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ABSTRACT: Athletic comradery and peaceful competition are core tenets of the Olympic 
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People’s Republic of China (PRC) between 1952 and 1984 utilized political strategies in the 
context of the Olympics to influence the performance of athletes and the opinion of citizens. 
This caused the Olympics to be overshadowed by Cold War politics. The article focuses on 
political decision-making around the 1952 Helsinki Games, the 1980 Moscow Games (which 
included the U.S. men’s hockey team’s victory over the Soviet team during the Winter Games), 
and the 1984 Los Angeles Games. The author argues that Cold War politics originally caused 
Olympic athletes to perform at a higher level to express a greater degree of national pride but 
gradually resulted in a significant divide between athletes and policymakers. 
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Introduction 

When the International Olympic Committee was founded in 1894, French 
educator Pierre de Coubertin proposed the motto “faster, higher, stronger” to 
characterize the Olympic Games and to emphasize athletic comradery and 
peaceful competition.1 Coubertin could not have predicted that between 1952 and 
1984 his Olympic dream would be battered by Cold War politics.2 After World 
War Ⅱ, political ideologies increasingly motivated countries to participate in the 
Games to exert and increase their global influence. This included the strategy of 
expressing ideological pride through athletic performance and proving a nation’s 
ability to be a world power through the number of gold medals its athletes would 
achieve.3 Thus, the United States of America (USA), the Soviet Union (USSR), 
                                                 

1 See Jeffrey O. Segrave, “Citius, Altius, Fortius: Pierre de Coubertin and the Emergence of the 
Serialized Modern Olympic Games in the Late Nineteenth Century,” Nineteenth-Century Contexts: 
An Interdisciplinary Journal 42, no. 1 (2020): 33-50. 

2 Christopher R. Hill, Olympic Politics: Athens to Atlanta, 1896-1996, 2nd ed. (Manchester and 
New York: Manchester University Press, 1996), provides an extensive look at how the Olympic 
Games were politicized by Cold War ideologies throughout the twentieth century. See also Toby 
C. Rider, Cold War Games: Propaganda, the Olympics, and U.S. Foreign Policy (Urbana, Chicago, and 
Springfield: University of Illinois Press, 2016). For Soviet and Chinese perspectives on the 
Olympics, see James Riordan, Sport under Communism: The U.S.S.R., Czechoslovakia, the G.D.R., 
China, Cuba (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1978). See also Donald Macintosh and 
Michael Hawes, with Donna Greenhorn and David Black, Sport and Canadian Diplomacy (Montreal: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1994), 90-107 (“The Moscow Olympics Boycott”); Michael 
Mandelbaum, “Ending the Cold War,” Foreign Affairs 68, no. 2 (1989): 16-36. 

3 During the 1936 Berlin Olympics, Hitler viewed the Games as an opportunity to “show the 
world what the new Germany could do culturally,” thus proving that even before the Cold War 
the Olympics were being utilized as a global stage for an expression of politics. See Rider, Cold War 
Games, 32-33. 
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Great Britain, and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) all participated in a 
separate contest which overshadowed the Olympic Games’ athletic competition.4 
This separate contest began with the USSR’s and PRC’s participation in the 1952 
Helsinki Games. It then developed into a competition to show off each nation’s 
international influence and ideological power through the use of athletic 
performance. Each country developed a system of politics pertaining to the 
Olympic Games to affect the performance and achievements of its Olympic 
athletes. To influence the “hearts and minds” of citizens, media were also utilized, 
including posters, magazines, newspapers, radio broadcasts, and especially 
television broadcasts.5 Eventually Cold War politics dominated the Games as each 
achievement on the field or in the arena was analyzed through a political lens. 

