogram system already
mentioned, the color scheme, and the very font for every document. The main
color was light blue, which was supported by green, white, and silver. Daume
was wont to describe the color scheme as a Bavarian summer’s morning. His
designers were even more detailed at translating their scheme into the Munich
landscape: for instance, the grassy banks of the lakes were planted exclusively
with a silver leaf-bearing tree. Aicher was also famous for stating: “Mit Farben
kann man Politik machen” (“You can do politics with colors”). It is why the
Rainbow Games had a rainbow of violet, orange, yellow, green, and light blue,
but not the color red, for Aicher and Daume, the color of dictatorship and to-
talitarianism (Mandell 1991, 3). The font chosen after painstaking considera-
tion by Aicher had one main purpose: it had to avoid “aggressive sizes” (Official
Report, 269).

But not everything was new. The reverse side of the Olympic medals that
was left free for each host nation to design, for instance, was made the re-
sponsibility of one of the last surviving members of the Bauhaus, Gerhard
Marcks. His design of Castor and Pollux not only fits clearly with the mini-
malist elegance of the overall visual concept but invokes clear memories of
the Bauhaus style. The design, therefore, is not without a certain historical
resonance—Nazi persecution—and it surely cannot be accidental that the
two figures holding onto each other give a clear impression of emaciation.
Günther Grzimek’s concluding remarks on the Olympic site set this tension
into the broader scheme of things: “In its conception as the people’s park, the
Olympic Park was an answer to our time. We didn’t want to remain silent
about who we were, where and how we lived” (Grzimek 1992, 37).19 But no-
tice: an answer to not a reflection of. In projecting a new Germany, Munich
was not at all a package of neat solutions but in some way an answer to a set
of German questions.

This sense of tension is most apparent in the arrangements for the
Olympic spectacle.20 The opening ceremony was a reflection of all of the ele-
ments I have just been mentioning: Leichtigkeit, Heiterkeit, and so on. The
music was performed by the Westdeutscher Rundfunk’s Entertainment Or-
chestra under the sky-blue suited Kurt Edelhagen, who conducted his band at
a rhythm set at 114 beats per minute—the scientifically proven optimal relaxed
pace for a stroll. It was the first time that athletes entering an Olympic stadium
had not been accompanied by a military band—a fact noted with some relief by
Sebastian Haffner in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, August 28, 1972:
“Marching steps took a break—a remarkable event, especially in Germany.”21

The potential list of examples is endless. Yet outside the stadium, perambulat-
ing along the pathways nestling gently into the rolling hills and leading down
to the lake, there was street theatre. These free, spontaneous, and accessible
Spielstraßen were supposed to not only set a contrapuntal note to the highly
tuned performances of the sporting arena but through their sense of carnival
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(deep-sea diving in a paddling pool, the blind discus thrower) pose critical
questions about the relation between sport and politics. Some of the major,
planned sketches had very dark overtones: Müllwagen der Geschichte (the dust-
bin of history) ended with the world being destroyed at the 2000 Olympics by
extremists. But as fate would have it, Bakhtinian devices were the last thing that
Munich needed to conjure up a sense of doom. After the terrorist attack, the
closing ceremony, which was supposed to seal a fortnight of Heiterkeit, had to
be toned down beyond recognition. Security was heightened, and the machine
guns that the Germans had hoped to avoid for the sake of their image were
very much in evidence. During the ceremony, Joachim Fuchsberger, the sta-
dium announcer, noticed that the VIP boxes were being vacated at an alarm-
ing rate. A colleague appeared at his box and pressed a scribbled message
against the glass: “Two unidentified flying objects on course for the Olympic
stadium; possible bombing; say what you think best.”22 Fearing a stampede,
Fuchsberger kept his council, and the two off-course private planes found their
bearings again. The date, coincidentally, was September 11.

This chilling anecdote could hardly provide a better example of the tragic
uncertainty and dismay that reigned at the end of the Munich Olympic
Games. For if the Süddeutsche Zeitung on September 7, 1972, is anything to go
by, the terrible events of the Munich massacre utterly obliterated the Games
organizers’ attempt to rejoice in a new future and once again plunged the pre-
sent deep into the past: “There may not exist a great city whose people are less
imperialistic, less aggressive, more peaceable, more full of simple human quali-
ties than those of the Bavarian metropolis. However, various slogans have stuck
to the name ‘Munich’. Capital of the [Nazi] ‘movement’. Originator of politi-
cally ideological lawlessness. Site of the capitulation of the law before naked
power. ‘Brown’ Munich. Bulwark of vengeance. However contourless and emo-
tional these notions seem to us, they now appear to be confirmed.”23 Munich,
1972, it seems, offers a tragic illustration of what Sebald has recently re-em-
phasized: “Coming to terms with the past may be a contradiction in terms, be-
cause the past never gives up” (Phillips 2003, 17).

NOTES

1. Original: “tiefer Einbruch.”

2. For an in-depth overview of this aspect of the period, see Blasius (2001).

3. Original: “eine Art nationale Selbstaufgabe”; “weitreichende und fortwirkende
psychologische Konsequenzen.”

4. These latter two categories are picked up by Kuhn, Lakämper, and Wimmert
(2000, 27) of the Deutsche Sporthochschule, Cologne, in their document written to train
student helpers for work with the public at the Deutsches Sport-und Olympiamuseum in
Cologne: “Die Spiele von München 1972 waren aber nicht nur Kontrapunkt zu 1936,
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sie waren gleichzeitig Fortsetzung, Weiterentwicklung.” Like the notion of regenera-
tion, however, I shall be subjecting continuities to a more critical analysis than the Ger-
man sport museum.

5. Original: “spontan”; “opfervolle Aufgabe”; “den Versuch zu machen, einen
kleinen Beitrag zum Überleben des Olympischen Gedankens.”

6. Original: “gute Absicht”; “anvertraut”; “zunichte.”

7. Original: “latente Bereitschaft [. . .] die Billigung und Unterstützung breiter
Bevölkerungsschichten.”

8. Original: “Hitlers größte Stunde und die größte Zeit des dritten Reiches, was
internationalen Konsens angeht, waren 1936 während und nach den Olympischen
Spielen in Berlin. Moskau würde das ganze Unternehmen mit noch geschickterer Pro-
paganda und auch mit dem Einsatz noch größerer Mittel anlagen.”

9. Stadtarchiv München, Olympiade 71 (cited in Schlüssel 2001, 524).

10. Die deutschen Leibesübungen des Mittelalters im Buch und Bild. Ausstellung
des Reichs- und Preußischen Ministeriums für Wissenschaft, Erziehung und Volksbil-
dung in der Preußischen Staatsbibliothek in Berlin (15. Juli bis 22. August 1936).

11. Original: “Aber nicht am Biergenuß ist die Lebensfreude der Münchener zu
messen. Da gab es schon früh das farbenfrohe Schauspiel der Ritterturniere in der Form
des Massenkampfes, der ‘Buhurt’ genannt wurde.”

12. Original: “Die Denkschrift des späteren Generalsekretärs des Organisation-
skomitees, Dr. Carl Diem, die er im Oktober 1932 vorlegte und die die Billigung des
NOK fand, enthielt alle Pläne so, wie sie auf dem Reichssportfeld später verwirklicht
worden sind.”

13. Original: “neue Natur”; “Natur geschaffen”; “die Natur der naturentfremdeten
Großstädte.”

14. Original: “Teil der Landschaft.”

15. Original: “Zeit zum Verweilen”; “olympisches Fluidium gespürt werden
könnte.”

16. Original: “Raum des Verstehens, der wirklich überregionalen Kommunika-
tion”; “ohne große Worte”; “menschliche Kommunikation.”

17. Original: “Foren der ungezwungenen menschlichen Bewegung.”

18. Original: “Gleichheit durch Verwandtschaft”; “uniformes, harmonisches 
Erscheinungsbild”; “Bedeutung des Festes.”

19. Original: “Der Olympiapark ist in seiner Auffassung als Volkspark wie in seinen
Einzelheiten eine Antwort auf unsere Zeit gewesen. Wir wollten nicht verschweigen,
wer wir waren, wo und wie wir lebten.”

20. An excellent discussion of the music at the opening ceremony is given by
Schlüssel (2001, 519–714).

21. Cited in Schlüssel (2001, 701). Original: “Der Marschtritt hatte Pause—
gerade in Deutschland ein bemerkenswerter Vorgang.”

130 MUNICH 1972



22. Cited at http://www.olympia72.de/110972a.htm. Original: “Zwei nicht iden-
tifizierte Flugobjekte im Anflug auf das Olympiastadium; möglicherweise Bombenab-
wurf; sag, was du für richtig hältst” (accessed June 1, 2003).

23. Cited in Reeve (2000, 229).
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Chapter 8

Argentina 1978

Military Nationalism, Football Essentialism,
and Moral Ambivalence

Eduardo P. Archetti

INTRODUCTION

In the novel by Antonio dal Masetto, Hay unos tipos abajo (1998), Pablo, during
the weekend of the final of the World Cup played by Argentina against Hol-
land, sees a suspicious car with two people inside parked at the corner of his
house, located in a central neighborhood of Buenos Aires. He is not engaged in
politics, but as a journalist he knows that he could be defined as an enemy of
the military Junta. He and his fiancée undergo two extremely paranoid days.
Dal Masetto recreates an odd atmosphere in which Pablo’s fear of being kid-
napped by a police or military squad is contrasted to the excitement and en-
thusiasm of the Argentines anticipating their World Cup triumph. We are in
the middle of a sporting competition that covers over political repression, tor-
ture, and death. What goes through Pablo’s head as a frightening possibiltiy
takes on tragic dimensions in the novel by Martín Kohan, Dos veces junio
(2002). The narrator is a soldier serving as a driver to a military doctor during
the period of the World Cup. While the masses follow the matches by radio or
television, the soldier waits outside River Plate stadium for the doctor, who is
urgently needed: a tortured political prisoner is dying, and the experience and
competence of Dr. Mesiano is required. Dr. Mesiano is more interested in foot-
ball and the fate of Argentina’s team in a crucial match than in saving a life—
after all, terrorists do not deserve to be treated as human beings. The dying
person could have been Pablo. In La crítica de las armas (2003) José Pablo Fein-
man has dramatically portrayed the contradictions of Argentine society that
claimed order and peace while kidnapping and killing reigned. The main char-
acter, Epstein, a philosopher who has written revolutionary texts in the past, is
obsessed by the idea of being kidnapped, and night after night he waits for the
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noise of the lift stopping on the floor of his flat, announcing the arrival of the
military squad. Feinman writes:

If he did not die, if he was not assassinated, Pablo Epstein knew that
he would live in a country of cowards and accomplices. But he knew
something more, even worse: he, necessarily, would participate in one
of these two conditions, or in both, because he knew that he would
behave as a coward, and he was unable to imagine how, in the terrible
coming country, he could not be an accomplice. (2003, 21)

Argentine fiction has forcefully elaborated the moral dilemmas of the 1970s
and reflected on the dark side of the World Cup. These recent novels show that
the military period is still an open wound that produces both emotional con-
sternation and controversial meanings. Nobody will deny that a mere thousand
meters from the River Plate stadium, where the Argentine team played the first
round and the final, was the ESMA (Navy Mechanical School). This was the
largest torture and detention center of the military dictatorship. The horror was
such that the prisoners could hear the celebration and joy coming from the sta-
dium mingled with the screaming of the tortured inmates. Was it legitimate to
be obsessed with the World Cup, pretending to ignore what was going on? Was
it acceptable to support the national team under those circumstances? Was it
justifiable to desire victory, knowing that this victory was the main explicit po-
litical aim of the military in power? Was it defensible to go onto the streets,
singing and waving the national flag after Argentina’s victory?

Twenty-five years after the World Cup, the journalist, de Vedia, summa-
rizes the contradictory situation of Argentina in 1978:

The core of the Argentine tragedy was the existence of a country di-
vided in the middle, a nation cut by a dichotomy in which football and
death competed in the most absurd contests. . . . In 1978 there was
pain and death but also football and contentment. Life always flows in
this way, with light and shadow . . . countries write their histories,
with the soul full of joyfulness, and at the same time, full of pain. . . .
We will play football without the shadow of death invading the stadi-
ums, and we will cry for the lost lives. (La Nación Deportiva, June 25,
2003, p. 2)

In this chapter I shall attempt to reach a better understanding of the complex
relationship between the Argentine passion and love of football and the na-
tionalist ideology of the military junta. In the final section I shall elaborate on
the moral ambivalence over the victory of the national team, a victory that has
stimulated continuous discussions on what was right and wrong in Argentina.
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MILITARY NATIONALISM AND THE WORLD CUP

The beginning of 1976 was extremely chaotic due to the extreme, gross politi-
cal violence used by the paramilitary and military forces to combat opposing
left-wing guerrilla groups, to the institutional crisis that began after the death
of President Peron, and to the economic decline and crisis that, among other
things, provoked an annual rate of inflation of 566.3 percent. In March of that
year the inflation reached a historical peak: 56 percent. This was accompanied
by a political assassination every five hours and a bomb explosion every three
hours. From December 1975, the killings were aggravated by the uncontrolled
activity of the paramilitary groups supported by the state and the rightist wing
of the Peronist party in power. On March 24, the military overthrew President
Isabel Martínez de Perón and installed a regime euphemistically called Proceso
de Reorganización Nacional (“Process of National Reorganization”). Its pro-
claimed objectives were the reestablishment of the lost social order, the reorga-
nization of the institutions, and the creation of better conditions for the return
to an authentic democracy (Novaro and Palermo 2003, 20). In their own words,
they intended to stay in power until the true values of Christian morality, the
national tradition, and the dignity of being Argentine had been reinstated. The
most important means were the eradication of the subversive leftist groups and
the promotion of harmony between the state, the capital, and the workers. The
insertion of Argentina in the western bloc of Christian nations fighting com-
munism and opposing the socialist countries was defined as crucial (La Nación,
March 25, 1976). The diagnosis of an intense moral, political, and social crisis
was not far from reality, but of course the military forces were also an important
part of the syndrome. They decided to act with the idea that they represented
the only guarantee of order and that, in the process of governing, the required
social consensus would be obtained. General Videla, who had been appointed
president by the junta, declared that once its values and goals were accepted by
civil society and political groups, a gradual transference of power could be made
(Novaro and Palermo 2003, 27). The military forces, though, decided to hold
power for a long period of time, and this time perspective was different from
the other military regimes that had been in power in the recent past. The use of
repression, torture, kidnapping, and assassination became normal. The results
were dramatic: 30,000 people were murdered between 1976 and the end of the
dictatorship in 1983. A country accustomed to military intervention and vio-
lence had never experienced cruelty and madness on this scale.

This was the context in which the World Cup was organized and carried out
in an exemplary way. One could ask in retrospect: how could FIFA allow the
World Cup to be played under such circumstances? How was it possible for fif-
teen other countries, many of them old democracies governed by progressive gov-
ernments, to participate? The answer is simple: the dominant ideology prescribes
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that football and sport belong to civil society, thus independent of partisan state
policies. It is assumed that football is not politics and never will be. The ideolo-
gist Polakovic clearly expressed this conceptual framework:

The World Cup is not politics, it is the manifestation of the national . . . of the
community of belonging . . . each person is part of a nation, independently of
the State . . . nationality accompanies the individual and marks his personal-
ity . . . and from the point of view of sport, the national team is like the folk-
loric ballets that represent the best of a nation . . . thus the national ties are the
most powerful . . . the nation gives protection and pride . . . and the World
Cup engenders deep national emotions . . . and football is a factor of national
reunion . . . the Argentine football present in the River Plate stadium acti-
vated the ethnic forces and helped in the reinforcement of the 
Argentine soul . . . we knew of the national value of tango, and now we dis-
cover the national value of football. (La Nación- Suplemento Cultura y Nación,
June 22, 1978, p. 6)

Moreover, FIFA, as a transnational organization, depends on the indepen-
dent national football associations and sponsorship of multinational firms, both
interested in the global impact of championships and the consolidation of
sport’s worldwide profile. Neither FIFA nor Coca-Cola engage in politics or
take moral standpoints, putting the qualities of hosting countries at the core of
their concerns. The junta knew very well that FIFA was not prepared to cancel
the World Cup on ethical grounds. The military rightly understood that the 
periodical evaluations carried out by the FIFA were based on an assessment 
of the organizational capacity of the national committee (Ente Autártico 
del Mundial—EAM) that was in charge of rebuilding stadiums, transforming
airports, and providing a new television and communication structure.The junta
inherited a World Cup finals given to Argentina in 1968, a competition for
which it had not asked. One can imagine how influential generals might have
considered it a gift to a society that loved football so much. But it was a poisoned
chalice: if the country was not pacified, their time was running out.The total an-
nihilation of guerrilla groups was crucial. A World Cup with bombs, protests,
and demonstrations was unthinkable. A few weeks after the military coup, the
EAM was taken over, and the World Cup was defined as a national priority.

Alfredo Cantilo, the president of the Argentine Football Association, recog-
nized that the preparations initiated in 1968 were not sufficient. The military in
1976 was confronted with a chaotic situation. The main obstacle was the lack of
time. However, the presence of the military in the EAM finally made possible
all of the delayed building work.The military, Cantilo says proudly, demonstrated
to the world the possibilities of a new nation and confirmed the importance of
planning and discipline (La Nación, June 1, 1978, p. 8). General Antonio Merlo,
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who was in charge of the EAM, had declared some months before the opening
ceremony that “in spite of the World Cup being a modest event compared with
the Olympics, the main objective is to show the world our organizational talent.
Two years ago nobody believed in us, and now the world is convinced that the
Argentines are capable of doing important things. For us the moment of truth
has come” (Somos, April 28, 1978, p. 14). There were expectations when it came
to the sporting competition itself. At his last meeting with the national team,
General Videla proclaimed that the footballers were obliged

to show that they were the best of the nation and the best Argentina
could present to the universe . . . and they were obliged to demon-
strate the quality of the Argentine man. This man that at the individ-
ual level or working in a team is able to carry out great enterprises
when guided by common goals . . . I claim from you the victory, the
winners of the World Cup, winners because you will show courage in
the games . . . and will be the right expression of the human quality of
the Argentines. (Suplemento Clarin Mundial, May 27, 1978, pp. 6–7)

The World Cup turned out to be a success in a “pacified” society. The wave
of popular nationalism was extreme. The demonstrations of joy in the stadiums
and the streets after the Argentine victories that culminated in the triumph
against Holland in the final were interpreted by the junta as the success of a na-
tional project. General Videla said that the cry of “Argentina, Argentina” and
the millions of flags all around the country were signs of a recovered nation cel-
ebrating its dignity. General Saint Jean, governor of the province of Buenos
Aires, proclaimed that Argentine history divided into a time before and a time
after the World Cup. The World Cup was seen as the beginning of a new
epoch in which the unity of the people was finally formed and sealed. The junta
declared with pride that the competition showed that the matches were played
not by the eleven players on the field but by 25 million Argentines. Argentina
won peacefully against subversion. A new country was born (see Página 12,
June 26, 1988, pp. 10–11). The media, without exception, showed no critical
distance in the explosion of joy, optimism, and chauvinism (see Ulanovsky
1997; Gilbert and Vitagliano 1998; Blaustein and Zubieta 1998). Even a criti-
cal intellectual of the stature of Ernesto Sabato observed that “the World Cup
was a proof of maturity, nobleness, a popular mobilization marked by generos-
ity and altruism” (La Razón, June 13, 1978, p. 4). Defined as La fiesta de todos
(the feast for all), the title of the official World Cup film, the junta enjoyed its
best days that June. Without any doubt or hesitation, the regime believed that
it had achieved some of the most important symbolic and real goals through
football: the image of a victorious nation projected to the entire world (Novaro
and Palermo 2003, 166). In the next section we shall see how this was also
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made possible by the values and ideologies of Argentine football that created a
particularly favorable environment.

FOOTBALL ESSENTIALISM

Football in Argentina is an old national passion, an obsession, a locus of pride
and disenchantment, of joy and sadness, an important arena for obtaining vic-
tory and global recognition (see Archetti 1999, 2001; Alabarces 2002). A coun-
try that had exported thousands of players to the world, and especially to
Europe, and had gained many international titles with its clubs and national
teams had never been crowned “World Champions.” Their last involvement in
the World Cup of 1974 had not been successful, with the 0–4 defeat in the sec-
ond round against Holland proving rather traumatic. The defeat was put down
to the erratic systems of play chosen by the coaches. The leading sports weekly
magazine reported that Argentina played without conviction and, even worse,
without a philosophy that reflected a vision or an expressed historical continu-
ity (El Gráfico, July 9, 1974, p. 1). In the same issue, Perfumo and Babington,
two of the most talented players who played in the World Cup of 1974 in Ger-
many, confessed that they did not know how to play because they were more
preoccupied with how their opponents played than with their own tactics.
Babington said that it was necessary “to have clear ideas about our style, we
need a plan reflecting our idiosyncrasy, our ability and technique, combined
with more dynamics and rhythm” (El Gráfico, June 9, 1974, p. 3). In the long ar-
ticle there was a consensus between players and journalists on the right strat-
egy: an imperious need to return to the sources of Argentine style based on
dribbling and virtuosity. It was emphasized that Argentina, a world power in
exporting players, should now concentrate on its own possibilities, creating a
process that would culminate in winning the title in 1978.

In October 1974, César Luis Menotti was appointed national coach. He
had been a talented inside left: languid, tall, elegant, and very technical, a scorer
with great vision. He started his career with Rosario Central, a traditional team
from the city of Rosario, with great success. Later he moved to Buenos Aires
and played on two important teams: the Racing Club in 1964 and the Boca Ju-
niors in 1965. His time at Boca was very problematic. His style, based on a slow
tempo and elegant touches, did not fit very well with the kick-and-run tactics
that has always characterized the Boca Juniors. Like many Argentine players,
he too had an international career. In 1967, as a true pioneer, he joined the
Generals of New York and in 1969, he joined the famous Santos of Brazil, the
mythical team of Pelé (Gasparini and Ponsico 1983).

Menotti coached Huracán in 1973, when the club won its first national
title playing what Argentine football lovers perceived as the typical national
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style. He understood that a clear philosophy was needed. Menotti was edu-
cated, having spent two years as a university student. He was politically en-
gaged, a member of the Communist Party, and, above all, very articulate. He
was able to create a discourse about the relationship between the historical
roots of football and national identity. Moreover, to accept the post of national
coach was in accordance with the political strategy of the Communist Party,
which was more opposed to the guerrilla groups than to the junta. After so
many failures, the public expected a kind of messiah, and he was prepared to
perform this role. In a long interview in El Gráfico, Menotti summarized his
football philosophy in a few principles:

1. Talent and technical ability should predominate over physicality and
power.

2. A dialectical articulation between bodily and mental speed was needed:
he did not want players running without thinking or thinking without
running.

3. A flexible system of zonal and man-to-man marking was the best 
defensive strategy.

4. Attacking with two wings and one center-forward was the best 
response to the system 4–4–2 imposed by the Brazilians and fol-
lowed by so many teams.

5. Continuity, as exemplified by the Dutch in the 1970s, was crucial: pos-
session should be regained as soon as possible after the ball is lost.

