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Foreword

Why are sports important? Why does Boston collectively rise,

fall, then rise again with the fate of the Red Sox? How have Yao Ming, the

NBA star, and Chien-Ming Wang, the Yankees pitcher, come to be national

heroes in the People’s Republic and Taiwan, respectively, even though they

ply their (quite different) trades an ocean away? And how have the Olym-

pic Games, created to promote the ideal of international sportsmanship,

become such a lightning rod for demonstrations of nationalist pride?

There are no simple answers to these questions, but with the 2008

Beijing Olympics at hand, it is an opportune moment to address the politi-

cal history of sport in modern China. That is the purpose and the achieve-

ment of this book. For the history of organized sport is coterminous with

the history of the modern Chinese state, which has been formed and re-

formed on international models over the course of the past century.

China is home to a great and ancient civilization. But “China” as a po-

litical entity is much newer, founded on the ashes of the Qing empire in

1912. The great (and largely successful) quest of China’s twentieth-century

rulers was to make a Chinese-led nation-state out of what had been an

enormous multinational and multicultural dynastic realm. Thus China’s



drive to participate in the international diplomatic arena as a respected na-

tion-state coincides almost exactly with the rise of the modern Olympic

movement and the growth of spectator sports as an international cultural

phenomenon.

There is a great myth that China “opened its doors” only in the last

thirty years. This is not true. Rather, the years of isolationism (ca. 1960–

1972) are the great exception to the rule of China’s international engage-

ment in the past century. The country became a republic with a series

of constitutions modeled on international norms; Chinese capitalism and

then Chinese socialism developed with international partnerships from

Wall Street to Moscow; Chinese higher education was molded by Ameri-

can, European, and Soviet models; and China survived as a nation-state

not least because of its political and military partnerships with Germany,

the United States, and the Soviet Union.

In the creation of this new country, sports played a role that has

grown in importance. The modern Olympic Games may have aspired to

diminish national rivalries, but they have also helped to create and rein-

force new national identities. The 1904 Games, played in conjunction with

the great Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis, allowed Qing lead-

ers to mount an exhibit portraying the dynasty as a conservator of Chi-

nese culture (although no athletes from the region participated). By con-

trast, when the Nationalist Revolution brought the Guomindang to power

in 1927, its early plans for its new capital city of Nanjing included an

Olympic-scale stadium, and it sent China’s first athletes to the Olympic

Games in 1932 and 1936.

As Xu Guoqi shows, in China politics and sports have been linked

from the beginning: China’s first (and, in 1932, only) Olympic athlete was

sent by Nanjing in part for fear that he otherwise might have competed for

Manchukuo, the Japanese puppet state. In 1936, the sixty-nine-member

Chinese delegation was both a symbol of China’s growing self-confidence,

and, almost surely, its close relationship with its German hosts. During the

Communist period, participation in the Olympics was subject to political

constraints—with the Republic of China on Taiwan initially retaining its

recognition by the international Olympic movement—and sporting events

x
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were secondary to political friendships. Drawing from materials only re-

cently made available, Xu illuminates here a history of match-fixing and

tanking, on the orders of Premier Zhou Enlai himself, that would do the

1919 Black Sox proud, even if the only gambling was in the arena of diplo-

macy.

Today, the sports are cleaner but the politics remain. The contro-

versy over Taiwan, which has persisted in international forums like the

United Nations, has repeatedly flared in the Olympic context because of

the unique history of Taiwan’s involvement in the international Olympic

movement—and is one of the more pressing concerns of the 2008 Beijing

Games. As just one measure of the anxiety this “two-China” issue has

caused, the Olympic torch will not pass through Taiwan (which was

forced to reenter the Olympics through the back door as “Chinese Taipei”)

because no one can agree on just what, exactly, the political relationship is

between Beijing and Taipei.

Historians, journalists, and others interested in the rise of organized

sports in modern China will learn much from this book. The next genera-

tion will learn from it as well. This book is, as Xu argues, above all a his-

tory of modern Chinese elite attitudes toward sport. Yet we have entered

an era of mass participation and mass consumption, in China as elsewhere,

of sporting competitions. Now—as a “new Beijing,” built on and beyond

the old Qing capital, welcomes a “new Olympics”—is the perfect time to

look back on the history of China’s intense, and only recent, involvement

with Western organized sports.

William C. Kirby
Geisinger Professor of History and Director,

Fairbank Center for Chinese Studies

Harvard University
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Note on Romanization

This book employs the pinyin system for the transliteration of Chinese

names, with the exception of names such as Confucius, Mencius, Sun Yat-

sen, and Chiang Kai-shek, whose established spellings are familiar in the

West. In citing Western-language sources that use older spelling systems,

references to persons and places have been left unchanged.
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Introduction

The country is being drained of strength. Public interest in martial arts is

flagging. The people’s health is declining with each passing day. . . . Our

country will become even weaker if things are allowed to go unchanged

for long.

Mao Zedong, 1917

What is China? Who are the Chinese? What is China’s role among

nations of the world? For centuries, people both in China and abroad have

asked these questions and tried to address them from many different per-

spectives. But in recent decades, as China has sought to participate actively

in the international community, these concerns about Chinese national

identity, nationalism, and internationalization have become more urgent.

Sports, perhaps more than other modern cultural activities, provide a

useful perspective on—and may even help shape—how national identity is

developed and internationalization is achieved. As Eric Hobsbawm has

pointed out, sports have proved “uniquely effective” in defining national

identity and the sense of belonging.1 Adrian Smith and Dilwyn Porter also

argue, “Sport supplies a mirror that a people holds up to itself.”2 Jacques

Barzun even famously maintained, “Whoever wants to know the heart

and mind of America had better learn baseball.”3 These scholars make

the same point from different backgrounds—namely, that sport defines

a country’s national identity and internationalization because it inspires

solidarity and self-reflection. For outsiders wishing to understand modern

� �� � � �



Chinese society, then, the history of sports in China can offer valuable

insights.

By internationalization, I mean the ways that the Chinese people ac-

tively engage in and are engaged by international ideas, forces, and trends—

a process that has compelled China to associate with the outside world and

the international system. As I have argued elsewhere, internationalization

has been driven by shifts in the flow of social, intellectual, economic, ideo-

logical, and cultural resources between China and the wider world, as well

as by a new Chinese interest in foreign affairs and their position among na-

tions.4 Now that globalization has further integrated China into the world

system economically, and China is eager to play a more active role in inter-

national affairs, the country’s long process of internationalization has be-

come clearer and more important in its search for a new national identity.

Over the course of the twentieth century, five words figured promi-

nently in Chinese public discourse: nationalism, internationalization, so-

cialism, revolution, and imperialism. Internationalization, though rarely

mentioned directly in the first half of the century, nevertheless functioned

as a driving force behind China’s foreign policy and social change. Since

the 1980s this term has become one of the most popular words in the Chi-

nese public vocabulary. Individuals, enterprises, and government agencies,

newly obsessed with the idea of internationalization, have asked them-

selves or have been asked whether they are in step with international

trends or norms. At the same time, words like revolution and imperialism

have progressively lost their usefulness; moreover, nationalism, frequently

invoked in the first half of the twentieth century, seems to have lost favor

with the Chinese people.

But it would be misleading to discount the ongoing importance of na-

tionalism in China since, like internationalization in the early twentieth

century, it has started to play a major behind-the-scenes role in recent

years. Internationalization and nationalism, in other words, have simply

traded places in Chinese social and political discourse and development.

This book will explore the important relationship between international-

ization and nationalism in China and examine how those Chinese obsessed

2
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with internationalization in fact have served the causes of nationalism.

Since nationalism and national identity make sense only in an interna-

tional context, where nations are striving to distinguish and prove them-

selves, nationalism and internationalism are essentially two sides of the

same coin.

Sports, and the Olympics in particular, show well how nationalism

and internationalism come together in China: Chinese participation and

interest in modern sports are largely motivated by nationalism, but by im-

porting sports from the West and taking part in world competitions, China

has also engaged the world community. A 1994 editorial in the Guardian

observed, “Sport may be the quintessence of nationalism on many occa-

sions, but it is also one of the most effective means yet devised of uniting

the global village.”5 In China, too, sports serve as an expression of interna-

tionalism that in some sense transcends nationalistic tendencies. This study

will examine how the global reach of China’s sports and sports figures has

affected the country’s relationship with the outside world. It will explain

how the Chinese embrace of sports at the turn of the twentieth century was

motivated by the same “fighting spirit” that influenced Americans then—

and why Chinese enthusiasm for the Olympics and Western sports resem-

bles Japanese cultural borrowing in the wake of the Meiji Restoration.

★

Every society is, to a great extent, an “imagined” one.6 Historians often

pay far more attention to elite members of a society, allowing them to play

a disproportionately large role in articulating national identity. But a con-

sideration of sports brings a much larger segment of the population—rich

and poor, educated and less educated—into the story. From this perspec-

tive, sports have represented the broad Chinese determination to achieve

national independence and rejuvenation and has served as an expression of

defiance at critical moments—when China suffered through a national cri-

sis at the turn of the twentieth century, during its long war against the Jap-

anese, and as the country began its ascent toward global power in the
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1990s. Sport as a collective experience crosses the social and political divi-

sions of everyday life, and the study of it offers a unique window into

larger historical processes. It is an effective vehicle for studying society-to-

society, people-to-people, and culture-to-culture interactions. It allows us

to examine how the Chinese relate to the rest of the world and how they

negotiate the tricky matters of self-perception and perception by others as

their national identity evolves.

Many books have been written about Chinese nationalism and China’s

internationalization from the perspective of political, diplomatic, and gov-

ernmental issues. But few have considered communally charged popular

activities such as sports. To date no study has systematically combined the

issues proposed here. Current works on sports in China, too, either focus

on sports per se, or on certain periods or themes.7 None has presented a

broader explanation of how sport has tied into China’s developing self-

representation in the world. None has used an international history ap-

proach to address this topic.

Sports in China continue to serve as an agent of social change and le-

gitimacy, as well as a source of international recognition, national prestige,

and an engine of nation-building. Looking at how and why sports and

sports institutions reflect and engage Chinese society in relation to the

world community further emphasizes how sports can be a bridge from a

nation’s internal reality to the external world. The materials I consult here

come from libraries and archives in mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong,

Canada, the United States, Switzerland, and elsewhere, and many of these

sources became available only very recently. This book is the first to use

these new materials to examine many important yet rarely studied issues

such as Beijing’s involvement in the 1952 Helsinki Olympic Games, the

two-China issue, Mao Zedong’s decision to use Ping-Pong to influence

world politics, and the importance of the 1976 Montreal Olympic Games.

In other words, with these new materials and perspectives, I aim to offer a

new approach to understanding the formation of China’s modern national

identity and its sometimes ambivalent embrace of internationalization.

Given the attention the world will focus on China in connection with the

2008 Beijing Olympic Games, the study is also intended to give journalists,

4
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sport scholars, and policymakers the tools they need to appreciate this

enormously significant global event in context.

★

When people from different areas of the world come together for athletic

contests, the games and competitions become in effect cross-cultural ex-

changes. In a sense, the International Olympic Committee (IOC) and other

transnational organizations are stimulating cultural flows as well as man-

aging sports competitions. Major events such as the Olympic Games and

soccer World Cups are inevitably international and national activities, so-

cial and political events as well as gatherings of nations and cultural ex-

changes. Some commentators have pointed out connections between sport

as popular culture and larger issues in the international realm. They argue

that by linking sport to globalization we can better analyze sport as part of

an emergent global culture, as contributing to the definition of new identi-

ties and to the development of a world economy.8 To some, sport as a cul-

tural phenomenon reaches far beyond its traditional boundaries; it ex-

presses a new understanding of culture.9

This kind of cultural approach can add nuance to our understand-

ing of nationalism and internationalization, which have traditionally been

conceived as political. Sports as popular culture has in many ways shaped

the historical landscape of modern China—including its foreign policy and

relationship with the wider world. And in fact modern sports, especially

the Olympic Games, have played a crucially expressive role in the wider

developments of world history. It is only natural to wonder what effect the

2008 Games in Beijing will have on China and its image in the world. Will

the Olympics stimulate Chinese nationalism? Will the embracing of world

sport encourage China to take its place peacefully among the powerful

nations of the world? How will the increased international attention af-

fect China’s political system and social stability? Will the Olympic Games

change the way Chinese see themselves and how the rest of the world sees

them? Will the Games be a “coming out party” bringing political legiti-

macy to the Chinese communist regime, or will the event be a catalyst for

5



political reform and a serious challenge to the existing political order? Al-

though few scholars have addressed all these questions, they are crucial for

those studying China and its relations with the outside world.

China’s past experience necessarily provides the framework to help us

understand the potential significance of an event like the 2008 Olympic

Games. While we cannot predict the future, we can consider some possible

outcomes on the basis of how sports affected both popular opinion and

policy on earlier occasions. A central focus here will be the history of the

twentieth century, when the Chinese became obsessed with their country’s

international status and their own identity as Chinese. As I have pointed

out elsewhere, the problem of just how China would join the world com-

munity as an equal member has been a key concern since the turn of the

twentieth century. One can write modern Chinese history from many per-

spectives and approaches, but this fixation is vital to understanding China

today.10

Chinese attitudes toward modern sports seem to perfectly mirror the

anxieties of the Chinese regarding national pride. For the Chinese, sport-

ing events represent something deep and fundamental—a validation of

their nation’s long labors toward international acceptance, a sign that

China has overcome its “century of humiliation and shame” to become a

full member of the community of nations. Chinese exuberance at hosting

the Olympics clearly demonstrates the depth and significance of the Chinese

passion for international prestige as well as the importance of sports in

China’s embrace of internationalism. The official slogan for the 2008 Beijing

Olympic Games, “One World, One Dream,” clearly reflects this drive.

Finally, this book will take an international history approach. As mas-

ter historians like Akira Iriye brilliantly demonstrate, this perspective goes

beyond the national level of analysis, using the entire world as a reference

point. It explores the connections between popular culture and politics and

between society and individuals. It emphasizes interactions between the

national dreams and international reality and communications between

different cultures and political orders. For this study, the international his-

tory approach will allow me to explore the relationship between the inter-

national political system and China’s cultural outlook, explain the in-

6
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teractions between nationalism and internationalism, and highlight the

connections between Chinese domestic politics and international affairs.

The approach seems a reliable compass with which to examine China’s en-

gagement with the rest of the world through sports. By linking culture and

sports with a study of nationalism and international relations, I hope to

cross some of the boundaries that previous scholarship has erected and

demonstrate both the continuities among different regimes in China and

the similarities between China and other countries.

★

This book is not a general history of sport in China, but rather an account

of broader themes that interlock and overlap. For purposes of clarity, how-

ever, each chapter focuses on an individual theme, necessarily leaving cer-

tain related elements unexplored. For instance, I rarely discuss the role of

women in Chinese sports, although in contemporary China, female ath-

letes hold up more than “half of the sky.”11 In the 1980s the Chinese

women’s volleyball team was both a national and an international sensa-

tion due to their performances in world competitions. In the next decade,

the Chinese women’s soccer team, lovingly called the “iron roses” by many

fans, dazzled the world with their skills and determination to win. Even to-

day, Chinese women outshine Chinese men in many world sports.12

This book, by necessity, also leaves out detailed discussions of Chinese

indigenous sports such as martial arts and other types of physical exer-

cises, although these indigenous physical activities too have played a role

in articulating Chinese national identity and promoting China’s interna-

tionalization. Nor is this a book about mass sports. Rather it is a study of

Chinese competitive sport undertaken on a national level. Accordingly, the

book largely focuses on Chinese elite society. After all, Chinese society

from 1895 to the present has been controlled by and operated under elites

who played the leading role in debating and articulating a modern Chinese

national identity and internationalization. Sports activities developed on a

national level, especially after 1949, remained largely elite pursuits, con-

7



trolled and managed by the state and often subject to marked political in-

fluences.

As Chapters 1 and 2 show, modern sports in China are a completely

invented tradition; their role in nation building, internationalization, and

nationalism is more obvious and important than in many other countries.

When the Chinese embraced Western sports, they were motivated more by

the project of building an image of strength and accomplishment than by

personal enjoyment. This was the case from the late Qing dynasty, into the

early Republican period, in Nationalist China, and throughout the Maoist

era; it remains the case as China enters the twenty-first century. Chapter 3

focuses on the role of sports in Chinese nationalism. It examines issues

such as how members of the Chinese elite developed the links between

training strong bodies, strengthening the race, and saving the nation; how

the burning desire to compete spurred the Chinese to embrace Western

sports; and how and why winning gold medals in world sports competi-

tions has become a national obsession in China.

Chapter 4 explores the issue of China’s national representation

through sports, especially the Olympic movement. It demonstrates how

both Beijing and Taipei fought for their respective international legitimacy

within the Olympic movement from the early 1950s until the early 1980s.

Although Beijing’s first major political and diplomatic battle for national

representation was fighting for the right to take part in the 1952 Olympic

Games, it was the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek rather than

Beijing’s Communist regime that first strongly opposed the two-China

representation in the Olympics. This chapter also points out that China’s

paramount leader, Deng Xiaoping, first articulated or at least practiced

his theory of “one country, two systems” in responding to Taipei’s and

Beijing’s participation in the Olympic movement during the late 1970s.

The chapter demonstrates that Beijing, Taipei, and the International Olym-

pic Committee all made serious mistakes in handling the issue of China’s

representation in the Olympics. I also maintain that despite all the differ-

ences between Taiwan and Beijing, from the early 1950s to the 1980s, they

had common ground regarding the issue of China’s national representa-

tion.

8
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For many Westerners, it is difficult to understand why Beijing was so

concerned about Taiwan’s membership in the Olympic family. Beyond

Beijing’s hopes for its own international legitimacy was the so-called one-

China principle. The PRC’s obsession with the one-China principle ex-

plains why even today the Taiwan issue is still potentially the most danger-

ous one surrounding the 2008 Olympic Games.