This article examines the ways in which Cold War politics influenced the 
performance of Olympic athletes. Countering the argument that the Cold War 
held little sway over the Games, this article focuses on the political strategies 
around the 1952 Helsinki Games, the 1980 Lake Placid Winter Games, the 1980 
Moscow Summer Games, and the 1984 Los Angeles Games. To obtain a better 
understanding how the Cold War impacted athletic performance during the 
Olympic Games and how the Games were repurposed for global influence, this 
article uses a variety of primary sources, such as contemporary texts, magazine 
articles, propaganda posters, federal documents, and newspaper articles.6 As 
current scholarship indicates, this article’s topic is timely as international political 
tensions have reemerged in the twenty-first century, causing athletes to once again 
feel politically pressured during their competitions.7 

It appears that, right after World War II, the International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) was apprehensive about the Soviet Union’s participation in the Games.8 
Consisting mostly of European aristocrats from capitalist governments, the 
committee feared that the USSR would take over the Olympics and bring politics 
into an international sports festival which, for the most part, had tried to remain 
outside the political fray (the Nazis’ 1936 Berlin Games being a notable exception). 
With the USSR’s and PRC’s participation in the 1952 Helsinki Games, the 
Olympics became increasingly politicized. The IOC itself promoted a competitive 

                                                 
4 Dennis C. Coates, “Weaponization of Sports: The Battle for World Influence through Sporting 

Success,” The Independent Review 22, no. 2 (Fall 2017): 215-221; Nicholas Evan Sarantakes, Dropping 
the Torch: Jimmy Carter, the Olympic Boycott, and the Cold War (2010; New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011). 

5 Rider, Cold War Games, 2. 
6 Viktor Koretskiy, “If You Want to Be Like Me: Just Train!” [poster] 1951, website (Tyler 

Benson, “The Role of Sports in the Soviet Union”), image file (toward the bottom of the page), 
accessed May 24, 2020. 

7 George Wright, “The Olympic Ruling Class,” Socialist Register 51 (Transforming Classes) 
(2015): 230-245. 

8 Hill, Olympic Politics, 120. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20200525002734/http:/blogs.bu.edu/guidedhistory/russia-and-its-empires/tyler-benson/
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medal score between the Soviet Union and the United States.9 British and 
American athletes viewed the Soviets especially as enemies that were not to be 
underestimated. While post-World War II tensions and economic rivalries played 
a part in the politics around the Olympics, they were not the only factors. This 
article argues that Cold War politics originally caused Olympic athletes to perform 
at a higher level to express a greater degree of national pride but gradually 
resulted in a significant divide between athletes and policymakers. 

I. Helsinki (1952): An Early Interaction between the Olympics and the Cold War 

The intense post-World War II rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union 
impacted both the 1952 Helsinki Games as well as the evolution of the modern 
Olympics Games. With the participation of the Soviet Union and the PRC in 
Helsinki, countries on both sides of the Cold War adopted tactics to produce a 
favorable national presence, politicizing the Games in the process. For the Soviet 
Union, sports could not exist outside the realm of politics. The highest government 
body that dealt directly with Soviet athletic policy was the All Union Committee 
of Physical Culture. From Moscow, its chairman maintained direct supervision 
over fifteen institutes of physical education and several institutes for scientific 
research in physical culture.10 What concerned American and British Olympic 
officials was the Soviet Union’s direct state subsidization of athletes of 
championship caliber. Potential Soviet champions were relocated from farms and 
factories to become politicized in the field of physical culture.11 During the 1952 
Helsinki Games, Soviet athletes succeeded in making the effectiveness of their 
state-sponsored sports organizations known to the world. Other nations soon 
placed greater emphasis on their sports programs in response to the Soviet’s 
athletic achievements. Ironically, both the U.S. and Great Britain began to imitate 
the state-sponsored sports systems that had been developed in Moscow. As each 
superpower put a heavy emphasis on medal counts, the competition intensified, 
and additional pressure was put on every athlete to win. 

To combat the rise of Soviet athletic dominance, the U.S. increased funding in 
its own athletic programs and heightened national attention around the Games.12 
Thus, the 1952 Helsinki Games were understood as a platform to demonstrate a 
nation’s political position in the world.13 In a letter to Avery Brundage, President 

                                                 
9 Hill, Olympic Politics, 121. 
10 John N. Washburn, “Sport as a Soviet Tool,” Foreign Affairs 34, no. 3 (1956): 490-499, here 494. 
11 Washburn, “Sport as a Soviet Tool,” 497. 
12 Bud Wilkinson, “United States Participation in the Olympic Games,” Memorandum for the 

President (May 15, 1973), typescript, Yorba Linda, California, Richard Nixon Presidential Library 
and Museum (National Archives), The Nixon Presidential Materials Project, White House Special 
Files, Staff Secretary, Memoranda Files, Olympics [1], One Liners [1], Box 124. See Figure 1 and 
Figure 2 below. 