6. A sense of belonging to a football tradition with great heroes was 
important for the players. (August 1, 1975, p. 2)

He decided to select the best established players and also to give opportuni-
ties to a lot of talents playing in the provincial leagues. His project was defined as
a “national enterprise” and he deliberately constructed a national squad, including
players from the interior. He also began systematic work with the youth national
team that culminated in victory in the prestigious Toulon Cup in France in 1975.
In this tournament Tarantini, Gallego, Passarella, and Valencia, who were to join
the national team in 1978, were outstanding figures. He insisted that football was
only a sport, and that his work was carried out in order to defend the prestige of
Argentine football traditions. He said that “playing we do not defend our borders,
the Motherland, the flag. With the national team nothing essentially patriotic dies
or is saved” (El Gráfico, April 19, 1977, p. 65). The systematic preparation of the
national team lasted almost four years. Menotti was even successful in persuading
the Argentine Football Association in October 1976 to ban the selling of Argen-
tine players to foreign clubs. Menotti experimented with many players, and he was
confident of reaching 1978 with the majority of them playing in Argentina. This
was achieved, and the only one selected from outside the country for 1978 was
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Kempes, who at that moment was playing for Valencia in Spain. In four years he
was able to form a dedicated group of young players with the mission of becoming
world champions.

For Argentine football supporters and the media, winning the World Cup
was seen, paradoxically, given the political context, as an act of redemption and
justice. In El Gráfico, Onesime wrote that on the day of the finals “justice was
achieved with great transparency . . . Argentina was World Champion for the first
time” ( June 27, 1978, p. 23). In a special issue of the magazine, the importance of
a dream transformed into reality was emphasized; the national side played in the
style people liked (la nuestra) against Holland, which represented modern and
functional European football. Once more, the technique and ability of the Cre-
ole players ( jugadores criollos) were hailed as being superior to the robotic Dutch
way of playing (El Gráfico, June 30, 1978, p. 58). The attempt by Menotti to cre-
ate a national discourse based on tradition, cultural continuity, and a return to the
sources was undoubtedly successful. Menotti repeated time and time again
throughout 1978 and 1979 that the best way of understanding the triumph was
to see it as a tribute to “our old and loved football” (El Gráfico, June 26, 1979,
p. 63). He constantly denied that he created a Menotti style. He was just recap-
turing the memory of the people and their love for “the inner nature of the 
Argentine football player: his creativity” (Viva, May 19, 1988, p. 54). He recreates
a history of purity through an explicit ancestral cult, that of the great Argentine
players who pursued success with fantasy, imagination, and a sense of duty.

Menotti, in spite of his exaggerated modesty, was declared the “master of
the victory,” because he initiated and brought to conclusion a long process
based on continuity and a profound respect for the qualities of his selected play-
ers. The daily Clarin, in an editorial note the day after the final, wrote that the
plan of Menotti’s

was seen as unachievable madness. To believe that it was possible to
build a competitive side taking as the premise the qualities of the Ar-
gentine player. To play well and to win . . . during this process of
searching for a distinct style was a hard struggle. . . . For four years the
team played well and not so well. Won and lost. But the religion of
ability and touch was accepted by all the players. . . . Now the victory
covers all the moments of darkness. Argentine football is the best in
the World . . . but the achievement of Menotti is great. His style won.
His convictions won. It is possible to be World Champions with tech-
nical and attacking players. Argentine football will always be remem-
bered for this triumph. ( June 26, 1978, p. 15)

Years later, it was clear that Menotti, a progressive figure, desperately tried
to rationalize the success, searching in the history of football and not in current
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political history for categories and concepts to interpret the joyful events. He
developed a clear ideological standpoint: politics is based on hypocrisy and
tricks; his “philosophy of football” tried to demonstrate the importance of play-
ing with generosity, creativity, and honesty, and without tricks. Football, then,
in a difficult period of Argentine history, could be perceived as a performative
field crossed by “permanent” values of decency. Menotti observed the following
eight years later:

Many people would say that I have coached teams during times of
dictatorship, in an epoch when Argentina had governments with
which I had nothing in common and, moreover, which contradicted
my way of life. And I ask myself, should I have done that, should I
have coached teams that played badly, that based everything on tricks
that betrayed the feeling of the people? No, of course not. . . . We
were conscious, and we knew all the time that we were playing for the
people. A people, that in this moment in Argentina, needed a new
point of departure to do something different together. . . . We tried to
play in the best way possible, because we understood that we were
obliged to give back to the people the spectacle of football. To give it
back through victory, if this was possible, but, after all, through the
pleasure of playing honest football. Each of us had an order when we
went on the field on the day of the final: to look at the people in the
stand. We are not going to look up to the authorities in the VIP box,
I said to the players, we are going to look into the stands, to all the
people, where each of our fathers perhaps is sitting, because there we
will find the metal workers, the butchers, the bakers, and the taxi dri-
vers. (Menotti 1986, 27)

For the junta it was clear: the victory articulated the excellence of the nation
and the importance of staying together, like the national team, against all kinds of
enemy. Football was defined as a privileged arena as far as patriotism was con-
cerned. Videla proclaimed four days after the final that the “triumph was ob-
tained with capacity, courage, and discipline” and not, as Menotti stated, with
“technical ability.” Furthermore, it was even more important to observe the joy
and enthusiasm of the people, and this “could be seen as a profound wish for na-
tional unity felt by all Argentines.” The World Cup expressed the “purist senti-
ments because they are the best proof of our identity and our will to win. The
entire nation has triumphed” (Clarin, June 29, 1978, p. 15). Menotti used the cat-
egory “people” instead of “nation.” Nation relates to traditional Argentine na-
tionalism, while people relates to a left-populist discourse. In a note published on
the day of the final in Clarin, Menotti wrote that he dreamed of a victory that be-
longed to one alone: the Argentine people (not the nation) ( June 25, 1978, p. 6).

Eduardo P. Archetti 141



However, despite this difference, the patriotic tales of the junta joined the essen-
tialist narrative of Menotti in a symphony of victory.

It was accepted that the Argentines, governed by the rules of fear and re-
pression, also participated in the feast. Claudio Tamburrini, an imprisoned po-
litical activist, student of philosophy, and professional football player who
escaped from a house of detention in March 1978 (see Tamburrini 2002), wrote
the following twenty years later:

What is the fascination of sport that makes it possible for torturers and
tortured to embrace each other after the goals scored by the national
team? During the 1978 World Cup, the Argentines—including my-
self—replaced the critical political judgement of the situation of the
country with sporting euphoria. Sports, in particular, football, produce
passions. Passions don’t always help when decisions are made.To support
the national side of a country that is subjected to a dictatorship is an ex-
ample of a costly irrationality, but perhaps salutary for a people. Given
the imperfectability of life and history, it is perhaps rational to celebrate
football triumphs alongside a society’s concrete political context. Argen-
tines should commemorate the title again . . . Luque, Fillol, Kempes,
and Bertoni, together with the other heroes of 1978, should return to the
River Plate stadium. Now they will be the undisputable champions.This
time, Videla is in prison. (Perfil, June 12, 1998, p. 14)

Tamburrini indicates the paradoxes, contradictions, and moral ambivalences
that the World Cup brought about in Argentina. In the next section I shall
show that football in Argentina is a crucial field for gaining a better under-
standing of some of the dilemmas experienced by the main actors engaged in
the drama of 1978.

EPILOGUE: TWENTY-FIVE YEARS ON AND

MORAL AMBIVALENCE

On June 19, 2003, I was present at a commemorative act organized by the Uni-
versity of Belgrano in Buenos Aires, at which the key invited participants were
two of the best Argentine players from the 1978 final: Bertoni and Larrosa.
The idea was to discuss with the students the importance of the country’s first
World Cup victory. There was not a large audience, which initially surprised
both of the players, who had expected a packed and admiring crowd. Their re-
actions as the event proceeded, however, were different. Bertoni said that he
was not surprised, because what characterized Argentina was “a lack of mem-
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ory, or, better, the fact that we have a short memory.” Larrosa agreed with him
but speculated that the students were reticent perhaps because they “had a great
deal of memory.” I asked him to develop this statement. Larrosa explained that
the victory was obtained in a difficult political context, that there were allega-
tions that the military junta paid some of the Peruvian players in the quarter
final match that Argentina won 6–0, and that Maradona, the superb player
who dominated world football in the 1980s, was not chosen by Menotti at the
last minute. In other words, the victory was a locus of polemics and moral am-
bivalence. Later in the debate, both players were asked to comment on their re-
actions to the indiscriminate and unjust repression launched by the junta. They
emphatically denied any knowledge of it, maintaining that football was not
politics, and that they played and represented the people and not the military—
an argument reminiscent of Menotti.

Democracy returned to Argentina in 1983. All of the members of the junta
and many prominent military figures were arrested and brought to justice. The
atrocities were open to public scrutiny. It was obvious that Menotti and the
players could no longer remain silent. The majority chose Menotti’s explana-
tion: they represented the people, and they played for the people. Moreover,
they also said that, like the majority of Argentines, they did not know the scale
and brutality of the military and paramilitary forces. In 2000, Ricardo Villa, an-
other important player from the 1978 squad, who later had success in England
playing for Tottenham Hotspur, agreed to discuss the World Cup with Tati
Almeida, a mother from the Plaza de Mayo, who had lost her son Alejandro on
July 17, 1975. Villa said that he agreed to the meeting because he did not feel
that he was an accomplice of the military. He was a footballer who unfortu-
nately lived in a terrible epoch of Argentine history. “Now,” he says, “I feel that
I would have liked to fight for a better country.” Even he admits that if he had
known what was going on, he would have declined to join the Argentina team,
like the captain, Carrascosa, who refused to play in the World Cup finals but
never presented clear arguments why he made that decision. Almeida admitted
that she wanted Argentina to win. She also wished that her son, Alejandro, had
been alive to be together with so many young people in the public feast that fol-
lowed the final. Villa concluded the dialogue, saying,

we are talking about a horrific period. Today I realize that we were
used to [giving] joy to the people. But I don’t like the fact that we, the
players, are represented as sons of the military Junta, because I assure
you that I did not know what was going on then. As the years went by,
I became aware that I had been deceived, but this had not been diffi-
cult: I was a player who just wanted to be a world champion. (Clarin
Deportivo, June 26, 2000, pp. 12-13)
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With the arrival of democracy in the 1980s, Villa decided to become active
in local politics. He joined the social-democratic Radical Party. In 1990, he was
elected and presided for many years in the municipal council of his town,
Roque Pérez.

Villa’s later political commitment is exceptional, but he is not the only
player to exercise self-criticism. Oscar Ortiz, one of the most regular players
during the championship and a dedicated socialist, declared, “I would have
swapped the title we won to stop what happened during the military dictator-
ship. But it must be clear that it was not our fault, we were not the cause of the
tyranny,” adding that even civil society and the political leaders had been more
responsible by passively accepting the coup d’état. He feels that too much
blame has been put on the players because, as many argue, the match against
Peru was fixed by the junta, and the team played to “wash the face of the mili-
tary.” But this is wrong: Ortiz insists, “We were not the champions of the dic-
tatorship, we just happened to be champions during it, and we played good
football” (Veintitrés, June 26, 2003, pp. 78–79). Menotti supported Ortiz’s rea-
soning when he asked rhetorically, “Why is there so much criticism of the team
and not of the entrepreneurs, the media, or the politicians” (La Nación De-
portiva, June 25, 2003, p. 3). In the interview, he insisted that on the day of the
final he ordered all of the players to ignore the junta. He emphasized that they
belonged to a football tradition with a certain style, and that their main purpose
should be to defend Argentine football history (La Nación Deportiva, June 25,
2003, p. 3). He pleaded for a better understanding of what happened in 1978:
“Without minimizing the dictatorship, it is important to keep the World Cup
in its real context” (Página 12, June 15, 2003, p. 20).

The players and Menotti are not exceptional in their arguments. This ap-
peal to Argentine ignorance has been described as dialectical, “the show of hor-
ror and the myth of innocence” (see González Bombal 1988; Novaro and
Palermo 2003). From the second half of 1982 onward, the revelation of the
scope of torture and murder was such that after a few months of incredulity
there followed a general indignation and repulsion about what the military had
done since 1976. The complex mechanism of denial built up by the repressors,
the lack of witnesses, and indeed the extreme nature of the cruelty conditioned
the skepticism of public opinion. This was slowly undone by hard evidence, and
a feeling of guilt came over the nation. How had it been possible to ignore what
was being done by the military and other repressive forces? The fear and terror
were, together with the supporting role of the media, important factors in cre-
ating passivity and a lack of interest. Villa, Ortiz, and the rest of the players
were part of a people that preferred to adhere to the logic of innocence. It is
clear now that the military years provoked in Argentina an extreme situation of
social alienation (see Vezzetti 2002).

144 ARGENTINA 1978



I have shown in this chapter that the genuine passion for football in Ar-
gentina was articulated in a double discourse: the narrative of tradition and
style of play and the ideology of a nation fighting a just war against commu-
nism and subversion. Julio Marini writes that the main dilemma twenty-five
years on is how to understand a popular love for a sport in the midst of a “cruel
time.” He describes the engagement of the supporters inside and outside the
stadium, of those without knowledge of what was going on and of the others
who ignored it. He even points out the most blatant of the paradoxes: the pris-
oners listened to the radio and showed sincere joy on the day of the final
(Clarin Deportivo, June 25, 2003, p. 7). The story of Captain “Tiger” Acosta,
one of the most violent torturers of the navy, has entered Argentine mythology.
He is said to have entered a room after the final because the prisoners were
shouting, “We won, we won,” and then participated himself in this authentic
and spontaneous display of euphoria. As an example of his cruelty, it is said that
he took a group of prisoners out in a car so that they could see with their own
eyes that the people did not care about them or human rights. They just cared
about the World Cup. One of the victims told journalist Fernández Moore that
she asked Acosta to open the roof of the car to have a better view of the masses
in the streets. And when he had done this, she thought about screaming that
she was one of “the disappeared,” held in a secret place. But she realized that
this was pointless, because the people would just think that she was a crazy
woman in the middle of the national carnival (Fernández Moore, 2003, 11).

Writer Alfredo Leuco provocatively acknowledged that in full knowledge
of the junta’s atrocities—he had friends who had disappeared—he participated
in the celebrations in the streets. He writes:

The dictatorship tarnished the history of Argentina with blood. But
neither the ball was stained, nor the supporters. . . . Football is not the
opium of the masses. . . . I would even argue the contrary. Football
mobilizes a collective creativity, harvests multitudes that unify inter-
ests and goals, democratizes class relations. . . . It is the expression of
what we are and what we have. . . . Twenty years have passed since
one of the most cruel paradoxes was lived out in this country. The
happiness of being world champions combined with the painful tears
of thousands of Argentines who died in the prisons. The passion and
the horror together. . . . Football and death playing the same match
on a field called Argentina. (Página 12, June 25, 2003, p. 21)

It is clear that the 1978 victory will always be perceived as being morally dif-
ficult, generating the ambiguities and ambivalences that I have been able to pre-
sent. Larrosa was one of the organizers of the commemorative event twenty-five
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years after the success. The day chosen was July 9, 2003, the day of the national
independence, the location River Plate stadium. At the University of Belgrano he
emphasized the generous attitude of the committee: “The celebration was not
only for the triumph of 1978 but also a tribute to Argentine football.” In this way,
it had operated within the ideological framework developed many years before 
by Menotti. The testimonial match, he said, would be played by old and young
players who had represented Argentina in different World Cups and interna-
tional competitions. He told us that the Argentine Football Association had even
commissioned the delivery of medals to such charismatic players as Batistuta and
Simeone. Maradona had also been invited, and he had promised to come from
Cuba. Sixty thousand were expected, but only 9,000 found their way to the
stands. It was a sad day for the heroes of 1978. The people they represented did
not bother. Maradona did not leave La Havana, and even Kempes, the greatest
player of the tournament, did not come. Everyone just ignored them. They were
part of history; they were, in many ways, the players of a match between football
and death.They symbolized a traumatic epoch that will never be forgotten and in
the middle of which they are like a dark diamond, the names and bodies of the
first great victory of Argentine football.
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Chapter 9

Moscow 1980

Stalinism or Good, Clean Fun?

Robert Edelman

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter I ask a fundamental question about the 1980 Moscow
Olympics. Were the Olympic Games a grand remnant of Stalinist sporting
practices that emerged in the 1930s, or were they, rather, what I have chosen
here to call “good, clean fun,” that is, a spectacular global sporting entertain-
ment, devoid of the didactic purposes usually associated with Soviet sport (Ri-
ordan 1979, 1). In seeking an answer, I examine three historical aspects
surrounding the 1980 Olympic Games: (1) the events surrounding the U.S.-led
boycott of the Moscow Olympic Games; (2) the historic relationship between
the International Olympic Committee and the Soviet Communist Party; and
(3) the sporting rituals seen during the 1980 Olympic Games, set in the larger
context of the history of Soviet sporting rituals.

THE BOYCOTT OF MOSCOW

I begin with the awarding of the Olympics to Moscow in 1974. That step came
after what was deemed, perhaps not fully correctly, to have been the successful
holding of the 1973 university games in the “capital of world socialism.” For the
Soviets, this victory was, first of all, a sign of international acceptance. The first
Olympics to take place in a socialist country meant that the USSR, while com-
munist, could now be seen as a “normal” nation. The importance of this victory
was rooted in the historic Russian sense of backwardness and outsiderness that
predated the revolution by a good 500 years. Now, with this stamp of interna-
tional approval, the Soviets could claim to be just as good as the rest of the
world (Shteinbakh 1980, 33–39).
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One of the historic purposes of Soviet sport had been to demonstrate the
superiority of communism as a social and economic system to both interna-
tional and domestic audiences, but that theme was largely absent from Soviet
discourses during the run-up to the Olympic Games (Riordan 1979, 12). In-
stead, winning the right to hold the games was described as a vindication of the
Soviet Union’s “peaceful foreign policy” (Dobrov 1974, 9–12). The USSR was
not to be seen as a better place than any other but rather as, again, a “normal
and civilized” nation. Foreign guests were supposed to come to Moscow to see
a well-developed traditional and elite culture and a comfortable standard of 
living—in other words, a place that was really not so different than the rest of
the world and, most importantly, a country that did not threaten the rest of the
world (Salutskii 1981, 7–13).

In 1980, the Soviets thoroughly embraced the ideology of Olympism and
claimed that the decision to hold the event in Moscow was a reward for their
many services to the movement (Salutskii 1981, 18). Acceptance within the
Olympic movement had been gained after more than twenty years of struggle.
During those years, Soviet sports officials had always been very conscious of
their place as outsiders in world sport. They had complained endlessly about
biased judging, about rigged draws that always put them in tougher brackets,
about harassment by local hosts, and a mass of other things, including, of all
things, bad food. Yet within two decades, their athletes had come to dominate
the games, and Soviet officials were eventually accorded positions (and the ac-
companying perks) in the highest councils of the Olympic movement and in
most international sports federations as well.

This did not mean so much as social acceptance by the elite gentlemen of
the IOC. Rather, it was a recognition, even a grudging recognition, of the
achievements of Soviet athletes and coaches. Like their sportsmen and women,
Soviet sport bureaucrats came to be accorded the right of international travel,
the greatest privilege that could be granted to any citizen of the USSR. They
got to go to the same watering holes as Olympic committee members, to drink
the same champagne and eat the same hors d’oeuvres at the same parties. As
the games approached, life did not look altogether bad for the Brezhnev
cronies, most notably Marat Gramov, head of the State Sport Committee
(Goskomsport), who were to organize and present the Moscow Games. They
had achieved acceptance from global sport’s most elite bodies, and they came to
enjoy the good life that came with membership in that elite.

The invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979 pulled the rug out from
under this world of comfort. To this day, we do not know if the question of the
Olympics ever entered into the decision to invade. More generally, however, we
do know that the central aim of postwar Soviet foreign policy had been to sur-
round itself with friendly buffer states in order to forestall yet another of the
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many invasions experienced by Russia and later the USSR over the course of a
thousand years. While Afghanistan had never formally been a Soviet satellite,
relations were always cordial, starting from the 1920s. Afghanistan was deemed
a backward nation but not, by itself, a military threat. This stasis changed in
April 1978, when leftist army officers, many of them educated in the USSR,
seized power. While the Soviets did not engineer the coup, they did come even-
tually to support it. The new government began a process of modernization,
which in turn provoked a violent traditionalist response that the West today
confronts in all of its horrible magnitude. In defense of their clients, the Sovi-
ets installed some 7,000 troops in September 1979. However, internal bicker-
ing among the new regime led to the violent installation of an even more
militant faction of officers, convincing party leader Leonid Brezhnev of the
need to install a more moderate Marxist government. Soviet troops moved into
Afghanistan on December 24 and soon found themselves in a quagmire that
came to corrode the authority of the regime and played a crucial if not decisive
role in the collapse of the Soviet Union. Fifteen thousand Soviet soldiers would
die, and Afghanistan would be devastated, paving the way for the Taliban
(Suny 1998, 444–45).

While there had been calls for a boycott from the time Moscow was
awarded the Olympic Games, those suggestions gained no traction until Pres-
ident Jimmy Carter took up the matter. Carter had come to be perceived in the
United States as a weak and an indecisive figure. Now, with the era of detente
over after the invasion, Carter decided on a grain embargo and a boycott of the
Games as ways of laying down the gauntlet to the Russians (Hazan 1982,
123–74). This last step raises another unanswered question—this time about
the U.S. administration’s actions. Did the Americans seriously believe that the
Soviets’ devotion to sport was so great that a boycott would get them to with-
draw from Afghanistan? (Barton 1983, 105). Researching the debate as it
played out between January and April 1980 did not, it must be said, prove to be
an edifying experience. Each side indulged in immense hypocrisies and acts of
convenient historical amnesia. The Americans acted as though big powers were
not supposed to do such things as invade small countries, neighboring and oth-
erwise. Such a thing was unthinkable. Yet despite the long American presence
in Vietnam and various adventures in South and Central America, the Soviets
had not, for their part, usually boycotted international events in the United
States. In fact, in only one instance did U.S. actions even provoke a Soviet boy-
cott of an international event in the United States. That moment came in 1966,
at the beginning of the Vietnam War, when the Soviets decided not to take part
in the annual US-USSR dual track and field meet (Turrini 2001, 439). More
typically, the Soviets did not object when Denver was awarded the Winter
Games for 1976 at a time when the United States was still in Vietnam.
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For their part, the Soviets had the stunning chutzpah to protest that sport
should be kept separate from politics, this from a nation that had virtually invented
the concept of openly politicized sport (Hazan 1982, 149; Salutskii 1981, 175). In
fact, in their counteroffensive against the boycott, Soviet spokesmen, acting like
the new teacher’s pet, went so far as to claim that the United States had no un-
derstanding of the history and character of Olympism (Gutin 1990, 45–48). Of
course, in the preceding three decades, the Soviets had engaged in a series of
smaller boycotts, visa denials, and other attempts to use international competitions
in various parts of the world to make political points. Some of these actions, such
as the campaign against apartheid, were authentically admirable. Perhaps the best
known such moment came with the Soviets’ refusal to play Chile in a World Cup
elimination match just after the overthrow of the leftist Salvador Allende govern-
ment in 1973, an event we now know to have been fomented by the U.S. govern-
ment. The national stadium in Santiago had been used to imprison thousands,
perhaps hundreds were executed there, and the Soviets refused to play in such a
tainted site. FIFA refused, in turn, to move the game, and the Soviets were dis-
qualified (Sugden and Tomlinson 1998, chapter 7). One could even argue that
there was a trace of principle in this step, given the enormous importance that the
Soviet citizenry, at least its male part, attached to the World Cup. In fact, it at-
tached much more importance to the World Cup than it did to the Olympics.

In any case, the Soviets stayed in Afghanistan, and the games went on.
Only eighty-one nations came to Moscow, while some thrity-six did not. In
some cases, such as Great Britain, teams were sent as representatives of Na-
tional Olympic Committees. Others who did show up protested by not at-
tending the Opening Ceremonies. This step turned out to be a significant
gesture. Their absence from the parade of nations made a strong impression.
Pictures of the delegations lined up in the infield after the parade showed vast,
embarrassing swathes of green (Novikov 1980, unpaginated).

