
Propaganda, The Olympics and Foreign
Policy: Sport and Society
The Olympic Games have always been much more than just a sporting event.
Throughout history, they have been used as a powerful tool for promoting political
ideologies, shaping public opinion, and advancing foreign policy agendas. The
Olympics have been a breeding ground for propaganda, where nations try to
showcase their power, influence, and superiority. In this article, we will explore the
intricate relationship between propaganda, the Olympics, and foreign policy and
analyze the impact it has on sport and society.

History: Where It All Began

The roots of propaganda in the Olympics can be traced back to the early years of
the modern games. From the very first modern Olympics held in Athens in 1896,
countries have used the games to project their national identity, values, and
political ambitions. Nationalism was at its peak during this time, and governments
saw the Olympics as an opportunity to both unite their citizens and assert
dominance over other nations.

During the interwar period, propaganda reached its zenith. Totalitarian regimes,
like Nazi Germany under Adolf Hitler and the Soviet Union under Joseph Stalin,
saw the Olympics as a platform to legitimize their ideologies and gain
international recognition. The 1936 Berlin Olympics, in particular, were rife with
propaganda, with Nazi symbols and imagery dominating the event.
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The Cold War: A Battle on the Sporting Field

The Cold War era witnessed a fierce propaganda battle between the United
States and the Soviet Union, known as the "Iron Curtain Olympics". The two
superpowers used the Olympics as a battleground to showcase their political
systems and demonstrate which ideology was superior. The US highlighted
individual achievement and capitalism, while the Soviet Union emphasized
collectivism and communism.

Each Olympic Games became a stage for political posturing and propaganda.
The medal tallies were seen as a measure of a nation's power and superiority.
Athletes were perceived as ambassadors of their respective nations, and their
success or failure was viewed as a reflection of their country's political system.

Modern Olympics: A Complex Relationship

In recent years, the relationship between the Olympics and propaganda has
become more nuanced. While many argue that the Games have become more
neutral and focused on athletic achievement, others believe that propaganda is
still deeply embedded within the event.
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Issues such as corruption in host selection, human rights controversies, and
doping scandals have tarnished the image of the Olympics. Critics argue that
hosting the Games is increasingly seen as a way to boost a country's
international prestige and distract from internal problems. The construction of
extravagant stadiums and facilities, often in impoverished areas, raises questions
about the true motives behind hosting the event.

However, the Olympics also present an opportunity for positive propaganda. They
can promote cultural exchange, celebrate diversity, and unite nations under the
banner of sport. The opening and closing ceremonies often highlight the host
country's history, culture, and achievements, aiming to project a positive image to
the world.

Foreign Policy Implications

The use of propaganda in the Olympics has significant foreign policy implications.
Governments strategically exploit the Games to further their geopolitical interests
and gain a competitive edge on the world stage. Through propaganda, countries
aim to shape public opinion, enhance soft power, and influence global
perceptions, especially in the eyes of potential allies, trade partners, and
investors.

For authoritarian regimes, the Olympics provide an opportunity to divert attention
from internal repression and strengthen their grip on power. By hosting the
Games or excelling in certain sports, these regimes attempt to legitimize their rule
and project an image of stability and progress.

It is clear that propaganda has always been an integral part of the Olympics.
Whether used to assert dominance, promote national identity, or divert attention,
propaganda in the Olympics reflects the interplay between sport, society, and



foreign policy. While the modern Games may have tried to distance themselves
from overt propaganda, the underlying motivations behind hosting and
participating in the Olympics cannot be ignored. The Olympics will forever remain
a battleground for political ideologies, serving as a reminder of the complex
relationship between sport and society.
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It is the early Cold War. The Soviet Union appears to be in irresistible ascendance
and moves to exploit the Olympic Games as a vehicle for promoting international
communism. In response, the United States conceives a subtle, far-reaching
psychological warfare campaign to blunt the Soviet advance.

Drawing on newly declassified materials and archives, Toby C. Rider chronicles
how the U.S. government used the Olympics to promote democracy and its own
policy aims during the tense early phase of the Cold War. Rider shows how the
government, though constrained by traditions against interference in the Games,
eluded detection by cooperating with private groups, including secretly funded
émigré organizations bent on liberating their home countries from Soviet control.
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At the same time, the United States utilized Olympic host cities as launching pads
for hyping the American economic and political system. Behind the scenes,
meanwhile, the government attempted clandestine manipulation of the
International Olympic Committee. Rider also details the campaigns that sent
propaganda materials around the globe as the United States mobilized culture in
general, and sports in particular, to fight the communist threat.

Deeply researched and boldly argued, Cold War Games recovers an essential
chapter in Olympic and postwar history.
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