13 Erin Elizabeth Redihan, The Olympics and the Cold War, 1948-1968: Sport as Battleground in the 
U.S.-Soviet Rivalry (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, 2017), 101. 
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of the IOC, President Truman referred to the development of new American 
athletic organizations as “democracy at work.”14 American athletes arrived in 
Helsinki to present the U.S. in the best possible light and as a nation that could be 
both victorious in competition and embody the peaceful Olympic spirit. To fund 
new sports organizations and gain more public support, the U.S. launched the 
1952 Olympic Telethon with national celebrities like singer Bing Crosby, comedian 
Bob Hope, and actress Dorothy Lamour as its hosts. The telethon helped raise one 
million dollars in pledges for the U.S. Olympic teams. Congress then got involved 
by utilizing the 1947 Public Law 159 which allowed for the funding of members of 
the Armed Forces who were training for the Olympics.15 This meant that training, 
attendance, and participation of personnel from the U.S. Army and Naval services 
would be paid for by the Secretary of War. 

On the other side of the globe, the People’s Republic of China responded in a 
similar way by providing increased support for physical culture. The PRC, just 
like the Soviet Union and the U.S., emphasized the responsibility of its Olympic 
athletes to effectively show the strength of its nation. However, unlike the two 
global superpowers, the PRC also sought to legitimize its national government as 
the one true representative of China by doing everything in its power to block 
Taiwan from membership in the Olympic movement.16 The two had fought for 
decades over who truly represented China. Prior to the 1952 Helsinki Games, the 
PRC had been preoccupied with consolidating its power and fighting the U.S. in 
the Korean War.17 The country’s participation in the Games only came about after 
the Soviet Union had intervened.18 In response, the PRC quickly sent a delegation 
of forty athletes who arrived in Finland just in time for the Olympic opening 
ceremony. Wu Chuanyu was the PRC’s only competitor, participating in the 100 
meter backstroke and finishing fifth in his race with the twenty-eighth fastest time. 
The other members of the PRC’s delegation participated in friendly matches 
ranging from boxing to basketball. After Helsinki, the PRC established a national 
sports federation by utilizing its Chinese Communist Youth League. The new 
association was headed directly by the state, creating a ministry-level sports 
commission. However, despite its athletes’ wishes to participate in the Olympic 
Games, the PRC would not return to the Olympic movement until 1979, after the 
IOC had prohibited Taiwan from using its national flag, anthem, or emblem 
during any Olympic ceremonies. Throughout the Cold War, the tactic of 

                                                 
14 Quoted in Redihan, Olympics and the Cold War, 102. 
15 Redihan, Olympics and the Cold War, 103. 
16 Xu Guoqi, “China’s National Representation and the Two-China Question in the Olympic 

Movement: The Significance of the 1952 Helsinki Games,” China Perspectives 2008, no. 1 (Special 
Feature: Sports and Politics) (2008): 19-28, here 20. 

17 Michael Warner, The Rise and Fall of Intelligence: An International Security History 
(Washington: Georgetown University Press 2014), (“Cold War: Technology”), 131-172, here 147. 

18 Xu, “China’s National Representation,” 21. 
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preventing one’s athletes from participating in the Games was not the only 
strategy used to develop and maintain global influence.  