To the people who were there, the Moscow Olympiad felt like a “sporting
holiday” (Geskin, interview). Watching the event on Soviet television from
Helsinki, which I was able to do in 1980, I cannot say that I was unimpressed.
The Finns also thought that the Games were a big deal. Yet there can be no
doubt that the spectacle was diminished by the absence of so many strong ath-
letes. While it may well have been that Pietro Minnea would still have won the
200m, can anyone in their heart say that Alan Wells would have taken the
100m? Soviet sports officials knew full well that in certain sports their Games
were damaged goods. The Soviet haul of eighty gold medals, which was some
thirty more than their peak at Munich, did not have the same meaning.

We now also know from Soviet archives that as soon as the Moscow Games
ended, these sport bureaucrats wished to take revenge four years later. Within the
Kremlin’s corridors of power, they organized a lobby in favor of a boycott of the
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Los Angeles Games. The internal arguments raged for three years. Finally, the 
political winds of the moment (1984) were such that the pro-boycott camp was
able to prevail when the neo-Brezhnevite, Konstantin Chernenko, who was briefly
in power between the death of Iuri Andropov and his own demise, supported the
boycotters’ cause. Even today, the U.S. boycott still rankles among ordinary Russ-
ian citizens along a wide spectrum of political opinions.

For their part, Soviet athletes are still bitter about the 1984 boycott, and
U.S. athletes remain equally angry about 1980. Both groups felt cheated about
lost opportunities. Over the years as I have come to know more athletes, I have
become more sympathetic to those feelings of betrayal by political leaders who
were using athletes for their own purposes. On the other hand, I do think ath-
letes take it for granted when the galaxy of political forces and events conspires
to give their efforts visibility and importance. None of the members of the
United States’ ice hockey team that beat the Soviets in 1980 at Lake Placid re-
fused to go to the White House, because to do so was an “interference of poli-
tics in sport.” On the other side, I do not know of any Soviet medal winner
from the 1968 Olympic Games refusing to attend the official Kremlin
Olympic reception in protest of the invasion of Czechoslovakia.

Can it then be said that the boycott was a success? Partially. It did put a
dent in performances and diminished the size of the spectacle. Needless to say,
it did not get the Soviets to leave Afghanistan. Were the Games a success?
Again, partially. The events were well organized, something the Soviets did not
always succeed in pulling off. Moscow was spruced up enough to appear to be
a showcase city—the mother of all Potemkin villages. Large crowds attended.
Sports, like field hockey, that had attracted few fans before the Games sold out
their arenas. The Games played to 96 percent of capacity (Novikov 1980, un-
paginated). Yet surely the worldwide TV audience, especially in the United
States where the Games were not shown, was a good bit smaller than had been
hoped for. Three hundred thousand foreign visitors had been anticipated, but
only half that number showed up.

STRANGE BEDFELLOWS—THE IOC AND

SOVIET SPORTOCRATS

The 1980 Olympic Games brought together two of the major international causes
of the twentieth century—Olympism and communism. On the surface, this close-
ness seems puzzling. How could two such politically different kinds of movements
eventually come to work so closely together? Given the thorough embrace of
Olympism required in bidding for and organizing the Olympic Games, it is im-
portant to remember that when the Bolsheviks came to power in 1917, the
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Olympic movement was anathema to them, and they were anathema to the
Olympic movement.The Games excluded workers and minimized the participa-
tion of women. The new state wanted no part of them. Tsarist officers who had
been on the IOC before 1917 were not kicked off the committee after the revolu-
tion. They wanted no part of this strange and threatening regime. Yet it appears
that the high councils of Olympism were not unanimous in rejecting the Bolshe-
viks. According to one recent post-Soviet Russian source, de Coubertin wished to
invite the Soviets to Paris in 1924, but their participation was rejected by the pro-
czarist Russians still on the Olympic committee (Vartanian 1997, 62).

Yet for all of the tensions, there was something about the Olympic-style,
multisport festival that appealed to segments of opinion in the commissariat of
enlightenment (i.e., the ministry of culture) and to other groups of sports offi-
cials as well. In the wake of the revolution, the Bolsheviks had not yet decided
which course to take in organizing sport. This uncertainty extended to a vast
range of other forms of human activity, especially in the cultural realm. Differ-
ent camps proposed all manners of different solutions (Stites 1989, 79–100;
Gorsuch 2000, 116), yet there was no question in any of the minds of the par-
ticipants in these debates that sport, regardless of its organizational form, was a
marker of modernity, and that the party’s overwhelming and fundamental task
was to modernize this backward country in which it had managed to make a
socialist revolution. As we all know, the Olympics also embraced the modern
world, although with a version of modernity highly different from that of the
Bolsheviks. Both movements celebrated human progress, much of it measured
in statistics, whether running times or production quotas. Finally, both move-
ments, especially in their early years, were internationalist and cautious about
embracing strong expressions of nationalist sentiment (Hoberman 1995).

For the Soviets, the multisport festival had political advantages over a sin-
gle sport competition. Multisport events more easily allowed the organizers to
ascribe a series of slogans and messages to these grand assemblages of youth. In
single-sport championships, tactics, strategy, and personnel dominated the dis-
course around the event and even got in the way of the organizers’ goals, which
in the Olympics and for communists were always didactic. Following Richard
Gruneau’s characterization of the Olympics, it is, I think, fair to say that both
movements were concerned, first and foremost, with social improvement
(Gruneau 1993). As we all know, both Olympic and communist sport were al-
ways about more than play, more than mere entertainment. Both were about
getting better, maybe even about changing human nature, and that common vi-
sion was buttressed by a shared belief that getting better was even possible.

While the party had held a variety of sports festivals and parades as early
as 1919, the first serious attempt at a Soviet version of an Olympiad came in
1928 (Van Geldern 1993, 3). This event was the first Spartakiad, named after
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the rebel slave of ancient Rome. In addition to some 7,000 male and female
athletes from all over the USSR, more than 600 foreign guests competed. The
games were organized by the Communist Red Sport International to compete
with the bourgeois Olympics in Amsterdam. It was also to offer a contrast to
the larger and more successful efforts of the Social Democratic Lucerne Sports
International, particularly the Frankfurt Worker Olympiad of 1925. Unlike the
“bourgeois” Olympics, the Spartakiad was to be a mass rather than an elite ac-
tivity. In addition to Olympic-style events, there were non-competitive hikes,
reenactments of great events in revolutionary history, and a bit of the carniva-
lesque. Female performers, while not a majority, were highly visible. Interest-
ingly, less than half of the participants were members of what was called the
“working class.” Scarcely any peasants took part. Rather, the majority of ath-
letes was drawn from an extremely amorphous social category called “employ-
ees” or “white-collar workers” (Edelman 1993, 37–41).

This event took place in the pivotal year 1928. Stalin was in the final
process of consolidating his power in the party. The nation had gone through a
war scare in 1927. Military concerns were now more important, and the orga-
nizing model of the Spartakiad fit the regime’s changing needs. The program
was even modified to include such events as the grenade toss and underwater
swimming in full battle dress (no reported deaths during the competition). This
first event was judged a success, and the Spartakiad became the prime organi-
zational model for most subsequent Soviet sport competitions. During the
1930s , along with All-Union Spartakiads, there were army Spartakiads, police
Spartakiads, trade union Spartakiads, collective farm Spartkiads, and even
Spartkiads for medical workers. In other words, the “system” that emerged so
surprisingly in 1952 had first been put into place much earlier. It developed
through the 1930s as an elitist and a statist version of competitive but non-
commercial sport.

In particular, Soviet sport came to share Olympism’s highly hierarchical
approach to society, power, and privilege. As Soviet society became increasingly
hierarchicized from the mid-1930s on, sports would play a crucial role in the
complex process that has been called by specialists the “Great Retreat.” This
concept, first put forward by the émigré sociologist Nicholas Timasheff in
1946, described a move toward more traditional and less revolutionary practices
(Timasheff 1946, 7). Consistent with this trend, the Red Sport International
passed a resolution in 1937. This document, recently found in the Comintern
archive by Barbara Keys, cited the “progressiveness” of Olympic principles and
urged communists in capitalist countries to strengthen National Olympic
Committees by joining them (Keys 2001, 206).

But there was one part of the first Spartakiad that fit poorly into this statist
model, and that was football. Dinamo Stadium, the first sizable Soviet facility
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holding 55,000, had been built for the Spartakiad. It was not a historical acci-
dent but rather a sign of coming times, that the sport club of the secret police,
Dinamo, was the institution given the task and the funds for building such a
structure. Yet during the Spartakiad it was filled only for major soccer matches.
No other sport came close to attracting even a quarter of the attendance that
soccer did, but soccer, as we shall see, fit badly into the Soviet version of Olymp-
ism that the state had come to favor.

Again, when the Soviets came to take part in the Olympic Games, this did
not require a radical revision of their sporting practices. By the time of the
Moscow Games, the IOC and the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(CPSU) were locked in a warm embrace.They had come to share not only a be-
lief in modernity and social improvement but also a convenient amorality about
their working partners and political bedfellows. By the end of the Moscow
Games, so intimate was the Soviet-IOC relationship that the Moscow Orga-
nizing Committee published an instant memoir that included a fawning inter-
view with the soon-to-be-former Spanish ambassador to Moscow and the new
incoming head of the IOC, no less than Juan Antonio Samaranch (Salutskii
1981, 7). While Samaranch was praised for his deep love of art and culture and
the beauty of his wife, the piece never mentioned the words Franco, Fascism, or
dictatorship a single time. Veteran Russian sportswriter Vladimir Geskin, who
today writes for the daily Sportexpress and covered the Olympic Games for
Sovetskii Sport, attributes much of the closeness between the IOC and the So-
viet side to Samaranch. Getting himself posted to Moscow as Spain’s ambas-
sador to the USSR did much to rid Samaranch of the odor of Franco, and he
was able to use his cordial relations with the Soviets to woo backers from the
Third World in his campaign for the IOC presidency (Geskin interview).

SOVIET SPORT: THE RITUAL AND THE UNRULY

Finally, I have tried to understand the nature of the Soviet Olympic enterprise
by interrogating the choices of ritual made by the Moscow organizers. I em-
barked on this task despite my limited knowledge of how ritual works (Brownell
1995, 11). Along those lines, I have spent more time then I care to admit exam-
ining Soviet television footage of the Opening Ceremony. Early on in the offi-
cial part of the ceremony, a group of marchers dressed as ancient Greeks, some
astride a chariot, entered the stadium. A giant card section presented a picture of
the Parthenon. The announcer offered a thoroughly positive reading of classical
history, listing all of the great thinkers of ancient Greece. This approach to an-
tiquity is especially curious when one considers that every world history text-
book then used in the Soviet Union would also have noted that the society was
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based on slavery and involved the massive oppression of women, facts conve-
niently forgotten for the occasion.Then, as the parade of nations finished, large,
embarrassing patches of green appeared on the infield, giving visual demonstra-
tion to the absence of so many countries. The official part of the event ended
with greetings from two cosmonauts from their craft floating in space.

The “cultural” segment consisted entirely of the dances of the many Soviet
peoples. The national dance troupes of each of the fifteen republics presented
their national dance. In all, more than 3,000 dancers took part, ranging from
the dashing, thoroughly macho Georgians to the demure, choreographically
challenged Estonians. In trotting out this warhorse of Soviet parades and fes-
tivals, Soviet organizers were emphasizing the internationalism of the games
and emphasizing the Soviet Union’s own internationalism as a multinational
state. Given the fact that we now know centrifugal nationalisms played a cru-
cial role in the collapse of the USSR, what can one make of this part of the cer-
emony? There is a bit of the Disneyesque “It’s a Small World, After All” in
watching so many brightly costumed smiling dancers, each group showing its
national specificities. Still, one must ask, is this a globalized festival of shared,
equally valued customs or rather a multicultural minstrel show that masked the
imperial character of the Soviet Union? Perhaps, the tip-off came with the cul-
tural part’s last number. The dancers from all of the republics joined with their
Russian comrades for one final rousing version of the Russian folk song
“Kalinka”—many nations, but one giant Kalinka (Gosteleradio 1980). Finally,
the “sporting” part of the program presented the mass gymnastics, body sculp-
tures, and heroic posing seen in virtually every Soviet sporting festival.

Crucially, there was nothing original about the choices made for the open-
ing ceremony. They were based on a tradition of sports festivals and ceremonies
that dated back to the Civil War period. Spartakiads always had opening cere-
monies that became increasingly pompous and shallow with each year after the
somewhat carnivalesque event of 1928. Yet the real template, or better the
apotheosis, of the Soviet sports festival and with it the best expression of Stal-
inist body culture, was the annual Physical Culture Day Parade that took place
each summer on Red Square. This tradition was reinvented in 1931 and 
petered out around the time of Stalin’s death. These events featured body sculp-
tures, precise marching, mass gymnastics, rapturous adulation of the party lead-
ership atop Lenin’s tomb, the participation of groups from the national
republics, and a collection of exceptionally wacky floats with sporting themes,
something interestingly but not surprisingly eschewed by the 1980 organizers
who seemed allergic to the possibility of humor.

The 1980 opening drew from this catalogue of devices and routines first
established during the 1930s. Virtually the only part of the ceremony that could
be described as “original” was the greeting from the cosmonauts. Everything
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else had been done (to death) before. When I began studying the Physical Cul-
ture Day Parades in the early nineties, I , like everyone else, saw them as mono-
lithic, even totalitarian or Orwellian. Yet recent work, much of it archival, by
the young American scholar, Karen Petrone (2000), has revealed that the pa-
rades were something quite different. First, they were far from orderly. In the
newsreels and documentaries, we see only those moments when people did
manage to march in line. In fact, the parades appear to have been fairly chaotic
affairs. Second, but more importantly, Petrone has revealed that the parade it-
self was, to use a familiar but useful term, “contested terrain.” Rival groups
within the political structure were constantly struggling over proper slogans,
pride of place in the parade, and the right to present their segments as they
wished. These were struggles over ways of presenting and displaying the human
body, and those competing body cultures revealed different approaches to what
I would call “being Soviet.” Finally, it must be noted that the Physical Culture
Day Parades were very much a part of the process of the hierarchization char-
acterized by the Great Retreat, mentioned earlier. The November 7 and May
Day parades were mass events, open to anyone who wanted to amble through
Red Square after the formal part of the ceremonies. On the other hand, not
everyone could take part in Physical Culture Day. One had to be fit, attractive,
and nominated by one’s sports group. Only the talented and beautiful could
apply (Petrone 2000, 23–45).

Perhaps the most flamboyant and famous contestation to the imposed and
intended orderliness of the parades came in 1936 with the participation of the
Spartak sport society’s hugely popular Moscow soccer team. Spartak athletes
sewed a giant green carpet the size of a soccer field. They then proceeded to roll
out this early Soviet version of Astroturf over Red Square’s cobblestones and
played a match. This move proved a huge success and was a part of all future
parades. What Spartak was trying to do was create an oasis of spontaneity in an
otherwise highly planned event. It was trying to show the limited, elite audi-
ence of party leaders and other honored guests crammed into the small review-
ing stands in Red Square another body culture and that was, of course, the body
culture of football (Starostin 1989, 29–32).

Football, over the course of Soviet history, was always something other,
something different, something that fit poorly into the Stalinist template that
emerged in the late 1920s. We have seen the rituals that were designed to make
the practices of Soviet sport seem sacred. Yet as Susan Brownell (1995) has ar-
gued, not all rituals are sacred. There are profane rituals as well, and football, in
the USSR as elsewhere in the world, succeeded in producing a variety of thor-
oughly profane rituals over the course of its history. This was a thoroughly male
world, often violent, highly corrupt, spontaneous, and unpredictable—a place for
drinking and humor. It fit badly into the model of sport on display in the 1980
Opening Ceremony. Yet football was by far the most popular sport in the USSR.
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While it would be stretching things too far to call soccer subversive, it did allow
certain safe forms of resistance for disadvantaged social groups and nationalities.

As proof of soccer’s problematic position in the Soviet context, I offer a
1959 article from the national sports daily, Sovetskii Sport, written by a female
physician and unearthed and described by Julie Gilmour. The piece suggested
that there was a need to distinguish real athleticism from the male soccer culture
of nicotine, alcohol, rough play, and raw strength. The author called instead for
a higher, more cultured Soviet masculinity to counter the crudeness on display at
soccer matches. She also observed that the ancient Greek sports ideals could still
be found among weight lifters, gymnasts, and discus throwers, but not among
soccer players (Gilmour 2002, 218–19). This piece, it must be noted, appeared
in a newspaper that gave more attention to football than to any other game.

CONCLUSION

The 1980 Olympics were a grand Stalinist gesture in a society that had changed
significantly, if not totally, from the worst days of Stalinism. The Moscow
Games were supposed to be the great shining moment for the Soviet Olympic
sports system. That system was a product of the Stalinist period, and it operated
according to Stalinist principles, even after the end of the USSR’s existence.
Even today, the Russian Olympic Committee offers a refuge for hundreds, per-
haps thousands, of officials and coaches from the previous regime.

The year 1980 was also a time in Soviet history when the economy had
begun to slow down dramatically. To twist Stalin’s famous phrase of 1935 when
he said “Life has gotten better Comrades,” life in 1980 was not getting better at
all. Yet the state and party were in complete denial of these facts. In that mo-
ment, when happy media descriptions of life clashed so harshly with the grim
realities of daily existence, the Olympic Games allowed the Brezhnevite sclero-
cracy to make claims that it ruled over the happiest place in earth. For sixteen
days, millions of Soviet citizens, but certainly not all of them, actually believed
this claim. Open political dissidents (those not forced out of the city for the du-
ration) had to cover their heads and remain silent. Others among the dissatis-
fied would have to wait for another day to raise their complaints, but let us not
forget that that day did finally come.
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Chapter 10

Los Angeles 1984 and 1932

Commercializing the American Dream

Alan Tomlinson

INTRODUCTION

In 1984, the Los Angeles Olympics rewrote the formula for staging the global
sports spectacle. On the eve of the Olympic Games Gruneau could “argue that
the Los Angeles Games are in no way a significant departure from practices es-
tablished in earlier Olympics,” and that they “are best understood as a more
fully developed expression of the incorporation of sporting practices into the
ever-expanding marketplace of international capitalism” (Gruneau 1984, 2).
Two decades on, though, it had become clearer that the Los Angeles (LA)
Games occupies a pivotal place in the history of the modern sports event, trans-
forming the worldwide perception of their political and economic potential
and, consequently, their international profile. After the 1980 Moscow Games,
evaluated by Robert Edelman in chapter 9 of this book, the Olympics was in
severe crisis, and it took the radical, ruthless, and ambitious vision of the new
IOC president, Juan Antonio Samaranch, combined with LA’s model for the
staging of the Games, to restore credibility to the Olympics as a desirable mod-
ern cultural product to which cities and nations would continue to be drawn.
Within a little over a decade of the LA Olympics, the United States would host
both the men’s football (soccer) World Cup finals (1994) and the Summer
Olympics (Atlanta, 1996). Just ten years after the LA Olympics, Los Angeles
staged the final of the most commercially successful World Cup ever, in the
very same venue as the 1984 Olympic football final. For 1984, the organizers
used the same stadium as had been used for the 1932 Olympics, claiming both
financial prudence and a historical pedigree. Comparing and contrasting the
conditions of the staging of the 1932 and 1984 events provides a basis for the
analysis of fundamental shifts in the cultural and political meanings and signif-
icance of the international sports event.
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THE HAMBURGER OLYMPICS: LOS ANGELES 1984

Peter Ueberroth took on the presidency of the Los Angeles Olympics Organiz-
ing Committee (LAOOC) in 1979. The IOC had been in a quandary in 1978,
with Los Angeles the only candidate for the 1984 Olympic Games. Iran’s capi-
tal, Teheran, had tabled a bid, but then withdrew. This seems remarkable to
write, in a year in which the IOC’s president, Dr Jacques Rogge, commented
that all the bidding cities for the 2012 Olympic Games might well make the
final ballot—including Havana, Istanbul, Leipzig, London, Madrid, Moscow,
New York, Paris, and Rio de Janeiro. But the terrorist massacre of the Israeli
team at Munich in 1972 and the spiralling costs of staging the Montreal Games
in 1976 had left the Olympics looking like a terminally tarnished product. The
IOC had no choice but to accept any conditions laid down by LA, and when
Los Angeles’ population voted against the use of any taxpayers’ funds going to-
ward the cost of the event, the bidding committee president, John Argue, “had
to go back to the IOC and restructure L.A.’s bid and negotiate a rule that 
allowed a private group to stage the Games” (Ueberroth 1985, 27). In his ebul-
lient, self-congratulatory account of the Olympic Games, Ueberroth lists the
five main objections made by those predicting that the Games would be a disas-
trous failure: U.S. people would be inhospitable to visitors; Americans, being too
selfish, would not volunteer; terrorists would flock to the site; smog, traffic, and
crime would plague the city and the event; and a private organizing committee
would never muster the necessary finances. Smugly, Ueberroth countered with
the benefit of hindsight, “I knew we could succeed,” and relates how he accepted
the challenge on the basis of what he called “three simple assumptions”:

1. The United States of America is the greatest country in the world, and
every one of us knows how lucky we are to live here.

2. If enough Americans believe in an idea or project, anything is 
possible.

3. Patriotism is alive and well and all the people needed was a rallying
point to give them reason to stand up and cheer for their country, their
communities, themselves, and share their great spirit with the peoples
of the world. (Ueberroth 1985, foreword, 10)

For Ueberroth, the Olympics “was the perfect vehicle to join the public and
private sectors in a partnership . . . for private enterprise to enhance itself and
show what is good about mankind” (1985, foreword, 9). On this basis, the
LAOOC signed up thirty-five sponsors, “large, often multinational corpora-
tions which contributed a minimum of $4 million in cash and/or in-kind prod-
ucts or services” (Perelman 1985, 95). For this, sponsors got the right to use all
of the LAOOC symbols for advertising and promotions. This included the
“Star in Motion” symbol, the mascot (Sam, the Olympic Eagle), and the sports
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pictograms, LA’s version of that Esperanto of the body innovated twelve years
earlier for the Munich Olympics (see Christopher Young’s analysis in chapter
7 of this book). This financial strategy was presented as both an innovative self-
financing model and a form of selective control of commercial trends: “the
LAOOC was determined to limit the commercialization of the Games by re-
ducing the number of firms with licenses for various items from the Organiz-
ing Committee” (Perelman 1985, 94). The projected target of funding to be
raised from the corporate sector was set at $116 million. This was exceeded.
And what the controls or constraints on commercial exploitation really meant
was a concentration of revenue generation and an exclusivity of brand associa-
tion: “In comparison with past Games, the LAOOC succeeded well in limiting
the commercial spread of the Games’ symbols” (Perelman 1985, 94). Montreal
had had 42 official sponsors, 124 suppliers, and 140 licensees; Moscow 35
sponsors, 290 suppliers, and an incredible 7,272 licensees. Los Angeles boasted
a streamlining that held the number of official sponsors at 35, reduced the
number of suppliers to 64, and slashed the number of licensees to 65. The 35
official sponsors comprised a litany of the United States’ corporate elite and a
celebration of consumer capitalism: ABC radio and television, American Ex-
press, Anheuser-Busch (Budweiser), ARA Services, Arrowhead Puritas Wa-
ters, American Telephone and Telegraph (ATT), Atari, Atlantic Richfield,
General Motors, Canon, Coca-Cola, Converse, First Interstate Bank, Fuji
Photo Films, International Business Machines, Levi Strauss, McDonald’s,
M&M Mars, Motorola, Pacific Bell, Sanyo Electric, Southern Pacific, South-
land Corporation, Sports Illustrated, Times Mirror, Trans America, United Air-
lines, Warner Communications, Westinghouse Electric, and Xerox. Dentsu,
Inc., had a “special designation” status as the official marketing agent for Japan
(Perelman 1985, 95–97).