The relationship between China and Taiwan has long been compli-

cated. According to the PRC’s official version of China’s modern history,

the period beginning in the 1840s and ending in 1949, the start of the Chi-

nese revolution, was a century of shame and humiliation for the Chinese,

because during this time they were subject to many unequal treaties under

Western and Japanese imperialism. Therefore, the hoped-for reunification

of Taiwan with the PRC is directly linked to the long struggle of the Chi-

nese against foreign imperialist pressure. The middle kingdom syndrome—

that is, the idea that China is the cultural and political center of the re-

gion—also propels Beijing’s determination to bring Taiwan back to the

motherland. Many Chinese have believed in the ideal of the middle king-

dom and that Taiwan’s current separation from the mainland occurred

first because of Japanese imperialism and then due to American interven-

tion in the Chinese civil war. Because of these deep-rooted and widespread

notions, the Communist regime has felt compelled to fight Taiwan’s efforts

to become more fully independent even at the risk of canceling the Olym-

pic Games. Hosting the Olympics for the party may bring glory and legiti-

macy, but losing Taiwan would eclipse that honor.

Chapter 5 tells the story of ping-pong diplomacy. It explains why the

common ground that Mao and Nixon worked so hard to find turned out

to be the small white Ping-Pong ball. This chapter also examines the Amer-

ican version of ping-pong diplomacy through its detailed study of the Chi-

nese table-tennis team’s visit to the United States in the spring of 1972. No

other studies have ever paid attention to this second act of ping-pong di-

plomacy, although from a scholarly perspective, it was more important in

the sense that individuals and nongovernmental organizations interacted

in new and significant ways. If we argue that Mao’s act of ping-pong diplo-

macy set the stage for better diplomatic relations with the United States,

9



the Chinese ping-pong visit of 1972 kicked off a healthy and fast-develop-

ing trend toward expanded cultural exchange between the two countries.

Chapter 6 uses materials that have become available only very recently

to study, in the most comprehensive manner attempted to date, how the

two-China issue affected the 1976 Montreal Olympic Games and interna-

tional politics at the time. The controversy led not only to a threat by the

IOC to cancel the Olympic Games and by the United States to boycott the

Games, but also an almost universal condemnation of the Canadian gov-

ernment.

Chapter 7 studies how since the 1980s sports have once again become

a key tool in China’s all-out campaign for international prestige, status,

and legitimacy. It explains the reemergence in China of the close link be-

tween sports and national honor, and between nationalism and interna-

tionalization. It also demonstrates the close relationship in the minds of

the Chinese between winning gold medals in sports and achieving glory for

the nation. This obsession with winning has turned China into a country

whose citizens feel they cannot afford to lose a major international sports

competition.

Why did it take the Chinese a hundred years to achieve their dream of

hosting the Olympic Games in Beijing? Why did the Communist party put

its credibility on the line and try so hard to bid for the Games? Why did

Beijing lose its first bid? What kind of influence will the 2008 Games have

on Chinese national identity and internationalization? Chapter 8 considers

the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games from a comparative historical perspec-

tive. It explains that the Games present both dangers and opportunities to

the Chinese nation and the Communist party. For the nation, it might

be the beginning of a wonderful journey to self-confidence and demo-

cratic development, while for the party it could represent the beginning of

the end.

★

No matter what happens to China in connection with the 2008 Olympics,

the Games will be a major milestone: the selection of Beijing as the host

10
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city is, for many, an acknowledgment by the world that China has become

a major international power. For generations of Chinese who have been

part of the country’s drive for both a new national identity and a place in

the international community, a century-long dream of sponsoring the ven-

erated Olympics has finally been realized—and a larger goal of achieving

international respect seems at hand.

11
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Strengthening the Nation with Warlike Spirit

National power relies on [its citizens’] warlike spirit. . . . [We] should use

sports to save the nation. Together [the Chinese] can achieve their heroic

national ambition.

Chiang Kai-shek, 1933

The important thing in the Olympic Games is not winning but tak-

ing part.

Pierre de Coubertin

Until the late 1890s, the modern Mandarin phrase tiyu (sport or

physical education) did not exist in China.1 Moreover, the term took a long

time to mean what it does today. Once the term had been imported from

Japan, it referred more to personal hygiene and general health than physi-

cal exercise. And in 1902, when Liang Qichao and others first used tiyu,

their discussions focused more on preparing the mind and body for war

with militarized physical training (shangwu).2 The phrase tiyu consists of

two Chinese characters—ti means body, and yu, cultivation. But when the

Chinese began to embrace modern Western sports, tiyu developed a sig-

nificant new meaning: the possibility and mission of nation-strengthening.

Its appearance coincided with Chinese ambitions to forge a new national

identity and assume a role in the international scene at the turn of the

twentieth century.

Throughout this book, I use “physical culture” and “sports” inter-

changeably with the Chinese expression for several reasons. First, the two

represent a very close translation of the Chinese phrase. And second, by

using physical culture or sports here, I mean to convey something more

than physical training. In the Chinese context, tiyu also involves culture,

� �� � � �



Strengthening the Nation with Warlike Spirit
★ ★ ★ ★

especially public culture—a forum where, as Thomas Bender claims,

“power in its various forms is elaborated and made authoritative.”3 For

many Chinese who started to embrace tiyu at the turn of the twentieth cen-

tury, this turn to physical culture reflected or responded to a national cry

for renewal and a desire to be recognized as a respected power among

other nations of the world.

Sports in China before 1895

When Beijing applied to host the 2000 Olympic Games, it emphasized the

historical development of sports in China.4 Doing so was somewhat mis-

leading, because traditional sports in China were not really relevant to the

modern Chinese obsession with sports and the Olympic Games. Neverthe-

less, the culture of physical fitness has had a long history in China. For ex-

ample, physical education was an important part of Confucian teaching.

Confucius and many other sages of the ancient period emphasized cultivat-

ing both an individual’s intellectual and physical accomplishments. For

Confucius, in order to be an educated and useful person, one must develop

physical strength in tandem with moral values and intelligence. Physi-

cal accomplishment was clearly emphasized as part of the core Confucian

curriculum, the so-called Six Arts of ritual mastery, music, archery, horse-

manship, literature, and mathematics.5 Mencius, who lived in the fourth

century BC and was another key Confucian figure, also advocated the im-

portance of lao qi jin gu, or the significance of enduring physical challenges

for creating a great man. In the eras of Confucius and Mencius, Chinese

people seemed to realize the linked importance of mental and physical

skills. A two-thousand-year-old silk painting from an imperial tomb shows

a group of people engaged in fitness exercises.6 As early as the Warring

States era, which lasted from the fifth century to the third century BC,

weiqi, or Chinese chess (which the Japanese later borrowed and called go),

was very popular, and many people were also devoted to an ancient ver-

sion of soccer in the Warring States period and Han dynasty (206 BC–220

BCE) periods.

Other games were also popular in ancient times. According to one his-
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torical record, Liu Bang, the founding emperor of the Han dynasty, was

surprised to discover after building a luxurious house for his father in the

capital that his father was not very happy there: he missed playing a game

called cuju with his hometown friends.7 This game, similar to today’s soc-

cer, remained popular among both high-society members and the lower

classes in Song China (960–1279). An ancient form of polo, called jiju,

jiqiu, or daqiu, was also developed during this early period. Sports were

visible enough that they attracted the attention of the Han historian Ban

Gu, who, in his famous history Han Shu, devoted a chapter to individuals

talented in a certain sport or martial art or demonstrated other types of ex-

ceptional skill.8 Indeed, the Chinese played soccer and polo with great de-

votion in the Tang and Song periods.9

The origins of some of these early games provide a glimpse of what

an international crossroads China had become. During the Tang dynasty

(618–907) people from many countries came to the powerful empire’s cap-

ital, Chang’an, for work, travel, or study. Some scholars have suggested

that polo in Tang China might have been brought in by the Persians. In the

Song dynasty, a game called chui wan, which means “to strike the ball with

a stick,” similar to modern golf, became popular within elite circles.10 It is

well known, too, that the Chinese have practiced wu shu (martial arts such

as tai ji) and other types of physical exercise for many centuries.

From ancient times to the beginning of the modern period, then, the

Chinese people, due to the openness of Chinese society, enjoyed a wide va-

riety of sports. Mongolian wrestling and horse racing, Tibetan foot racing,

and Manchurian skating, among other activities, were practiced at differ-

ent times. One might speculate that these different sports may have also

helped shape Chinese views of prowess and influenced the development of

specifically Chinese physical arts in the long run.

Nevertheless, China’s long history of sport does not necessarily mean

that sports were an important part of the Chinese way of life. Although

some sports had powerful fans, by and large, few Chinese became skilled

in physical games. In fact, prior to 1895, Chinese attitudes in general to-

ward the body and physical training were ambivalent, to say the least. Chi-

nese high culture downplayed the importance of personal physical fitness
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vis-à-vis so-called moral cultivation for both men and women. This was es-

pecially the case after the Song dynasty, with the rise of neo-Confucianism,

institutionalized civil service examinations, and foot-binding. After the

Song period, games like polo, golf, and soccer gradually disappeared, and

Chinese high culture further emphasized values associated with civilian

rather than military expertise and disparaged the physical activities that

many members of the Chinese elite thought were linked to the common

people, or lao li zhe (people who rely on physical strength). Ideas such as

he wei gui, or “harmony and peace are most precious,” and junzi dong kou

bu dong shou (the gentleman uses words, not fists, to settle disputes) be-

came widely accepted as preferred social norms. Although Mencius talked

about the link between lao qi jin gu and the great man, overall his idea that

“those who use their minds and brains rule, and those who use their physi-

cal strength are ruled” encouraged the Confucian scholars who led society

and the government to look down on physical education. Consequently,

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Chinese elites generally

considered sports undignified—a robust body was not consistent with the

idea of the cultured gentleman.

The civil service examination institutionalized since the Tang and Song

dynasties and based on Confucian ideas of merit also effectively led to the

general degeneration of elite men’s bodies. The examination system, which

lasted into the early twentieth century, kept Chinese men preoccupied with

Confucian texts and exam preparations and discouraged most of them

from paying attention to “ungentlemanly” physical education.11 Chinese

men under the influence of this system and of neo-Confucianism idealized

the delicate, indoor genteel life and looked down on the merits of strong

bodies and a warlike spirit.

If the culture of the civil service examinations had worn down the ro-

bustness of elite Chinese men, its most damaging influence was inflicted on

Chinese women in the form of foot-binding.12 It is perhaps no coincidence

that foot-binding became widespread in the tenth century, at the fullest

flowering of the civil service examination culture and neo-Confucianism,

and was not banned until the examination was itself abolished in the early

twentieth century. During this thousand-year period, and especially in the
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Qing dynasty (1644–1912), nearly all Han Chinese women had their feet

bound and were therefore physically disabled. We still do not completely

understand why foot-binding lasted so long and spread so widely, or just

what its social, cultural, economic, and even physical implications were

for the Chinese people. Perhaps as Chinese male elites became feminized

through a lack of physical exercise after the tenth century, they indirectly

forced or at least preferred Chinese women to become “hyper-feminine”

through the practice of foot-binding.

The dynasties that followed the Song, despite their differing ethnic and

cultural origins and the fact that they all took power on horseback, tended

to emphasize an interest in high culture and moral values rather than coer-

cion to govern. The general result was that Chinese society, for nearly

one thousand years, was characterized by physical weakness, even frailty.

Rarely did Han Chinese elite society encourage physical training. Tradi-

tional Chinese novels in early modern times idolized the white-faced book-

worm type and women were praised for being as “fragile as a willow.”

Popular sayings like wan ban jie xia pin, wei you du shu gao (everything

else is inferior to preparation for the civil service examination) or hao nan

bu dang bing, hao tie bu da ding (a good man should not become a soldier,

just like high-quality iron should not be used for making nails) largely

reflected the general mindset that underlay the denigration of physical

strength in traditional Chinese society.

The Boxer Rebellion (1898–1900) was a rare exception; during this

period a machismo subculture within the larger society used physical skill

in a way that strongly influenced Chinese national identity and interna-

tionalization. The group was dubbed “boxers” by foreigners. Among them-

selves, however, they were called Yihequan (Fists united in righteousness)

and almost all of their members were poor young male farmers from

northern China who had suffered enormously from foreign incursions

(later there were female members called Red Lanterns). The Boxers were

interesting in that they practiced martial arts, which they believed were an-

imated by the possession of spirits, and showed a strong anti-foreign atti-

tude—especially in their attacks on Christians (both Chinese and foreign)

and missionaries. After the Qing court decided to transform the Boxers
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into an officially sponsored militia and encourage them to target foreign-

ers, the rebellion triggered an international military response, which suc-

cessfully quelled the uprising. The Boxer Rebellion had a long-lasting ef-

fect on Chinese politics and foreign relations. The uprising reinforced negative

European perceptions about China and its people—their purported hostil-

ity to Christianity, resistance to modern technology, and xenophobia. And

the defeat and humiliation suffered at the hands of the international expe-

ditionary forces soon led to the Qing’s final fall in 1912.13

By participating in the downfall of the Qing, the Boxers precipitated

developments that would lead to much broader changes, though this was

not their intention. The Boxer Rebellion was the last powerful cry of ad-

vocates of traditional martial arts and religion for undertaking political

change through the old style of armed rebellion. Although their efforts

ended in tragedy, one might argue that the Boxer Rebellion marked a new

trend in which physical education was increasingly linked with China’s na-

tional identity. Prior to 1895, those Chinese who believed in the value of

physical exercise were generally focused on personal enrichment. Only af-

ter 1895 did the Chinese begin to associate physical training and the health

of the public with the fate of the nation. To understand this change, we will

want to examine China’s relationship with the world at the turn of the

twentieth century.

The “Sick Man” and a New World

The year 1895 was a turning point in both Chinese and world history.

Leading up to this point, the major European powers were moving closer

to the first global war. And China, which called itself “the celestial empire”

or “the middle kingdom” (despite having been reduced to peripheral status

in the 1840s with the Opium War), was clinging to its middle kingdom

dream. China’s sound defeat in the first Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895),

then, was for the Chinese a shock—a wake-up call that China had to come

to terms with a new reality. As a consequence of China’s defeat in that con-

flict, most Chinese elites became convinced that only by giving up its tradi-

tional imperial identity and becoming a nation-state could China endure—
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and more importantly, only by joining the emerging world order domi-

nated by Western powers did China have any hope of recovering its past

glory.14 In other words, China finally was ready to learn from the West and

negotiate a new national identity based on Western ideas and practices.

Ideas such as Social Darwinism and survival of the fittest, introduced at

this juncture, prepared the Chinese mentally for their embrace of Western

sports.

Chinese interest in Western sports was directly linked to their rethink-

ing of China’s national fate. For many Chinese after the first Sino-Japanese

war, their country had become a “sick man” who needed strong medicine.

The first person to coin the phrase “sick man” was Yan Fu, an influential

scholar and translator of Western books at the turn of the twentieth cen-

tury. Yan had received an excellent education in both Chinese traditional

culture and foreign affairs, and had spent several years in Britain as a mili-

tary student. In March 1895, in an article in Tianjin’s Zhibao titled “Yuan

qiang” (On the origins of national strength), Yan wrote, “A nation is like a

human. If an individual is not active physically, the body will be weak. If a

person is active physically, the body will be strong. This is common sense.

How about a sick man? If he wants to transform his sick body into a

strong one overnight, he is bound to overdo. Pursuing this strategy to be-

come strong will actually speed up his death. Does today’s China look like

a sick man?” In Yan’s view, the country did seem sick, and to make China

strong again, Yan argued, the Chinese had to improve their physical shape,

intelligence, and moral values. He put physical strength at the top of the

list. He strongly criticized Chinese habits of opium smoking and foot-bind-

ing. For Yan Fu, only a healthy mother could produce strong children.15

Yan also blamed the civil service examination system for China’s frail

condition.16 If the Chinese really wanted to be strong and rich again, Yan

argued, they had to be physically fit and energetic; a country of weak peo-

ple could only become a sick nation.17 As Benjamin Schwartz has written,

for Yan Fu physical strength was “closely associated in his mind with the

psychological values of physical courage and the power of physical endur-

ance. In some ways, the affirmation of man’s physical powers and what
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might be called the physical virtues would provide the most dramatic man-

ifestation of the new transformation of values.”18

At some point after Yan had characterized China as a “sick man,”

foreigners started to use the same expression. For example, in 1896 the

Shanghai journal Shiwubao published an article translated from a British

journal that labeled China in this way.19 Since then, this label has haunted

and humiliated the Chinese. Chen Tianhua, in his famous 1903 article

“Jingshizhong,” wrote, “Shame! Shame! Shame! This great China, which

for many centuries was hailed as The Celestial Empire by neighbors, is

now reduced to a fourth-rate nation! The foreigners call us the sick man of

East Asia, call us a barbarian, inferior race.”20 In 1904 the writer Zeng Pu

took as his pen name “Dong Ya bing fu” (sick man of East Asia) for his

novel Nie hai hua (Flowers in a sea of sin) in part to motivate the Chinese

to reflect on their condition and make efforts toward self-renewal. Al-

though the phrase “sick man of East Asia” may have only rarely had seri-

ous currency in Western thinking, for the Chinese, the idea has been part

of their cultural background since the turn of the twentieth century.

The image of China as a sick man motivated many Chinese to think

hard about how to “cure” their nation and eventually led to the introduc-

tion of modern sport as one prescription for the Chinese national crisis.

From this perspective, the year 1895 was pivotal. Elites began to ques-

tion or even repudiate their old identity and culture, including traditional

physical activities. For many elite members of society, sports now meant

Western sports, activities imported from abroad. As Xu Yixiong, a dis-

tinguished sports scholar in Taiwan, has pointed out, the adoption of mod-

ern sports in late imperial China was fueled by the idea of saving the Chi-

nese race and self-strengthening.21 Even the conservative reformer Zhang

Zhidong concluded in his influential article “Quan xue pian” (Exhorta-

tion to learning) that physical training and China’s national survival were

closely linked. Zhang argued that to make the nation strong the Chinese

must rely on wu gong, or Western-style exercise and military training.