In order to gain attention and support for their athletes, nations produced 
international propaganda to influence the “hearts and minds” of citizens all over 
the world. A war of persuasion developed around the 1952 Helsinki Games as 
multiple nations sought to influence the opinions of both locals and tourists alike.19 
Convinced that the Soviet Union would accelerate its propaganda for the 
Olympics, the U.S. planned to promote the aims of its government throughout the 
Helsinki Games. The Office of Private Enterprise and Cooperation contacted 
charities, organizations, and businesses in the U.S. to contribute to the information 
program and provide items for government exhibitions.20 These exhibitions 
ranged from public radio broadcasts to information publications. The Soviet 
Union responded with their Agitprop, or Department of Agitation and 
Propaganda, developing magazine articles, political films, and posters to 
emphasize the merits of the country’s socialist government.21 An example of this 
is Viktor Koretskiy’s 1951 poster, “ If You Want to Be Like Me: Just train,” which 
depicts a Soviet athlete flexing the biceps of his right arm while holding a young 
boy (who is sitting on the athlete’s left leg) with his left arm.22 Soviet medal 
winners, such as Aleksandra Chudina (with silver medals in javelin throw and 
long jump, and a bronze medal in high jump) and Vladimir Kazantsev (with a 
silver medal in the men’s 3000 meter steeplechase), were hailed as symbols of the 
new socialist woman and man.23 Similarly, the PRC utilized their own systems of 
propaganda to not only develop legitimacy for their government but also to 
produce support for their athletes. The People’s Sports Publishing House served 
as a main center for the preparation and distribution of printed materials in China 
to promote Chinese physical culture and political ideology.24 In the 1952 Helsinki 
Games, Soviet participation caused the Olympics to be viewed as a political 
weapon to be used against rivals in the Cold War battle for global influence.25 
Almost every nation utilized propaganda tactics internationally to not just 
produce support for their athletes but also to express the merits of their respective 
political ideologies. 

                                                 
19 Allen Guttmann, “The Cold War and the Olympics,” International Journal 43, no. 4 (Autumn 

1988): 554-568, here 554. 
20 Rider, Cold War Games, 55. 
21 Tony Shaw and Denise J. Youngblood, Cinematic Cold War: The American and Soviet Struggle 

for Heart and Minds (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2010), 37-60 (“Soviet Cinema and the 
Cold War”), here 40. 

22 Koretskiy, “If You Want to Be Like Me: Just Train!” [poster] 1951. 
23 Guttmann, “Cold War and the Olympics,” 558. 
24 Riordan, Sport under Communism, 113. 
25 Coates, “Weaponization of Sports,” 221. 
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Figure 1: Bud Wilkinson, “United States Participation in the Olympic Games,” Memorandum for the 
President (May 15, 1973), page 1, typescript, Yorba Linda, California, Richard Nixon Presidential Library 
and Museum (National Archives), The Nixon Presidential Materials Project, White House Special Files, 
Staff Secretary, Memoranda Files, Olympics [1], One Liners [1], Box 124. Public domain. 
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Figure 2: Bud Wilkinson, “United States Participation in the Olympic Games,” Memorandum for the 
President (May 15, 1973), page 2, typescript, Yorba Linda, California, Richard Nixon Presidential Library 
and Museum (National Archives), The Nixon Presidential Materials Project, White House Special Files, 
Staff Secretary, Memoranda Files, Olympics [1], One Liners [1], Box 124. Public domain. 
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The 1952 Helsinki Games foreshadowed future Soviet athletic dominance and 
the influence of international affairs over the Games. State-sponsored sports 
programs and the use of propaganda showcased the beginning of a new era for 
the Olympics. During this transition, the IOC struggled to understand the extent 
to which the Olympics were being influenced by Cold War politics.26 Additionally, 
the PRC’s continued fight with Taiwan over who truly represented China revealed 
the considerable impact of Cold War politics on the Games.27 The athletes 
themselves became living symbols of their nations’ political ideologies. Because of 
the remarkable Soviet athletic outcome (second only to the U.S.) which included 
71 medals, 22 of them gold medals, capitalist nations understood the international 
sports competition to be a new proving ground for political legitimacy and global 
power.28 U.S. medalists Bob Richards (with a gold medal in pole vaulting) and Mal 
Whitfield (with a gold medal in the men’s 800 meter race), as well as English 
medalist Kenneth Richmond (with a bronze medal in the men’s freestyle 
heavyweight wrestling), now found themselves caught in the political transition 
of the Games. Every one of their athletic victories became an example of the 
effectiveness and success of their respective nation’s political beliefs. 