The sixty-four companies accepted into the “supplier program” included
long-term Olympic and World Cup partner Adidas, providing handballs and 
soccer balls, and suppliers covering services ranging from poultry to metal detec-
tors (there was of course a massive security alert for these Olympic Games), floor
coverings to Muzak, pianos (which certainly made their mark in the opening 
ceremony) to floral services, and hair care to waste management. While the 
official sponsors could share between them blocks of tickets totaling 585,700 and
had their pick of LA’s top hotel suites and rooms, the suppliers had to make do
with only 14,300 tickets.The suppliers “provided a combination of cash, products
and/or services needed by the organizers to stage the Games. Total contributions
. . . reached into the hundreds of thousands of dollars, and suppliers could use only
the ‘Star in Motion’ symbol in advertising and promotional activities” (Perelman
1985, 98). Licensees comprised the third category of corporate support for the
economics of the Olympic Games. Companies were “authorized specifically to
manufacture and sell a variety of souvenir products featuring all LAOCC 
symbols” (Perelman 1985, 102). The companies paid the Organizing Committee
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a standard royalty rate of 10 percent, linked to a guaranteed minimum royalty, a 
proportion of which was paid at the time of the signing of the deal. Of the sixty-
five companies to be so authorized, eight were sublicensees of Adidas (France),
selling bags, towels, caps, balls, and swimwear, peddling the Adidas triple strip
everywhere any Olympic punter might look and showing the degree to which the
influential sports entrepreneur, Horst Dassler, was already influencing the com-
mercial profile of the world sports event (Tomlinson 2005a), in tandem with
Samaranch’s IOC and the world football governing body, FIFA.This all added up
to LA’s strategy to control the commercialization of the Olympic product.

Los Angeles reported a $222 million profit. The program of revenue gen-
eration and a “careful control of costs by the organizers” (Perelman 1985, 115)
were stated as the key factors. Audited in March 1985, the LAOOC’s opera-
tions were as follows:

Revenues
Broadcast rights sales $286,794,000
Ticket sales $139,929,000
Sponsorship and licensing $126,733,000
Interest income $ 76,319,000
Coin program $ 35,985,000
Other (primarily non-monetary

contributions, revenue from
accommodations, and ticket
handling charges) $102,884,000

Total revenues: $768,644,000

Expenses
Operating expenses $398,394,000
Payments related to the use of venues

and facilities $ 97,389,000
International Olympic Committee $ 50,145,000

Total expenses: $545,928,000

Excess of revenues over expenses: $222,716,000
(Perelman 1985, 118–19)

The U.S. Olympic Committee received 40 percent of this surplus, the national
governing bodies of U.S. Olympic sports 20 percent, and 40 percent went to the
Los Angeles Olympic Committee Amateur Athletics Foundation, “for the pro-
motion and development of sport” (Perelman 1985, 119). Looking back at these
figures, and recalling early estimates of required manpower requirements, Ue-
berroth spoke with revealing candor of the finances: “One of the miracles of the
Games was the financing, that we were even within several hundred million of
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what we thought we were going to be, from 1979 to 1985, is a miracle. Now, I
don’t know how you do that with all the unknowns. I think we were very lucky.
It wasn’t any great skill that I have” (Reich, 1984–1985). It was also a very op-
portune moment as sport’s place in the media marketplace was strengthening.
Paul Ziffren, chairman of the LAOOC from March 1979 onward, confirmed
this, talking to LA Times journalist Ken Reich in March 1985. In negotiations
for television rights, he and his colleagues were looking to seal a deal at $150 to
$200 million: “None of us hoped for more than 200 . . . I was at David’s, and
when ABC made its $225 million offer, everyone’s eyes were open. Everyone
was amazed. That included Ueberroth and Wolper” (Reich 1984–1985).
“David” was David Wolper, veteran of the television and film industries. He had
predicted $185 million for the rights and recalls how “ABC came in and made
one bid, one individual bid of $225 million, take it or leave it, 48 hours, yea or
nay in 48 hours. That’s exactly what happened. Yea or nay in 48 hours, there
wasn’t one other fucking word said” (Reich 1984–1985). Except, pretty soon,
“yes.” This was a deal that the organizers could hardly turn down.

None of the organizers’ financial calculations recognized formally the vol-
unteer labor on which the success of the event depended. Ziffren had, though,
built this into the planning right from the start, telling Reich that his “insis-
tence on the use of volunteers” was one of the areas of which he was most
proud: “And I certainly feel that not only did it save millions and millions of
dollars, but it contributed greatly to turning around the apathy in the commu-
nity and creating the enthusiasm that finally exploded with the Games” (Reich
1984–1985).

AT&T sponsored the torch relay, amidst much controversy over the own-
ership and symbolism of the flame and the torch. And the opening and closing
ceremonies celebrated California’s rescue act in inimitable Hollywood showbiz
style. The Olympic Games were produced with only 5 percent of the budget
used for Moscow. Twenty-six sites were renovated. Only two new venues were
constructed, the swimming pool (located at the University of Southern Cali-
fornia and funded by a $3 million allocation from the McDonalds Olympic
Trust) and the velodrome (at California State University, the $2,911,585 costs
underwritten by sponsor Southland Corporation) (Perelman 1985, 73, 76). Use
of so many existing facilities lent the event what one design specialist has called
“an essentially ephemeral physical quality” (Friedman 1985, 2). Much thought
was given to the design and the look of the Olympic Games, led by a principle
of “festive federalism”:

The overall Look, designed as an “invasion of butterflies” or “urban
confetti,” succeeded in turning the streets, sites, and other public areas
into a constellation of ephemeral colors that brought residents a
heightened sense of excitement, emotion, and history. (Perelman
1985, 107–108)
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Ephemeral enough for many not to notice. In fact, the Los Angeles Games
lacked a popular festive dimension, as ethnographic observations by John
MacAloon (see chapter 2 in this book) bear out. With heightened terrorist
alerts and massive security around sites and the three university-based athletes’
villages (one 125 miles north of the LA city center, in Santa Barbara), the 1984
Olympic Games were a quintessential television event.

LA’s achievement was based upon the combination of the optimistic and
opportunistic ambitions of a regional elite, the mobilization of private capital in
the corporate support strategy, the free labor of 30,000 volunteers (when only
3,000 were initially anticipated), and national political backing from the Rea-
gan administration. This constituted a reframing of the Olympic project and
became the first case of a significantly profit-making modern Olympics, ac-
cording at least to the forms of accounting reported after the event. The open-
ing and closing ceremonies celebrated the globally resonant image of U.S.
culture: grand pianos, Western genre, jazz, dance, slavery, and the conquering of
outer space (Tomlinson 1989). Analysts of economic impact could claim that
total revenues from overall economic impact would benefit the region to the
tune of another $202 million (ERA 1984, 14), but the real legacy of the LA
Games was a model for the revitalization of the Olympics as a commercial
product and a prime commodity for the global media.

THE DUSTBOWL GAMES: LOS ANGELES 1932

“I’m a Dustbowl Refugee,” sang Woody Guthrie in the Great Depression years
following the 1929 crash. California beckoned for many, land of milk, honey, and
false promises immortalized in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, the West-
ward trek of the Joad family from Oklahoma, testimony to the contradictions and
tragedies at the heart of the American Dream of mobility and prosperity:

And while the Californians wanted many things, accumulation, social
success, amusement, luxury, and a curious banking security, the new
barbarians wanted only two things—land and food; and to them the
two were one. And a homeless hungry man . . . in the south he saw the
golden oranges hanging on the trees, the little golden oranges on the
dark green trees; and guards with shotguns patrolling the lines so a
man might not pick an orange for a thin child, oranges to be dumped
if the price was low. (Steinbeck 1990, 273–74)

It was an extraordinary period in which sport offered a public spectacle that
combined the themes of escapism, hope, individual accomplishment, and col-
lective pride. From dance marathons to horse racing, popular culture and sport
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provided potential escape routes, or temporary diversions, sometimes tragic, as
epitomized in the fate of West Texan would-be Hollywood starlet Gloria,
seduced by the movie magazines into the showbiz fantasy, but aware that it is
“Always tomorrow . . . The big break is always tomorrow” (McCoy 1965, 120).
Gloria’s will-to-death in McCoy’s 1935 novel, showed in the dance-marathon
phenomenon a seamy and ruthlessly exploitative side to the dream of success.
Laura Hillenbrand, in her epic account of the achievements of the horse
Seabiscuit also captures this context well, identifying

a burgeoning industry of escapism. America was desperate to lose it-
self in anything that offered affirmation. The nation’s corner theaters
hosted 85 million people a week for 25-cent viewings of an endless
array of cheery musicals and screwball comedies. On the radio, the
idealized world of One Man’s Family and the just and reassuring tales
of The Lone Ranger were runaway hits. Downtrodden Americans
gravitated strongly toward the Horatio Alger protagonist, the lowly-
bred Everyman who rises from anonymity and hopelessness. They
looked for him in spectator sports, which were enjoying explosive
growth. (Hillenbrand 2001, 141–42)

It is important to recognize the broader cultural context in which any Olympic
Games takes place, and Guiney (1982, chapter 3) lists several other 1932 cultural
moments: the debut of four-year-old Shirley Temple, Cary Grant’s first film,
Greta Garbo in Mata Hari, Bogart’s return to the stage, the death of sixteen-
year-old Rin Tin Tin, and, more weightily, or at least solemnly, the strides made
by Nazism and other political movements in Europe, the consolidation of the
Great Depression in the United States, and the Lindbergh death. Again, we see
the popular cultural sphere providing solace, consolation, and diversion for many
from the political and economic realities of the day.

Documentation on the 1932 Olympic Games, though, is sparse, and pre-
dictably the genre of souvenir literature memorializes a sanitized California, a
cocooned and privileged world of sport—the Official Pictorial Souvenir (attrib-
uted to the Xth Olympiad Los Angeles, 1932, Olympic Games) comprises pic-
tures of arrivals and training, and of rosewood trees, motion pictures, beaches,
and riding tracks. But beneath this glossy representation, the cultural entrepre-
neurs behind the 1932 Olympic Games were acutely aware of the wider con-
text of their plans, and of the social tensions that the Games might potentially
exacerbate. To the organizers, a spirit of Olympism “illuminated” the “dark
abyss of Depression, people from all over the world have gone home with new
hope, and ‘a finer understanding of and a more intimate friendship for their fel-
low man, regardless of race or creed’” (Xth Olympiad Committee of the Games
of Los Angeles. U.S.A. 1932 Ltd., 1933, 30; for the rest of this section, this
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source is referred to as the OR, the Official Report, and it is this source to
which references refer when pagination only is cited). The event generated
“memories of a splendid spectacle, splendidly staged, splendidly acted” (p. 29).
The authors of the OR mixed a Christian conscience with a reformulation of
the ideals of Olympism:

Forty nations actually sent their representatives to sustain the flame of
the Olympic Torch and to carve again in imperishable form the in-
spiring Olympic doctrine of good sportsmanship and peace and bet-
ter understanding among the peoples of the earth.

To us the matter is one of reverential sentiment. We make this
statement without fear of those who may scoff at such an idea in this
materialistic age. Sentiment, moulded from the finest of human emo-
tions, rests at the very foundation of the Olympic movement. Senti-
ment achieved the glorious success of the Games of the Xth
Olympiad. Sentiment sustained the whole Olympic family in carrying
on, in a period of worldwide economic depression and political strife,
and even at the cost of extreme self-sacrifice, in the determination to
make the Games of the Xth Olympiad an outstanding success. (p. 29)

Here we see the zealous religiosity that has fueled successive Olympiads,
offered as an antidote to the material dilemmas and problems of the contem-
porary world. Such a missionary motif is expressed even more emphatically in
the opening commentary to a collection of the official programs of the
Olympic Games (Times Mirror 1932). The program for Saturday, July 30,
Olympic Park, costing ten cents, profiled a flaxen-haired youth (fairly an-
drogynous), holding a green flower draped around his shoulders, clad in
white, the torso layered so that the rib cage and the chest protruded, the lat-
ter breastlike. The commentary in the program focused not on the idealized
body as so represented but an idealism of the (religious) spirit. Dr. Robert
Gordon Sproul, president of the University of California, entitled his contri-
bution “The Same Great Pattern.” He summarized the Greek Olympiads as
a “social and intellectual symposium, held under a sacred truce, during which
the states, ceasing from war, cultivated friendship (p. 18). In their Games, as
in all their life, the Greeks aimed at balance and harmony, the beauty of the
spirit reflected in the beauty of the flesh, recognizing, as Plato put it, that ‘the
same great pattern enters into both’” (pp. 18, 19). Sproul went on to draw
comparisons between the “lofty and reverent spirit that characterized the ath-
letic festivals of ancient Hellas” and the aspirations for the 1932 event that
could, “like their ancient pattern, help the life of men to higher physical, spir-
itual, and moral values” (p. 19):
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With one heart and one voice, we who are here assembled, spectators
and competitors alike, dedicate these Games to the high purposes in
which the original Olympiad was conceived and to which it ideally
ministered—to clean sport and fair play, to the development of sound
minds in sound bodies, to the loyalties of the team underwriting the
loyalties of life, to respect for opponents, win or lose, and to the broth-
erhood of mankind. We ask for the Xth Olympiad, conceived in this
sprit, the blessing of the Most High, that in His awful hand it may
prove a potent instrument for the peace of the world, for the goodwill
of peoples, for the upbuilding of His kingdom upon the earth. (p. 19)

Such rhetoric could justify the staging of the event in the midst of the Great
Depression. The organizers, though, had more mundane things on their minds.
In a number of ways, their decisions helped shape the modern conception of
the Olympic event in terms of timing, schedule, and promotion. The official
line was that no stain of the commercial was permitted to taint the ideal:

The record of our city’s conception of its responsibility, and of its
preparations from beginning to end, discloses one fundamental and
guiding principle, which was to adhere strictly to the Olympic ideals
and to make such contributions in the organization of the Games as
would strengthen and perpetuate those ideals. Not a single note of
commercialism was allowed to permeate the consummation of the
task. (p. 30)

For all but swimming and rowing, facilities and stadiums were already in place.
In altering existing stadiums, future use was also considered. The principle
here was the simple one of drawing on the past and creating a legacy for the
future. A tribune had to be constructed for VIPs and could seat 809. Two
thousand seats were eliminated and replaced with 706 special places for press
correspondents (p. 67).

The organization underpinning the Olympic Games was developed out of
established community and development projects. The Organizing Committee
assumed responsibility from 1928, but there was already a foundation on which
to build. In 1919, the California Fiestas Association had been established to re-
vive old Spanish fiestas. It had planned the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum
stadium. In 1920, the association dissolved, and its members formed the Com-
munity Development Association (CDA), a non-profit organization that in
partnership with the city and county of Los Angeles financed and erected the
Coliseum. In 1919, a member of the Fiestas Association had suggested holding
the Olympic Games, and its president went to Antwerp in 1920 to present the
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city’s case to the IOC. He—William May Garland—was then asked to join the
committee. In Rome in 1923, the IOC supported in principle a United States
Games, designating Los Angeles the most suitable city location. The CDA in
1927 had got together with the state to secure a financial base for the planning,
leading to the California Olympiad Bond Act of that year—this led to a mil-
lion-dollar issue and the formation of a five-person California Olympiad Com-
mission to administer the bond. Economic plans were therefore established
before the Great Crash, so securing the economic security of the event. The
Games could therefore claim not to be diverting resources in a time of need but
to be contributing to higher spiritual ideals and social goals at little cost. The
Games reported a $1 million profit.

“Between 1900 and 1928,” Wallechinsky notes, “no Summer Olympics
was shorter than 79 days” (2000, xxiv). Los Angeles 1932, modernized this
sprawled-out event. The Official Report summarizes the scale of the stream-
lined, rationalized event in a section on tickets and attendance:

The schedule, covering a sixteen-day period, consisted of competi-
tions in sixteen sports and demonstrations, and comprised a total of
approximately one hundred and thirty-five individual programs, to be
held in nine different stadiums, auditoriums, and water courses. It was
the responsibility of the Executive Committee to present this complex
schedule to the public simply and intelligibly, and at the same time in
sufficient detail to enable purchasers to make an intelligent selection
of events they desired to attend. (p. 95)

Sensitive to the effects of the Great Depression, the organizers also agreed
that prices should be set as low as possible. Los Angeles was also the first
Olympic Games to be marketed in any serious way and covered by various
new communications technologies. To communicate publicity, “the first orga-
nized department should be the Press Department, to serve as a bureau of in-
formation to Olympic Groups as well as a news disseminating agency for the
World Press” (p. 45). It became the first systematic news service for a prepara-
tory Olympiad period.

Realizing very early the paramount importance of athlete comfort, the
committee came up with the idea of the Olympic Village. This innovation is
made much of in the OR. At the beginning of the report, de Coubertin’s 1892
announcement is cited: “Let us export our oarsmen, our runners, our fencers
into other lands. That is the true Free Trade of the future,” and this sentiment
was taken to heart by the 1932 organizers: “For the first time in history men
from all lands, speaking many tongues, were to live together in one communal
establishment” (OR, 255). For two dollars a day athletes were housed, fed,
transported, and entertained. Not all athletes were accepted into the village, the
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hundred or so women athletes being based in the Wilshire district of the city,
visited by and socializing with film stars and celebrities. The men’s teams are
pictured training together, wrestling playfully, and eating together. The OR
makes much of this “harmonious commingling” (p. 233) and reports that many
athletes “left with regret”: “Swayed no doubt in some instances by racial and
national prejudices . . . they found themselves members of a community with-
out prohibition or class distinctions. . . . In all likelihood the Olympic Village
presented the purest cross-section of the world ever assembled, and each dele-
gation in turn was a cross-section of a nation. The athletes came from all social
strata. Twenty-three scions of nobility conformed to the same rules as their fel-
lows, lived the same life, and liked it. For many of their athletes it was their first
encounter with genuine democracy. All were quick to grasp the prevailing
spirit, and all gave it their whole-hearted cooperation” (p. 287). For the Cali-
fornian organizers at the heart of the depression, the Olympic Games were a
reassuring cultural and political experiment. As the 3,500 volunteers, bedecked
in white, took part in the musical program, the organizers could look on with
satisfaction at a show that created some diversion from the everyday realities
of the Great Depression, and that raised the international profile of their city.

CONCLUSION

What binds the Brazilian men’s World Cup victory over Italy in the Rosebowl
in 1994, Team USA’s triumph over China in the women’s World Cup Final at
the same stadium in 1999, Carl Lewis’s strutting presence in his home-club
state in the Coliseum/Olympic Stadium in 1984, and the first gold-medal
achievement by a black athlete at the Olympics when Eddie Tolan claimed the
100-yard title in the same stadium at which Lewis peaked half a century later?
On one level, the answer is simple: cultural entrepreneurs in the United States,
driven by a combination of personal ambition and patriotism, believing that the
United States is the perfect location for the staging of a large-scale event at
which the world’s elite performers are on display. There is a pride in putting on
the best show in town. There is added pride in commercializing it and making
a profit. The successful Olympic Games of 1984 laid the foundations for the
World Cup 1994 to be staged in the United States, again with little in the way
of new infrastructure, and at a vast profit (Tomlinson 2005b, chapter 4). The
1984 event had some glorious sporting moments, as all Olympics have had, but
it is the commercial success that marks them as a pivotal case in the contem-
porary history of international sport.

There are different ways of writing the history of the Olympic Games, and
the levels of human endeavor and achievement should not be left out of analy-
ses and accounts. All Olympics generate their own fund of stories. Guiney, in
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the foreword to his 1982 book on the Games of a half century earlier, went for
the label The Friendly Olympics. He remembers the homecoming of a local hero,
a gold-medal winning shot-putter to his village in Ireland. Guiney recalls that
a brass band was playing, enlivening

the greying image of a parade in the little town of Kanturk, [County
Cork], where I was born. . . . I can vaguely picture the parade—and the
gathering in the Market Square. . . . A giant of a man, Dr. Pat O’-
Callaghan, was back in triumph from the other side of the world, back
from the strange, wonderful, exotic city of Los Angeles on the remote
West Coast of America—and home again, all the way across the At-
lantic, to Kanturk, which in those days—and I looked it up when I set
out to write this book—had a population of 1,518 people. And with
him he had brought the supreme prize of international sport—an
Olympic Gold medal. . . . Little wonder that Kanturk went on a glo-
rious celebration for that homecoming—and of course the day.
(Guiney 1982, unpaginated)

This folksy reminiscence sets the tone for an account of the Olympic Games
revolving around the personally heroic, the quirkier the better. English runner
Robert Tisdall’s story is one of these, training while living in a railway carriage
in Sussex, as preparation for 400-meter hurdle gold glory. The tone saddens to
relate the tragedy of Japanese horseman Baron Takeichi Nishi, winner of an
equestrian gold on Uranus, who died at Iwo Jima twelve and a half years later.
Guiney gives a central position in his book to Mildred “Babe” Didrikson, who
set world and Olympic records in the first heat of the 80 meter-hurdles and in
the final. Next morning in the newspapers, Damon Runyon wrote: “‘Miss
Babe (Whatta-gal) Didrikson leaps the hurdles like a gay gazelle and runs on
the flat like a sacred coyote. The California breeze sifts through her bobbed
black hair. She runs in a neat costume of white, consisting of a skimpy shirt
and little panties which reveal many of her muscles’”(cited on p. 51 of Guiney
1982). She then leant her name to a car promotion and was suspended by the
AAU and banned for life from track and field, before moving into vaudeville
and golf, and marrying a 285-pound wrestler, George Zaharias. Reinstated in
golf, she kept winning, receiving the Athlete of the Year award five times be-
fore turning professional and sweeping the world. She died in 1956 of cancer,
age forty-six. The significance of such individual stories should never be un-
derestimated (nor should the voyeuristic mode in which such achievements
and stories are sometimes described). They are the personalized narratives that
make the Olympic story so enduring. But however central such stories are to
the collective Olympic memory, they can hardly account for the historically
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established hold that the Olympics has established on the popular global 
consciousness in the modern era.

Whatever the commonalities in the rhetoric of sport used to justify
Olympic and comparable events, and the claims for cultural continuity binding
the Olympics of 1932 and 1984, there are critical differences in the social
meanings and cultural values of the events. Ronald Reagan represented a right-
wing, Republican U.S. government, using the Olympics as a propaganda tool in
the cold war; Herbert Hoover and his administration operated from a differ-
ent political base, committed to a New Deal solution to the deepening inequal-
ities of the capitalist order. Reagan could hardly resist the media opportunity in
staging the Olympic Games, seeing in them an embodiment of the qualities of
the free world and unbridled capitalism. Hoover did not make it to the 1932
ceremonies, delegating this to his vice president. Beyond some superficial com-
parisons and cultural continuities in hyperbole and rhetoric, there are revealing
differences in the nature of the two events, best understood in terms of the re-
lationship of public service to private capital. In 1932, the private sector com-
mitted itself to a notion of service by those who had benefited from capitalism,
a notion fueled too by a religious zeal. The 1984 Olympic Games reveal service
as capitalism, a condition in which public interest is equated with capitalism
rather than capitalism putting aside its gains in favor of the public interest.
Both events would generate dramatic narratives of individual accomplishment,
tales to warm the heart of any Olympic idealist or apologist. But upon closer
scrutiny, the half century between the two events demonstrates the triumph of
an unbridled market model in the staging of the major sports event. Los An-
geles 1984, gave permission to nations and cities worldwide to manipulate the
Olympic ideal in any way suited to their developmental agenda and ideologi-
cal priorities. With Samaranch at the helm, the Olympic sponsorship program
in place, and the cold war soon to be won by the champions of global capital-
ism, the 1984 Olympic Games ensured that the Olympic future was secure in
the embrace of commercialism and its effects, and the commodification of the
Olympic ideal.