Liang Qichao, an important reformer and writer, wrote in his 1902 article

“Xin min shuo” (On new citizenship) that “to be civilized, citizens need a
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warlike spirit that serves as the essence of a nation. Without this warlike

spirit, a nation can not stand.” For Liang, this animus was the key factor

behind the power and strength of the Western powers and Japan.22 Liang

argued that China had lost this spirit a long time ago; it had become a

country of “sick people and as a result a sick nation.”23 Clearly the shame

that the Chinese felt about their nation being labeled the “sick man of East

Asia” motivated many of them to advocate Western sports. Xu Yibing,

a student who returned from Japan, established China’s first school of

gymnastics in 1908, giving it the motto “Zeng qiang zhong hua minzu

tizhi, xi shua dong ya bing fu chi ru” (Strengthen China’s physical condi-

tion, remove the shame of being Asia’s “sick man”). Xu contended that

China could only compete with the West when its people paid attention to

sports.24 Even Sun Yat-sen, founding father of the Republic of China, ac-

knowledged that “today we advocate physical exercise because it is crucial

for us to strengthen our race and protect our nation.” He further stated,

“If we want to make our country strong, we must first make sure our peo-

ple have strong bodies.”25

At the turn of the twentieth century, then, in the name of making

China strong and rich, many Chinese started to push hard to ban foot-

binding and abolish the civil service examinations. Indeed, Chinese women’s

liberation began with this idea of “national salvation”: a healthy mother

with natural feet was considered vital to the country’s goal of produc-

ing strong and healthy children. By the early twentieth century Chinese

women began to unbind their feet or stopped binding those of their daugh-

ters, and left the inner chambers to seek an education and even to exercise.

Qiu Jin was an exemplar of this new type of woman. She not only went to

Japan to study, but also enjoyed fencing, horseback riding, and other types

of exercise.26 By 1905 both foot-binding and the civil service examinations

had been legally abolished.

Jun guomin zhuyi (societal militarism) and shangwu (a warlike spirit)

were also popular ideas for how sports could be used to save China in this

period. Individuals like Liang Qichao, Cai E, and many others all advo-

cated that the Chinese cultivate shangwu. In a sense, jun guomin zhuyi and

shangwu were two sides of the same coin. As Zhang Jian pointed out,
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“Promoting education that will militarize our citizens is the same as pro-

moting a warlike spirit.”27 Cai Yuanpei, the first minister of education in

the new Republic of China and a returned student from Germany, stated

even more clearly that the jun guomin doctrine not only was appropri-

ately part of physical education, but also was all about the military spirit

(shangwu) and could be understood as a worldview.28 He said, “National

strength is based on citizens. The people’s strength is decided by their phys-

ical strength. The physical strength comes from their warlike spirit.”29 Al-

though before the emergence of Confucianism in China important affairs

of state had centered on worship and warlike activities (guo zhi da shi, wei

si yu rong), modern advocates of shangwu believed that the practice had

been neglected for too long.30 Interestingly, Avery Brundage, who served as

the IOC president during 1952 and 1972 and was not particularly famous

for his intellectual observations, wrote in the 1930s about this issue:

It has come to be my conviction that there was more than a coincidence

between the corruption of sport and the ruin of ancient cultures. . . .

China offers a splendid modern example pointing to the conclusions I ar-

rive at among the ruins of Mediterranean civilizations. In this most an-

cient and veritable civilization—the Chinese—physical fitness and its na-

tional organization have been neglected. The highly intellectual citizens

of China have allowed themselves to be plundered by their own bandits

for generations. Nations which have developed physical fitness through

the hardships of their environment and constant conflict, with the disci-

pline thereby built up, have done as they pleased with China for genera-

tions.31

In a context of many unequal—and humiliating—treaties with other

nations, many Chinese felt that now was the time for China to reawaken

its warlike spirit. Physical education was believed by some to be the only

solution to the nation’s crisis.32 China needed to institute national games

not only to promote sports but more importantly to help revive the na-

tional spirit.33 Indeed, after the first national games were held in Nanjing in

1910, the government issued the following statement: “[China] is living

under multiple threats from abroad; it will have trouble surviving as a na-
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tion if most of its citizens have no war-like spirit.”34 In 1914, when China

held its second national games in Beijing, organizers welcomed spectators

to attend so they could observe the progress the country had made in

sports and “show their appreciation and admiration for the war-like spirit

[of the competitors].”35

The ideal of shangwu, which many Chinese elites shared, grew from

observing the rapid rise of Germany and Japan during the late nineteenth

century. Chinese who went to Japan concluded, as one article noted in

1904, that Japan had succeeded where China had not because it had “a

warlike spirit.”36 As for Germany, according to Liu Shuya, a scholar in the

early Republican era, the main difference between a weak China and a

strong Germany was that “Germans practiced warlike education” but

China did not.37

Even the young Mao Zedong was completely taken with the shangwu

idea. In his first published article, “Tiyu zhi yanjiu” (On physical culture),

published on April 1, 1917, in the influential journal Xin Qingnian (New

youth), Mao began by stating that “among today’s civilized powers, Ger-

many really stands out; fencing is widespread there, while in Japan, the

samurai spirit was very influential. . . . It is absolutely right to say that one

must build a strong body if s/he wants to cultivate inner strength.” In

Mao’s view, “Physical education or exercise . . . should be the number one

priority.” Like Mao, many Chinese were very clear about the national and

international implications of sport. One Shenbao author wrote about the

1921 Far Eastern Championship Games this way: “The spirit of struggle in

athletics is the same as in war. If one is defeated in war, territory is lost. If

one is defeated in athletics, reputation is lost. And of territory and reputa-

tion, no one yet knows which is more important. . . . We need to be able to

perform in athletics before we can talk of war. A nation needs to be able to

fight before it can talk of peace. World peace begins with athletics.”38

The sports referred to here were clearly of the Western variety. Hao

Gengsheng, in his book Physical Education in China, published in 1926

and “dedicated to a China wise and strong,” wrote that the model of phys-

ical education pursued at the turn of the twentieth century had been intro-
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duced from the West.39 But what had happened to traditional Chinese

sports? Liang Qichao, like other advocates of a modern sports regime, sim-

ply dismissed them as having nothing to do with the ultimate goal of culti-

vating solidarity, moral strength, and a warlike spirit.40 By contrast, mod-

ern sport was believed to create harmony among body, mind, and spirit

and could serve as a sort of religion. This belief was not new; it could be

found in records of the ancient Olympic Games. For the Greeks, “the idea

behind the Olympic games was the development of the complete man, the

old idea of the mind in an active and alert body.” The concept that sport

draws from high culture and physical culture, and that it contributes to

one’s physical, moral, and mental development, was also obvious in the

thinking of Pierre de Coubertin when he decided to revive the Olympics.

For him, the Olympic movement aimed to develop understanding among

all peoples, as well as cultivate the “complete man.”41 Coubertin, like the

Chinese, observed that the German empire was built on “military athlet-

ics.”42 He noted the “close correlation between frame of mind, ambitions,

the tendencies of a people and the way in which they understand and orga-

nize physical exercise.”43

The thinking of the early twentieth-century Chinese elites thus shared

more with the ancient Greeks and Coubertin than with Chinese philoso-

phers and statesmen of antiquity. For advocates of Western sports in China,

aligning one’s arguments with foreign thinking was a natural outgrowth of

a new international mindset.

In the early 1890s, just as Chinese elites were realizing that through

Western sports they could take the first steps toward reinvigorating their

country, world sport entered a new phase with the revival of the Olympic

movement. The hosting of the first modern Olympic Games in Athens in

1896 thus coincided with China’s awakening to the new international real-

ity. But the founding of the modern Olympics was also clearly a result of a

broader trend toward internationalization. It was German scholars who

excavated the ancient Olympic site and Frenchman Pierre de Coubertin

who led the campaign for the revival of the Games. In Coubertin’s view,

bringing back the Olympic Games would encourage “peace among na-
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tions,” with the participating athletes acting as “ambassadors of peace.”

Significantly, Coubertin tried to bring about an “enlightened international-

ism by cultivating a nonchauvinistic nationalism.”44 As John MacAloon,

Coubertin’s biographer, argued convincingly, Coubertin’s “very identity

was wrapped up as fully in his internationalism as in his patriotism.”45

On June 23, 1894, at the founding congress of the modern Olympic

Games in Paris, Coubertin officially announced the birth of the mod-

ern Olympic movement and chose the words “Citius, Altius, Fortius”

(faster, higher, stronger) as its motto. At the dinner that closed the found-

ing congress, Coubertin made the following toast, “I raise my glass to the

Olympic idea, which has crossed the mists of time like a ray from the all-

powerful sun and is returning to shine on the gateway to the twentieth cen-

tury with a gleam of joyful hope.”46 On April 6, 1896, the first modern

Olympic Games were held in Athens. Coubertin noted, “The important

thing in the Olympic Games is not winning but taking part.”47 The begin-

ning of the modern Olympics thus marked the start of a new era of inter-

national engagement.

For Chinese elites, who were looking for direction for their nation,

modern sports and the Olympics with their mix of nationalism and inter-

nationalization seemed a possible solution to their problems. The Olympic

Games, as John Lucas wrote, “are both a vision and a search for the ex-

traordinary.”48 This kind of vision was precisely what the Chinese were af-

ter. We do not know exactly when the Chinese heard about the revival of

the Olympic movement and the first modern Games, but one thing is clear:

the Olympic call to be “faster, higher, stronger,” and to participate in the

world as an equal, matched the ideals that motivated the Chinese most at

that time. After all—theoretically—the new Olympics and other interna-

tional sports events provided the proverbial level playing field where every

nation, large or small, could take part and be judged by the same rules and

standards. As one scholar has noted, “The first laws ever to be voluntarily

embraced by men from a wide variety of cultures and backgrounds are the

laws of sport.”49 The Chinese not only wanted to compete in sports, but

also—and more importantly—saw the modern Olympic movement as co-

inciding with their broader plans for national renewal.
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Internationalizing China through Modern Sports

At the first modern Olympics in Athens, a woman approached Coubertin

and asked him whether his Games would be a theatrical reproduction of

the ancient Olympic Games with nude actors. No, he replied; these games

would be real and worldwide. “Oh, then,” she asked, “will we see Indian,

Negro, and Chinese performers?”50 Coubertin did not respond then, but

on other occasions he expressed high hopes for the development of sports

in Asia. The “yellow men,” according to Coubertin, were “ready collec-

tively, because their young imperialism, which has not yet had its fill of

domination, will impel them to taste the fresh joys of athletic victories, as

well as the honor this brings to their national flags.”51 Coubertin of course

had no idea what the thinking was in China about Western sports. In fact,

it was the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), not the IOC, that

was responsible for introducing the Chinese to these games. To be sure,

Western sports were first introduced in Chinese territory in the 1840s by

foreigners in the wake of the Opium Wars, but at that point they were only

played by foreigners, and the Chinese were not encouraged to follow suit.

Mission schools also played a role, albeit a limited one, in spreading sports

to China. Still, into the late nineteenth century, only foreigners or mission

school students participated; most Chinese elites and the general popula-

tion showed no interest. This situation changed dramatically with the ar-

rival in 1895 of the YMCA representative David Willard (“D. W.”) Lyon.

The YMCA could not have chosen a better time to encourage the Chinese

to play Western sports; that very year China had suffered a defeat at the

hands of the Japanese and had begun to wrestle with the issue of nation-

building and adapting to the new international situation. The Chinese of

the 1890s, like the Americans of the same period, seem to have suffered

from what Richard Hofstadter called a “psychic crisis,” even though the

backgrounds to their respective crises were fundamentally different.52 The

prominent Chinese linkage of tiyu with national self-strengthening was

clearly fostered in this climate through the efforts of the YMCA in major

cities around the country.

With arrival in Tianjin of Lyon, a recent graduate of Wooster College
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in Ohio, the YMCA started to promote modern sports in China with its

coherent and collective effort.53 In 1899 a Shanghai branch was set up,

and by 1922, forty branches were operating across China. From the very

beginning, then, the YMCA played a pivotal role in China’s modern sports

development. The organization successfully promoted modern sports by

sponsoring games, journals, and lectures. After J. H. Gray arrived in Shang-

hai in 1920 to be director of the YMCA’s physical education department,

he issued a report to the International Committee of the YMCA about the

state of physical education in China. He wrote, “A good start was made in

the beginning, which showed that China was in the early stages of a great

physical renaissance in which the old ideals of the body and of living were

being rapidly changed for new and different ones.”54 It was under the

YMCA’s leadership that the first Chinese national games took place in

1910. The idea of the games came from an American, M. J. Exner, a

YMCA official sent to China to provide physical education leadership in

1908. Major officials and referees for the 1910 games were foreigners, and

the official language of the games was English. In 1923, when the Far East-

ern Games took place in Japan, the leader of China’s team was none other

than Gray, who delivered a speech to the games on behalf of China.

Interestingly, some YMCA officials understood and even shared the

new Chinese obsession with shangwu. Charles Harold McCloy is the best

example of this group. McCloy worked in China for more than ten years,

between 1913 and 1926, and spoke Chinese. Among his other accomplish-

ments, he made the argument to the YMCA office that foreign sports edu-

cators in China should speak the local language.55 In the 1910s McCloy

was excited by the new Chinese interest in physical education and in one of

his reports wrote, “There is work enough now at hand for fifty men [of the

YMCA] to keep busy for fifty years. . . . We just can’t do it with the men we

have at present.”56 With his writings, lectures, and teachings, McCloy was

instrumental in bringing China to international sports both as a YMCA of-

ficial and later, as a professor. According to another YMCA official, Eu-

gene E. Barnett, “McCloy was more than the activist, the innovator, the

promoter; he was also the researcher and the scholar.”57 In one of his many

publications, McCloy pointed out that from ancient times, there had been
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two different cultures: the militaristic and aggressive, and the civilized and

passive. Although it was difficult to say which was better, the militaristic

and aggressive culture often enjoyed an advantage. McCloy thus reached

the same conclusion as many Chinese: if China wanted to survive and win

in this dangerous world, it had to follow the militaristic and aggressive

model.58 McCloy’s influence in this regard was so great that when he re-

signed his professorial post in 1926, the acting president of China’s Na-

tional Southeastern University wrote that his departure marked a “loss to

the whole field of physical education in this country.”59

Although some Chinese claim that soccer and golf originated in China,

modern sports obviously came from the West. Basketball was introduced

in 1895 by an American and volleyball about ten years later. Ping-Pong, an

import, eventually became one of the most popular sports in China. For-

eigners (especially YMCA officials) and Chinese returning from abroad of-

ten introduced Western sports to the Chinese public. (Americans were es-

pecially key in this regard.) And under YMCA sponsorship, many future

leaders of Chinese sports had an opportunity to study abroad, including

Wang Zhengting, the first Chinese member of the IOC; Zhang Boling;

Dong Shouyi; Hao Gengsheng; and Ma Yuehan. In fact, until the 1920s,

foreigners, especially Americans, remained the driving force behind Chi-

nese interest in sports. No wonder Jonathan Kolatch in his pioneering

book Sports, Politics, and Ideology in China called the period from 1895

to 1928 “The YMCA era.”60 Only in the late 1920s, when China was

striving to recover its national sovereignty, did the influence of the YMCA

decline.

But the YMCA was only one of many international agencies that

played a role in the development of sports in China. Japan was also instru-

mental. Sports that were popular in the West, including gymnastics, fenc-

ing, rifle shooting, riding, and skiing, had been introduced to Japan after

the Meiji restoration in connection with government attempts to modern-

ize the military.61 In 1903, the Qing court of China adopted this Western-

influenced Japanese curriculum as part of its first modern educational sys-

tem. The Qing’s new education model stipulated that all schools establish

physical education classes, and as in Japan, these featured not so much
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sports as military-style exercise. This emphasis became even clearer in the

Qing’s 1906 revised regulation, which maintained that all school text-

books should promote militarization of citizens and emphasize the idea of

shangwu—imperatives that were soon inherited by the Nationalist govern-

ment. After the Chinese Communists came to power in 1949, elements

of the Russian system were also introduced into the schools’ sports curric-

ulum. Internationalization thus continued under the Communists, even

though China changed dramatically in other respects.

Modern physical education, an import from the West, was thus funda-

mentally different from the old tradition of tiyu. But even as the Chinese

adopted Western sports, they also gave them new meanings. Sports, for the

Chinese, were one avenue to national renewal and equality among the na-

tions of the world, and a means to achieve their desire to be recognized as a

respected power. As Andrew Morris recently pointed out, early Republi-

can China’s discourse on physical education “was clearly part of the proj-

ect to reinsert ‘China’ into an international narrative of history and prog-

ress.” Morris is correct to argue that “the modern physical culture so

quickly accepted as tiyu was novel for its systematic” effort to link “indi-

vidual strength, discipline, and health” with the military, industrial, and

diplomatic “strength” of the national body.62 For the Chinese, tiyu not

only conveyed a distinct sense of sports, but also the idea that through the

forum of sports as public culture, they could articulate Chinese national-

ism, the national identity of China, and even the meaning of being Chinese.

Nothing could be a better vehicle for China’s international recognition

than the modern Olympic Games. Not surprisingly, it was through the

YMCA that the Chinese learned of and understood the revived Games.

As early as 1907, YMCA officials systematically introduced the modern

Olympic movement and the coming London Olympic Games to Chinese

audiences. According to the YMCA journal Tiantsin Young Men, Zhang

Boling, future president of Nankai University, gave a stirring speech about

the Olympics and China at a gathering organized by the YMCA on Octo-

ber 24, 1907. He briefly described the history of the Olympic Games in the

West and expressed the hope that China could send teams to the Olympic
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Games someday. To prepare for entry, he suggested that China first hire

Olympic winners from the United States as coaches. Zhang was perhaps

the first Chinese national to talk seriously about the Games and articulate

the Chinese ambition to take part in them.63

Another article published in Tiantsin Young Men in May 1908 in-

cluded similar sentiments. According to the author, although nobody knew

how long it would take for China to take part in the Olympic Games, the

day would come. It was the duty of the Chinese to make China ready for

the moment when the country could not only take part in the Olympic

Games, but also host the Games in China.64 A lecture organized by the

Tianjin YMCA in 1908 also fueled these interests. It focused on three ques-

tions: (1) When would China be able to send a winning athlete to Olympic

contests? (2) When would China be able to send a winning team to the

Olympics? and (3) When would China be able to invite the world to come

to Beijing for an Olympic Games?65 According to a YMCA document at

the time, “This campaign grips in a remarkable way the heart and imagi-

nation of Chinese officials, educators, and students.”66 But China’s Olym-

pic dream would have to be deferred for a long time.