II. Moscow (1980): A Competition between Global Influence and Athletic Performance 

As the influence of Cold War politics over the Olympics continued to intensify, the 
1980 Moscow Games became a platform for expressing a political stance, while 
also revealing disunity between athletes and policymakers. With the U.S. decision 
to boycott the Games due to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in December 1979, 
American athletes as well as athletes from other capitalist nations were 
encouraged to show solidarity with their political leaders. As the U.S. boycott 
gained momentum, the Soviets responded by establishing a counter-protest 
campaign. The Soviet Press argued that the invasion of Afghanistan was not the 
sole reason for the boycott but that, in reality, it was due to the Olympics taking 
place in a socialist country.29 For the U.S. Olympic Committee (USOC), the boycott 
was problematic. U.S. President Carter informed the USOC that he expected it to 
quickly withdraw the U.S. teams. After an eight hour meeting in Colorado Springs 
in February 1980, USOC President Robert J. Kane announced that a resolution to 
support the boycott had been “hammered out and passed with the full support of 
the executive board.”30 In his closing statements to the press, Kane also added, 
“the question is whether the Olympic movement is to be made into a weapon to 

                                                 
26 Guttmann, “Cold War and the Olympics,” 562. 
27 Xu, “China’s National Representation,” 28. 
28 Riordan, Sport under Communism, 32. 
29 Hill, Olympic Politics, 128. 
30 Quoted in Ron Fimrite, “Facing Bear Facts: In Tense Meetings at Colorado Springs the U.S. 

Athletic Community Reluctantly Lined up to Pass up the Olympic Games in the Soviet Union,” 
Sports Illustrated, February 4, 1980, 18-22, accessed May 24, 2020. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20200525005431/https:/vault.si.com/vault/1980/02/04/facing-bear-facts-in-tense-meetings-at-colorado-springs-the-us-athletic-community-reluctantly-lined-up-to-pass-up-the-olympic-games-in-the-soviet-union
https://web.archive.org/web/20200525005431/https:/vault.si.com/vault/1980/02/04/facing-bear-facts-in-tense-meetings-at-colorado-springs-the-us-athletic-community-reluctantly-lined-up-to-pass-up-the-olympic-games-in-the-soviet-union
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get the Big Bear, [but remember] the weapon is made of flesh and blood.”31 
President Carter’s decision to boycott the 1980 Moscow Games caused the 
Olympics to be used not just as a political weapon but also as a means to identify 
with allies and ideologies. 

As the boycott took shape, the effort to preserve a favorable national image 
while taking a political stance was on the agenda of a majority of nations.32 Great 
Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher almost immediately supported 
President Carter’s boycott, ignoring the views of English athletes. The British 
Parliament voted to condemn the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and believed that 
Great Britain should not take part in the Olympic Games. However, the Commons 
and the British Olympic Committee agreed that it was the right of individual 
citizens to make their own decisions.33 Still, that did not stop an enthusiastic 
Thatcher from putting pressure on English athletes to not compete in the Moscow 
Games. British track and field athlete Sebastian Coe defied Thatcher’s wishes, 
participated in the 1980 Olympics alongside a group of British athletes, and took a 
gold medal in the men’s 1,500 meters and a silver medal in the men’s 800 meters. 
He stated that, “my gut instinct was that there was an intellectual dishonesty about 
what we were trying to achieve. History proved us right of course, because four 
years later when we went to LA [Los Angeles] for the 1984 Olympics the Russians 
were still in Afghanistan, and the boycott had no impact.”34 The whole debate 
signaled a turning point in the British government’s approach to the relationship 
between sports and politics. The line between the two continued to blur as the PRC 
sided with the U.S. in 1980 and decided not to attend the Moscow Games.35 Among 
the reasons for this unusual agreement were the PRC’s improved relations with 
the U.S. following the Sino-Soviet split (1956-1966).36 The PRC’s decision 
expressed a turning point for Soviet foreign influence as the Asian nation wanted 
to improve its relationship with the U.S. over the USSR. Still, the Moscow Games 
continued as planned, even with no American athletes. Sixty-six countries who 
had been invited did not participate, while eighty-one countries (including the 
hosting USSR) did participate (or saw their athletes participating under the 
Olympic flag). In the end, the only thing that the boycott accomplished was 
bringing to light the growing rift between athletes and government officials. 