NOTE

I am grateful to the staff at the IOC Museum/Study Center, Lausanne, for its exceptional
hospitality, induction, and guidance to historical sources; to Dr.Wayne Wilson at the Los Ange-
les Library of the Amateur Athletic Foundation, a positive outcome of the profits of 1984 that is
a dream resource and source for scholars of sport; to all participants at the Pembroke College sym-
posium where a first draft of some of the material in this chapter was presented; and to Professor
Toby Miller for his typically astute theoretical comments on the comparison between the 1932
and 1984 events,which have been absorbed into the concluding comments to this chapter.
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Chapter 11

Barcelona 1992

Evaluating the Olympic Legacy

Christopher Kennett and Miquel de Moragas

INTRODUCTION

Roche (2000) described the Olympics Games as a “show” that is constantly on
the road, traveling from city to city every four years. In 1992 the show stopped
in Barcelona for sixteen days of sporting competition that left an indelible mark
on the city, its residents, all those involved in organizing the Games, the spec-
tators who experienced the event live, and the millions that watched it on tele-
vision. The legacy of those days lives on in Barcelona in many tangible and
intangible ways; it is still an “Olympic city” (Moragas et al. 2003, 279–88).

The Barcelona Olympic Games were widely heralded as a success in the
mass media, and the keys to that success have been researched and documented
perhaps more than any other Games in Olympic history (see Moragas and
Botella 1995, 2002). The organizational model adopted in Barcelona has 
affected IOC policy (Felli 2002, 65–76) and was highly influential in the stag-
ing of the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games (Cashman and Hughes 1999) and
other mega-sports events.

This chapter analyzes the political leverage of the Barcelona Olympic
Games by interested political actors in the bidding, organizing, and staging 
of the games, leading to a discussion of the legacies of the Games and enabling
an evaluation of whether the explicit and implicit objectives have been achieved
to date.

GLOBALIZATION AND CITY MARKETING

All Olympic Games occur within a specific set of historical circumstances at the
local and global levels. For the Barcelona Games, these historical circumstances
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were dominated by the beginnings of accelerated globalizing processes, chang-
ing international relations after the breakup of the Soviet Union and the estab-
lishment of Catalonia as an autonomous region within the newly democratic
Spanish state.

Giddens (1998) described the consequences of globalization for the na-
tion-state, subject to three main sets of movements hollowing it out. First, na-
tion-states experience a loss of power to intergovernmental organizations (e.g.,
the European Union). Second, and simultaneously, a reinforcement of local and
regional governance may occur, involving a decentralization of nation-state
power. Third, central governments may be bypassed through agreements be-
tween regions and cities from different countries. While Giddens emphasized
that an important role for the nation-state still existed, it is clear that this role
had changed in the context of these movements.

A further consequence of accelerated globalizing processes, in particular an
increased flow of global capital, has been competition between cities to attract
investment. In order to increase competitive advantage, many cities have en-
tered into what has been identified as “city marketing,” which van den Berg and
others defined as

the set of activities intended to optimize the tuning of supply of urban
functions to the demand for them from inhabitants, companies,
tourists, and other visitors. (2000, 6)

City marketing involves investment in the “product,” which is the city itself and
the infrastructure required to support foreign investment, in particular, service-
sector activities such as information technology (IT), finance, or tourism.
Combined with this product development, cities also undertake promotional
activities to communicate their product to target groups. Van den Berg and
others (2000) highlighted the role that sport, including hosting sport events,
has played in the marketing of European cities, including Helsinki, Manches-
ter, Rotterdam, Turin, and Barcelona. Evidence from these cities revealed how
mega-sports events can be a catalyst for urban change and the promotion of
cities on a global scale.

However, the following sections will show that urban change as part of a
city marketing process represented only one set of objectives behind the
Barcelona Olympic Games. It will be necessary to extend this analysis to tan-
gible and intangible considerations at the local level to consider regional and
national interests, as well as the role of the IOC as an international non-
governmental organization. Only by understanding the objectives behind the
organization of Barcelona 1992, will it be possible to evaluate the legacies of the
Olympic Games.
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THE BID

The city of Barcelona had already played host to two major events, the World
Fair in 1888 and the International Exhibition in 1929, which served as vehicles
for modernization and urban change in a very similar way to the Olympic
Games in 1992. Barcelona had also unsuccessfully attempted to host the Games
in 1924, 1936, 1940, and 1972—thus the Olympic dream was an enduring one
through the twentieth century.

The 1992 bid was formulated in a period of transition to democracy
that was particularly important for Catalonia and its capital city. The estab-
lishment of Catalan autonomy was a priority in cultural and economic
terms, but also politically. The Catalan language and many cultural tradi-
tions had been banned under the Franco regime; it was now time to reestab-
lish Catalan national identity. The Generalitat (Catalan Autonomous
Government) was reinstalled in 1979 with primary responsibility for imple-
menting this process.

A commonly stated factor in the successful organization of the Barcelona
Olympics has been the political consensus that was achieved between political
parties and the local, regional, and national tiers of government ( Joan Botella
1995, 139–48, 2002, 105–18; Truño 1995, 43–56, 2002, 77–103). However, the
real key to success came in securing this consensus at the beginning and main-
taining it to the end of the bid process among the political parties in the new
Spanish democracy.

Indeed, Juan Antonio Samaranch, then preparing his candidacy for the
IOC presidency, was a catalyst behind the process, encouraging Barcelona’s
Mayor Narcís Serra (Catalan Socialist Party) to bid for the Olympic Games,
and then he intervened to establish and maintain the political census.

The bid jigsaw came together to produce a political elite consisting of
key individuals in 1982 when Felipe Gonzalez, a supporter of the Barcelona
bid, won the general election representing the Spanish Socialist Workers’
Party (PSOE). Barcelona’s Serra was appointed minister of defense (eventu-
ally becoming deputy prime minister), a key role in the new cabinet. Pasqual
Maragall took his place as mayor; he also represented the Catalan Socialist
Party, was a supporter of the bid, and eventually became head of COOB ’92
(Comitè Organitzador Olímpic Barcelona, the Games’ Organizing Com-
mittee). With Jordi Pujol, another bid supporter installed in the Generali-
tat, the political links between national, regional, and local levels were strong
and provided a united front to the public, the IOC, and ultimately the rest
of the world.

Private-sector support was secured in the form of the Association of
Businesses Barcelona ’92 that brought together high-profile businessmen
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from Catalan society. After the bid was won, this strong, public-private part-
nership was deepened in the establishment of HOLSA ’92 (Barcelona
Holding Olímpic, S.A.), which was responsible for the construction of the
main Olympic facilities, the Olympic Village, and 78km of new roads
(Brunet 2002, 245–74).

The bid documents presented an extremely detailed and convincing plan
for the staging of the Olympic Games, involving a mix of self-belief in the need
to transform the city, extensive research and planning, and negotiation and im-
provisation, reflecting the traditional Catalan characteristics of seny and rauxa
(common sense and drive).

However, Miquel Botella (1995, 18–42) identified that these documents
were far from complete and did not include the press village, hotel plan,
telecommunications tower, park and ride, nor the Olympic Port—one of the
major urban changes that Barcelona was to undergo. In addition, many of the
financial estimations eventually proved unrealistic.

Indeed, it was initially estimated that staging the Olympic Games them-
selves would incur the highest cost at $667 million or 84 percent of the total
budget, while $125.8 million (16%) was to be spent on the four main Olympic
areas (Montjuïc, Diagonal, Vall d’Hebron, and Marina Park). These figures did
not include any investments such as the improvement of communication infra-
structure not directly related to staging the Games. Total spending on the four
sites actually totaled $3.6 billion, twenty-nine times more than the estimate
(Brunet 1995). In fact, the financial records show that the budget reached $9.4
billion with the main volume of costs being created by construction projects
(85.5%–55% of which were not directly related to the Olympic Games), as op-
posed to organizing the Games themselves (14.5%) (Brunet 1995).

POLITICAL ACTORS AND THEIR OBJECTIVES

While political consensus was achieved, the political actors involved in the
management of COOB ’92 pursued different objectives as part of their in-
volvement in the Barcelona Games, which are summarized in Table 11.1.

TABLE 11.1
Main Aims of the Political Actors Involved in Barcelona ’92

Political Actor Main aim for Barcelona ’92
Barcelona City Hall Urban change and modernization
Generalitat “Catalanization” of the Games
Central Spanish Government The “1992 project”
Spanish Olympic Committee Spanish sporting success
EU European representation
IOC Risk management
Source: Adapted and expanded from Joan Botella, 1995, 143.
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TABLE 11.2
Public Sources of Revenue for the Barcelona Games

Public revenue $US (2000) % Total Funding
Generalitat 1.47bn 12.7%
Central State 1.197bn 10.4%
HOLSA Public Revenue 1.160bn 10.1%
Other 369m 3.2%
Barcelona City Hall 235m 2.0%
Transfer Payments 133m 1.2%
EU 84m 0.2%
Total 4.6bn 40.3%
Source: Brunet 2002, 247.

Josep Miquel Abad, councillor delegate of COOB ’92, explicitly stated after the
games that they formed a pretext for Barcelona’s larger, longer-term plans and
functioned as a vehicle through which to achieve them. He explained:

All those involved . . . in the decision-making process knew that the
Games were clearly a sporting event. I confess without shame, how-
ever, that this did not concern us, since what mattered . . . was to de-
termine the dominating idea that would allow us to do in five or six
years what had not been done in fifty, with the risk of taking another
fifty if the opportunity was not taken. (Abad 1995, 12)

The promotion of the city’s image was a priority. Moragas and others (1995,
76–106) described the desired image as modern, yet historic, designed to en-
courage projects that stimulated local economic activity and development. At-
tempts were made to position Barcelona as the economic hub of Southern
Europe, a vibrant, cosmopolitan city with a rich cultural heritage.

It is important to understand that the political consensus that was achieved
and maintained through the bidding and organizational phases of the Barcelona
Games was all the more exceptional due to the intense rivalry between the Social-
ist Party that controlled the Barcelona City Council and the Provincial Council,
on the one hand, and the Convergence and Union Party that controlled the Gen-
eralitat, on the other hand.

The overriding objective for the Generalitat was the “Catalanization” of
the Barcelona Games ( Joan Botella 1995, 139–48). Botella described the role
of the Generalitat as participatory, seeking representation and exposure at an
international level for Catalan national identity. The Generalitat, however, con-
tributed directly more than any of the other tiers of public administration to the
funding of the Olympic project, although this must be considered in the con-
text of the complexities of the Spanish fiscal system (see Table 11.2). Fear that
Spanish identity would overshadow Catalonia served as motivation to ensure
that Catalonia was represented first and foremost but also that it was shown to
be distinct from Spain (Moragas et al. 1995, 76–106).
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Catalan nationalists formed the Acció Olímpica pressure group, which included
members of the Convergence and Union Party that used the English slogan
“Freedom for Catalonia” to demonstrate its claims for independence to a global
audience but was not against the staging of the Games themselves (Crexell
1994). Hargreaves (2000) described the process of tense negotiations that took
place between the political parties and the IOC over the representation of
Catalan national identity, which eventually resulted in agreement and avoid-
ance of nationalist disruption of the Games.

Much more subtle leverage by the Generalitat came in the use of symbols
of Catalan identity, particularly in the torch relay, the international press, the
presence of Catalan flags at the Olympic venues, the use of Catalan as one of
the official languages of the Games, and, perhaps most importantly, the use of
the ceremonies as a cultural display.

The Catalanization of the Olympic Games created particular tension
with the central government. The socialist government, led by Felipe Gonza-
lez, had a bigger project of which the Barcelona Games played a key part. The
“1992 project” included the Expo in Seville, and Madrid as the European “city
of culture”. The central Spanish government was interested in leveraging the
Games in the promotion of Spain’s image, and activities undertaken focused
on projecting Spain as a “passionate and democratic” country distant from
Franco’s dictatorship (Moragas et al. 1995, 76–106). This was increasingly im-
portant after Spain’s entry into the European Community in 1986. The aim
was to reposition Spain internationally and to overcome some of the tourist
stereotypes of siestas, bullfights, and mañana. Spain was to be redefined as a
land of passion, closely linked to the sun, but also as a country of possibilities
and opportunities, highlighted in the slogan “everything under the sun.” This
combination of passion, sun, and dynamism was captured in the Games’ logo.

The Spanish government also made direct contributions to the funding
of the Games (see Table 11.2), as well as passing a fiscal law that encouraged
private investment in the infrastructural developments and sponsorship of
the games. The Spanish Olympic Committee, the other main organization
directly involved in the Games at the national level, was primarily concerned
with the preparation of the Spanish athletes and organizing press accredita-
tions. The success of the Spanish athletes, winning twenty-two medals (in-
cluding thirteen gold) and coming in sixth in the medal tables, has been
identified as one of the keys to the wider success of the Games, inspiring
public and media support. The European Union also contributed a limited
amount to the funding of the Games, ensuring its representation in the cer-
emonies and the identification of the Games as European, as well as Barce-
lonese, Catalan, and Spanish.
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The IOC has an inherent interest in the successful organization of the
Olympic Games and exercised a high degree of influence in the staging of the
Barcelona event. In addition to the huge public investment in the Games and
the cost of urban changes, more media and commercial interest was shown in
the Games than ever, the TV rights being sold for $636 million and the TOP
II (the Olympic program of sponsor—phase two) program contributing $175
million. This meant that the stakes were high, with the total cost of staging the
Barcelona Games estimated to be $9.4 billion, making it three times more 
expensive than the Montreal ’76 Games (see Table 11.3).

The Olympic Games were also of great personal significance to IOC
President Juan Antonio Samaranch, who went on to state in his memoirs that
if the bid had failed, he believed it would have forced his resignation. He
seemed to view the bid as a direct reflection of his ability and credibility as
IOC president and that the failure of his members to vote for Barcelona would
have been effectively a vote against him and his presidency (Samaranch 2002).
He kept close control over the bidding and organization processes, maintain-
ing an objective position publicly but privately meeting frequently with polit-
ical leaders (Moragas and Botella 2002). Samaranch undoubtedly played a
pivotal role in securing the Olympic Games for Barcelona, as well as in main-
taining the political consensus around the Olympic project. In addition, the
Games signified a change in image for Samaranch in Barcelona and Catalo-
nia: he received repeated praise from the democratic political leaders, culmi-
nating in a public homage paid to him in the celebration of the tenth
anniversary of the Games in 2002.

TABLE 11.3
The Scale of the Games: Barcelona ’92 Key Facts and Figures

People
Olympic Family: 39,461 people, including:
– 169 National Olympic Committees
– 9,368 athletes (16,000, including officials and delegation staff )
– 284 competitions
– 4,880 journalists
– 7,951 TV and radio staff

Operations Staff: 89,723
Finance
$6.9bn Total private investment (59.7% of total)
$4.6bn Total public investment (40.3% of total)
$9.4bn Total estimated cost of staging Barcelona ’92 Games
Source: COOB ’92 1992; Brunet 1995, 203–37, 2002, 245–74.
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THE LEGACIES OF THE OLYMPIC GAMES, 1992–2004

When considering the multiple political interests in the Barcelona Games, at the
local level it seems clear that the city of Barcelona was the big success story of the
Games. This was reflected in the international press coverage, as journalists gen-
erally reported very positively on the city and its people, for instance in the New
York Times.

The athletes never had a chance. No matter how well they jumped
and ran and rowed, they could never dominate these Summer Games.
The city won the Games. The people of Catalonia won the Games.
(Vecsey 1992)

The combination of investment in urban change that facilitated the staging of
the Games, along with the rich cultural ambience of the city and the festival at-
mosphere created by the local people and visitors, provided the background for
the sporting events. The organizational activity was characterized by clarity of
ideas, strong leadership, consensus, stability, and what Maragall (1995, 9–10)
called the “enormous patience and cold blood” of COOB ’92. This enabled the
effective resolution of problems and meant that the organization did not lose
sight of the bigger picture, which was the creation of long-term legacies for the
city of Barcelona.

The main political legacy of the Barcelona Games was the consensus
achieved between the different levels of public administration and rival political
parties described earlier, which was maintained in pursuit of shared strategic ob-
jectives. The same combination of political actors was involved in the organiza-
tion of the Universal Forum of Cultures 2004 (discussed later), although
relations between the local and national levels of government have become in-
creasingly strained.The Socialist Party has remained in power both in Barcelona
City Hall (under Mayor Joan Clos since 1997) and in the Provincial Council, as
has the Convergence and Union Party under Jordi Pujol as president of the
Generalitat, providing political continuity.1 At the city level, the political lega-
cies of the Barcelona Games have been characterized by the continued city mar-
keting efforts of the Barcelona City Hall through public- and private-sector
partnership and the formation and implementation of what could be identified
as an event strategy to promote and develop Barcelona’s image internationally.

As for the World Fair in 1888 and the International Exhibition in 1929,
the Barcelona Games marked the city physically, leaving a legacy of sporting
but, above all, urban infrastructure. Between 1986 and 1992, Barcelona under-
went one of the most extensive urban renewal processes ever seen in a Euro-
pean city. These urban projects were both directly and indirectly related to the
staging of the Olympic Games.
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The overall aim to be achieved through these urban planning objectives
was to provide Barcelona with the basic infrastructure necessary to establish it
as a competitive global city. Millet stated that

the Olympic project translated the indications and ambitions expressed
by the city of Barcelona to strengthen the metropolitan area by giving
the city conditions to compete with the most important cities in the
world. (1995, 195)

Barcelona City Hall’s objectives to modernize the city in infrastructural terms
and open it up to the sea had been achieved, and investment continued in both
the physical, urban “product” and promotion of Barcelona as an international
destination for tourism and business.

In terms of continued urban planning and development, between 1992
and 2004 a total of 11.8 billion euros had been invested, 2 billion euros more
in preparation for the Olympic Games (Brunet 2002, 245–74). Moreover,
Barcelona City Hall took the opportunity to make further urban improve-
ments through the staging of another large-scale event, the Universal Forum
of Cultures 2004. As for the Games, a new neighborhood was created, Diag-
onal Mar, involving the construction of a mix of high-price housing, hotels,
leisure facilities, and commercial outlets where the diagonal street meets the
sea. The total cost of urban investment was estimated to be 2 billion euros
(one-fifth of the costs of the Olympics).

While comment on the legacies of the Barcelona Games focuses on the
benefits that have made hosting the Games a success for the city, there has been
little research that enables us to establish more precisely for whom they were a
success. It appears that many of the benefits of hosting the Games were not
distributed evenly among social groups in the city, which is highlighted by the
example of the Olympic Village.

The Olympic Village project was managed through a public-private part-
nership agreement called Nova Icaria S.A., and involved an investment of $1.9
billion. The village was planned and built to be sold as commercial property and
private housing for use after the Games, regenerating the highly industrialized
coastal part of the Poble Nou district. The sale of the properties created con-
troversy and was met with criticism by the Convergance and Union Party, the
Barcelona Federation of Associations of Neighbors (FAVB), and commentators
such as renowned journalist and novelist Vázquez Montalbán. The controversy
centered on the “positive discrimination” in the form of tax relief that was pro-
vided to companies interested in buying property in the area. Claims were
made that this was purely speculative, enabling an instant profit to be made on
the resale of properties at the market price or higher. This criticism was com-
pounded by the FAVB’s calls for 40 percent of the properties to be 
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subsidized by the local government to enable people on a low income and
young couples to live in the area. Fears were expressed that the neighborhood
would be transformed from its historical working-class base to an exclusive,
upper-middle-class area. Indeed, Vázquez Montalbán (1989) predicted that the
Olympic Village would be populated exclusively by the upper middle class, ages
twenty-five to forty, becoming a “pure post-modern bourgeoisie neighbor-
hood.” Montalbán highlighted the irony of the use of Icaria, the utopian so-
cialist community (Cabet 1848), for the public-private partnership, particularly
by the socialist local and central governments.

Tejero (1992) highlighted the fact that the Olympic Village constituted
planned gentrification, involving the social substitution or displacement of the
lower and middle classes by the upper-middle and upper-class groups. This was
combined with the development of consumer-oriented leisure spaces and ser-
vice-sector activities. Indeed, the Olympic Village could be regarded as the an-
tithesis of Icaria, and by 2002 Montalbán’s and Tejero’s predictions had come
true. Carbonell (2002, 309–20) highlighted the fact that the inhabitants of the
Olympic Village were young, well educated, and well off—33.3 percent of res-
idents were ages twenty-five to thirty-nine (compared to 21.7% in Barcelona in
general), and 41.5 percent were university educated (17.2% in Barcelona). The
area also had become the most expensive in the city in terms of property prices,
increasing by 233 percent between 1993 and 2001. Compared to the Sant
Martí district, where it is located, properties in the village were 35.3 percent
more expensive in 2001 compared to 18.5 percent in 1993.

Therefore, while the residents of Barcelona could enjoy the vastly im-
proved public spaces in the regenerated area around the Olympic Village, the
real beneficiaries have been the companies involved in the construction and sale
of the properties and the “new” social elite that has moved into them.

The total estimated impact of the games was £34.6 billion, including di-
rect and indirect investment. From the direct investment made, Brunet (2002,
245–74) discounted the costs associated with organizing the Games themselves
to arrive at a direct longer-term legacy of £10.7 billion, which comprised phys-
ical urban improvements to the city. The construction industry benefited most
before the Games, and economic benefits for tourism-related businesses were
most marked during the Games and in the immediate post-games period
(Grup d’Estudis Sociològics sobre la Vida Quotidiana i el Treball, 1997).

Apart from the increase in economic activity, Barcelona has also undergone
a change in the mix of economic activities undertaken in the city (Brunet
1993). The objectives of the Barcelona City Hall in terms of modernizing the
city and increasing service-sector activities have also been achieved. As part of
this process, the Barcelona City Council is actively encouraging the develop-
ment of the scientific and new technology companies in the city, principally
through the establishment of Plan 22@BCN in the Poble Nou district that was
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partly regenerated through the construction of the Olympic Village. At the
time of writing, the project had already attracted to the area international com-
panies, including Deutsche Telekom, Nokia, Lycos, and IBM.

Indeed, the opening of Barcelona to the global economy can be high-
lighted by the selection of the city as a base for a variety of multinational orga-
nizations (Truño 2002, 77–103). Barcelona continued to attract foreign
investment, which totaled £4.8 billion in 1998 (28% of the total for Spain). By
2002, Barcelona maintained its position as the sixth best European city in
which to locate a business, according to the Cushman and Wakefield, Healey
and Barker (2002) survey of 506 companies from fifty countries.

These examples of the improved international positioning of Barcelona
highlight not only the success in developing the necessary infrastructure but
also in the promotion of the city. In 1993, Turisme de Barcelona was created
through a public-private partnership between the Barcelona City Hall, Indus-
try and Shipping of Barcelona, Barcelona Promoció, and the Chamber of
Commerce. This organization’s primary responsibility is the promotion of the
city to attract leisure and business tourism.

The growth of tourism in Barcelona can be highlighted as one of the
most important legacies of the investment in urban infrastructure and the
publicity that the Olympic Games provided. However, this legacy was not in-
evitable; it was achieved through the continued investment in Barcelona’s
tourist destination product and its promotion. On the supply side, the city’s
hotel offer continued to grow after the initial impetus of the hotel plan es-
tablished for the Olympic Games, increasing from 118 in 1990 to 215 in
2002. In 2003, Barcelona boasted nine five-star hotels and more than twice
the number of four-star hotels in 2002 compared to 1990. The city’s tourism
figures for the 1990s speak for themselves. The total number of tourists in-
creased from 1.7 million in 1990 to 3.6 million in 2002. As part of this
growth, the motivation for visiting Barcelona shifted from business (69% in
1990) to leisure (52% in 2001), although more of a balance between leisure
(49%) and business (47%) was evident in 2002. Tourists visiting Barcelona
have also become more international; in 1990 49 percent came from abroad;
in 2002, this had increased to 64 percent. An average stay of 2.4 nights and
the fact that 49 percent of international tourists came from Europe highlight
the position of Barcelona as a European city-break destination (Turisme de
Barcelona 2003).