The level of sports competition in Asia was generally poor at this early

date. Even the Japanese did not take part in the Olympic Games until 1912

and their performance then was not impressive. The first Japanese IOC

member, Jigoro Kano, was chosen in 1909 at the IOC’s Berlin sessions. To

narrow the gap between China and the rest of the world in modern sports

and prepare for eventual Chinese participation in the Olympic Games,

some Chinese played crucial roles in the founding of the Far Eastern Ath-

letic Association (FEAA). Wu Tingfang, a distinguished Chinese diplomat,

served as the president of the association in 1915.67 The FEAA sponsored

the Far Eastern Championship Games, also known as the Far Eastern

Games, which took place every two years.68

During this period, the American influence continued to be strong.

Americans were central to the founding of the FEAA; the Philippines, the

launching pad of the Far Eastern Games, was then an American colony.

The first games were held in 1913 in Manila; the second games, held in
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1915, were in Shanghai. For several years, Hong Kong teams represented

China in these games. Among them, the Hong Kong football team was

most important and won several championships for China.

In 1934 the Japanese tried to legitimize its control of Manchukuo in

Chinese territory by proposing that Manchukuo be made a member of the

Far Eastern Games. The Chinese rejected the Japanese proposal and with-

drew from the meeting. The regional athletic initiative that had lasted over

twenty years dissolved with the Chinese withdrawal, but after World War

II, it was replaced by the Asian Games.69

Coubertin considered the Far Eastern Games to be a kind of Olym-

pic kindergarten in Asia. On behalf of the IOC, Coubertin contacted the

FEAA in the 1910s and wrote enthusiastically about the organization:

“Now that the prestige of the IOC had reached their shores, [they] showed

themselves quite eager to place their ‘Far Eastern Games’ under its wing.

They felt called to regenerate China, Japan, and Siam.”70 The organizers

of the Far Eastern Games agreed with Coubertin that the FEAA was a

preparation for better performances in the IOC later. Remnants of West-

erners’ confused and outdated notions about Asia’s potential were still evi-

dent, however. In expressing his hope for a sports movement in China,

Coubertin explained: “Sport is the apanage of all races. It is not so long

since Asiatics were actually considered excluded by nature.”71

Although few scholars have noticed, China planned to be associated

with the IOC as early as the 1910s. According to the minutes of the

IOC’s Paris session from June 15 to 23, 1914, just before the fatal shot in

Sarajevo was to start World War I, China was one of thirty-three countries,

including the United States and Great Britain, to receive permission to take

part in the 1916 Games scheduled to take place in Berlin.72 The same min-

utes also indicated that the Chinese minister to France had attended the of-

ficial celebration of the twentieth anniversary of the IOC. In its 1919 ses-

sion, after a period of inactivity during the Great War, the IOC decided

that only member nations had the right to send athletes to the Games, al-

though for the short run the 1920 Olympic Organizing Committee might

invite nonmember nations outside of Europe to participate. It also con-

firmed that only national Olympic committees (NOCs) could send athletes
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to the Games.73 Perhaps prompted by the new regulations and under the

sponsorship of the YMCA, the China National Amateur Athletic Federa-

tion was established in 1921 and was subsequently, in 1922, recognized by

the IOC as the Chinese Olympic committee. Also in 1922 Wang Zhengting

became the first Chinese member of the IOC (the second member from

Asia); his election symbolized the beginning of China’s official link with

the Olympic organizing body.74

China and the Shared World of Modern Sports

The Chinese obsession with militarizing its citizens through physical edu-

cation was not unique. It had surfaced in many other countries and during

many other eras. The ancient Greek Olympics itself was rooted in part in

military training that was then under way in Athens and elsewhere; the
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games “were often shaped by considerations of war, and the two institu-

tions had close associations in origins, ideals, and language.”75

During the early twentieth century, too, the moral panic that the Chi-

nese were feeling about the declining physical condition of their men was

similarly affecting many other countries’ military self-image. The British,

for example, had become concerned about the “fitness” of their young

men. When Britain was surpassed by the United States in both amateur

sprinting and the strength of their economy, British elites feared for the fu-

ture of the country. They believed, like the Duke of Wellington, that the

Battle of Waterloo had been won on the playing fields of Eton. Thus the in-

adequate physical condition of men now presenting themselves as military

recruits was an obvious cause for concern.76 The Parliament and the Brit-

ish Medical Association even launched commissions to inquire into the

causes of, and solutions to, this problem.77

As mentioned earlier, the Chinese understanding of tiyu, like the Ameri-

can concept of Social Darwinism at the turn of the twentieth century, em-

phasized militarizing the national spirit and physical training, rather than

an idea of sports as we know it today.78 The Chinese defined sports as

shangwu or “fighting spirit”; and Alfred Thayer Mahan, a representative

theorist of American expansion in the late 1890s, argued, “No greater

danger could befall civilization than the disappearance of the warlike spirit

(I dare say war) among civilized men.”79 Like Mahan, Liang Qichao and

other Chinese thinkers influenced by Social Darwinism linked sports, na-

tional identity, and national survival very closely. They argued that Chi-

nese citizens needed to be prepared to defend themselves from foreign in-

vasions if the country were to recover its lost glory. To train the nation’s

youth for war, the state needed to encourage sports.

The American commitment to this fighting spirit has been brilliantly

demonstrated by Kristin Hoganson in her book Fighting for American

Manhood. For Hoganson, nations have always stressed manliness as a way

to survive and compete, and sport has been considered one way to culti-

vate manliness. Henry Cabot Lodge, an influential American politician

at the turn of the twentieth century, clearly linked sports with nation-

building. He even exhorted Harvard University, his alma mater, to bolster
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its athletic program: “The time given to athletic contests and the inju-

ries incurred on the playing-field are part of the price which the English-

speaking race has paid for being world-conquerors,” he said.80 Theodore

Roosevelt, president of the United States from 1901 to 1908, was a firm

believer that men and nations could build themselves through strenuous

endeavor.81 “Greatness means strife for nation and man alike,” he de-

clared. Roosevelt despised the men and nations that lacked strength of

character: “We respect the man who goes out to do a man’s work, to con-

front difficulties and overcome them, and to train up his children to do

likewise.” “So it is with the nation,” he continued. “To decline to do our

duty is simply to sink as China has sunk.”82 Roosevelt proclaimed that “all

the great masterful races have been [strenuous] fighting races, and the min-

ute a race loses the hard fighting virtues,” it loses its “proud right to stand

as the equal of the best.”83 Other Americans also singled out China as an

example of a country that had lost the fighting spirit. A contemporary

of Roosevelt’s, Senator Albert Beveridge, claimed that China’s degenera-

tion had resulted from its complacency and lack of a warlike disposition:

“There was a time when China was heroic, masterful, consolidated, mili-

tant, devotional.”84

At the turn of the twentieth century, many Americans worried about

the perceived decline of the United States and looked for ways to rejuve-

nate the country. General Palmer E. Pierce concluded, “History shows that

a healthy state requires a healthy citizenry,” and as soon as “the inhabit-

ants of a country begin to degenerate physically, decay sets in all around

and the existence of the state is endangered.” Such concerns with physical

fitness and national preparedness had, according to sports historian S. W.

Pope, “a profound influence on the American sporting culture.”85

Here again, the development of sports was to a great extent linked to

the military, which played a key role in popularizing the causes of physical

vitality and the American sporting spirit. In the United States “this vision

linking sport and the military was a newly invented” institution. Starting

in the 1890s, mandatory physical training was introduced to improve mus-

cular fitness but more importantly to produce “the heroic spirit” across the

American military. The Spanish-American War also played an important
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role in the American embrace of sport and athletics as the most efficient

means to cultivate national vitality, citizenship, and the martial spirit, and

to restore social order and patriotism.

Americans’ experience in World War I further accelerated the develop-

ment of a national sports culture in the United States. According to one

commentator, that “war did much to legitimize sport in the public mind,

both at home and abroad, and revealed the utility of physical education to

the armed services and to the masses of Americans.” The YMCA was ac-

tively involved in sports programs for American military during that time

and stressed the importance of building “physical manhood.”86

The Japanese also embraced sports as a means to promote a number of

national goals. They adopted a paramilitary version of physical education

in the schools in the 1910s. In 1917 the Diet promulgated “Propositions

on the Promotion of Military Gymnastics,” which stipulated that every

middle-school student “be trained to be a soldier.”87 Even in the interwar

period, the government showed a persistent concern for patriotism and

military preparedness in physical education, a focus that intensified during

the Pacific War. From the late nineteenth century until the 1930s, the Japa-

nese used as a model the American approach; from then until 1945, they

followed the German example.88

Clearly the Chinese desire to achieve shangwu and to militarize its so-

ciety followed world trends quite closely. Modern sports in China were

more than amusement or play; they were considered vital to the future of

the nation and its position in the world. As we will see, China’s efforts to

reinvigorate its national identity by embracing Western sports competi-

tions were integral to its more serious game: challenging both its old self

and the existing international system on diplomatic playing fields of the

new world order.
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Reimagining China through International Sports

The main issue in life is not the victory but the fight; the essential is not

to have won but to have fought well.

Pierre de Coubertin

Participation in sport can be an expression of an individual’s na-

tional identity, political orientation, or culture. To a certain extent, one

even can claim that the way a sport is played and promoted is iconic of an

entire nation’s character, reflecting some essential aspects of its culture and

history. It allows us to see that nation in a new light and understand its

self-perception and relationships with the outside world.

Sport is a prominent institution in almost every society because it

draws on and celebrates widely valued characteristics; it commands a dis-

tinctive appeal perhaps shared only by religion. The socialization of ath-

letes at competitions around the world, too, fosters the kinds of trans-

national exchanges that lead to greater understanding among far-flung

populations. The founder of the modern Olympics, Coubertin, put it this

way: “The Olympic movement gives the world an ideal which reckons

with the reality of life, and includes a possibility to guide this reality to-

ward the Great Olympic Idea.”1 The same can be said about soccer’s

World Cup. As Franklin Foer wrote recently, soccer is more than a game,

or even a way of life; it is a perfect example of how to successfully navigate

the crosscurrents of today’s world. Consequently, the game seems “much
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further along in the process of globalization than any other economy on

the planet.”2

Nothing better exemplifies the Chinese obsession with its place in the

international arena than its responses to modern sports. For the Chinese,

tiyu was a vehicle by which they could not only strengthen the sense of na-

tionalism, but also promote an international presence. As Andrew Morris

points out, “Without the international context there would be no need to

create a modern Chinese nation, and without the nation and its need to im-

press itself on the minds of all modern citizens, no one ever would have

thought to organize, participate in, or pay to view institutions like the

Olympics or the Far Eastern Games.”3 Thus sports, especially the Olympic

Games and the World Cup, are a form of popular culture that can offer a

fresh perspective on modern China, its foreign policy, and its relationship

with the wider world. They also provide a clear point of reference for dis-

cerning some important experiences that China shares with the rest of the

world.

Sports and National Presentation

Involvement in international sport requires membership in networks of

transnational organizations, and victories in major sports can become a

measure of political legitimacy, modernization, or a people’s resolve. All

countries use sports to affirm their distinct identity, especially in the case

of major international events such as the World Cup and the Olympic

Games. No matter how bad the political, economic, or social situations

may be, sports such as soccer give a diverse population something to share

in the name of national solidarity. This is true even when a nation is in seri-

ous trouble, when its politics and economy are in a state of dissolution or

divided by regional segregation and rivalries. A recent example is the Ivory

Coast’s qualification for the World Cup in 2006, which brought together

factions and helped end three years of civil war. Here, sports helped unify

the country under a single identity, and symbolized hope for a brighter

future. Similarly, in the 1950s a wrestler named Riki Dozan brought mil-

lions of demoralized Japanese men to their feet by beating much larger,
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meaner, brawnier foreigners in the ring. That he was in fact Korean was

conveniently left unsaid.4

A loss in a major sports event, meanwhile, can have a negative effect.

For example, a new study shows that when a country’s soccer team loses a

World Cup elimination match, its stock market, on average, loses nearly

half a percentage point in value the following day.5

Although modern sports have played a significant role in constructing

identities and ideologies since their gradual emergence in the mid-nine-

teenth century, the political functions of sports became even more pro-

nounced during the twentieth century. In some circumstances, sports have

even played an important role in the rise and fall of political systems, as

Tara Magdalinski wrote in her study of East Germany. Magdalinski points

out that sport in East German history “illustrates the cultural production

of a mass historical consciousness, a precursor for national identification,”

as backed officially by the authorities and sports organizations.6 For East

Germany, it seemed that all major sports events were occasions to demon-

strate the country’s status and personality on the international stage.

Earlier, the exclusion of Germany from the Olympic Games immedi-

ately after the two world wars was a clear statement of German defeat and

international isolation. In Nazi Germany in particular, sports had been

unabashedly political. To Nazi officials, nonpolitical sportsmen were un-

thinkable in the new Germany. All athletes during this period had to be

trained as fighters for Nazism and tested for their political reliability; no

athlete’s training was complete until he or she had mastered the details of

Hitler’s career, along with Nazi principles and racial theories.7

If defeat on the battlefield brought exclusion and isolation on the play-

ing field, success in sports could herald a renaissance. Germany’s first

World Cup victory in Switzerland in 1954 helped lift the country out of the

ashes of war. The German victory at home in the 1974 World Cup finals

over the Netherlands demonstrated Germany’s rising self-confidence, and

another victory in 1990 was heralded euphorically as a sign of reunifica-

tion. The 2006 World Cup finals were calculated to show off the new Ger-

many.8

Germany has had a long and complicated journey toward normalcy.
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The tragic attack on Israeli athletes by Palestinians during the 1972 Mu-

nich Olympics reopened wounds that Germany was desperately trying to

heal. In his memoirs, Chancellor Willy Brandt captured the feelings of

many Germans after that “Black September” incident: “My disappoint-

ment at the time was intense” largely “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 international reputation

would be blighted for many years.” As Christopher Young comments,

“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 happiness—are telling. Munich was Germany’s chance to showcase its

rehabilitation as a peace-loving, democratic state.”9

Sports have also played an important role in how the United States has

presented itself to the international community. The world heavyweight

boxing prize fight on June 22, 1938, between the (African) American Joe

Louis and German Max Schmeling at New York’s Yankee Stadium lasted

only 124 seconds, but its influence was long-term and widespread. Accord-

ing to David Margolick’s recent book on this fight, “No single sporting

event had ever borne such worldwide impact. . . . It implicated the future

of race relations and the prestige of two powerful nations—which, only

three years later, would be at war.” For many Americans, the prize fight

was more than a sports event. It was a fight between democracy and Na-

zism, between freedom and fascism. Louis represented democracy in its

purest form—the African American who could become a world cham-

pion regardless of his race, creed, or color—while Schmeling represented a

country that did not recognize this idea and ideal.10

Sometimes the behavior of American spectators and athletes colored

the perception that foreigners had of the United States. Coubertin wrote of

the 1908 London Olympic Games, “From the very first day, King Edward

had taken exception to the American athletes because of their behavior

and their barbaric shouts that resounded through the stadium. I just could

not understand [U.S. delegation leader] Sullivan’s attitude here. He shared

his team’s frenzy and did nothing to try and calm them down.”11 Even to-

day some American behavior regarding sports triggers amusement or an-
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noyance elsewhere. One example is the American habit of calling the na-

tional baseball championship a “world series” though it is really a North

American series. According to Alan Bairner, “The course of American

sport history has been characterized by a tension between expansionism

and isolationism.”12 S. W. Pope also maintains that turning Thanksgiving

Day from a religious holiday into a holiday strongly linked to football

games in the late nineteenth century “connected an Americanized game

with the sacred ideals and customs of a nation just one century old.”13

Many countries, the United States included, invest sports with their

political and social values. During the Cold War period, both the United

States and the Soviet Union used sports as an arena in which to demon-

strate the superiority of their political systems. If the connection between

sports and national presentation is very close in these countries, the influ-

ence of sports in China is even deeper and greater.

The Nationalist Regime and the Olympic Games

Nothing can bring the world closer than modern sports. Sports organi-

zations such as the International Olympic Committee and the Interna-

tional Federation of Football (FIFA) have more members than the United

Nations. (At the start of the 2006 World Cup, FIFA had 207 members

and 203 national Olympic committees had joined the Olympic family,

while the United Nations had only 191 members.) These sports organi-

zations consider themselves symbols of internationalism. The Olympic flag

with its interlocked rings was designed by Coubertin in 1913 to symbol-

ize bringing the people of five continents together, and the lyrics of the

Olympic hymn promote international cooperation.14 Sport like nothing

else helps give shape to the single-world idea, in which the same rules and

standards apply to everyone regardless of nation of origin, religion, or

wealth. Modern sports in theory require that every country’s team be

treated equally and that no country be excluded from participation.

Fueled by forces of global capitalism, sports have become perhaps

the most visible symbol of modern internationalization. Walter LaFeber’s

book on Michael Jordan clearly demonstrates the power of sport to inter-
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nationalize.15 Grant Jarvie and Joseph Maguire have suggested that “dom-

inant, emergent, and residual patterns of sport and leisure practices are

closely intertwined with the globalization process.”16 John Sugden and

Alan Tomlinson in their study of world soccer wrote, “FIFA can be viewed

both as a transnational body which promotes globalization (and transna-

tional capitalism), and as a locus for resistance to entrenched forms of im-

perialist domination, and emergent forms of international and capitalist

power.”17

It was precisely the role of sports in internationalization that most

captivated the Chinese. After all, since the turn of the twentieth century,

many Chinese elites had been obsessed with how China would fit into and

engage with the outside world. Accordingly, China had begun to associ-

ate with the international community, driven by flows of social, intellec-

tual, economic, ideological, and cultural resources between China and the

wider world, as well as by new Chinese interest in foreign affairs. Modern

sports provided yet another area of engagement for China, another oppor-

tunity to exercise agency in the process of its own internationalization.

