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The Olympic Myth

Why the Olympics May Do More Harm than Good


The Olympic Games were founded to bridge cultural divides and promote peace. But in an article in FOREIGN POLICY’s July/August issue, expert John Hoberman describes how the games often mask human rights abuses, do little to spur political change, and lend legitimacy to unsavory governments. In his piece, “Think Again: The Olympics,” Hoberman debunks much of the conventional wisdom that surrounds the games, revealing the dark side of the international athletic competition. 

· The Olympics Aren’t Political
Yes, they are. Politics have always been part of the games. The 1968 Olympics in Mexico City were awarded to a one-party, authoritarian government. The Soviet Union won the 1980 games by threatening to leave the Olympic “family.” And there is no more notorious example than the 1936 Berlin Games, which Adolf Hitler used to enhance his authority. “Whether welcome or not, politics is a part of the games,” writes Hoberman. “The problem is, the [International Olympic Committee] seems not to have a clue as to what to do about it.”

· The Olympics Promote Human Rights
False. As Chinese troops stormed into Tibet this spring, the IOC opted to condemn “violence from whatever side.” That it would have preferred to be spared this attention was wisely left unsaid. Nor has the IOC been willing to demand better behavior from China’s rulers. In truth, “Olympic diplomacy” has always been rooted in doublespeak that yields few, if any, results.

· The Olympics Are a Catalyst for Change
Prove it. Pre-Olympic repression is a tradition whenever the games are entrusted to authoritarian regimes. Just ask the departed Jews and persecuted anti-Nazis of 1936 Berlin. In the same way, 1 million Chinese migrant workers—without whom the construction of the Beijing Olympic facilities would have been impossible—are being carted out of Beijing. 

· The Beijing Games Are the Most Controversial Ever
They may be. The 1936 Berlin Games and the U.S.-boycotted 1980 Moscow Games were both protested on political grounds. Likewise, protests against the Beijing Games have targeted Chinese brutality in Tibet, energy deals with Sudan and Burma, and repressive measures. But the sheer clout of China within the geopolitical system separates it from earlier Olympic controversies. “The Nazi regime of 1936 had nothing comparable to China’s global reach today, and the Soviet economy in 1980 was a dead man walking,” writes Hoberman. “The most heated controversies surrounding Beijing probably have yet to unfold.”

- More -
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