Duran (2002, 275–93) highlighted the importance of tourism to the local
economy, estimating that tourism had a direct impact of £1.4 billion annually
on the economy of the city (14% of the total GDP), double the impact the in-
dustry had in 1995. If the multiplier effect of indirect impacts on other indus-
tries in the city is taken into consideration, then total economic impacts of
tourism could reach £2.6 billion (ibid.).
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While the direct and indirect economic investment in the city brought
about growth and modernization, there have been some important side effects
for the local population, including important price increases.

Moreover, while employment may have increased in the service sector,
many of the jobs have been created in the tourism industry. While Garcia
(1993) stated that these jobs benefited women and young people, they are
often characterized by their low pay, poor work conditions, lack of develop-
ment opportunities, and their temporary or seasonal nature. The Grup 
d’Estudis Sociològics sobre la Vida Quotidiana i el Treball (1997) summarized
the impacts of the Olympic Games on employment as contributing to post-
Taylorist changes, including increased flexibility, mobility and polyvalence, less
regulation, the introduction of quality cycles, and increased competitiveness
among workers, implemented through performance-related human resource
policies. Indeed, although tourism can bring significant economic benefits, it
can also bring social and cultural conflict between hosts and tourists, as well as
negative impacts on the environment. Questions can be raised as to the extent
to which the city has come to cater to the high-spending tourists as opposed
to its residents.

Brunet (2002, 245–74) was careful to highlight the importance of indirect
and intangible factors that have contributed to the economic growth and de-
velopment of Barcelona. The experience of hosting the Games increased
“know-how” among the organizations and individuals involved in COOB ’92
but also confidence and a “culture of excellence.” This knowledge, confidence,
and quest for excellence have been transferred to the organization of other
events in the city and to the management and operation of sports facilities, in-
cluding the Olympic venues.

The Barcelona “model” of organizing the Olympic Games was character-
ized by public-private partnership. This management strategy continued after
the Games in the operation of the Olympic venues, involving outsourcing to
private companies, but with close public partnership. The Barcelona Promoció
organization was created in 1988 to manage the Olympic Stadium, Palau St.
Jordi, the velodrome, and the Palau dels Esports. These venues, particularly the
Olympic Stadium and Palau St. Jordi, continue to host local, national, and in-
ternational cultural and sporting events, such as major music concerts and the
World Swimming Championships in 2003. Other venues, such as the Pircor-
nell Swimming Pool, were opened to the public and were managed by out-
sourcing to private companies (Segura et al. 2002, 183–96). An important part
of the public-private management model involves the implementation of social
objectives such as price discount schemes for young and elderly people.

Segura and others (ibid.) stated that membership of public sports facilities
in Barcelona exploded during the 1990s, with 20,000 members in 1992 grow-
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ing more than sevenfold to 149,000 in 2001. This was combined with an 
increase in provision from the private sector, resulting in a total of 15 million
square meters of sports facilities in the city. It is difficult, however, to attribute
this growth in demand and supply directly to the Olympic Games, although
they must have been a catalyst.

Considering more intangible factors, sport has become a defining part of
Barcelona’s image: “Undoubtedly, Barcelona belongs to the premier league of
European sports cities” (van den Berg et al. 2000, 17).The Olympic Games
built on Barcelona’s rich sporting heritage, which includes FC Barcelona, pro-
ducing a sport event strategy for the city. Barcelona Sports, which forms part of
Turisme de Barcelona, was a product of the Olympic Games and promotes fif-
teen permanent sports events in the Barcelona metropolitan area, including the
Spanish F1 Grand Prix and the Conde de Godó ATP tennis championship. In
addition, 2003 saw Barcelona host four international events: the World Swim-
ming Championships, the Euroleague Final Four (basketball), the World 
Police and Fireman Games, and the European Nations Hockey Cup.

Indeed, the 2003 Strategic Sports Plan for the city consisted of three main
action points that reflect the attempts that have been made to build on the 
international image of Barcelona as a sports city, the expertise in event man-
agement, and the promotion of sport in social integration (Ajuntament de
Barcelona 2003).

Sports facility and event managers were not the only beneficiaries of the
intangible impacts of the successful organization of the games. As described
earlier, the local political consensus had broadly been maintained around the
continued efforts to develop the city through urban investment and promotion,
particularly through the organization of events. Various authors have also re-
ferred to the increase in civic pride that occurred within the city (Moragas and
Botella 1995). As stated earlier, the involvement and support of the public
played a vital role in the success of the Barcelona Games. The widespread
recognition that the city received on a national and an international scale for
hosting “the best Games ever” improved the self-image of the community. The
organizational expertise displayed served to dispel many of the tourist-based
stereotypes of Spanish identity, and the cultural symbols and activities dis-
played in the ceremonies succeeded in communicating the distinctiveness of
Catalan identity to global television audiences (Moragas et al. 1995).

Moreover, the Olympic Games marked more than the urban landscape.
They have become part of the cultural heritage of Barcelona. While the
Olympic Ring, the Olympic Village, and the Olympic Port have been inte-
grated into the city and form part of the tourist destination product, the Games
also marked the history of Barcelona and have gradually become part of the
memories, individual and collective, of the people. Moragas and others (2003,
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279–88) suggest that the reaction of the host population changes over time,
passing through different phases:

• Expectation (six to four years before)
• Mistrust and criticism in the local press, or skepticism in the case of

Barcelona (four to two years before)
• Agreement (one year before)
• Euphoria, local solidarity, and limited criticism (year of the Games)
• Forgetting (the first few years after the Games)
• Recovery and nostalgia: emblematic anniversaries (first, tenth,

twenty-fifth, and fiftieth).

Public opinion and reaction in Barcelona passed through all of these phases,
eventually recovering the nostalgia for the Games, a process that was aided by
more than favorable comparisons with Atlanta in 1996 and the staging of a
public party and fireworks display attended by 180,000 people to commemo-
rate the tenth anniversary of the nomination of the city to host the Games. In
2002, the tenth anniversary of the Games themselves was celebrated which, ac-
cording to Moragas and others, had to be put into its proper political context:

The institutions of Barcelona and Catalonia were paying homage to
Juan Antonio Samaranch, and the organizers used these commemo-
rative acts to publicly launch a large-scale campaign to promote the
Universal Forum of Cultures 2004, demonstrating the need to refer to
the past in terms of new projects for the future. (2003, 287)

Twenty years after the seeds were sown for Barcelona, the Games were still
being used as a tool by political actors, this time for the promotion of another
major event in the city.

The most recent legacy of the Olympic Games was the Universal Forum
of Cultures, held in Barcelona in 2004 (Botella 2002, 165–81). The Forum con-
sisted of a combination of exhibitions, debates, and cultural displays over 141
days. The project comprised a mix of public and private developments, im-
provements in communication infrastructure, and investment in environmental
infrastructure, to improve sustainability.

CONCLUSIONS

Much of the success attached to the Barcelona Games has been connected to
the achievement of the objectives of the political elite and the companies that
formed the public-private partnership. There can be little doubt that Barcelona
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City Hall achieved the most successful leverage of the Games, receiving over 
$9 billion in investment in urban infrastructure as well as longer-term revenues
from tourism and wider increases in economic activity in the city. For the other
political actors, their return on investment came in the form of political repre-
sentation and image enhancement, particularly through the Opening and Clos-
ing Ceremonies. According to public opinion surveys, at the international level
the “Catalanization” of the Games was achieved, improving the image of the
region (Hargreaves 2000). Internationally and locally the Spanish state bene-
fited through the representation of a democratic Spain, led by King Juan Car-
los I and Felipe Gonzalez, taking an important step in the reconciliation
process with Catalonia. Similarly, Juan Antonio Samaranch benefited immea-
surably from the successful image of the Games in Barcelona, Catalonia, but
also within the IOC, the world of sport in general, and at the level of interna-
tional diplomacy.

The Olympic Games therefore left their mark on the city and its citizens,
producing the desired fifty years of development in only six years. The Games
served as a catalyst for urban and economic change in the city, positioning
Barcelona internationally and communicating its constructed image to a global
audience. Barcelona City Hall maintained the momentum, continuing to invest in
the city’s product and image, transforming Barcelona into a thriving tourism des-
tination and place to do business. The continued use of the Olympic facilities at
both elite and popular levels for sporting and cultural events as well as the popu-
larity of the Olympic Port and maintenance of the name Olympic Village have
contributed to the integration of the Olympic Games into the city. Memory of the
Olympic festival also has assured its place as a turning point in the city’s history.

However, the success of the Games could not automatically be interpreted
as success for all of Barcelona’s citizens. In situations such as the Olympic Vil-
lage, the public-private partnerships that underpinned the organization of the
Games benefited certain social groups over others. While the Games may have
temporarily united the city in an unforgettable festival, important social divi-
sions remained. In the post-Olympic period, however, the issue of social in-
equality has focused on the integration of a growing number of immigrants
from diverse cultural backgrounds, especially North and Sub-Saharan Africa,
Latin America, and Eastern Europe.

The Universal Forum 2004 continued Barcelona’s historical use of large-
scale events to bring about urban change and development in the city. How-
ever, despite the fact that both local and global circumstances have changed in
the twelve-year period since the Olympics, the strategy of regeneration and
gentrification is being repeated. This suggests that it will again be the compa-
nies involved in the public-private partnership and the upper-middle-class
groups that can afford to live in the regenerated area that will be the primary
beneficiaries of the project. Indeed, while globalizing processes have continued
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to accelerate, Barcelona is now a city with an international standing, seeking to
consolidate its position and achieve sustainable growth. The legacy of the 1992
Olympic Games is an enhanced international profile for the city, and the accel-
erated regeneration that was achieved within the Olympic project. Challenges
facing the city can be faced with a confidence that the success of the 1992 event
did much to instill.

NOTE

1. In 2003, Jordi Pujol stepped down, and Pasqual Maragall presented his candi-
dacy for the presidency of the Generalitat, representing the Catálan Socialist Party.
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Chapter 12

Sydney 2000

Sociality and Spatiality in Global Media Events

David Rowe and Deborah Stevenson

INTRODUCTION

The Olympic Games are one of (post)modernity’s most powerful media spec-
tacles (Roche 2000), and hosting them provides the Olympic city and nation
with an extraordinary opportunity both to take its own temperature and be
subjected to intensive diagnosis by the media of other nations. There are now
as many different, technologically enhanced contexts for watching the
Olympics as there are social subjectivities of Olympic viewers. This relationship
between space and sociality is important in analyzing the collective cultural sig-
nificance of the Games and the mythologies and ideologies that they can pro-
mote and disseminate. In the heavily charged atmosphere of the millennial
Games in a postcolonial, Southern Hemisphere nation about to celebrate its
centenary, yet still struggling to reconcile with its indigenous peoples (Godwell
2000), the Olympics provided a probably unprecedented forum for appraising
and assessing contemporary “Australianness.”1

At the Summer 2000 Olympics in Sydney—hailed at the closing cere-
mony by outgoing IOC President Juan Antonio Samaranch as the “best Games
ever”—the positioning of Aboriginal champion Cathy Freeman at the open-
ing ceremony and her gold medal-winning performance on the track were 
symbolic highlights for the host city and nation. The opening ceremony em-
phasized the theme of reconciliation related to the history of first the colony’s
and then the nation’s treatment of Aboriginal peoples. The choice of Freeman,
a participating athlete, to light the Olympic flame was a climax to the theme of
reconciliation (Rowe 2000a). She also had run the stadium lap of the torch
relay with other celebrated Australian women athletes, thus representing the
inclusiveness of the contemporary Olympic ideal on several levels. The Abo-
riginal theme had been prominent in the Sydney Olympic bid and in the arts
and cultural festivals held during the Sydney Olympiad (Stevenson 1997,
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1998).2 It remained prominent throughout the Olympic event itself, especially
in Freeman’s two starring moments, lighting the Olympic flame and taking the
gold medal in the women’s 400-meters athletics event.

In this chapter, these Olympic Games are analyzed from the hermeneuti-
cal vantage points of the spectators in the stadium and in various sites across
the Australian nation. Our case study, the “Freeman Final,” as we shall describe
it, provided a key link between these dispersed viewing sites, thus symbolically
uniting a rather less-than-united nation. The analysis will show how the media
relay and transform events that can be reduced to neither embodied experience
nor their representation. This study will highlight the complex relationship be-
tween audience, text, and context, questioning the still-dominant binary ana-
lytical model of “being there”/“viewing from a distance.” Despite the rather
porous nature of this binary framework, it will nonetheless be shown that phys-
ical co-presence remains a key form of scarce cultural capital for those attend-
ing mega-media sports events, the stadium’s combination of society and space
providing authority over collective memory.

SPECTATORSHIP AND THE HOSTING OF THE OLYMPICS

Hosting the Olympics3 is an activity that is much more than a technical exercise
in mega-event sport management. The investment by the host goes well beyond
the billions of dollars of private and public capital required to stage the Games. It
is a prime opportunity for an external and internal dialogue about “the state of the
nation.” The feeling that the eyes of the world are on not just the field of athletic
competition but also its spatial context is powerful and, to no small extent, anxi-
ety provoking. A nation stands to be celebrated or humiliated, showcased or ex-
posed, according to how it is seen through the eyes of the formidable battery of
Olympic media devoted to each Olympic Games. Despite the universalist ethic
of the Games, commentary about the Olympics is never entirely placeless. Al-
though the athletic stadia are largely standardized, there is always a strong sense
that the Games are taking place somewhere specific. For this reason, successive
events are routinely identified both by year and by host city. During competitive
events, cameras pull back from close-up action to reveal the idiosyncratic visual
elements of Olympic venues (especially of the main stadium) and its spatial con-
text, while commentators provide aural “local color.” This spatializing and “plac-
ing” of events is especially important when the Games spill out from enclosed
main stadia to other sites, such as the streets of cities during the marathon and cy-
cling, or the waterways during the sailing and rowing.

In the Sydney 2000 Olympics, for example, it was notable that the triathlon
enabled Sydney Harbor and its iconic Opera House to be featured as an integral
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element of a sporting experience that could not be mistaken as occurring any-
where else, and that powerfully reinforced popular conceptions of Australia as a
country where the urban and the natural coexist in uncommonly pleasurable
propinquity (Fiske, Hodge, and Turner 1987). Furthermore, the size of the press
contingent and the length of its stay prior to and during the Games (though
rarely, given international media attention spans, after the Olympic caravan has
rolled on) create an enormous media space to be filled with both probing and su-
perficial inspections and characterizations of the Olympic nation of the moment.

Irrespective of the geographical location of the Olympics and variable levels
of support for hosting them, national host populations are systematically enjoined
to celebrate them. This is presented as a patriotic duty, whereby internal differ-
ences need to be set aside, if only for the duration, in the interests of the greater
national interest. In this sense, host Olympic discourse resembles the galvaniz-
ing rhetoric of war. More positively, hosting the Games is presented as a proba-
ble one-off chance to both be part of and to see a major cultural phenomenon up
close rather than solely through the highly mediated experience of international
television. For Australians, the opportunity to view the Games in the same time
zone in Sydney, 2000, was highly unusual. Apart from Seoul, 1988, the Games of
the previous two decades—Moscow, Los Angeles, Barcelona, and Atlanta—
could only be seen “live” at highly inconvenient times. The importance of time-
zone friendliness is revealed by Grant Farred (2001, 3) in his complaint, from a
U.S. vantage point, that Sydney, 2000, “will be remembered as the Olympics that
weren’t” because, in the key East Coast American television market, a fifteen-
hour delay was required for prime-time viewing. Given this delay and the avail-
ability of more instantaneous forms of Olympic information such as the Internet,
the result was, according to Farred’s reading of disappointing TV ratings for
NBC, “turn-off television,” but was also an opportunity for the Internet to come
into its own.

One way of physically overcoming the time-zone problem is to be an in-
ternational sport tourist (Standeven and de Knopf 1999). This is an expensive
and, in light of terrorist and other threats to health and well-being (such as
from SARS [Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome]), a potentially dangerous ac-
tivity. In the host country, the barriers are principally social class based (the
high cost of attendance and, controversially, the relatively small number of
lower-price seats at premium events for the local population) and geography-
based (in Australia, the distance between the west coast and the east coast
where the Games are held involves a three-hour time-zone variation). For the
reward of attending the Games in real time and space, then, many sacrifices
have still to be made, even in the host nation.

Yet the familiar way of conceptualizing “live” spectatorship at the Olympics—
“being there” in a physical sense or “viewing at a distance” via television (Rowe
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2000b)—is being challenged by various technological, operational, and cultural in-
novations. Large television screens offering close-up, replay, and slow-motion im-
ages and amplified post-event interviews with athletes have been imported from
the lounge room and are now de rigueur in the stadium (Rowe 2004). In television,
the technique of “as live” presentation for simultaneous and inconveniently timed
events, involving the delay of the broadcast, some cleaning up of the audiovisual
text, and a sharpening of its narrative, has introduced a strong element of the sim-
ulation of the “live.”

As noted earlier, the Internet can provide (either through Webcasting or
“live” reports and updates) an instantaneous spectatorial experience of sorts, but
so too can attendance at “live sites” or the use of new technologies such as the
latest generation of mobile telephones. During the 2002 Korea/Japan Football
World Cup, this expansion of viewing positions was recognized by FIFA, its
governing body, which measured both the “cumulative in-home audience of
28.8 billion viewers” and, for the first time, “out-of-home viewing—a key fac-
tor in understanding today’s audiences—[which] has added 2.5 billion to the
total” (FIFA 2002, n.p.). Although there is close policing of the spread of “live”
televisual coverage of the Olympics in order to protect lucrative broadcast
rights (Boyle and Haynes 2003), the diversification of platforms and diffusion
of technologies are changing the dynamics of the binary structure of being
there and watching from afar.

During the Sydney 2000 Games, an observational research study was car-
ried out, with researchers sent to various in-stadia and other locations where
the Games could be watched “live” (that is, in real time, or “as live”). The aim
was to understand more of how the Games could be experienced in many forms
and contexts. In particular, the quality of the experience was assessed against
the conventional hierarchy of the superiority of co-presence in time and space.
Dayan and Katz (1992) have analyzed the dynamics of taking part in the “live
broadcasting of history” and have noted that despite the prestigious nature of
the in-stadium experience, the television-mediated experience may be techni-
cally superior (in visual terms, for example) and also a social experience, rather
than the often-conceived isolated or atomized one. Researchers were briefed to
observe their viewing contexts and to ask respondents about how the Olympics
were being watched, about the relationships between the watchers, and about
their interpretation of the experience. The viewing sites were classified as
“There” (at the stadium); “Live Site” (public space organized around a large
screen showing the Games); “The City” (other spaces of the Olympic city not
dedicated to the Games); “Remote—public space” (distant spaces beyond the
Olympic city where the Games could be watched, such as pubs); “Remote—
private home” (viewing in domestic space irrespective of its location), and
“Other” (casual encounters with Olympic texts, such as in shopping malls or
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aircraft). The meanings and experiences of the Games for different viewers at
different spectatorial sites, therefore, were analyzed in attempting a greater un-
derstanding of both sociality and spatiality at mega-media sport events. In this
chapter, the specific event in focus was the main talking point for Australian
viewers—the Freeman Final.

WATCHING CATHY

Unquestionably, the Freeman Final was the most significant competitive event
for Australians at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games. This was not only because
it was a rare opportunity for a track-and-field gold medal for the country but
also because of the dramatic narrative of the “duel” between Freeman and the
French runner who had beaten her into second place at the 1996 Atlanta
Games—Marie-Jose Perec. Unfortunately, Perec—the subject of intense Aus-
tralian media scrutiny—disappeared prior to the Games under mysterious cir-
cumstances, allegedly fleeing her Sydney hotel room in fear of a stalker. But the
loss of the narrative of the duel was outweighed by the massive national collec-
tive investment in a Freeman victory, which was deeply entwined with the in-
digenous theme that ran through the Games.

Anticipation surrounding Freeman was intense, with one observer noting
the familiar coupling of her ceremonial and athletic roles:

I listen in to a conversation between two white Australian males,
30ish. . . . The dress rehearsal of the opening ceremony was “wicked.”
Both of them look forward to tonight: “should be a bit different.”
They conjecture about who’s going to light the torch. They talk about
Cathy Freeman and how disappointing it would be if she doesn’t win.
(G, 15 September 2000, train to Olympic Park)

The two most in-demand events on the Olympic ticket ballot were the open-
ing ceremony and the women’s 400 meters-final (Bruce and Hallinan 2001,
262), both of which “starred” Cathy Freeman, though in the first of these her
flame-lighting role was a closely guarded secret before the event. The excite-
ment and spectacle surrounding Freeman were noted by one television viewer
of the opening ceremony, who heard “lots of “ohs” and “ahs” and “oh my gods”
as Cathy Freeman walked up the steps and we saw the water tumbling down
and then her lighting the water” (E, 15 September 2000, lounge-room
Olympic party). But most people in Sydney, Australia, and in the wider world
could not share that moment with Cathy Freeman in the same time and space,
or her subsequent athletic triumph, even if they so desired. Yet all could in some
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way, voluntarily or otherwise, be part of it. For some, the Freeman phenomenon
had been a case of overkill,4 as the following observer notes reveal:

An elderly woman asked a middle-aged man (both Australian) who
had a newspaper:

Woman: “Any more gold medals?”
Man: “Don’t know, love, haven’t looked at it yet.”
He went on to say he was “sick of reading about Cathy Freeman.”

(Strangely, I had just at that moment thought “no-one’s got a bad
word to say about Cathy Freeman.”) (G, 28 September 2000, train to
Olympic Park)

The focus on Cathy Freeman before the Games had been extraordinary. An
image of her had already achieved “iconic status” (Gardiner 2003, 36) through
her flourishing of the Aboriginal flag after winning the 400-meters at the 1998
Commonwealth Games. For visiting media, the main social issue to be ex-
plored was Aboriginal reconciliation, which Freeman came to embody. There
was some pressure on her to withdraw in protest at the nation’s seeming inabil-
ity or unwillingness to recognize prior Aboriginal occupation of the land, to
deal with the massive social problems that followed the dispossession of in-
digenous peoples, and to enable significant self-determination (Bruce and Hal-
linan 2001). Some Aboriginal leaders regarded the Olympics as a “whitewash”
and sport as a way of creating a white alibi through “the construction of invader
Dreaming—particularly the perceived benefits of sport in healing the wounds
of Indigenous people created by ideological policies of segregation, ‘protection,’
and assimilation” (Rigney 2003, 52). Others, though, saw a rare opportunity to
foreground Aboriginality in a positive way, to connect symbolically Aborigi-
nality and national pride, and to draw global attention to Australian Aboriginal
cultures and peoples in a manner that did more than present the depressingly
familiar list of indices of poverty, morbidity, and cultural besiegement. Roy Hay
has argued that the Freeman phenomenon was not only the keynote of the mil-
lennial Games but had a profound impact on the wider political sphere:

Cathy Freeman’s triumph in the four hundred metres at the Sydney
Olympic Games in 2000 and her lighting of the Olympic flame at the
opening ceremony may have been symbolic and possibly ephemeral,
but the resonance of both events in Australian indigenous and non-
indigenous societies was palpable. For those not directly involved in
the minutiae of the debates over reconciliation between these groups
in Australia the influence of Freeman’s two moments in the spotlight
probably did more to influence the attitudes of people than any other
single episode in recent Australian history. (2003, 23)
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As the world’s media captured the spectacular image of Cathy Freeman light-
ing the Olympic flame standing in a ring of tumbling water, she enhanced even
her own iconicity in representing Aboriginal identity and the legacy of white
appropriation of indigenous land (Gardiner 2003, 35). This chapter explores
involvements with some of the dynamics of such involvements with the great-
est popular political moment of millennial Australia, on the basis of the options
and views available to and expressed by Olympic spectators.