The reaction of the U.S. Olympic teams toward the boycott, coupled with the 
U.S. men’s hockey team’s earlier victory over the Soviet team during the 1980 

                                                 
31 Quoted in Fimrite, “Facing Bear Facts,” 22. 
32 Baruch Hazan, Olympic Sports and Propaganda Games: Moscow 1980 (New Brunswick and 

London: Transaction Books, 1982), 52. 
33 Hill, Olympic Politics, 133. 
34 Quoted in Rob Evans and Paul Kelso, “How Thatcher Tried to Stop Olympic Hero Coe from 

Winning Gold in Moscow,” The Guardian, February 24, 2006, accessed May 24, 2020. 
35 Sarantakes, Dropping the Torch, 207. 
36 Riordan, Sport under Communism, 137. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20200525010034/https:/www.theguardian.com/uk/2006/feb/24/past.Olympics2012
https://web.archive.org/web/20200525010034/https:/www.theguardian.com/uk/2006/feb/24/past.Olympics2012
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Winter Games at Lake Placid (New York), highlighted the differences in opinion 
when it came to the main purpose of the Games. In February 1980, after an intense 
preliminary game, the U.S. men’s hockey team had defeated the formidable Soviet 
team to progress to the Olympic championship and eventually beat Finland for 
the gold. This “Miracle on Ice” worked against the efforts of the Carter 
administration to develop support for a boycott of the Moscow Summer Games in 
July of the same year. After the U.S. men’s hockey team had won gold, the 
American public fell in love with the game as it “represented to them an athletic 
event that was far greater than a hockey game.”37 As the combined determination 
of team captain Mike Eruzione, winger Buzz Schneider, and winger Dave Silk led 
to a hard-fought victory, U.S. fans attending the game could not help but chant 
down the seconds and celebrate their teams’ victory by shouting, “U-S-A, U-S-A,” 
over and over again.38 The victory also interrupted the Soviet’s dominance over 
the game which had lasted since 1956. However, even if the U.S. team’s victory 
was easy bait for propaganda, this did not diminish the true feelings of the athletes 
who played the game. Despite the differences in ideologies, Soviet athletes often 
viewed American athletes in friendly terms, and American athletes often 
reciprocated these feelings.39 An example of this is Nikolai Sologubov, a Soviet 
hockey player and member of the 1956 and 1960 Soviet Olympic hockey team, who 
famously tried to give advice to the U.S. men’s hockey team at the 1960 Olympics 
and often fraternized with the American team—to the point that the Americans 
nicknamed him “Solly” and invited him to matches.40 Anatoly Tarasov, the former 
coach of the USSR’s Olympic hockey team, developed an enduring friendship with 
two U.S. Olympic hockey coaches, Murray Williamson and Herb Brooks.41 
Ironically, the game of hockey produced a durable avenue for friendship between 
American and Russian athletes and coaches. The brother of American hockey 
player Bill Cleary perhaps put it best when he stated that the Soviet players were, 
“real friends [...] they don’t talk about communism. Like us, they talk about 
hockey, and girls.”42 This difference between athletic understanding and political 
narrative became even more apparent as the Carter administration continued to 
push forward with its plan to boycott the 1980 Moscow Summer Games. 

Even though some American athletes and coaches agreed with the decision of 
the Carter administration to boycott the Moscow Olympics, others voiced their 
concern regarding the political interference in the Games. In the words of the U.S. 