China’s participation in the Olympics in the 1932 Los Angeles Games

gave a huge boost to this process. Chinese involvement in 1932 had more

to do with its determined efforts at internationalization than with a love of

the games. Moreover, the country’s first appearance on the Olympic stage

nearly didn’t happen. As late as May 1932, China’s official sports body

had decided not to participate in the Games due to lack of funding. It

planned to send Shen Siliang just to observe, as it had sent Song Ruhai to

the 1928 Games. According to Shen, the recently established Nanjing gov-

ernment had even refused to provide any financial support for his trip.18

But on June 12, 1932, Shenbao, an influential Shanghai newspaper, pub-

lished the shocking news that the Japanese puppet state in China’s north-

east, Manchukuo, might take part in the Los Angeles Games. On June 17

there was further news in Shenbao indicating that Manchukuo would send

Liu Changchun and Yu Xiwei to the Games to give the Japanese occupa-

tion there international legitimacy. Liu Changchun was China’s best short-

distance runner and Yu Xiwei, its best long-distance sprinter. Japanese

40

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★



Reimagining China through International Sports
★ ★ ★ ★

propaganda even claimed that the Los Angeles Organizing Committee had

accepted this plan.

This claim would later prove false. Under the terms of the Stimson

Doctrine, the United States would not recognize Manchukuo, and the Los

Angeles Olympic Organizing Committee, backed by the IOC, refused to

allow the puppet government to send a team. But it was clear that the Jap-

anese had planned for Manchukuo to attend the Games by sending the

two Chinese athletes to compete.

When the Chinese learned of the plan, they were outraged at this at-

tempt by the Japanese to gain legitimacy for their invasion of Chinese terri-

tory. In the uproar that ensued, China’s sports organization decided to take

part in the Games after all, sending Liu and Yu in China’s name. Liu, who

had moved to Beijing after the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, issued a

statement exclaiming that as a patriotic Chinese he would never play for

the puppet state.19 In the end, only he was available to go to represent

China in the Los Angeles Games. Yu Xiwei was quickly put under house

arrest by the Japanese to prevent him from leaving to represent China.

Once the members of China’s sports federation concluded that China

would take part in the Games, they had to act quickly since the deadline

to inform the Los Angeles Organizing Committee, June 18, had already

passed. On June 26, the committee accepted the Chinese plan to enter

the Games.20 After securing the entry paperwork, Chinese social elites

started a public fund-raising campaign that was wildly successful. Zhang

Xueliang, Manchuria’s chief warlord, donated eight thousand yuan, and

Beiping (Beijing) mayor Zhou Dawen presented Liu with a new suit. In-

deed, several figures played leading roles in China’s participation in the

1932 Games, prominent among them former Tianjin mayor Zhang Xuem-

ing, chief secretary of Northeastern University Ning Encheng, and Hao

Gengsheng.21 Zhang Boling, Wang Zhengting, and other important Chi-

nese social and political celebrities also supported the idea that China

should send an athlete to Los Angeles to represent the nation.22

Liu left Shanghai for the United States on July 8 with Song Junfu, who

acted as his coach. Before Liu left for Los Angeles, Wang Zhengting, presi-
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dent of China’s National Amateur Athlete Federation, presented him with

the Chinese national flag and several National Amateur Athlete Federation

flags at a send-off ceremony. Wang reminded him that because this was the

first time a Chinese athlete would take part in the Olympics, all eyes would

be on him to win glory for China. In keeping with the enormous symbol-

ism of the event, Wang told him it was important that the national flag

of Republican China fly among the flags of other nations.23 When Liu

boarded the ship to Los Angeles, people cheered at a special ceremony,

sending their hero athlete to the Games with three cries of “Long Live the

Republic of China!”24 Liu arrived at Los Angeles on July 29, just one day

before the opening ceremony.

Even Americans understood the significance of China’s one-man team.

The official Olympic report described Liu Changchun as “the lone repre-

sentative of four hundred million people.”25 The Los Angeles Times re-

ported, “The one-man teams from China and Colombia gathered lots of

applause. The Chinese athlete had four officials with him, while Jorge

Perry of Colombia was alone.”26 One spectator commented, “China! There’s

a boy that gets my cheer. All by himself, with a couple of coaches.”27 Liu

ran the 100-meter and 200-meter races, but did not even place in the top

six. Upon his return to China on September 16, Liu expressed his disap-

pointment that he had won no medals and had thus failed to gain glory for

his country.28

The 1932 Olympics is often glossed over in world history and espe-

cially in American history, since the world was at that moment consumed

by the Great Depression. Perhaps as his way of acknowledging the gravity

of the economic situation in the United States or his disinterest in the

Olympic Games, President Herbert Hoover, contrary to custom, refused to

attend. Instead, he sent Vice President Charles Curtis to Los Angeles to

welcome the assembled athletes and “warmly hope that the Games may be

in every way successful.”29 Nonetheless, Liu’s participation in the Games

was important for the Olympics and for the Chinese. As Hao Gengsheng

explained in a statement issued before Liu went to Los Angeles, China’s

sending a team to the Games served four purposes: (1) It thwarted the Jap-

anese plot to use the Games to legitimize its puppet state, (2) It signaled the
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Liu Changchun was the only Chinese athlete to take part in the 1932 Los

Angeles Olympic Games. The official report of the Games called him “the

lone representative of four hundred million people.”
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beginning of a new era, one of Chinese participation in the Games, (3) It

promoted exchanges and cooperation among world athletes, and (4) It al-

lowed China to observe and learn from the world’s athletic champions.

Moreover, while at the Games, Liu could tell the world about Japanese ag-

gression in his hometown of Manchuria and seek the support of world

public opinion for China.30 While in Los Angeles, Liu frequently interacted

with people from the United States and other countries and so in a sense

brought China to the world. Liu’s participation was also important for

bringing the experience of the Olympic Games home to the Chinese. Dur-

ing the Olympics, Liu kept a diary that was published in a Chinese news-

paper.

Liu himself seemed to be proud of his role in China’s internationaliza-

tion. He later wrote that although he did not win any medals, his “initial

intention was to strengthen China’s international status” and his “trip

served the purpose.”31 Shen Siliang perhaps expressed this significance

even better from his perspective of close personal involvement in the 1932

Games. He wrote, “When the Xth Olympiad took place in Los Angeles,

the whole world was surprised and amazed to find the Chinese national

flag and delegate . . . with the Chinese national flag flying at the games, . . .

the whole world realized that China retains a youthful spirit and the deter-

mination to compete in the world. China’s participation in the Games indi-

cates that it will never give up and will fight against any invasion.”32

China’s participation in the 1932 Olympic Games was thus a turning

point in its efforts to enter the international arena. No one could turn back

the clock to the earlier days of isolation, not even the relatively inward-

looking Communists when they came to power in the second half of the

twentieth century. It was true that some Chinese were so disappointed

about Liu’s performance that they argued China should give up on the

Western Games. An editorial in Tianjin’s newspaper, Dagongbao, for exam-

ple, suggested that rather than take part in the Olympics, the Chinese should

work out their own style of national physical education (tu tiyu). The au-

thor went on to argue that Western sports were not appropriate for a poor

country like China. The Chinese could not win a world competition.33

Yet this defeatism reflected more the Chinese desire for a quick victory
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than the true national attitude toward Western sports. In fact, the very

writing of such an editorial indicates how seriously the Chinese took the

event and modern sports generally. After all, victory is not the most impor-

tant thing in the Games. The essence of the modern Olympic movement

is participation, and through participation, the claiming of international

stature. In the wake of the 1932 Games, most Chinese who paid attention

to sports were realistic about the competitive level of Chinese athletes and

did not expect them to place. Instead they set their eyes on diplomatic

gains: the chance to express their own national pride, and recognition by

the world community. In this sense, Chinese expectations were a good

match with Olympic goals. As Coubertin put it, “The main issue in life is

not the victory but the fight; the essential is not to have won but to have

fought well.”34

The Chinese appearance in Berlin in 1936 generated even more excite-

ment at home. The Nationalist government’s strong interest in the Berlin

Olympics clearly indicated their enthusiasm for international engagement

through sports. This time the Chiang Kai-shek government was deter-

mined to send a large delegation, both for diplomatic reasons and because

it genuinely believed in the value of sports for cultivating modern Chinese

citizens and a strong nation. Chiang’s government funded the entire cost of

the Chinese delegation, and sixty-nine Chinese athletes participated. Inter-

estingly, many members of the Chinese delegation came from Hong Kong.

For instance, among the twenty-two soccer players, seventeen were Hong

Kong Chinese.35

Besides its delegation to the Berlin Games, China also sent a forty-

two-member study group to Berlin and other European cities to study

sports in Europe. Led by Hao Gengsheng, the group included nine govern-

ment officials, twenty-three representatives of higher education, nine par-

ticipants from nongovernmental sports organizations, and one military

delegate. Their trip lasted over forty days and took them to Germany, Swe-

den, Italy, Denmark, Czechoslovakia, Austria, and Hungary.36

Even with a much larger delegation of participating athletes, the Chi-

nese won no medals at the Berlin Games, although they impressed the

world with their brilliant demonstration of martial arts. Many Chinese
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Chinese swimmer Yang Xiuqiong from Hong Kong with Hungarian

swimmer Magda Lenkei at the 1936 Berlin Olympics.
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were crushed by their loss to Japan in basketball; the Chinese media had

proclaimed that China could lose to any other team, but not to Japan,

which had invaded China.37 The Chinese basketball team’s performance

thus was criticized strongly at home.

Not everyone was unsupportive, however. Lin Sen, a high-ranking of-

ficial in the Nationalist party, observed, “We should not blame our athletes

for their failure to win medals. This outcome is directly linked to our peo-

ple’s [poor] physical education. . . . If we want to revive the nation, . . . we

have to fundamentally improve our people’s health.”38 More importantly,

some Chinese agreed that a medal was not the only objective. As Shen

Siliang remarked after the Games had concluded, during the Games “the

Chinese flag was on all the stands, and in the streets it was plainly seen

with those of other nations. The sight of our delegation, marching in or-

derly array, training as others trained, participating in games, was all good

propaganda. At least other people are now aware we are a nation to

be counted.” Shen insisted, “The achievement of international recogni-

tion alone is worth millions to us as a nation and more than justifies the

amount [of money] spent on the tour. . . . I believe [the athletes] have ac-
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complished more for China than several ambassadors could have achieved

in years.”39

One government report also pointed out that the main purpose of

China’s participation was “to encourage Chinese patriotic and nationalis-

tic spirit, and enhance China’s international status.”40 By taking part in the

1932 and 1936 Olympics, the Chinese wanted to show the world a new

face, a new identity—as well as defiance in the face of the Japanese in-

vasion.

Even with a civil war raging at home, China still managed to take part

in the 1948 London Olympics. Once again, the Chinese delegation came

up empty-handed in terms of medals. But consider the conditions: this time

the delegation was poorly funded and unlike any of the other teams could

not afford to stay in the Olympic Village; the athletes eventually ended up

staying in an elementary school and cooking their own meals.41 The Chi-

nese team even had to borrow money to purchase return tickets to China,

which luckily, the head of the delegation, Wang Zhengting, managed to

do.42 Given this unfortunate situation, simply taking part in the Olympics

was important enough that the Chinese persevered, demonstrating the

country’s motivation to stay engaged in the world through sports.

Sports and World Revolution: The Chinese Communist Regime

The Chinese Communists and Nationalists were political rivals, with radi-

cally different ideologies. But both understood the value of sports for na-

tion-building, expressing Chinese nationalism, and international engage-

ment. Consequently, there were an amazing continuity of participation

and interest in sports across the 1949 political divide. True, the Commu-

nists were not interested in sports per se when they first came to power.

In a report issued in 1953, the party’s highest office dealing with sports

pointed out that many cadres not only did not understand the importance

of sports but “have even ignored sports.”43 Yet the Communists were

quick learners, especially when that learning came from “Elder Brother,”

the Soviet Union. He Long, one of China’s top generals at the time, served

as the first head of the newly established sport commission in 1952. In that
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capacity, he declared that China would “learn from the Soviet Union” by

translating Russian sports books into Chinese, by sending Chinese athletes

to Russia, and by inviting Russian teams to visit China.44 Largely through

its Russian mentor, Communist China seemed to be off to a good start in

getting its foot in the door of the IOC and entering the Olympic Games in

1952. Unfortunately, this would be the only Olympic Games in which the

Chinese Communists took part until the 1980s because the PRC soon be-

came consumed by the two-China problem. As Chapter 4 examines in

detail, Beijing subsequently withdrew from the Olympic movement and

other major international sports federations in 1958 to protest Taiwan’s

membership there.

But the Communist regime continued its efforts to internationalize

through sports even after its self-imposed isolation from the IOC. For

many years under Mao, sports became a tool of world revolution and re-

mained a key means of cultivating friendly relations with other countries.

American legendary football coach Vince Lombardi’s maxim “Winning

isn’t everything, it’s the only thing” never occurred to the Chinese; instead

Mao and his followers used sports (and other cultural activities) to serve

politics and revolution.

Indeed, from the 1950s to the early 1980s, China frequently used

sports as part of foreign-policy initiatives. With the slogan “Friendship

first, competition second,” the Chinese emphasized friendship and cama-

raderie in their sports exchanges with other countries, playing down the

competitive angle. Although the practice is not unique to China, the Chi-

nese have shown unbridled enthusiasm for using sports for political pur-

poses, most especially for strengthening the ruling party’s legitimacy and

as a means of garnering international prestige.45

The best example of “friendship first, competition second” can be

found in the sports exchanges between China and North Korea. The Chi-

nese and Koreans described their relationship as being as “close as lips and

teeth,” and in fact in the early 1950s Beijing fought a war against the

United States to save the Korean Communist regime from collapse. It was

quite well known that during the 1971 world table tennis championship in

Japan that Beijing and the United States launched their famous ping-pong
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diplomacy, but few know what happened between Beijing and North Ko-

rea during and after those games. Prior to the 1971 Ping-Pong champion-

ships, North Korea had had reservations about its participation due to

concerns about the hostile attitudes of Koreans who lived in Japan and

worries about its team’s performance. Beijing encouraged North Korea to

take part anyway; it promised to help the North Koreans score a victory or

two to impress the 600,000 Koreans who lived in Japan.46 This meant that

when the Chinese players were playing the North Koreans, they were sup-

posed to lose some important games to them. But the leader of the Chinese

delegation, Zhao Zhenghong, was a military man and not very adept polit-

ically. After all, from a military perspective, defeating the opponent was a

basic requirement. So he coached the Chinese players to, as the traditional

Chinese saying goes, “baxian guo hai, ge xian shentong,” or “try your

best.” The Chinese team included some of the best Ping-Pong players

in the world, despite the negative influence of the Cultural Revolution

on Chinese sports; consequently, in due course the Chinese defeated the

North Koreans 3–0 and eliminated the chances of a North Korean victory

in men’s singles. In the friendship games between China and Japan, too,

the eight Chinese players defeated all eight of the Japanese competitors.

Normally players and teams would be congratulated for victories. But

China was not a normal country and this was not an ordinary time. When

the team returned to Beijing, Premier Zhou Enlai sternly criticized the

team for its victories over Korea and for beating up Japan in the friendship

competitions. Zhou took the issue so seriously that he not only forced

Zhao Zhenghong to write a self-criticism report; he also insisted that a del-

egation go to North Korea to apologize. The delegation included the vice

minister of the Foreign Ministry, Han Nianlong; the poor head of the Ping-

Pong delegation, Zhao Zhenghong; and the miserable Chinese player Xi

Enting, whose only mistake was that he won the game against North Ko-

rea. Zhou also personally apologized to the North Koreans on April 17

and May 1, 1971, when he met with Korean sports delegations and admit-

ted that China had made a mistake in Nagoya.47 Later, during the apology

mission when Zhao Zhenghong personally apologized to Kim Il Sung, the

Korean leader stopped him. As the head of the Ping-Pong team, Kim said,

50

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★



Reimagining China through International Sports
★ ★ ★ ★

Zhao had reason to win. “It is common sense that everyone wants to win

in a game. Even father and son do not give the other special treatment

when they are playing chess. In the world championship game, no country

wants to intentionally lose to the other country’s team. It does not sound

right.” But Kim did express satisfaction that the Chinese had apologized;

he told the Chinese delegation, “I appreciate Comrade Mao and Comrade

Zhou Enlai’s effort to strengthen the Chinese-Korean friendship.”48

Ironically for China, the North Koreans, although appreciating the

spirit of “friendship first” that the Chinese offered, rarely passed up any

opportunity to beat the Chinese. Perhaps the first time the Chinese learned

this lesson about friendship in sport from the North Koreans took place in

1979, as China prepared to take part in the next year’s Olympic Games. In

the soccer qualifying competitions for the 1980 Olympics, China, Japan,

and the two Koreas were fighting for two slots to play in the next round

against the two Western Asia winners. North Korea and China plotted to

help each other win by secretly agreeing to end with a tie score of 3–3

when they played each other. The idea of the 3–3 draw came from the

North Koreans, and the Chinese accepted immediately since China had

not completely awakened from the dream of “friendship first” between

these two socialist countries. When the score reached 3–3, the Chinese

players understandably took it easy. But the North Koreans suddenly

scored again, making the tally 4–3. When the Chinese tried to come back,

the North Koreans played hard, preventing another goal and sticking the

Chinese with a defeat. According to one Chinese source, with this game

the Chinese realized that “there is no such thing as friendship in games,”

even with a socialist brother country like North Korea.49 But this awaken-

ing happened only after the Mao years had ended.