VIEWING POSITIONS

There

Cathy Freeman’s role in Sydney 2000, provided one of its principal narrative ele-
ments, with her lighting of the Olympic flame in the opening ceremony setting
the stage for her own 400-meter race but, much more extensively, for a medita-
tion on the condition of the Australian nation and its accommodation (or lack
thereof ) with its first peoples (Bruce and Hallinan 2001). Physical attendance at
the Freeman Final—for many the competitive highlight of the Games—would
conventionally be regarded as the superior viewing position.The principal reason
for this judgment is scarcity—as opposed to the case of free-to-air television,
there is a viewing capacity limitation. But viewing conditions in the stadium are
no more uniform than outside. The hierarchy of in-stadium positions is, obvi-
ously yet controversially, linked to affluence and rank. Observers located in the
“nosebleed” seats high above the stadium were dependent on the large screen:

Cathy Freeman’s so far away and looks tiny—like an insect. I spend all
my time watching the big screen. I could do that much more com-
fortably at home! But the atmosphere is electric, and I’m already
preparing my reminiscences of tonight. (A, 25 September 2000, Sta-
dium Australia)

After a bit of a wander ’round, we set off for Stadium Australia. Got
inside OK—but a long way up. There are 47 tiers up here, and we’re in
Row 42! So high up that during the opening ceremony the only way
we could have seen the lighting of the cauldron would have been on
the two TV screens at either end. Young child (5–6 years) next to me
said, “Look at the screen, dad, it’s better!” (B, 25 September 2000, Sta-
dium Australia)

The ground announcer steers things but is obviously less in control
than the TV announcer. The Australian crowd is more noticeable
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here—they are noisily supportive of Aussies [and that’s] not apparent
on TV. (C, 25 September 2000, Stadium Australia)

Two forms of cultural capital are at work in this viewing position. Within the
stadium, position is determined by organizational rank or material circum-
stances, though mediated in some cases by the luck of the ticket ballot and the
capacity to pay. The second is directed outside of the stadium and derives from
the possession of the scarce resource of physical attendance and so the claim of
witness, irrespective of the actual quality of the viewing position:

Cathy Freeman came out to a very vocal reception. She was in her Nike
suit, which she had not worn the night before. Following her win she sat
seemingly stunned for what seemed a couple of minutes, but may not
have been that long. She was “on screen” most of that time, seemingly
emotionless. . . . She then stood, ran down to a section in front of our
stand, and had the two flags thrown to her—obviously a rehearsed
move. The crowd stood, cheering and waving flags from the time the
race commenced until well after her lap of honor. Music played
throughout and, as I understand it, some of the other events in the sta-
dium were halted. (D, 25 September 2000, Stadium Australia)

The in-stadium spectators constantly shift between plain sight and screen
image, spatially claiming their part of the venue (“our stand”) and acutely aware
of both the crowd’s response of which they were a part and of the orchestra-
tion of that response through musical cues and adjustments to the schedules of
other events. It is apparent, though, that conventional access to television has
schooled the spectator to expect the kind of visual text that only it can supply,
while other media, especially newspapers, offer authoritative ways of reflecting
on the experience. The outcome for one observer was an acute awareness of
being part of the “live broadcasting of history” but also a certain ambivalence
about the personal costs and benefits of “being there”:

Well, I was there—for the women’s 400m final—when it was won by
Australia’s Cathy Freeman. What was it like? It was a fantastic race,
and the crowd—partisan, hysterical, was unbelievable. All that pres-
sure on one woman. There was cheering, clapping, chanting. If you are
going to be at any event this was the one to go to. . . . There is only
one news story in town—Cathy Freeman—the relief and gratitude of
the nation is palpable. We are now reassured that everything is OK.
A colleague who was also at the Games last night described it as “the
best night of his life.” There’s no doubt that having been there gives
one a degree of status with others. Everyone watched the race, and all
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said it must have been fabulous to be there and experience the crowd.
On reflection today though I feel as if I’ve missed yesterday. On the
television (or radio) you know what is happening when medals in
other sports have been won, etc. You don’t get this at a session of a
sport such as athletics or swimming. This I feel as a loss. (B, 25 Sep-
tember 2000, Stadium Australia)

As another observer noted the day after attending the Cathy Freeman race,
being there was in itself not enough to locate and secure it in the memory:

Funny feeling that I haven’t caught up with all the post-mortem
Cathy Freeman coverage. I have an uneasy feeling that I need to know
and see more—and I was there! But still a strange sense of lack, from
not being fully “briefed” by the media . . . sacrificed a greater grasp of
the Games in the interests of a more direct connection with a small
part of it. (A, 25 September 2000, Stadium Australia)

The hybridic viewing experience of being there but watching on television sug-
gests the co-existence of two distinct types of spectatorship—one that is pre-
dominantly visual and technical in nature and another that is broadly sensual
and more attuned to the embodied pleasure of being in a crowd at an historic
(inter)national moment. Even some spectators who could have the best in-
stadium viewing position chose to watch it on television:

The only thing worth remarking on today was Athlete’s Manager and
Aussie legend Herb Elliott saying that he chose to watch the Cathy
Freeman Final on TV in the [athlete’s] village and not at the stadium
because he wanted to see Cathy’s face! Despite the bad reputation of
TV, he suggested . . . that it does some things better than being there.
(B, 26 September 2000, living room)

Not mentioned here too is the alternative sociality of watching the Freeman
Final in a space available only to athletes and officials. As will be discussed
later, there are now various spectatorial options that offer permutations of this
pleasure, but none yet with the authority of the enclosed stadium spectator. The
socio-spatial dimension of “being there” enables the in-stadium spectator to
“represent” the nation and national culture in microcosm, and so to record and
disseminate the experience for socio-cultural posterity. As one observer noted:

I find myself checking the screens constantly—one for results and one
for action. Lights are on, and we are in gathering darkness. Hard plas-
tic seats, no comforts of home—it better be worth it. Saw a “blimp”
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shot of us—but it was pointed out to me that it’s a standard shot, not
in real time!

It’s just gone 8 P.M. and the camera flashes are popping—it’s
time. . . . Crowd going bananas for Cathy Freeman. A huge noise,
and she did it. A shiver up the spine—maybe being there was worth
it after all!

Overheard (father to 13–14-year-old son): “There you are. You
can say you seen it, you can say you were here.” (B, 25 September
2000, Stadium Australia)

Comments about posterity such as those by this father were frequently heard and
seemed to be the major reward for being there (Rowe 2000a). As one observer
who attended the Freeman Final stated:

Numerous people have asked “what it was like” to be part of the audi-
ence in Cathy Freeman’s win. There is certainly a feeling that being
there was somehow more “meaningful” than watching the events on
TV—although the latter provided a much-enhanced view of the
events! (B, 25 September 2000, Sydney hotel)

Comments and observations also point to the fact that the big-screen coverage
at the stadium is not the same as domestic television coverage. Television seeks
to construct and package the entire Olympics for the viewer, while the task of
the stadium screen images and associated announcements is to package a single
session of the Olympics only. At the stadium, there were no references to events
happening outside of the arena—no results of other competitions given, no
medal tallies, and no indication that this suite of events was part of a much big-
ger phenomenon. There also was no race commentary, no discussion of athletes’
form, and no analysis of the results—in short, no broader context. Indeed,
“gaps” between activities at Sydney, 2000, were filled with pop videos. In other
words, these are qualitatively different experiences—where the first (being
there) seeks to contain the “viewer” within a delineated space and time and to
amplify that concentrated moment, the latter (watching TV at home) attempts
to take the viewer out of the “privatized” spatial and temporal location to make
him or her feel part of a much larger public phenomenon.

The embodied pleasure and pain of seeing Cathy Freeman’s historic win
was, ironically, always directed beyond the moment, and to the future recount-
ing of it. But it was, by definition, not possible for everyone to “be there” with
Cathy, and for some her race was but one of many simultaneous Olympic
events that could be monitored. It was, though, not always necessary to retreat
to the private home to watch the Freeman Final, as public spaces now offer 
alternative, rich possibilities for sharing the mediated moment.
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Somewhere Else

It is possible, using portable and miniaturized media technologies, to tune con-
stantly in and out of events, switching from the in-stadium experience to others
of spectatorial priority. For example, while at another Olympic venue close to
the main stadium, one observer noted:

During half time Cathy Freeman was running her 400m at Stadium
Australia, and a huge cheer at the hockey center went up when she
won, as people had been listening to their own radios and one couple
even had a mini TV. About 10 seconds after she had won, it was an-
nounced over the loudspeaker which, of course, brought another
cheer. . . . A couple in front of us were watching the athletics on their
mini TV, oblivious to the hockey, and you could see Cathy Freeman
being presented with her gold medal. As I looked up, you could also
see all the flash cameras going off at Stadium Australia. (D, 25 Sep-
tember 2000, State Hockey Centre)

Here the Cathy Freeman moment could be experienced simultaneously and with
only a slight time delay. Personal audiovisual technologies are supplemented by 
official announcements, with the event even marked by the visual “noise” of mass
camera flashes from another stadium. It also is possible for those present in the sta-
dium to be absorbed in the action elsewhere. This simultaneous “absorption” and
“distraction” (as Rose and Friedman [1997], following Kracauer, describe the dy-
namic of watching TV sport), also could be typified as a kind of postmodern over-
stimulation, with one’s gaze unable to linger for long on an object before being
seduced by another.The responses at the hockey signify potentially competing so-
cialities, with the in-stadium crowd devoted to one sport also interpellated by TV,
radio, and ground announcers as followers of sporting events elsewhere. Contem-
porary sports spectators are, then, voluntarily or otherwise required to multi-task
and to assume membership of different or overlapping temporary communities.
These cultural processes take place in a wide range of contexts.

One dedicated Olympic watcher interviewed for the study experienced the
Olympics through attendance and multiple media use. He privileged “being
there,” saying, “I can’t understand people who say ‘I’d rather watch it on TV 
because you can see much better’ in this age of video recording when you can
experience it live and then see it on TV as well” (K, male, interviewed, 4 Octo-
ber 2000, Sydney lounge room). Aspects of in-stadium events were felt to be
uniquely contextual: “You couldn’t have really got [it] on TV . . . being there live
is not the same as watching it on TV ’cause even though you can’t see as much,
it’s seeing the other people around you and their reactions. And it’s hearing
what can’t be heard on TV—the sheer noise of it all.” (K, ibid.)
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Yet he could not acquire or indeed afford tickets for the Freeman Final and
so experienced it at the Circular Quay Live Site:

I was pretty tired that night. I was thinking “I could just do with sit-
ting on the couch watching this here.” . . . [But] I did want that crowd
experience again, and if I couldn’t see it at Homebush Bay (the main
stadium), obviously, I wanted to see it at Circular Quay, so I went
down and had the big crowd experience again and it was again really
good to see it because, well, obviously, you got a close-up view, you got
to see every detail, because it was on TV, unlike at the Stadium where
you would have had to have your binoculars, and I’m sure the atmos-
phere at the Stadium that night would have been good, but at Circu-
lar Quay it was pretty good as well. (K, ibid.)

Having described the option of watching at home on television as “wet blan-
kety,” this Olympic spectator had an enjoyable experience of Cathy Freeman’s
win as part of a large Live Site crowd. Though seeing this as a second-best ex-
perience, it was visually superior and sociable (his flatmate “wasn’t particularly
into it,” and so viewing at home would have been unsociable).

Not all spectators live in the Olympic city. Nonetheless, they too could
“share the spirit,” as the 2000 Olympic slogan declared, in many different
ways. One researcher watched the Sydney 2000 Olympics from a distance 
in Darwin on the north of the continent, many time-zone hours removed
from New South Wales, and it is useful to provide some excerpts from 
her observations:

Two large screens are permanent fixtures at this pub. There is one lo-
cated in the bar and the other outside in the beer garden. . . . There is,
however, limited seating around the inside screen, and people tend to
pay little attention to it. For the period of the Olympics, however, the
pub was giving away a free glass of beer to anyone who went to the bar
after an Australian won a gold medal in any event! . . . The TV screen
in the beer garden area had not yet been turned on, and everyone was
happily chatting, but the Olympics was not the focus. I was very ex-
cited to watch the 400m and would be cheering Cathy Freeman on. I
hoped that she’d win, and we discussed that she also deserved it due to
all the media focus that was on her at the time.

As the start of the 400m event came closer and the commentary
started to focus on the event, the foreign backpackers at our table
began to comment on the extent that Australian sportspeople are built
up and talked about, this discussion again began to focus on Cathy
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Freeman and how difficult it would be to focus when the media was so
“in her face.” The beer garden area filled up very quickly from about 
5: 30 P.M. onwards, and by the time the race started at about 6:35 P.M.
the beer garden was full, all tables were taken, and there were many
people standing (this crowd, however, could not be solely attributed 
to the Olympic event; free food vouchers start getting handed out at
6:30 P.M.). The volume on the outdoor TV screen was turned up very
loud, and the majority of conversation ceased. The talk around our
table focused solely on Cathy Freeman and then silence as the race
began. Cheers arose from the crowd, “Go Cathy, Go Cathy,” with a
few English people trying to compete by cheering on the Brits (two in
the race). Many people around jumped up and down with excitement
when Cathy won the final, and in particular one Aboriginal woman in
the crowd cheered and clapped, looking very elated after the race. As
Cathy was interviewed, she continued to grin and looked very close to
tears as she kept shouting “Good on ya Cath.” (H, 25 September
2000, Darwin Bar)

The relationships between sport, space, media, nation, commerce, cultural iden-
tity, and social exchange are revealed in their deep complexity in this snapshot.
To some degree, the Olympics are merely a pretext for social pleasure, a back-
ground, a “cultural wallpaper” element of a social environment, and a marketing
lure for a commercial leisure facility. The nation comes to the fore, as does in-
digenousness in the context of international discussions about the place of Cathy
Freeman and the condition of Aboriginal people in Australian society. The per-
son who most deeply identifies with her as a fellow Aboriginal woman has a cor-
respondingly high affective investment in her victory. The mediated event has a
particular rhythm, with a strong crowd atmosphere among casual spectators who
made few of the sacrifices of those who were “there,” and, indeed, who were re-
warded with free food and beer! There would, especially for international visi-
tors, be a strong sense of place and memory in such a social environment, as the
context of viewing is marked and recalled (in a beer garden in Darwin, far from
the Games). Provision of viewing sites was plentiful, but limited space existed in
social venues, thereby creating a crowd dynamic. It is by no means self-evident
that this way of seeing the Freeman Final was inferior to attending the stadium
itself, although its associated cultural capital is much less. It also is clear that the
quality of the experience is as much a product of the social and cultural baggage
brought to the viewing site by human subjects as of the structural and situational
properties of the site itself.

The mega-media event of the Olympics pervades public and private spaces,
such as shopping malls, making it impossible to miss, even if this outcome was
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desired. One observer was visiting a different city, Canberra, during the day of
the Freeman Final but nonetheless was attuned to the buildup through televi-
sion in her hotel and in shops and in chance encounters with other consumers.
The national importance of the race was later reflected in the rare occurrence of
the result being announced on the plane:

Mixed a day’s shopping with Olympics viewing. Lots of hype about
Cathy Freeman’s race tonight. People asking each other in shops
whether they’d be watching it or not. TV on at the head of the
Commonwealth bank queue while I waited for service. Lots of
shops had TVs on the counter. The inside of the shopping center
had a big screen over the food hall area where I stopped for lunch.
Missed the Freeman race during the flight home, but the captain an-
nounced the result. Listened to the radio commentary on the award
ceremony and lap of honor as I drove home. Arrived in time to see
Cathy receive her gold medal. Must have been an incredible atmos-
phere there tonight. The crowd seemed to be going wild. (F, 25 Sep-
tember 2000, Canberra)

This sense of “must have been” was frequently expressed among those who were
not there. Many created their own quasi-Olympic environments, especially the
holding of Olympic parties with families and friends for the opening ceremony
and major athletic events:

Man (40s) in another shop buying a swag of Olympic flags for his
“opening ceremony party.” Getting together with some mates and
their wives and kids to mark the occasion. Not actually attending any
of the events, but taking holidays from work to cheer on the Aussie
team from home. (F, 11 September 2000, Newcastle)

Many reported high levels of excitement and enjoyment at such Olympic
parties:

Atmosphere very “high,” everyone buoyant and excited about the
event to come. Everyone dressed up for the occasion, J in a brand new
outfit made especially for tonight. We all retired to the formal lounge
for drinks once everything was organized and made a toast to the
Australian team. (F, 15 September 2000, Newcastle)

But whatever the joys of domestic celebrations of Olympic events such as the
opening ceremony and the Freeman Final, being there retains its prime cultural
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position, and even the precise experience of the moment creates additional hi-
erarchies and anxieties. As one interviewee noted:

But yeah, with things like Cathy’s event, people will say, “Where were
you when Cathy crossed the line?” And there have been funny things
in Column 8 [a satirical newspaper column] about how people were
sitting in the stadium for an hour and decided they wanted, you know,
McDonald’s and were in a queue, or the toilet queue, or something,
when she crossed the line. It’s like “der.” (K, male, interviewed 4 Octo-
ber 2000, Sydney lounge room)

A toilet queue was not the place to be caught when “Cathy crossed the line.”
Even if you were “there.”

CONCLUSION

This chapter has not attempted a comprehensive interrogation of the Sydney
2000 Olympics and its impact on the development of the Australian nation, es-
pecially of its effect on the history, present and future of its Indigenous people.
Rather, it has sought to demonstrate the ways in which major sport and media
events create a range of positions from which to glimpse and experience social
relations, cultural identities, and political conflicts. Almost everyone in Aus-
tralia participated in the Cathy Freeman moment in some way, and virtually all
of those who observed and were interviewed believed it to be of importance
well beyond the sporting arena. When she announced her retirement from
competitive running in July 2003, television and newspapers around the world
took every opportunity to show images of the Freeman Final once more. The
“media sport cultural complex” (Rowe 2004) produces diverse spatial and social
configurations that compel most people in a country to concentrate on a lim-
ited range of subjects for a time and that trigger strong, and often competing,
forms of identification. As K, the “self-confessed international event enthusi-
ast,” put it:

To be with your compatriots is really important. . . . And it was good
to see a really big cross-section of people get behind those victories as
well, because athletes are the only people we do get proud of these
days. Like yesterday those scientists did have that gene break-
through—you know, scientists found the gene that causes plants to
flower, which is amazing really—[which will] really radically change
the way we have agriculture, but it didn’t draw a big crowd to cheer it
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on. I mean people have Oscar parties if there’s an Aussie nominated.
I suppose from time to time there are things, but nothing really like
sport—nothing like the Olympics . . . I mean even if you’re not really
sporty you would be interested in it, but there does seem to be a fair
whack of people, and the TV ratings can vouch for that, who are still
so curious. Particularly about people like Cathy Freeman, where 90
something percent—that was Australian TV history created by the
ratings, whereby people will come together to watch them. Yeah, and
I think they feel proud, yeah. In a way that we can’t really express our
pride. (male, interviewed 4 October 2000, Sydney lounge room)

There is no doubt that the Olympics energized a sense of Australian identity
and foregrounded Indigenous issues. The legacy of Sydney 2000, is still a mat-
ter of contention, not least the long-term impact of the Freeman moment (as a
breakthrough in white-Indigenous relations, or as a comforting cover for ongo-
ing racial oppression; see Bruce and Hallinan 2001). Olympic spectatorship in
its many guises, nonetheless issues a paramount invitation to reflect on the state
of the host society and provides a framework for the positioning of those who
watched, from their different vantage points, as bearers of collective memory.

NOTES

1. The research on which this chapter is based was funded by a 1999–2001 Aus-
tralian Research Council Large Grant,“Globalization and Local Impacts.” The field-
work involved members of the research team recording their personal observations,
conversations with fellow participants at the site, and caught “snatches” of dialogue and
a small number of interviews. The research protocol required that neither observer nor
observee/interviewee should be personally identified, and only schematic information is
provided here, with individuals identified only by a letter and source characteristics.

2. The Indigenous theme was also strongly represented in the following Athens
Cultural Olympiad, with Australian Aboriginal cultural artifacts from the Art Gallery
of New South Wales sent to Greece in exchange for the Classical Greek items previ-
ously sent to Sydney for its Cultural Olympiad.

3. This chapter is concerned primarily with the Summer Olympics. This event has
a specific character and history but of course has many features in common with the
Winter Olympics, the soccer, rugby, and athletics world cups, and so on. It is important
then to appreciate simultaneously both the specificity of the Summer Olympics and the
ways in which it resembles and interacts with other mega-media sports events.

4. It should be noted that although media endorsement of Freeman lighting the
flame was overwhelming, this view was not universally held. Apart from some, like the
Olympic attendee who was quoted as feeling “sick of reading about Cathy Freeman”
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because of the blanket coverage of her, there were anecdotally discerned racist under-
tones pertaining to Freeman’s Indigenousness; some also believed it inappropriate for a
competing athlete to take this key ceremonial role.
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Chapter 13

Korea and Japan 2002

Public Space and Popular Celebration

Soon-Hee Whang

INTRODUCTION

“Football is a serious business. We need to reorientate our thinking to treat
Asian soccer as a product which needs to be researched, produced, and marketed
on a planned and sustained basis through every available means throughout the
continent.” These were the words of Peter Velappan (Tomlinson 2005, 132),
general secretary of the Asian Football Confederation in December 1996. At
that time, Japan and South Korea ranked first and third, respectively, in
FIFA/Coca-Cola’s rankings, with Saudi Arabia sandwiched in between. The
awarding of the 2002 World Cup to Japan and Korea—the first both to be
hosted in Asia and, indeed, co-hosted—was a suitable boost to the profile and
ambition of those footballing nations. Accordingly, much work has now been
carried out on the potential economic and cultural impact of the World Cup
upon those national sports cultures (see Horne and Manzenreiter 2002). This
has naturally included commentaries on the endemic rivalries between Japan
and its former colony, Korea, the corporate base of the sporting culture in both
countries, and the demographic and generational shifts represented in the rise in
popularity of the Western influence on sport. In this latter context, this chapter
focuses on young people’s response to Asia’s staging of the World Cup finals.

PUBLIC VIEWING—WHY AND HOW

For this chapter, I conducted observations and studies on the World Cup in
both Korea and Japan. The research on Korea has been accumulated since the
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2001 FIFA Confederations Cup, the so-called World Cup “rehearsal.” The re-
search covers the following questions: How did hosting cities prepare for and
organize the event? How did citizens participate in and enjoy the preparations?
And, how have local communities changed as a consequence of the event?

In Korea, three interviews were held with committee members of the “Red
Devils,” the national team supporters’ organization, before, during, and after
the World Cup. Field study also was conducted in stadiums and on the streets
of cities such as Seoul, Taegu, and Incheon. After filming the fans in the stadi-
ums and on the streets, interviews were conducted with selected supporters. In
Japan, public viewing in sports bars also was researched. This, along with inter-
views with the KOWOC (Korean World Cup Organizing Committee) and
host city World Cup organizing committee officials, provided a variety of view-
points on the macro system of street support.

As can be seen in Table 13.1, for a variety of reasons street support was far
more prevalent in Korea. Moreover, as Table 13.2 demonstrates, viewing of any
sort was far more prevalent in Korea, with Koreans watching more of Korea’s
and other countries’ games. From here, this chapter will concentrate on the
phenomenon of public viewing in Korea.