                                                 
37 Sarantakes, Dropping the Torch, 11. 
38 Gerald Eskenazi, “U.S. Defeats Soviet Squad in Olympic Hockey by 4-3,” The New York Times, 

February 23, 1980, front page. 
39 John Soares, “The Cold War on Ice,” The Brown Journal of World Affairs 14, no. 2 

(Spring/Summer 2008): 77-87, here 80. 
40 Soares, “Cold War on Ice,” 79. 
41 Soares, “Cold War on Ice,” 83. 
42 Quoted in Soares, “Cold War on Ice”, 79. 
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boxing coach Dwaine Simpson, “my personal feeling is—and it’s shared by my 
colleagues in the U.S. Boxing Association—that politics and sports shouldn’t be 
mixed.”43 Simpson’s response to the boycott of the Moscow Games echoed the 
opinions of many other American athletes and sports officials who felt that the 
decision was disastrous to their Olympic dreams. “Just what right does Carter 
have to keep us from going, anyway [...] those are our Games. The athlete’s 
Games,” said Edwin Moses, a world record holder in the 400 meter hurdles (and 
Olympic gold medalist in both 1976 and 1984).44 What the Carter administration 
failed to understand was that the American athletes needed their Olympic goals 
to keep them motivated to train. By missing the Moscow Games, the U.S. athletes 
would have to wait another four years to compete. U.S. runner Evelyn Ashford 
underscored this need to compete when she stated, “all the talk of the boycott has 
really taken a lot out of me [...] it has affected me. I don’t have a goal anymore. I 
don’t know what to do now. I’ve tried to set new goals, but the Olympic Games 
were going to be everything.”45 Most U.S. athletes resented the thought of 
sacrificing their dreams for their government’s political stance. U.S. pentathlete 
Jane Frederick commented, “whichever way it goes this time, I must accept the 
inescapable conclusion: I am a pawn.”46  The fear of losing their physical edge, 
coupled with the amount of time they had spent training, caused numerous 
athletes to be depressed at President Carter’s decision to boycott the Moscow 
Games. These athletes had simply viewed the 1980 Moscow Games as any other 
Olympic competition. For them, the politics around the Games dissipated during 
the heat of the competition as in that moment it devolved from nation versus 
nation to athlete versus athlete. 

III. Los Angeles (1984): A Reaction to the Politics and the Transition of Influence 

Determined to show the full extent of its resolve, the Soviet Union announced its 
intention to “not participate” in the 1984 Los Angeles Games. However, what they 
could not understand was the ineffectiveness of this move to alter any foreign 
policies.47 The act itself had similar, if not worse, results as the U.S. boycott of the 
1980 Moscow Games. The Soviet Union’s decision came as retaliation to the 1980 
U.S. boycott and to the rise of the “Ban the Soviets” Coalition in California.48 
Similar to the reactions of U.S. athletes toward the boycott of the 1980 Moscow 
Olympics, Soviet athletes responded with shock and dismay toward their 
                                                 

43 Quoted in Felix Rosenthal, “Warm Days in Moscow,” Sports Illustrated, February 4, 1980, 28, 
accessed May 24, 2020. 

44 Quoted in Sarantakes, Dropping the Torch, 230. 
45 Sarantakes, Dropping the Torch, 230. 
46 Guttmann, “Cold War and the Olympics,” 561. 
47 Hill, Olympic Politics, 148. 
48 Chris Elzey, “The Match of the Century: The U.S.-USSR Rivalry in Sports,” in Rivals: 

Legendary Matchups That Made Sports History, ed. David K. Wiggins and R. Pierre Rodgers 
(Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 2010), 327-357, here 355. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20200525010621/https:/vault.si.com/vault/1980/02/04/warm-days-in-moscow
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country’s boycott of the 1984 Los Angeles Games. Vladimir Salnikov, a Soviet 
swimmer and four-time Olympic champion (three gold medals at the 1980 
Moscow Games and one gold medal at the 1988 Seoul Games), commented, “the 
storm clouds had been gathering, but still, it was abrupt and sudden ... The goal 
that I had worked toward over several years suddenly disappeared ... It was not 
clear what would happen next.”49 What made the decision even more difficult to 
follow were the additional changes to the Soviet’s National Olympic Committee 
(NOC). By April 1984, the President of the Soviet NOC changed from the 
experienced Sergei Pavlov to a veteran Soviet propagandist from the Ministry of 
Information, Marat Gramov.50 The Soviets’ Los Angeles Games boycott, like the 
U.S. Americans’ Moscow Games boycott, failed in effecting any significant 
political change. Instead, it signaled the end of dominant Cold War politics over 
the Olympics.51 On the other hand, the 1984 Los Angeles Games showcased the 
determination of athletes to perform their best no matter the political 
circumstances around them. 