If its revolutionary friendship games took ironic turns, China’s plan to

advance its international status through the so-called Games of the Newly

Emerging Forces (GANEFO) also did not succeed. In 1962 the fourth

Asian Games took place in Indonesia. Beijing tried hard to convince the

host country not to invite Taiwan to attend. The Indonesian government

wanted to please Beijing and therefore agreed to keep Taiwan out. But re-

fusing to invite Taiwan risked eliciting opposition from most members of
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the Asian Games since it was Taiwan, not Beijing, that was a member of

the Asian Games Federation. Eventually the host decided to play a trick.

Instead of sending Taiwan the blank identification forms, it sent blank pa-

per instead. When the Taiwanese realized something was wrong, they de-

cided to send veteran sports official Hao Gengsheng to Indonesia to find

out what was going on. Hao planned to enter Indonesia by pretending to

be a member of the Thailand team. But Beijing informed the Indone-

sian government of Hao’s scheme in time and the Indonesian authorities

stopped him at the airport. Indonesia then used Hao’s attempted decep-

tion, a violation of Indonesian law, to prevent all Taiwanese from entering

the country during the Asian Games period.50 The IOC strongly criticized

Indonesia’s decision to bar Taiwan and Israel from the Asian Games. It re-

fused to recognize the games and suspended the Indonesian Olympic Com-

mittee’s membership in the IOC “for its complicity in this outrageous vio-

lation of Asian Games and Olympic principles.”51

Angered by the IOC’s decision, the Indonesian president Sukarno an-

nounced that the developing countries had had enough bullying from the

IOC and would organize their own games, GANEFO. He also stated that

the existing organization of world sport was outdated and should be com-

pletely revamped, that sport could never be separated from politics, and

that international competitions should be handled by government politi-

cians. Beijing could not have been happier with this development and im-

mediately promised full cooperation and financial backing.52 One source

has even suggested that Sukarno’s idea of organizing the new games came

from Chinese president Liu Shaoqi, when he had visited Indonesia in the

spring of 1963 and discussed the IOC censure. On April 20, 1963, Liu and

Sukarno issued a joint declaration that in part stated, “The Chinese gov-

ernment strongly denounces the IOC’s irresponsible decision to suspend

Indonesian rights to take part in future Olympic Games. The Chinese gov-

ernment reiterates its strong support for President Sukarno’s proposal to

organize games for newly emerging forces. The Chinese government will

try its best to make contributions to turn this proposal into reality.”53

In the end, Beijing did more than it promised. Although in 1963 China

had not yet recovered from Mao’s disastrous economic policy, the “Great
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Leap Forward,” which had brought about a famine that killed more than

30 million Chinese, the Chinese government provided enormous financial

and material support for the newly established games. When the first such

games took place in 1963, China not only sent a large delegation; it also

offered to pay the expenses of any “newly emerging nation” that was un-

able to attend due to financial difficulties.

Before the Chinese delegation left for the games, foreign minister Chen

Yi instructed the Chinese athletes that they should not take all gold medals

in badminton even though the Chinese team was stronger; they should

make sure the Indonesians won some.54 As a further gesture of Chinese

support, vice premier He Long went to Indonesia to attend the games.

Since he had a heart problem, his doctor only allowed him to watch the

games from the television in his room. When he found out that the Chinese

contestant was leading by a large margin in the badminton championship

match against his Indonesian opponent, He Long quickly ordered the Chi-

nese player to lose in the spirit of “friendship first.” The poor Chinese

competitor, of course, had to obey and moreover had to figure out just

how to lose since he was far ahead of his opponent. The only thing he

could do was to intentionally hit the ball either out of bounds or too low.

Even the Indonesian announcer was astonished that the Chinese player

suddenly did not know how to play. The Indonesian won the match, but

the games themselves were the ultimate victor.55 On August 18, 1963,

Zhou Enlai met with the Indonesian sports team in Beijing and told them

that although the games of the newly rising forces were not yet of the level

of other international competitions, they were sure to have a great future.56

China became involved in the GANEFO so that it could champion de-

veloping countries and revolution on an international stage. At the second

council meeting of the GANEFO Federation, held in Beijing in 1965 with

Zhou Enlai attending, the Chinese government announced through He

Long, who was also head of the sports commission,

No matter what may happen in the world, the Chinese people will never

shirk their international duty of aiding and supporting peoples of the

world in their revolutionary struggle against imperialism. We are deter-
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mined to unite with all anti-imperialist peoples and carry forward to the

end our revolutionary struggle against the imperialists headed by the

United States and their lackeys. However desperately and frantically it

may struggle, U.S. imperialism can never save itself from doom. Just as

Chairman Mao Tse-tung has said, the days of imperialism are numbered.

The prospects for us newly emerging forces are infinitely bright.57

The tragedy for China was that these new games did not last long and

the cooperative relationship with Indonesia soon turned hostile. Beijing’s

intention to start an alternative sports federation to challenge the Western-

dominated IOC and project a revolutionary image to the world ended in

vain. But Communist China’s idea of using sports to create a different kind

of world order did achieve one objective: it garnered the attention of the

entire international community.
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Modern Sports and Nationalism in China

Serious sport has nothing to do with fair play. It is bound up with ha-

tred, jealousy, boastfulness, and disregard of all rules and sadistic plea-

sure in witnessing violence: in other words it is war minus the shooting.

George Orwell, 1950

At the dinner that concluded the founding congress of the

modern Olympic movement in 1894, the movement’s founder, Pierre de

Coubertin, expressed high expectations for the twentieth-century interna-

tionalism that would be realized through his Games. But he also acknowl-

edged that nationalistic sentiments were also likely to have a profound in-

fluence on the new Olympics, telling the gathered members, “As you toil

on behalf of sport, rest assured that you are working on behalf of your na-

tive country!”1

Coubertin’s motives to found the modern Olympic Games thus “were

a mixture of nationalism and internationalism.”2 Indeed, Coubertin be-

came convinced “that patriotism and internationalism were not only not

incompatible, but required each other.”3 This fact is evident even today in

individual states’ responses to the Games and the displays of emotion by

the athletes and audiences whenever their national flag is raised and their

national anthem is played to honor a winner.

The Chinese obsession with both sports and nationalism is not unique

to China; nor is it truly a departure from China’s drive toward internation-
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alization. After all, only a strong nation will be accepted as an equal in the

arenas of global politics and world sports. To associate effectively with the

rest of the world, then, China had to first become confident in its own abil-

ities and resources.

A World Shared through Sports and National Pride

From ancient times to modern societies, states have encouraged their youth

to participate in sports so they would be ready for the possibility or even-

tuality of war. For example, as mentioned earlier, modern sports took a gi-

ant step forward in the United States when the country became involved in

World War I.

Countries have also used sports events to punish other countries for

launching a war. After the Great War, for instance, both Belgium and

France, hosts of the 1920 and 1924 Olympic Games, respectively, refused

to invite Germany to take part. It was not until 1928 that the Germans re-

turned to the Olympic Games, and only in 1931 did the French and Ger-

man soccer teams again compete. Similarly, after World War II Germany

and Japan were not invited to take part in the 1948 London Olympics.

Sports have even been used to take revenge for losses on the bat-

tlefield. A good example is the soccer match between Argentina and Eng-

land after the two countries fought over the Malvinas, or Falklands, in

1982. In the next World Cup after the British military victory, in 1986, Ar-

gentina’s team defeated England’s and went on to win the championship.

The star of the Argentine team, Diego Maradona, later wrote in his autobi-

ography Yo soy el diego: “More than defeating a football team, it was de-

feating a country. Of course, before the match, we said that football had

nothing to do with the Malvinas War, but we knew a lot of Argentinean

kids had died there. Shot down like little birds. This was revenge. It was

like recovering a little bit of the Malvinas.”4 During the Cold War era, too,

rival teams frequently brought political and ideological hostilities to the

arena.

Wars are waged for nationalistic interests, and sports can reflect,
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strengthen, and even create that nationalism. As James G. Kellas asserts,

“The most popular form of nationalist behaviour in many countries is in

sport, where masses of people become highly emotional in support of their

national team.”5 Grant Jarvie agrees: “It is as if the imagined community

or nation becomes more real on the terraces or the athletics tracks.” As

Jarvie sees it, “Sport often provides a uniquely effective medium for incul-

cating national feelings; it provides a form of symbolic action which states

the case for the nation itself.”6 John Hoberman takes a possibly more

nuanced view: “Sportive nationalism is not a single generic phenome-

non; on the contrary, it is a complicated sociopolitical response to chal-

lenges and events, both sportive and non-sportive, that must be under-

stood in terms of the varying national contexts in which it appears.”7 As

Eric Hobsbawm notes, “The imagined community of millions seems more

real as a team of eleven named people [of a soccer team]. The individual,

even the one who only cheers, becomes a symbol of his nation himself.”8

Political rivalries can flare dramatically when representatives of op-

posing governments challenge each other in sports. During the Cold War,

when Russians defeated either the American basketball team or the Cana-

dian hockey team, some American commentators reacted as though they

were witnessing the collapse of Western civilization.9 In the 1956 Mel-

bourne Olympics, a water polo match between the Russians and the Hun-

garians was turned into a version of the Hungarian revolution. The Hun-

garian team won in a brutal contest for the gold that left the pool streaked

with blood. Iran’s soccer riots of October 2001 that followed its 3–1 defeat

by Bahrain in the World Cup qualifying match represented the largest

mass disturbance in the country since 1979. Rioting during an El Salva-

dor–Honduras game in 1969 led to their hundred-hour “soccer war” two

weeks later, with two thousand casualties. In 1969, less than one year af-

ter Soviet tanks crushed the independence movement known as the Prague

Spring, Czechoslovakia beat the Russians in the ice hockey finals in Stock-

holm. The meaning of the game and its victory went beyond a regular

sports competition: as Ian Buruma wrote, “On a night like that, when a

humiliated people enjoy a moment of pride, revenge can taste sweet.”10
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And the World Cup finals of 1966, particularly the final match itself, have

become part of “the collective memory of the English.”11 That event, like

Britain’s position in World War II, has since largely engaged its national

imagination. Some British fans chant “Two World Wars and one World

Cup” whenever England and Germany meet.12

In many cases, sports served the cause of nationalism by uniting a pop-

ulation behind a single national competitor. A classic example was the

match between the Irish-American boxer John Heenan and the English

champion Thomas Sayers in 1860, when the American union was in dan-

ger of collapse. Heenan emerged victorious after an exhausting forty-two

rounds. The match, as Elliott Gorn commented, by “deflect[ing] internal

divisions onto an outside enemy,” allowed fans to “experience a rush of

patriotic fervor precisely” when the country was perilously close to disso-

lution.13

The 1984 Los Angeles Olympics likewise combined American nation-

alism and anti-Soviet propaganda. According to Bill Shaikin, the most

common complaints about the Los Angeles Games were generated by “ex-

cessive displays of U.S. nationalism and the allegedly meaningless domina-

tion of U.S. athletes. . . . Spectators found an official ‘Olympic Cheering

Card’ inside their program. The letters ‘USA’ appeared on the placard in

red, white, and blue, and fans were instructed to ‘show your colors with

pride’ by waving the card ‘proudly for all the world to see.’ . . . It was of

little concern to Olympic sponsors if some spectators did not happen to

be Americans or did not plan to root incessantly for the home team.”14

U.S. boosterism was not simply a Cold War phenomenon. It resur-

faced as the country became the sole superpower in the world politically

and militarily. In 2006, to prepare for a strong showing at the 2006 Winter

Olympic Games, the American Congress swiftly passed a provision that

would allow Tanith Belbin, a Canadian ice dancing champion who has

lived in the United States only since 1998, to immediately gain American

citizenship; President George W. Bush signed the bill as soon as it reached

his desk. Belbin and her partner, Ben Agosto, became the U.S. ice dance

champions and went on to finish second at the 2005 world championships;

58

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★



Modern Sports and Nationalism in China
★ ★ ★ ★

they were considered strong contenders for a medal at the 2006 Winter

Olympics, in an event that U.S. athletes had never won.15

The Soviet Union’s history in this area is also interesting. For many

years after the Bolshevik Revolution, the Soviets refused to take part in in-

ternational sports competitions such as the Olympic Games, following a

precedent set very early by Soviet leaders, who considered sporting events

too bourgeois.16 Eventually, after the Soviet government realized the value

of sports for promoting its political causes, the country’s attitude toward

sports underwent a complete about-face. They decided not only to join the

so-called Western games, but also to win at any cost. Soviet journalists fre-

quently wrote, “Each new victory is a victory for the Soviet form of soci-

ety and the socialist sports system; it provides irrefutable proof of the

superiority of socialist culture over the decaying culture of the capitalist

states.”17 Once the Soviets joined the Olympics in the early 1950s, sport

was officially considered “another sphere, another criterion for evaluating

the advantages of the Soviet political system. . . . Competitions are not just

sports events. They carry a tremendous ideological and political charge,

they demonstrate the aspirations of the Soviet People.” Soviet athletes go

out and win medals “for the motherland, for the Party.”18

Even Canada, a country never known for its strident nationalism,

has not been able to resist the temptation to associate sports achieve-

ment with national prestige. Take the case of Ben Johnson, a natural-

ized Canadian citizen from Jamaica. Johnson’s victory over Carl Lewis

of the United States and his world record performance in the Seoul 1988

Olympic Games set off celebrations across Canada, “including a nation-

ally broadcast congratulatory telephone call from Prime Minister Mul-

roney.”19 As sport sociologist Steven J. Jackson observes, “Johnson’s medi-

ated representation during his reign as world champion, an achievement

which brought Canada international recognition and prestige, reveals a

temporary displacement of his racial identity.” Johnson had become “Ca-

nadian,” not “Jamaican-Canadian” and definitely not “Jamaican.” He

embodied a “Canadian” work ethic and achievement orientation and his

successes on the track had been translated “into a symbolic representation
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of Canada’s pride, strength, and independence and a national identity.”

When Johnson tested positive for anabolic steroids in the Seoul Olympics,

however, Canada felt ashamed. As Jackson points out, “Following the ini-

tial shock, disbelief, denial, and shame, there appeared to be a wave of

abandonment and resentment.” According to Jackson, even Johnson’s Ca-

nadian identity was called into question.20

This same process of co-opting athletes occurred during the 1930s,

when the militarist Japanese government used sports competitors of other

origins to promote Japanese nationalism.21 During this period, after Japan

had turned Korea into a colony, the Japanese generally treated Koreans as

second-class subjects. But when Sohn Kee-chung of Korea competed in

Berlin as a member of the Japanese delegation under his imposed Japanese

name, Kitei Son, and won the marathon, the Japanese were happy to claim

his glory as Japan’s national honor.22

Of course, the close link between national honor and sports is only ad-

vantageous if the home team wins: indeed, governments can feel the need

to pacify the public if an international match ends in defeat. The most re-

cent example of this defensive posture occurred in 2006 after Iran failed to

qualify for the second round of the World Cup finals: both the coach and

the head of the soccer federation were fired summarily by the government,

which then issued an apology to its citizens for the embarrassment caused

by the team.23 Such concern is not without foundation; sports certainly

have been the catalyst for uprisings in Eastern Europe and elsewhere that

eventually led to regime change. In the so-called Red Star Revolution,

for example, the Belgrade soccer fans played an important role in top-

pling Slobodan MiloševiÒ’s regime. Sports also played an important role in

the Paraguayan revolution, which destroyed the Alfredo Stroessner dicta-

torship.

Although the Olympics were designed to be nonpolitical games be-

tween individuals rather than competitions between countries, they have

been employed repeatedly for political ends. The Chinese not only partici-

pated in this world trend, mixing sports with nationalism; they brought it

to a new level by defining sports almost completely in terms of nationalism

and politics. As established earlier, the Chinese have long identified sports
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with a warlike spirit, and in so doing have equated sports with aggressive

nationalism.

Strengthening the Race and Saving the Nation

The introduction of Western sports to China at the turn of the twenti-

eth century clearly indicated the cross-border movement of ideas between

China and the world, and provided an index of its emerging international-

ization. This progressive movement was not imposed by others; on the

contrary, the Chinese chose to pursue it. As explained in earlier chapters,

China was looking for ways to make itself, the “sick man of East Asia,”

healthy and strong again. For many among the Chinese elite, Western

sports were considered a possible solution. The logic seemed obvious:

“countries where physical education was widespread were progressive and

strong, while physical education was less widespread in weak and poor

countries.”24 As Tianjin’s influential Dagongbao explained in a 1920 edi-

torial, “Encouraging physical training among the Chinese is essential to

saving the nation and strengthening the race (jiuguo qiangzhong).”25

Shishiyuebao (Current events monthly), an important magazine based in

Nanjing, the new capital of the Nationalist government, similarly noted,

“The purpose for our advocating physical education focuses on removing

national shame and supporting national survival and national renewal.”26

In the 1930s, “training strong bodies for the nation” became a widespread

slogan and even a guiding sports ideology. Zhang Boling, president of

Nankai University and an influential leader of the Chinese sports organiza-

tion, wrote,

China has been called a sick man for a long time; only recently have

the Chinese tried to discover the reason for China’s sickness and for

other countries’ health and strength, in hopes of finding a prescription

for China. This is good. I recently went to Japan to attend the 9th Far

Eastern Championships and witnessed the remarkable progress the Japa-

nese have made in their physical education. It will take a long time for

China to catch up with them. However, where there is a will, there is a
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way. . . . Let me recommend two ways to improve our physical education.