FEATURES OF PUBLIC VIEWING IN KOREA

During the games, hundreds of thousands of supporters on the streets and 
in the stadiums were shouting “Tae! Han! Min! Kuk!” (Republic of Korea!)
and “Chacha, cha, cha, cha!” while dancing and stretching their arms upward
in a co-ordinated manner to show their encouragement. When the fans
yelled “Tae” and “Min,” they raised their volume to a deafening level. Then
they would hold their arms in front of their chests and clap their hands with 
the same rhythm. The supporters repeated the same performance over and
over again.

These fans were described in the Japanese newspaper, Asahi Shimbun, on
June 23, 2002, as follows: “Korean supporters had been shouting ‘Tae Han Min
Kuk’ hundreds of times. However, when the penalty shoot-out started just after
6 P.M., they became silent and held their breath for the moment of truth. When
the fourth player on the Spanish team missed his penalty kick, the Korean sup-
porters came to life again. As Hong Meong Bo scored to win the game for
South Korea, supporters began chanting the ‘Tae Han Min Kuk’ theme. . . .
Around the Kwang Hwa Mun intersection, which became the landmark for
Koreans to come and watch the games, some 800,000 street supporters (figure
provided by the police agency) had Seoul awash in red. The instant the Korean
team secured victory, a drop curtain was pulled down, saying ‘Let’s Go to Yoko-
hama!’ . . . Nearly five million people were reported to have participated in
street supporting throughout the country.”
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TABLE 13.2
Proportion of People Who Watched Their Own/Other Countries’ Matches at the Stadium/on TV

Mostly watched
Watched other only own country’s Watched few
Countries’ matches matches matches Other/No response Total

Korea 73.0% 25.0% 2.0% 0.0% 100.0%
Japan 66.0% 17.0% 12.0% 5.0% 100.0%

Source: Korea-Japan Cohosting Public Survey Choson Ilbo Mainichi Shimbun, carried out July
6–7, 2002 (Choson Ilbo, July 10, 2002)

Note: Survey method: Nationwide telephone survey of 1,011 people (Korea) and 1,043 ( Japan)
over twenty years of age, random cluster sample proportional by region

On June 26, the Asahi gave this description of the South Korea-Germany game
the previous day: “This was the first time for the Seoul stadium to stage a
match featuring the home team. When the game was over, 60,000 ‘Red Dev-
ils’ gave encouraging applause to the players who were squatting down on the
ground. Immediately after a signal from a supporter gong, the Red Devils re-
discovered their voice and kept shouting ‘Tae! Han! Min! Kuk!’ . . . The center
of Seoul, from the city hall to the Kwang Hwa Mun intersection, was trans-
formed into a soccer stadium on June 25 and was brimming with over one mil-
lion supporters. After the game, they continued to chorus ‘Arirang’ and the
national anthem. . . . Their applause and voices echoed throughout the down-
town, which was quite a spectacular view. Entranced supporters shouted at the
highest possible volume, with innumerable hands rising upward.” (see figures
13.1 and 13.4) As South Korea advanced to the second round, and then from
the quarter-finals to the semi-finals, the drama inched closer to a crescendo.

Figure 13.1 As an example of the sheer scale of Korean street support, for the Korea-U.S. match
on June 10, 200,000 people gathered in the square in front of City Hall (near the Kwang Hwa
Mun, a larger street support site).
Source: Chosun Ilbo, June 11 2002.
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On June 25, more than 7 million people reportedly participated in street sup-
porting for the game against Germany. This was the largest public gathering
of this scale since the pro-democracy demonstrations of the 1980s.

Where does this public passion and intoxication come from? What kind of
pleasure do fans seek to gain from supporting on the streets? By so doing, how
is such a transformation of body cultures initiated? Does street supporting
change the meanings of space and time, thereby producing a new culture? This
chapter aims to analyze the mechanism of the interactive transformation of
body cultures of football supporters. The structures as well as practices that
make a transformation possible also will be examined.

STREET VIEWING AS “SPORTS TOURISM”

Supporting on the Streets

A notable phenomenon was seen in Japan during the FIFA 2002 World Cup.
A number of male soccer fans began to imitate the hairstyle of England’s cap-
tain, David Beckham, who had gained enormous popularity among the
Japanese people.

It was even reported by the Asahi Shimbun on June 23, 2002, that at a pri-
vate school in Tokyo, “on the day the Japanese national team plays, a traditional
greeting for the end of class was arranged as ‘Stand up! Attention! Nippon
( Japan) cha cha cha’.” Japanese supporters shout “Nippon cha cha cha” to cheer
their national team, thus the rhythm has been unconsciously imprinted on their
minds and applied freely on different occasions. For example, when supporting
foreign football teams, they say “Brazil cha cha cha” or “Espanior [Spain] cha
cha cha.” When it comes to the Korean national team, they shout “Nippon!
Korea!” This could be thought of as a “habitus of supporters’ calls,” following
Bourdieu’s (1977) theory.

At the alma maters of members of the Japan national team, fans were even
more enthusiastic. For example, the Asahi reported on June 10, 2002, that at 
the elementary school that Takayuki Suzuki attended as a child, approximately
300 children and parents of the school’s junior football team watched the game
on a screen set up in the school gymnasium. In addition, about 100 alumnae of
the Hitachi Technical High School Football Club, the school from which Suzuki
had graduated, gathered at the local chamber of commerce to watch the game. At
the University of Tsukuba, from which Masashi Nakayama (a center forward in
Japan’s national team) had graduated, the Asahi recounted on June 5, 2002, that
“students enjoyed the game through a relay broadcast, which was being projected
on screens in the cafeterias of the schools of physical education and art.”
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These kinds of events were experienced throughout the country. Because
the school from which a representative player graduated has a wide range of
supporters’ networks, junior students of those schools, children of football club
teams to which national players had once belonged, and their parents became
wrapped up in the World Cup. Producing space for the specific purpose of en-
joying public viewing became a crucial form of participation in the global event.
Japanese fans attempted to foster intimacy with individual players not only by
supporting the national team but also by taking advantage of places the player
associated with as a youth. Furthermore, they tried to nurture and enjoy the sol-
idarity of this intimate relationship.

Even if fans had no personal or institutional relationship with national team
players, many of them enjoyed being keen supporters. During the World Cup,
municipal and prefectural governments set up numerous places for public view-
ing so that people who could not buy match tickets could watch the games with
many fellow supporters. The public viewing stations that were established in
public gyms, cultural centers, and the chambers of commerce became an impor-
tant place to watch live broadcasts of the games.

TRAVELING THROUGH TIME AND SPACE

In Japan, public viewing was partly restricted; specifically, street viewing was
banned. It was reported in the Asahi Shimbun on June 11, 2002, that “the mu-
nicipal administrators of Aichi and Saitama suspended public viewing,” and
“they were fed up with uncontrolled public viewers,” since “the over-zealous
fans crowded into the stadium after the Japan-Russia game made it difficult to
maintain public safety.” Another newspaper, the Nikkan Sports, of June 11 was
more scathing about the fans, stating “enthusiastic young supporters cause dis-
turbance,” “people went astray,” and “the police tried to deter them.” That the
Japanese media attributed the suspension of several public viewing activities to
deviant behavior, especially by young fans, has to do with an emerging antago-
nism between “young supporters making a disturbance” and “the police trying
to control them.” The Japanese media occasionally labeled excited young
Japanese supporters as “Japanese hooligans.” To avoid conflict between the two
sides, and any uncontrollable situation in a public space, the authorities decided
to suspend public viewing.

In Korea, on the contrary, the scale of public viewing snowballed dur-
ing the World Cup. In addition to existing electronic bulletin boards on
buildings and screens set up by local authorities, which totaled 2,021,
dump trucks carrying large viewing screens were mobilized. These screens,
provided by companies eager for advertising exposure, added an unknown
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number to the already large arsenal of public viewing spaces.
Korean fans, just like their Japanese counterparts, were excited to the ex-

tent that they climbed up on public transportation vehicles and shouted sup-
port for the national team. However, the police and security guards generally
tolerated people who were in this state of extreme excitement. The security per-
sonnel preferred to wait for the supporters to climb down and even hugged
them while they guided them away. The media broadcast such behavior, but
there was no mention of it being a “disturbance” or ”being deviant.” In fact, they
portrayed street supporters in a positive light.

What made the two countries’ newspaper discourses so different? In Japan,
the guidelines for one’s public behavior are found in daily social life, and ex-
citement that goes beyond a certain level is considered in a negative light.
World Cup matches were considered “stand-alone,” with the emphasis on the
football, on individual national team matches, followed by a quick return to
normal behavior. Following the example of Japanese hero Hidetoshi Nakata, a
cool appearance was considered desirable.

In Korea, excitement right after the game is not deemed “deviant.” Rather,
it is merely part of the larger international football festival, with the emphasis
on the mega-event. Freeing oneself of the shackles of normal social behavior
was tolerated and in fact encouraged, creating a fun, “hot” atmosphere, com-
pared to the “cool” of Japan.

Therefore, the same type of behavior is labeled differently in Korea and
Japan. While “Japanese hooligan” was used to refer to the excited Japanese
young supporters, none of the Korean media contemplated describing their
local fans as being “Korean hooligans.”

As the Korean team continued to progress through the tournament, the
number of supporters mushroomed (see figure 13.2). Japanese newspapers
described them as young people, supporters, and civilians and inserted pic-
tures of the rapturous crowds. Although the young, energetic crowds that
dominated public places might have caught the eye of most readers, virtually
all social demographics from the young to the old were cheering the team on
the streets. Moreover, between one-half and two-thirds of the street support-
ers were women, and 40 percent of the Red Devils’ members are women
(Kim 2002).

They purchased team uniforms, painted their faces and bodies, and pre-
pared various supporting goods. Street supporters, as though they were going
on a day trip, brought picnic blankets, hats, sunglasses, snacks, and drinks and
headed for the public viewing location. The space for public viewing became
something of a tourist attraction.

This behavior of boisterous merrymaking meant two things to them:
watching a game, and enjoying a short trip, or, in other words, “sport tourism”
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Figure 13.2 Korea Matches—Numbers of Street Supporters
Source: Sege Ilbo, July 2, 2002

(Standeven and De Knop 1998). That street supporting enables people to enjoy
sport entertainment and sightseeing makes the fans’ performance more mean-
ingful. Street fans find a special space far removed, if not always physically,
from where they live and work in the predictable rhythms of everyday life.

This special trip, unlike an ordinary trip that is a temporary movement of
relatively long distance to seek something new, takes probably only ten minutes
by public transportation. However, the experience during the journey is quite
different from their daily lives. The time and space associated with street sup-
porting can provide people with an extraordinary experience of excitement.

During the World Cup, street supporters threw themselves into the special
settings of this global sporting event, seeking an extraordinary experience avail-
able only for a fixed period, and then they returned to their daily lives. As the
fans changed back to regular commuters, the symbolic space of public viewing
became just a street for public transport.

THE TRANSFORMATION OF SYMBOLIC MEANINGS:
STRUCTURE OF THE STREET SUPPORTERS’ BODY CULTURES

IN KOREAN STREET SUPPORTING

To understand the body cultures of street supporters, it is necessary to examine
the structures and practices of individuals that constitute these particular cultures:
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the content of the street supporting; the way the meanings attached to space
changed as time passed; and the differentiation strategy of street supporters’ body
cultures. Then, taking the practices of individual supporters into account, this
analysis will apply Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical perspective and Bourdieu’s
(1977) notion of habitus, which can be considered suitable analytical tools for the
purpose of this study.

By analyzing the way fans communicate and interact with one another
among the staged gathering of individuals on the streets, the techniques of
bodies can be unveiled. Rather than verbal communications and “expressions
given,” “expressions given off ” (Goffman 1959, 4), which include broader types
of behavior in nature that others can interpret symbolically, are the more ap-
propriate conceptual emphases for this research. Assessing the changes of “the
definition of the situation” (Goffman 1959, 3–4) as time goes by and “the arts
of impression management” (Goffman 1959, 208–37) in certain situations con-
tributes to understanding the strategy of street supporters who create and share
the meanings of the symbolic space.

The changing meanings over time can be categorized into the following
four stages: “symbolic transformation,” “supporting,” “recurrence,” and “sym-
bolic reformation.”

First Stage: Symbolic Transformation of Space

The first stage appears during the preparation period. Street supporters arrived
in town at around 10 A.M. to wait for the games that began at 3:30 or 8:30 P.M.
Prior to the kickoff, the streets were packed with fans. To avoid traffic jams and
congestion, public traffic access was temporarily suspended in some areas so
that people could travel more smoothly. Police and security guards were mobi-
lized to control the traffic, and ambulances were carefully deployed.

Public screens and relay broadcasting systems were set up, official sponsors of
the World Cup prepared stages for their advertisements, and singers and cheer-
leaders got ready to give performances. Street vendors started selling items such as
national flags, horns, and uniforms (see figure 13.3). People who had gathered on
the streets rushed to buy food, drinks, and products to support their team, repeat-
edly practiced their chants and cheering, and took part in various entertainment.
The event was a carefully stage-managed affair involving many different actors.

The way in which supporters define the public space and “main involve-
ment,” as well as “side involvement” (Goffman 1963, 43), of the street support-
ers varies. As time goes by, they begin to exchange “expressions given off ” with
one another with the intention to show that they are ready to support their
team. Both the macrostructural and microindividual factors establish a basis for
the second stage, “the space of supporting.”
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Figure 13.3 A boy dressed in supporter’s items.
Source: Author’s photograph.

Second Stage: Space of Supporting

When the game is broadcast on a public screen, the streets begin to func-
tion just like a soccer stadium. In this process, the way in which street support-
ers participate in the event and interact with each other is transformed from a
“main involvement” to a “side involvement.” The former tends to monopolize
the attention of street supporters, leading them to became absorbed deeply into
the game. The latter helps keep in order the supporters’ behaviors that the main
involvement previously induced (Goffman 1963).

For example, the initial role (the main involvement) of the police and secu-
rity guards in the first stage is to maintain public order. However, in the second
stage, their main occupation involves observing the game. Law enforcement be-
comes no longer necessary, since the spectators are so engrossed in the game.
Maintaining public order thus becomes the secondary concern for security per-
sonnel. There also is a change in priorities for street vendors. Their main in-
volvement was initially selling merchandise. In the second stage, however,
watching the game replaces their primary objective.

The change for street supporters is rather obvious. During the first stage,
they behave differently, such as dining, joining in amusement activities, and
asking other fans to write their wishes and names on the national flag. In the
next stage, their primary objective consists solely of watching the soccer game.

Supporters on the streets form and then share a common “definition of the
situation.” This space, which has been carefully produced, imposes rules as a
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“dominant involvement” (Goffman 1963, 44), under which everyone must
watch the game. Directed by the Red Devils’ commanders, street supporters
begin to sing “Arirang” and repeatedly shout “Tae! Han! Min! Kuk!” In this
sense, street supporting is voluntary as well as involuntary. Enforcement exists
to the extent that people tend to regard being quiet or supporting in their own
way as inappropriate in this particular setting.

It must be emphasized that people are involved in this setting to a very
high degree. If they do not express strong support, they may suffer Bour-
dieu’s “symbolic violence.” Symbolic violence is differentiated from actual vi-
olence in that depending on the state of one’s symbols, such as language,
values, way of thinking, school grades, and so on, one may be socially sanc-
tioned. For example, one may be made to be ashamed of or to develop a
complex over one’s differences from arbitrary culture (Bourdieu 1977; Bour-
dieu and Passeron 1977).

In the environment of Korean street support, there are examples of social
sanction arising from people not cheering. During the Korea-Spain match of
June 22, 2002, Mr. and Mrs. K. were street supporters at the Kwang Wha
Mun intersection. They wanted to chant “Tae! Han! Min! Kuk!” and sing
“Victory to Korea” and the rock arrangement of the national anthem along
with everyone else. But, as Mr. K. explained, “I desperately wanted to cheer for
the team. However, I was embarrassed, and simply couldn’t. On that, the peo-
ple around us looked down us as if to say ‘why aren’t you cheering?’ Their atti-
tude was ‘why won’t you cheer together?’ Those glances and attitudes were
truly horrible, and hurt us” (Cho 2002, 210). In such a place, the insults, hu-
miliation, and unpleasant feelings that they suffered by not cheering are a
form of symbolic violence.

However, the reasons for Mr. K. not cheering ran much deeper than mere
surface shame. In the same place in 1987, Mr. K. was a commanding officer in
the military police arrayed against the pro-democracy demonstrators. During
the demonstrations, the students defying the police were constantly singing the
national anthem and other songs. Five years later, when thousands of students
outnumbered the police, the national anthem was again sung with gusto, mak-
ing the police break out in a cold sweat. Thus, for Mr. K., the national anthem
became an object of fear.

Recalling those painful memories, and despite the ebullient mood
around him, Mr. K. felt a deep sadness, and he was simply unable to sing the
national anthem joyously and lightheartedly. But after Korea’s victory, when
the street was enveloped in excitement, he was at last able to do so. Alongside
the young people who he had once feared, with his daughter on his shoulders
and with tears rolling down his cheeks, he sang the national anthem and con-
quered his demons.
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DIFFERENT PLEASURES IN

STREET SUPPORT AND STADIUM SUPPORT

Street supporting gives a different type of pleasure than supporting in the sta-
dium. Street fans are unlikely to maintain a normal physical distance between
other fans, since the restricted public spaces for street supporting attract mil-
lions of people. As the Korean team continued to win, the density of support-
ers per viewing space soared. However, for fans watching in the stadium, the
physical distance remained consistent throughout the tournament due to the
predetermined seating arrangements.

The physical distance between individuals is socially and culturally de-
termined. This is not the case for street supporters, because they are obliged
to accept an abnormally close distance to other people. Under such circum-
stances, one’s personal territory is regularly intruded upon. In this sense,
street supporters have no choice but to expose themselves to the surveillance
of others, which compels them to act as fanatical enthusiasts. Abandoning
the normal and then awakening and articulating the new body culture is a
transformative process hugely attractive to the eager supporters who gather
on the streets.

Figure 13.4 Korean Supporters Shouting “Tae! Han! Min! Kuk!”
Source: Author’s photograph.
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THE RE-FORMATION OF SYMBOLIC SPACES AND

ITS ACCUMULATION: DIFFERENTIATION STRATEGY OF

STREET SUPPORTERS

The body cultures of street supporters and those in the stadiums are different
not only in their physical distance but also in their performance. Supporters in
the stadium regard themselves as “the twelfth player” and believe that their sup-
port can affect the result of the game. Therefore, they try to boost the morale of
their team and jeer the opposing team. On the other hand, street fans ac-
knowledge that they cannot directly influence the game. Instead, they seek to
maximize their enjoyment and excitement. A quasi-stadium is produced in the
public space through the effort of those street supporters, in which they at-
tempt to reach their own climax away from the stadium.

Street fans bring a greater variety of supporting goods to the game than
those spectators in the stadium. They carry gongs, bugles, bottles, and balloons,
with the simple objective of making louder noise. Street supporters know that
in the stadium cheers and applause echo effectively around the grounds, while
on the streets such noise can have no effect on the outcome of the contest.
Street supporters generate a collective enthusiasm, which is likely to enhance a
sense of solidarity as well as national identity.

Third Stage: Space of Recurrence

After the end of the game, the supporting space is normalized to a place of
regular transportation of people. This period occurs when street fans return
to their daily lives (Whang 2002). Public screens and stages are withdrawn,
underpasses that were closed during the match are reopened, and police and
security personnel return to their normal duties. Vendors wind down their
businesses, and the spectators, some of whom enjoy the atmosphere of the
festive occasion for a while, gather their belongings and go home. Many
street fans then voluntarily participate in cleaning the streets. For example,
cleaning the Kwang Hwa Mun Square usually takes seven to eight hours. At
the start of the World Cup, cleaning took a similar amount of time, but as
street support numbers ballooned, the time needed to clean up fell! 
For the Korea-Spain quarterfinal of June 22, 2002, 800,000 people packed
the square. After the game, 260 cleaners and 35 trucks converged and col-
lected 240 tons of garbage, forty times the amount of a regular day. But with
the help of the Red Devils, the whole job was finished in one and a half
hours. They certainly earned the nickname “the human vacuum cleaners”
(Cho 2002).
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Figure 13.5 Korean supporters cleaning up after the match.
Source: Author’s photograph.

However, cleaning the streets also has ceremonial implications. From the
outside, cleaning can be seen as a highly functional activity, but to the partic-
ipants, pursuing this kind of pleasure is highly symbolic in nature. First, it
represents the closing of the day’s event and, second, moving forward to the
next stage. The fans can enjoy acting as initiators of a new stage and ending
the previous one. The game itself is finished by the players, but the broader
spectacle of support and celebration is finished off by those cleaning up—on
their own terms (see figure 13.5).

Fourth Stage: Symbolic Re-formation of a Multistructural Space

After the game has ended, the streets return to normal, as though nothing out
of the ordinary had occurred. However, for street supporters, this familiar pub-
lic space after the carnival is not exactly the same as it was, both culturally and
symbolically. Through the experience of having enthusiastically supported the
national team, people formed meanings and collective memories attached to
this specific time and space. The reformation of such public space has taken
place periodically throughout Korean history.

For example, South Korea experienced large-scale pro-democracy demon-
strations in the 1980s on the same streets. This provided Koreans gathering on
the streets with a special significance associated with democratization, a time of
strife, solidarity, and national identity (Whang 2002). After the 2002 FIFA
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World Cup, enthusiastic street supporting has given two additional meanings
to the streets: the scene of a global event and the pleasure of supporting. Con-
sequently, this familiar public space, which is essentially the place that rein-
forced a sense of solidarity and national identity, has awakened multiple
meanings for the Korean people, and it is defined in this study as a “space of a
symbolic re-formation” in a cultural as well as a symbolic sense.

The people who led this re-formation by public viewing were those be-
tween the ages of ten and twenty-nine—those who did not participate in the
pro-democracy demonstrations in the 1980s. After the 2002 FIFA World Cup
ended, the symbolic status of these young people became high in Korea. This is
the birth of “the proud young generations.” They are called the “W generation”
or the “R generation.” The letters refer to the World Cup generations and the
Red Devil generations, respectively. Major characteristics of those generations
are found in “self-motivated community,” “dynamic energy,” and “open mind.”
They act voluntarily, organize a community, and engage themselves in it with
much enthusiasm, and in doing so, they have rediscovered their national flag
and the “red complex” of their national identity.

In this sense, the birth of “proud young generations” coincides with the
birth of “farsighted, old generations,” people over thirty who have been liber-
ated from frustrating contemporary history. Instead of endlessly labeling youth
as the “computer generation,” the “closed-room generation,” and the “genera-
tion of irresponsibility,” these older people have come to see youth in a more
positive light, rechristening them as the “W generation” and so on. Largely due
to the World Cup, they have widened their perspectives and opened their
minds beyond closed, nationalistic worldviews.

When they look back on the World Cup, all those who participated in
public viewing happily recollect that precious time of the victory as a brilliant
experience. They then imagine slipping out of their daily lives and reverting to
that special time and space to watch the game. This destination of pleasure is
unforgettable for Korean street supporters. The organizers of the finals had
their political motives. The corporate sponsors may well have been very satis-
fied at the worldwide exposure of their products. Asian sport was profiled well
in the honorable performance of the Japanese side and the outstanding progress
to the semifinals of their Korean counterparts. But as this chapter has demon-
strated, perhaps the most significant impact of the event in Korea at least was
the popular celebration on the streets. Too often, Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of
habitus is used to describe a rigid, oversocialized framework in which human
agents have little room to maneuver. Yet part of the definition of habitus is its
constant remaking. The supporters on the streets in Seoul and at other Korean
sites have shown how the habitus of the public culture of Korea can be chal-
lenged and reconstituted on the basis of the sports event.
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