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Recently questions have been raised regarding this year’s Summer Olympics.   One particular concern is questions relating to the human rights abuses and the Chinese government’s excessive spending to prepare for the games.  A part of the story which is often either forgotten or left out is how and why Beijing was able to acquire the privilege of holding the Olympics in the first place. Historically, convincing the International Olympics Committee (IOC) has not been a fair process. This was particularly obvious in the Olympic games of 1936 when the world chose to ignore the situation in Germany and the Nazi’s human rights abuses in order to carry out the games. Another example of this corruption was in Mexico in 1969 under the presidency of Dias Ordaz where hundreds of Mexicans were killed and thousands were wounded as “Mexico City was made safe for the Olympics.”

Clearly, the opportunity to host the Olympic Games is a highly contested privilege, and it is seen as a symbol of political power. This year’s Olympics are historical as it marks the third time in the history of the Olympic Games that a non-European or North American country has been allowed to host the games. This fact is not entirely surprising when looking at who makes up the IOC.  Out of the 123 members on the board in 2002, membership was held primarily by people who were connected and powerful in the business world. These members included some aristocrats, military chiefs, business people, the owner of Coca-Cola Africa, and the former lawyer of Adidas sports equipment.  This fact, if anything, shows that the Olympics are no longer an event symbolizing appreciation for sports and athletic achievement, but it reflects the far more powerful force that money making has in such a highly publicized event. 

The parallel seen in this year’s games and the 1936 Olympics hosted by Nazi Germany is in the government’s response, the world’s response, and the response of the IOC regarding the outrage from the human rights abuses. In 1936, the human rights abuses made by the Nazi’s were ignored by the IOC, because members of the committee had a lot of money invested in the event. Similarly, China is trying to cover up their actions, and the IOC is generally choosing to ignore international complaints on these issues. Due to this extreme inequality, which is displayed both in the preparation and in participation in the games, the Olympic Games are becoming much more of a money making venue and a symbol of economic and political power and wealth.  A question which has come up repeatedly in history regarding this problem is, “What is the proper action to take in light of this international event?” The original purpose of the Olympics, to bring people together in the celebration of athletic abilities, is being lost. 


The other problem seen in the Olympics is the extreme inequality of participation. Although it has leveled off somewhat in the last few events, awards are still not granted proportionately.  Of the 927 medals won at the Sydney Games in 2000, just 5 countries won 357, and the United States won 96 of these. The reason for this inequality is the incredible expense it takes for a country to send athletes to the games. Obviously, the countries with more monetary resources are the ones who organize the event, have seats on the International Olympics Committee, send the greatest number of athletes to the games, win the most medals, and, most importantly, make the most money off the games.

Without some sort of international outcry demanding that the rules of the games change, there is little hope that any change will be made. Change would include increasing the equality of participation, and increasing the transparency of the countries hosting the games to avoid human rights abuses which have historically been prevalent, and are certainly existent in this year’s event. Judging by the success of previous movements regarding this very issue, it is, however, highly unlikely that any change will be made in the near future.
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