They include a long-term solution and a short-term fix. In the long term

we need to have mandatory physical education from elementary school

on and must encourage the whole nation to develop a lifelong habit of

physical fitness. The short-term fix is to organize many games and com-

petitions between Chinese and foreign teams. This type of direct compe-

tition may help the Chinese learn not to fear competing. If we carry

out both these suggestions, with effective and quality training, we may

achieve very good results down the road.27

Many other members of the elite shared Zhang Boling’s views. On

May 10, 1932, General He Yingqin, who had served as Chiang Kai-shek’s

minister of defense, suggested that the education ministry and government

should encourage physical education and instill a military spirit in the pub-

lic.28 The 1930s slogans jiuguo qiangzhong (save the nation and strengthen

the race) and tiyu jiuguo (use sports to save the nation) were popular

across China. Liu Shencheng wrote in his influential article “Tiyu jiuguo

lun” (On using physical education to save the nation), published in Shang-

hai, that the Chinese nation had reached a dangerous juncture, due to the

Japanese invasion and domestic problems, and that only sports could save

the nation. He explained that his tiyu jiuguo idea consisted of two parts:

using tiyu to improve the personal character of the Chinese, and revolu-

tionizing physical education across China. His goal was, through physical

training, to make the Chinese brave, determined, and decisive.29

Launching a sports program to save a nation may sound naive, but

Chinese intellectuals were willing to try anything and everything to defend

their country against the impending invasion. The war with Japan was a

total war, and victory would be decided both on battlefields and on the

home front. It was in these pressing circumstances that the idea of tiyu

jiuguo, like jiaoyu jiuguo (use education to save the nation), became a ral-

lying cry. Not until after the long war with Japan ended in 1945 did the ex-

pression tiyu jiuguo disappear from the public vocabulary.

Of course, not everyone was a big fan of Western-style athletics. A few

influential Chinese argued that the nation should focus on its traditional

sports (guoshu) instead of blindly imitating the West. Chen Dengke, who
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had studied in Germany in the early 1930s and admired German milita-

rized sports, was one who took this position. But regardless of whether

traditional or Western sports were pursued, the objective was the same: a

stronger China. When Chen argued that the essence of minzu tiyu was to

encourage every citizen to engage in physical training (quan min tiyu hua)

and to militarize sports (tiyu jun shi hua), he was advocating that the Chi-

nese “should exercise for the state, exercise for the nation.”30 He also

pointed out that minzu tiyu might come to include foreign sports, once the

Chinese had turned them into their own.

Echoing Chen Dengke’s appeal for strength, Wang Zhengting wrote in

1930 on the significance of the Olympic Games: “If people want to pursue

freedom and equality in today’s world where the weak serve as meat on

which the strong can dine, they first must train strong and fit bodies.”31 In

1928, the Central Academy of National Sports was established to fortify

the nation and race, and rid the Chinese of the hated “sick man” label.32

During the 1930s and early 1940s, Chinese scholars, educators, and

politicians put their nation-saving ideas about sports into practice locally

and nationally. Chiang Kai-shek’s unification of China and the establish-

ment of a national government after the long disunity that followed the

fall of the Qing made this possible. Chiang, a military man, immediately

raised the profile of sports in government policy when he became the na-

tional leader. His Nanjing government, established in 1928, passed the first

sports law in Chinese history the next year. Called Guomin tiyu fa or the

Citizens’ Physical Education Act, the law’s very first clause stated, “It is the

responsibility of every young man and woman of the Republic of China to

pursue physical exercise.”33 Several years later, on November 28, 1936, the

law was expanded to include the young and the old; its first clause stated

that improving one’s physical condition is “every citizen’s responsibility to

the nation.”34 In 1941 another revised sports law was enacted that dealt

more with practical issues such as budgets and teacher training. If the first

sports law was motivated by the urgent need to build the nation, the sec-

ond focused more on national defense.35 Wu Zhigang was perhaps right to

call the period from 1927 to 1937 the “Golden Period” of physical educa-

tion and athletics in modern China; during the Nanjing Decade “many
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new athletic records were established and sound school physical education

programs were provided.”36

To make sure local officials paid attention to the new law, the Nanjing

government issued instructions about the importance of physical educa-

tion. One such missive from the Ministry of Education stated, “Physical

training is the key to make both citizens and the nation strong. Recently

with the encouragement of schools, students have made substantial prog-

ress in their physical training. Yet the non-student citizens have not paid

enough attention to their physical condition. The ministry hopes each

provincial board of education will take physical education seriously and

promote it.”37 In October 1932 the Nanjing government went a step fur-

ther, publishing bylaws governing a special physical education committee

within the education ministry that was to direct and facilitate all national

sports-related activities.38 Also in 1932, the Nationalist government orga-

nized a national conference on physical education in order to emphasize

the link between a strong race and a strong nation, between physical exer-

cise and national revival. The conference declared, “The rise and fall of ev-

ery nation in the world depends on its citizens’ physical situation, weak or

strong. That is why this government strongly pushes for our citizens’ phys-

ical education in order to improve the overall health of our citizens and

further revive our national spirit.”39 The organizers of the 1933 national

games, in the notice they sent to local and provincial governments about

the games, wrote, “At this moment of national crisis, China cannot survive

without national unity, the nation cannot be saved if we cannot develop

a new national spirit. Since the Great War every European nation has

made efforts to advocate sports because their citizens’ physical condition is

closely related to their national rise and fall.” Indeed, the national games

in China at this critical juncture were meant to draw Chinese attention to

sports and advance the country’s chances of survival.40 In the games’ open-

ing ceremony, the organizers again reminded the participants, “We must

understand that the most important thing for the Chinese is that we create

a healthy people if we want a strong nation.”41

Even the Nationalist party organization got involved in the drive to

promote physical education. At its fifth national congress in November
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1935, Wang Zhengting and other members submitted a proposal for the

assembly’s consideration titled Jiajin tichang quanguo tiyu, yi shuli fuxing

minzu zhi jichu an (A measure to immediately promote physical education

nationwide to establish a foundation for national revival). The proposal

began, “The rise and fall of a nation depends on its citizens’ capacity to de-

fend their country, its citizens’ physical strength, and how united they are.

For the last couple of years, competition among the great powers has esca-

lated and therefore the need for [China’s] renewal and transformation be-

comes more urgent and the responsibility to defend and protect the coun-

try becomes greater.” The proposal further stated that when the great

powers emphasized the importance of their citizens’ physical strength,

weak countries like China should take note, and its citizens should develop

a sense of urgency about improving their physical condition. The docu-

ment proposed three measures for improving Chinese fitness: (1) increase

the budgets for physical training, (2) nominate officials from all levels of

government to become specialized in training citizens to be more physi-

cally fit, and (3) establish more centers to train physical education spe-

cialists.42

The government and Nationalist party were pressured by members of

the social elite to take this issue seriously, through groups such as Guomin

canzheng hui (Association for citizens’ participation in politics). This asso-

ciation included elites in many different fields such as higher education and

industry. In early 1939, association members Shen Junru, Liang Shuming,

and others submitted a proposal to the central government called Tichang

shangwu jingshen yi gu guo ji er li kang zhan an (Measures for promoting

a warlike spirit to strengthen the nation’s foundation and aid in the anti-

Japanese War). The proposal noted that “bad habits and customs over

thousands of years have made the Chinese physically weak. They have

jeopardized both the individual’s body and national survival.” Now as the

Chinese were fighting a prolonged war with Japan, “It is important for us

to encourage a warlike spirit.”43

The implementation of any government policy largely depended on

Chiang Kai-shek, who ran China as a strongman. Chiang, a military man,

was the perfect person to promote physical education. From 1928 to 1945,
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he made many speeches about the importance of citizens’ physical con-

dition to the nation’s destiny. For instance, Chiang addressed the Fourth

National Games, held in April 1930, three separate times to impress the

participants and their local sponsors with the central government’s atten-

tion to sports.44 And on March 2, 1935, Chiang issued a telegram state-

ment to local governments and other government branches pronouncing

that “Physical training . . . is one of the most important elements strength-

ening the race and saving the nation.” He declared that the government

would promote sports aggressively and make sure that physical training

was embraced by everyone who worked for the party, the government, the

military, or the schools.45 Chiang sent a second telegram message one

month later (April 1935) that again stressed the importance of citizens’

physical training to the nation’s future.46 And at a national conference of

Chinese youth leaders, Chiang made another speech on the importance of

physical exercise. He asked, “Why do foreign aggressors dare to look

down on China?” and went on to answer: “Because the Chinese are weak

physically and inferior to them. The decay and weakness of our citizens’

physical condition has been our nation’s greatest shame.” He told his audi-

ences, “From now on, we have to work hard to make our country strong,

if we don’t want to be despised by other nations, and our foremost task is

to emphasize physical education and work on it.”47 He continued to make

many of the same points in a long address to the national conference

on sports and physical education organized by the central government in

October 1940. Leaders of the conference responded by issuing the tiyu

declaration that clearly linked sports and physical training with the na-

tion’s fate and national development.48

Chiang Kai-shek’s government policies were not just empty talk.

When Chiang first came to power, his government turned “training strong

bodies for the nation” into one part of his New Life Movement (xin sheng

huo yun dong), which was launched in the 1930s. Robert Culp in a recent

article argued that “during the Nanjing Decade, military training classes

became a fundamental part of physical education and civic training at high

schools, colleges, and professional schools. Military training was intro-

duced and developed through a complex interaction among educators,
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party and government leaders, and the students themselves.”49 Producing a

militarized body citizenry had been an obsession among China’s elite since

1895, but only with the establishment of the Nationalist government in

1928 did this militarization become a coherent part of national ideology

and government policy.50 The New Life Movement aimed to create a new

type of citizenship that would cultivate courage and the “warlike spirit.”

Unfortunately, the movement failed under pressures from the all-

consuming war efforts against Japan and the Communists; even so, the

Nanjing government’s other sports initiatives enjoyed some success. For
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instance, in 1942, the Nationalist government announced that September

9 would be celebrated as physical training or sports day. On this day, each

agency was to organize games and other types of physical fitness events,

funded by education boards at each level of government. As Chiang ex-

plained: “The purpose of establishing a physical education day is to make

sure that everyone in China—men and women, old and young—under-

stands the importance of physical exercises and practices them regularly.

. . . If we want China to be an equal member in the family of nations, our

citizens must be healthy and strong.”51

Even while the Nanjing government was at war (first with Japan and

then with the Communists), it succeeded in organizing several national

games. The Chinese National Games had been initiated in 1910 under the

auspices of the YMCA. Between 1910 and 1948, when the Nationalists or-

ganized the last games held on the mainland, seven National Games were

held. The first two occasions were controlled by foreigners, namely YMCA

officials, but the third was organized by the Chinese themselves and moti-

vated largely by nationalism. Nationalist China also actively took part in

the East Asian Olympic Games, which were held ten times from 1913 to

1934.52 In addition, the Nationalist government in mainland China partic-

ipated in the 1936 and 1948 Olympic Games.

Sports and Chinese Nationalism in Practice

For a country like China where sports have long been largely controlled by

the state, sports are a means of politics and national presentation. Indeed,

Chinese interest in sports and the Olympic Games in particular has more

to do with the Chinese desire to be rich and strong, and to show the world

that China is the equal of other nations, than with a love of the Games. In

this sense sports and Chinese nationalism are difficult to separate. The

clear articulation of the link between sports and patriotism was a major

development of the Republican era. As one Chinese wrote in 1914, “If we

want to instill nationalism [in our citizens], it is absolutely necessary to

have sport competitions.”53 Wang Huaiqi, a physical education specialist,

wrote in the early Republican period that regimens of physical education
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may help students gain awareness of China’s national and international

struggles.54 Sun Yat-sen also saw the clear link between sports and nation-

alism. Sun had argued several times that only a physically active and fit

people could make the nation strong and powerful.55 The only way for the

Chinese to prove themselves, as some Chinese writers have noted, “is to

win at sports.” In this sense, sports victories equal national honors. If the

Chinese win, the nation wins. If they lose, the nation is humiliated.56

Fueled by this feeling, any games, including the games sponsored by

schools, were taken seriously in a political sense. For example, on May

21, 1915, Jiangsu Province’s No. 2 Women’s Normal School sponsored a

sports competition that had two slogans with obvious nationalistic spirit:

“Let us use the spring rain to wash away the shame,” and “Let us mobilize

and never forget May 9.”57 (May 9 was considered a day of national

shame because it was on that date, in 1915, that the Chinese government

was forced to accept most of Japan’s infamous Twenty-one Demands.58)

One teacher even invented a flag exercise called wu yue jiu ri xin qi cao

(new flag exercises of May 9). The inventor of this exercise arranged the

flag holders to follow the lines of the characters “May 9” to remind stu-

dents and teachers of the national shame and motivate them to make

China strong enough to take revenge. To remind students of the impor-

tance of national unity, another educator of the early Republican era cre-

ated a game called wuzu gonghe (peace and harmony among the five na-

tionalities), which emphasized the brotherhood of China’s nationalities, a

shared spirit of bravery, and a fighting mentality.59

Perhaps the best example of the Chinese nationalistic obsession with

sports can be seen in the first book in China about the Olympiad. Its au-

thor, Song Ruhai, who worked both for the YMCA and China’s amateur

athletic association, transliterated Olympiad as wo neng bi ya or “I can

compete!” for two reasons: wo neng bi ya sounds much like “Olympiad,”

and the Chinese expression conveys the encouraging idea that the Chinese

can compete if they have the determination and courage.60 In his 1929

preface for the book, Wang Zhengting wrote that ever since China had

been dragged into the international political and cultural arenas, “the Chi-

nese have been known in the world as culturally non-militaristic and phys-
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ically weak. Only in recent decades have some Chinese educators learned

the value of a healthy body to intellectual development and started to em-

phasize sports.”61 Yu Rizhang also wrote in 1929 in his preface to the

book that “the neglect of physical training is one of the most important

factors behind China’s decline.”62

In the 1920s, the drive for tiyu, according to Andrew Morris, “be-

came a widely accepted component of future Chinese nationalisms of all

stripes.”63 Modern sports in China may have been largely defined by an in-

ternationalist character, but it was the strong link between modern tiyu

and China’s nation-building, the blending of nationalism and internation-

alization in sports, that made it so compelling. During the early 1920s,

especially during the period of 1922–1924, a widespread anti-YMCA sen-

timent developed in China, which reflected a general push to recover na-

tional sovereignty, including control over sports and education. In July

1923, the Chinese decided to create a new organization, called the Chinese

Athletic Association (Zhonghua tiyu xiehui), in opposition to the YMCA-

dominated China Amateur Athletic Union. The YMCA was denounced

as an agent of America and accused of “training running dogs of imperi-

alism.”64

The Chinese were not the only ones to make an association between

sports and American imperialism. Decades later the Canadian sports histo-

rian Geoffrey Smith commented, “In most global sport—so much of it

Americanized—we behold a new and insidious form of imperialism.” This

so-called imperialism was especially insidious for its “absurd monetary

stakes” and its attractiveness to “millions around the globe.”65

If nationalism strongly colored the Chinese embrace of modern sports,

it also continued to be bound up with overcoming the “sick man of East

Asia” label. One famous physical educator linked Chinese performances in

international games to that hated label.66 In addition, important athletic

victories by Chinese individuals and teams were pointed to as evidence of a

reinvigorated China. During the YMCA-sponsored track and field games

in Shanghai in 1905, for example, when the Chinese runner Ma Yuehan

surged past his Japanese competitors, Chinese fans first cheered for him,
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but then, as he went for the win, switched to “Go China! Go China!”67

Similarly, after the November 1926 football playoff in Shanghai between

the Shanghai American School and two Chinese teams, which the Chinese

won, the American school’s cheerleading squad dedicated a transnational

cheer to the victors:

What’s the matter with China?

She’s all right!

Who’s all right?

Who won the game?

China!68

In this episode we see that even winning a school game was regarded

as an omen for the future of the nation. These examples are not unique.

The Chinese often treated sports competitions, especially between China

and Japan, like battles between two rival nations. For the Chinese, tiyu not

only strengthened the national spirit, but also represented new possibilities

for improving China’s international stature through victories on the play-

ing field.

Despite the PRC’s vigorous insistence that it had made a total break

from the past, the new regime linked sports with nationalism and nation-

building much like its predecessors had. The Communists even continued

to promote the warlike spirit in sports. In 1952, when the PRC finally de-

cided to establish a national sports commission, it chose a military man,

He Long, as its first leader.69 In Communist China, athletes who defeated

Japanese competitors were hailed as national heroes, and their perfor-

mances were praised as expressions of Chinese national honor. In the

minds of many Chinese, if their countrymen won, the nation won. If they

lost, the nation was humiliated.70 The famous Chinese Ping-Pong player

Zhuang Zedong remembered that when he took part in the Twenty-sixth

World Table Tennis Championship, he considered his “every shot against

the Japanese players revenge for the Chinese [who had suffered from the

Japanese invasion].” He strove to “win honor for the whole nation, and

for Chairman Mao.” Before the championship games between the Chinese
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and the Japanese, one senior Chinese official told Zhuang that if he de-

feated the Japanese, he would be celebrated as a national hero.71

A similar attitude prevailed in November 1981 when the World

Women’s Volleyball Championship games took place between the Chinese

and the Japanese. The Chinese team was destined to win the championship

because they had defeated the Americans in an earlier game, so at first they

did not play their hardest against their Japanese opponents. But their en-

raged coach, Yuan Weimin, screamed at them during a timeout: “Do you

understand whom you are playing against today? You represent the Chi-

nese nation! The people of the motherland want you to play hard! . . .

They want you to win every game [against the Japanese]!”72 In March

1981, too, when the Chinese men’s volleyball team defeated the South Ko-

reans, students in Beijing were so excited that they shouted the slogan:

“Unite and renew China!”73

In a similar way, throughout the 1980s the whole nation was obsessed
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with the heroic victories of Nie Weiping, the Chinese weiqi player, over his

Japanese opponents (weiqi is better known in the West by its Japanese

name, go). The new sense of nationalism had become deeply rooted even

in this traditional form of chess. According to Nie, he benefited greatly

from support he received from top leaders of the country such as the for-

eign minister Marshal Chen Yi and Deng Xiaoping. Chen Yi frequently

told Nie that he should develop his skills well enough to defeat Japanese

players and “win glory for the nation.”74

One can even argue that when the Chinese followed the practice of

“friendship first, competition second” during the Mao eras by intention-

ally losing to opponents, they did so because they had developed such con-

fidence in their athletic superiority that they could afford to treat the out-

come of a match as a political gambit. In other words, their intentional

losses did not hurt China’s national honor; instead, they enhanced China’s

prestige, because everyone recognized that the Chinese team was giving

away the win.