Throughout the 1984 Games, the U.S.-USSR political rivalries had to take a back 
seat, allowing the true nature of the Olympics to reemerge. The Los Angeles 
Games helped to revitalize the Olympic spirit and establish new interest among 
the general public through the efforts of its participating athletes. Even the 
participation of the PRC, which was certainly politically significant, seemed to 
validate the attitude of renewed athletic sportsmanship. The highlights of the 
Games included Great Britain’s decathlete Daley Thompson winning gold (he had 
also taken the gold four years earlier at Moscow), the Romanian women’s 
gymnastics team winning the team title, and the U.S. field and track Olympian 
Carl Lewis winning four gold medals. After the PRC’s Olympic weightlifter Chen 
Wei-Qiang had won the gold medal in the 132 pound weightlifting class, he raised 
up the hand of bronze medalist Tsai Wen-Yee of Taiwan during the medal 
ceremony—another major moment of the Los Angeles Games.52 The most 
dramatic moment of the Games was perhaps an incident during the women’s 3000 
meter final. It involved U.S. runner Mary Decker and British runner Zola Budd 
accidently colliding:53 Decker inadvertently stepped on Budd’s left foot and 
bumped against the British runner, which caused Decker to lose balance and fall 
to the curb. This allowed Maricica Puică of Romania to take the lead and win gold. 
Despite the media outcry after the incident, the Los Angeles Games continued to 
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express a sense of comradery between the Olympic athletes. Bob Ctvrtlik, a 
member of the U.S. Olympic volleyball team put it best when he stated that, 
“people think of the Olympics as a corporate struggle [...] it really is not. It relies 
on relationships. [...] it relies on people who can cut through cultural differences 
and find common ground.”54 Still, politics did manage to maintain some influence 
as the Los Angeles Games were celebrated as a success of President Reagan’s 
conservative values, and the participation of Romania and Yugoslavia, two 
communist nations who defied the Soviet boycott, received standing ovations 
during the opening ceremonies.55 In the end, the Games were a major success with 
only fourteen nations joining the Soviet Union’s boycott and 140 nations choosing 
to participate. The achievements of the 1984 Los Angeles Games helped to return 
the Olympics to the athletes. 

Conclusion 

As the Cold War reached its end, nations began to reevaluate how they viewed the 
Olympic Games and international affairs. Scholarship in the last decade has 
reaffirmed that the Cold War was more than a diplomatic confrontation and 
nuclear competition: it was a cultural event that influenced all aspects of life.56 This 
is especially true with regard to the effects it had on the Olympic Games. But what 
is also true is that the Olympics, especially through the actions of its athletes, had 
an effect on the Cold War. The shift from a political and nationalistic take on sports 
to an aesthetic approach based on the entertainment of athletic achievement 
occurred simultaneously in the East and the West.57 Both the U.S. and the Soviet 
Union began to gravitate toward new political strategies to maintain a positive 
national image without inciting direct conflict, such as improving foreign relations 
through acts of diplomacy. Transitions within the Olympic movement eventually 
aided citizens of socialist nations in Europe as they were able to adapt smoothly 
to the practices of Western media societies after the demise of state socialism.58 
Still, even after the Cold War, international affairs and political ideologies 
continued to have an influence on the Olympics. 
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The Cold War’s impact on the Olympics went far beyond establishing the 
differences between Eastern and Western politics; it established a new venue to 
dissect international affairs and a new way to witness the competition over foreign 
influence. It was only through the efforts of the Olympic athletes and the general 
public who defied the political narratives that the Games were able to return to 
what Pierre de Coubertin had originally envisioned: an inclusive international 
competition that elevated athletic comradery and peaceful relations over political 
ideologies.59 Still, in the background of every Olympic competition, there is a 
legacy of establishing political dominance through athleticism, and Coubertin’s 
ideals will forever be tainted by the legacy of Cold War politics. While the Olympic 
Games of the twenty-first century may not receive the same amount of attention 
they did during the Cold War, Olympic athletes will continue to push for a focus 
on their athletic performance over any nationalist praise. 
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