From the late 1950s to 1966, the year the Cultural Revolution began,

the Communist party was careful to maintain control over Chinese sports.

According to the PRC’s official policy since its founding, sports were to fall

under the party’s leadership, athletic teams were to follow the party line,

and, in certain major sports, China was to strive to catch up with and even

surpass the world’s top levels of performance in three to five years.75 On

February 11, 1954, Zhou Enlai said at a state council meeting that “we

must understand the link between sports and the nation’s future.”76 At this

point, the winning of gold medals, the raising of the national flag, and the

sounding of the national anthem at awards ceremonies were considered es-

sential to China’s rise as a nation and its prestige in the world. In 1955,

Beijing sponsored its first Workers’ Games and He Long made a speech in

the opening ceremony claiming that sports were an important political

task for the new regime.77

Only during the Cultural Revolution did China break away from its

obsession with sports victories. The radicals during that period claimed

that the Chinese policy toward sports, with its emphasis on chasing med-
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als, had moved in the wrong direction. Their draconian solution was to

put the sports programs under military control. During this traumatic era

several world-class athletes such as Rong Guotuan, the renowned Ping-

Pong player, committed suicide. But as we will see, what happened to

sports during the Cultural Revolution was an aberration; themes of na-

tion-building and defense soon resurfaced to influence the next stages of

the history of Chinese sports.
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The Two-China Question

Zilu [Confucius’s disciple] asked: “If the ruler of Wei [state] were to en-

trust you with the government of the country, what would be your first

initiative?” The Master [Confucius] said: “It would certainly be to rec-

tify the names. . . . When language is without an object . . . the people

do not know where they stand.”

The Analects (13:3)

For Pierre de Coubertin, the modern Olympiad was established

in a spirit of “all games, all nations.”1 In a dispute over the participation of

Bohemia and Finland in the 1912 Games, Coubertin reminded the parties

that there existed a “sports geography” that was quite “distinct from the

political geography.”2 Thus he preferred to allow Bohemia and Finland—

which belonged to the Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires, respec-

tively—to participate as independent entities. But Coubertin was perhaps

naively optimistic in his outlook. Individual governments usually did not

buy his high idealism when political interests and issues of legitimacy were

involved. Some states, though not all, did as they pleased when it came to

dealing with the Olympic Games and movement, as when Great Britain re-

fused to allow Ireland to participate independently in the Seventh Olym-

piad in 1920, and the Irish athletes refused to compete under the British

flag.3

Until perhaps the early 1990s, then, the IOC purposely claimed that

it recognized national Olympic committees, not nation-states. Thus the

IOC in principle can certify a national Olympic committee for any ter-

ritory. For instance, there are three national Olympic committees that are
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U.S. territories: the U.S. Olympic Committee, the Puerto Rico National

Olympic Committee, and the Guam National Olympic Committee. The

British territories also encompass multiple IOC-certified national commit-

tees, including Hong Kong’s. Perhaps the best examples of IOC indepen-

dence regarding jurisdiction are its inclusion of two Korean (North Korea

and South Korea) and two German (East Germany and West Germany)

national committees.4

When it comes to the participation of Beijing- and Taipei-based ath-

letes in the Olympic movement, however, the well-established IOC princi-

ple has stumbled. For thirty years after the founding of the PRC in 1949,

when the Nationalist government fled to Taiwan, Beijing and Taipei used

sports as an important vehicle for proclaiming their political legitimacy to

the world. Both governments claimed to represent China and did every-

thing possible to block the other from membership in the Olympic family.

Heated disputes surrounding their respective membership claims plagued

the international Olympic movement for many years. The problem was so

serious that IOC chancellor Otto Mayer complained, “The quarrel of the

‘two Chinas’ has been, from 1954 on, the main burden of Olympism.”5

Why is the Chinese case so problematic for the IOC? Although it

would be impossible to explore the whole range of reasons here, the Chi-

nese situation was distinctive in two ways. First, from 1949 to the late

1970s, both Beijing and Taipei believed that there was only one China and

both strongly opposed the other’s membership in the Olympic family. The

key dispute between them was over who truly represented the Chinese na-

tion. Each side declared that it was the legitimate government of China,

while the other was a mere pretender, and both swore that their own legiti-

mate government would never allow the “rebel” government to play a role

in international organizations.

Second, both linked membership in the Olympic movement with polit-

ical legitimacy and seemed to ignore or not to understand the Olympic

principles and the IOC rules. Consequently, both claimed membership in

the Olympic movement and Olympic Games and were intensively engaged

in the fight for membership. The IOC’s inconsistence and incompetence in

handling the “two-China” problem only made it worse.
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Who Represents China? The Beijing Position

The year 1949 was a turning point in Chinese history; the Chinese Com-

munists had come to power and sent the Nationalists packing. From the

perspective of the PRC, the Republic of China ceased to exist when the

Communist government took over the mainland; Taiwan was merely a

renegade province that did not—and could not—belong to the interna-

tional sport federations or Olympic family.

When the Communists first came to power, they did not know much

about the Olympics. They had no idea that China had been a member of

the Olympic movement for many years, and they were not even aware that

of the three Chinese IOC members, one, Dong Shouyi, chose to remain on

the mainland after 1949.6 The top Communist leaders were so busy con-

solidating their power, building their nation, and fighting the United States

in the Korean War that the upcoming 1952 Helsinki Olympics was not

even on their radar screen. Had the Soviet Union not intervened, the PRC

might not have thought about the Olympic movement or the Olympic

Games until much later. But luckily for Beijing, the Soviets brought up

both issues early enough for the Communist government to take part (al-

though, as we will see, its team arrived too late to compete).

Although Beijing had not even set up a sports commission, the govern-

ment used the Communist Youth League as a sort of facilitator for sports.

Only after Beijing had taken part in the 1952 Helsinki Olympic Games did

the Chinese establish a separate sports federation under the new regime.

The Chinese Communist Youth League representatives, upon their return

from Finland, prepared a report on China’s participation in the Helsinki

Games for Liu Shaoqi, second in command of the Communist system, sug-

gesting that Beijing establish a ministry-level sports commission headed by

a high official such as a vice premier. This suggestion was accepted and He

Long, a top military man, assumed leadership.7

Why was the USSR interested in Beijing’s involvement? International

politics. After World War II, the USSR had decided to compete in every

area, reversing its former refusal to join corrupt capitalist sports events (as

a way of demonstrating the so-called superiority of the Russian political
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system and society). In 1950 the Soviet Union’s official sports organization

was accepted as a national Olympic committee by the IOC, and the 1952

Helsinki Games were Communist Russia’s first Olympic appearance.

The participation of the Soviet Union in the Olympic movement was

important both for sports and for international politics. Avery Brundage,

president of the IOC from 1952 to 1972, wrote in his unpublished memoir

that “for the first time in forty years the Russians participated—and the

large and well-organized team from the Soviet Union which came to Hel-

sinki astonished the world by its outstanding performance.”8 The sig-

nificance of their athletes’ performance was not lost on the Soviets them-

selves. A 1953 editorial in a Russian newspaper expressed how pleased

Russians were about the 1952 Helsinki Games. It proclaimed, “The Rus-

sian people are ready to open their doors . . . the Iron Curtain will be lifted

for all sportsmen from all over the world.” Brundage also noted, “That the

first raising of the Iron Curtain should be in the field of sport is not without

international significance—and a great tribute to the power of the inde-

structible Olympic idea.”9 Brundage did not realize that with the USSR’s

entry into the Olympic movement—and the Soviets’ subsequent push for

Beijing to become a member of the Olympic family—the IOC would be

forced to deal with the two-China issue even before the IOC and Beijing’s

own sports organization were ready. The Soviets had every reason to dem-

onstrate their solidarity with the new Communist regime in China and to

groom it to be a close ally in the spirit of the Cold War struggle.

The Russians seem to have brought the Olympics issue to Beijing’s at-

tention in 1951. Beijing’s foreign ministry was informed by Helsinki, the

1952 host, which was strongly influenced by the Russians politically and

diplomatically, that Finland would like to have Beijing take part in its

Olympic Games. Finnish enthusiasm for the PRC’s participation made

then IOC president J. Sigfrid Edström uneasy; he had no desire to get em-

broiled in the tricky China issue.10

At first Beijing, not being familiar with world sports, did not take Fin-

land’s invitation seriously.11 But a sharp prod from the Russians the next

year quickly sent Beijing into action. On February 2, 1952, the Soviet am-

bassador to Beijing made an urgent inquiry as to whether Beijing would
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send a delegation to the 1952 Games and whether the new China would

join the Olympic movement and attend the IOC meeting on February 15,

1952. The Soviet ambassador requested an immediate reply. On the same

day, after meeting with the Soviet ambassador, Feng Wenbin, secretary of

the Chinese Communist Youth League, wrote a report to Premier Zhou

Enlai about China’s potential participation in the 1952 Games. This re-

port, which has become available to scholars only recently, explains that

the Russians had asked Feng to tell the Russian embassy immediately what

China’s attitude was toward Olympic participation. According to the re-

port, the Soviets were under the impression that Beijing was not a member

of the Olympic family, and that Taiwan was. The ambassador reminded

Beijing that participation in the Olympics was an important political issue,

and he even suggested that his government was willing to train Chinese

athletes so the Russians and Chinese could attend the Games together.

Through most of the 1950s, Beijing’s official policy was to learn from

the USSR, so this inquiry and suggestion from Beijing’s “Elder Brother”

carried a great deal of weight. The report from Feng spurred Zhou Enlai to

meet with him on February 4 about the Olympics issue; Zhou then for-

warded Feng’s report to Liu Shaoqi with his own recommendations that

same day. Zhou told Liu that, based on his discussion with Feng Wenbin,

he believed Beijing should send a telegram to the IOC in the name of the

All-China Sports Federation, which then existed only in name, to declare

that Taiwan could not represent China in the Olympic family. He sug-

gested they demand that the IOC allow Beijing to attend its February meet-

ing and the coming Olympic Games. Zhou also told Liu that the telegram

had already been sent, due to the pressing deadline. With no understand-

ing of China’s past involvement with the Olympic movement, the telegram

dashed off to the IOC claimed that Beijing had just organized a national

Olympic committee and requested the IOC’s certification so Beijing could

participate in the 1952 Games. Zhou further reported to Liu, “I estimate

that if the IOC does not allow us to attend its February meeting, then we

will not attend the July Olympic Games to avoid running into the delega-

tion from Chiang Kai-shek’s bandit organization. [But] if the IOC invites

us [not Chiang] . . . to attend the February meeting, the situation is favor-
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able to us politically. Moreover, since the Games will take place in Hel-

sinki, we may attend. Even if we don’t do well in the competition, it is not

important.” Liu quickly approved Zhou’s suggestions.12

This report, then, which details the developments behind Beijing’s early

interest in the Olympic movement and the 1952 Games, shows that Beijing

chose to fight its first major battle for international legitimacy through its

membership in the Olympic family and Olympic Games.

Once a decision had been made, Beijing acted quickly and with deter-

mination. As IOC president Edström wrote in June of 1952, “The Com-

munist Chinese organizations are making all kinds of efforts to take part in

the Olympic Games in Helsinki.”13 The Chinese ambassador to Finland,

Geng Biao, personally made sure the telegram from Beijing was delivered

to the IOC on February 5. China even sent its diplomat from Stockholm to

personally visit Edström about Beijing’s membership and the invitation to

the 1952 Games. In a presentation to Edström on February 13 during the

IOC’s Oslo session, Sheng Zhibai argued that the PRC’s All-China Athletic

Federation represented 600 million people and should be considered the

only proper participant in the Olympic movement from China. He further

demanded that the IOC immediately expel Wang Zhengting and Kong

Xiangxi, who were then living in exile and serving as IOC members in

China, and decertify Taiwan’s national Olympic committee. But Edström

had had enough from the Beijing diplomat and cut him off. “My dear sir,”

he protested, “you are neither qualified nor entitled to give the IOC orders

or instructions!”14

Beijing had made two mistakes. First, by its forceful intervention, the

PRC had conveyed a strident politicization of sports that was off-putting

to the IOC. Second, by not using Dong Shouyi, the IOC member who re-

mained in China, to communicate with the IOC, Beijing had not only

forfeited any legitimate claim to membership in the Olympic family, but

also given the impression that Dong was either dead or imprisoned—even

though at the time, the Communist government knew nothing of, or at

least did not pay attention to, Dong Shouyi and his IOC involvement.15 It

was Dong who learned of Beijing’s intentions and eventually made contact

with the Chinese government.16 Had Beijing known the IOC rules and
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Olympic principles and simply asked Dong Shouyi to contact the IOC, its

first official contact with the IOC might have been less stormy. Dong

would then have attended the IOC first sessions in February that year—

which would have been propitious timing because Wang Zhengting and

Kong Xiangxi, formerly high officials in the Nationalist government, were

too demoralized to go to Helsinki after the Nationalist regime had been

defeated in the civil war.

Erik von Frenckell, an IOC member in Finland, informed the other

IOC members that the Chinese ambassador in Helsinki had been in con-

tact with him and demanded to know why Beijing had not yet been invited

to the 1952 Olympic Games. Frenckell recommended to the IOC session

that it should make a decision about the China issue before the June 1

deadline for entries. Avery Brundage, who would become the new IOC

president in 1952, declared that the IOC had to establish contact with all

three Chinese members before it could reach a decision. But with the civil

war raging in China, all three members had lost contact with the IOC back

in 1948.

The situation continued to unravel. The Taiwan side spread a rumor

that Dong Shouyi, the only IOC member who stayed on the mainland, was

dead.17 In his meeting with Sheng Zhibai, however, Edström asked about

Dong Shouyi and was told that he was alive and well. “His place is here in

Helsinki,” the IOC president told Sheng, who was shadowing the IOC ses-

sion in Oslo.18

Since the IOC rules indicated that no athletes could participate in the

Olympics unless they belonged to an international federation, Beijing tried

a new tactic: in April 1952 it convinced the Fédération Internationale de

Natation Amateur to accept the All-China Athletic Federation as a mem-

ber by claiming that it succeeded the previous Chinese organization and by

paying the affiliation dues that had been in arrears since 1949.19 Beijing did

the same with preexisting Chinese memberships in other world sports fed-

erations, including those related to the pentathlon, gymnastics, ice hockey,

skating, volleyball, and football.

The so-called two-China issue would have been much easier for Beijing

to manage had Beijing done its homework and sent Dong Shouyi in the
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first place. But because of its ignorance and its tendency to resort to high-

handed methods, the Beijing government turned what should have been a

simple sports issue into a major, messy political standoff. These critical

mistakes strained relations between Beijing and the IOC from the very be-

ginning. In his telegram of June 17, 1952, to Beijing’s All-China Athletic

Federation, Edström blustered that its Olympic committee had not yet

been recognized and travel to Helsinki would be “useless.”20 He sent an-

other telegram on July 8, 1952, to Rong Gaotang, a Chinese sports official,

telling him that China was in political chaos and the IOC had decided that

no Chinese athletes “may compete until difficulties are resolved.” He also

asked Rong to inform Dong Shouyi that his presence in Helsinki was “de-

sired.”21

Despite Edström’s position, Beijing was determined to attend the Games

and soon dispatched Dong to take part in the IOC’s Helsinki session later

that month. When Dong showed up at the meetings with a translator in

tow, Edström sent the man out of the room since according to IOC rules

translators were not allowed to attend IOC meetings. The translator re-

fused, saying that Dong only spoke Chinese. According to an eyewitness

report, Edström rapped his cane on the table and said icily, “You are lying.

I spoke with him in English without any difficulties as recently as 1948!

Leave the room immediately!” The interpreter left, taking Dong with him.

It was obvious that Beijing did not trust Dong at that time. But it was also

true that in the 1951 IOC session in Vienna, the newly elected Russian

member Konstantin Andrianov had attended the meeting with an inter-

preter (since he did not speak English or French, a qualification for an

elected member) without protest from the IOC. Only at its 1954 session in

May in Athens did the IOC decide that newly elected IOC members must

be fluent in French or English.22 In any case, Dong’s appearance at the IOC

session was hardly useful for the IOC since he was in no position to resolve

the problems surrounding Beijing’s demands.

At the July 1952 Helsinki session, Edström reminded members that

Beijing’s athletes were waiting in Leningrad for an invitation.23 Forced into

a quick decision, the IOC executive board proposed not to accept either

Taiwan or Beijing into the 1952 Olympic Games. This was obviously a
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dodge and not a very effective one, since, as Erik von Frenckell pointed

out, Taiwan’s national Olympic committee had already been recognized

and so it was impossible to exclude Taiwan from the Games. Frenckell

countered that the athletes of both Chinas should be allowed to take part.

When the IOC session voted 29–22 to allow both teams to participate at

Helsinki, the IOC put off a decision on whether Beijing could become a

member. On July 18, one day before the opening ceremony of the Helsinki

Games, the IOC finally extended invitations to both Beijing and Taipei.

The new PRC government was quick to understand the importance of

the Olympic Games to their political legitimacy and took action with

amazing speed. Having finally gotten the green light from the IOC, the

PRC’s three top leaders—Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, and Zhou Enlai—per-

sonally approved the decision immediately (although it was not made pub-

lic until July 23, after Beijing learned that Taiwan would not attend the

Olympics). Late in the evening of July 24, Zhou met with delegation lead-

ers and told them, “It is a victory for the PRC when its flag is flying at the

[Helsinki] Olympic Games. Being late was not our fault.”24 The delegation

left for Finland on July 25 and arrived in Helsinki on July 29, one day be-

fore the closing ceremony. It failed to take part in any competition; only

one of its swimmers participated in a preliminary competition and he

failed to qualify for the next round.25 Even so, Beijing did participate in

some of the Games’ cultural programs. And Zhou Enlai was able to pre-

view the program that would be performed by the Chinese entertainment

acrobatic troupe when it visited Helsinki. Zhou told the acrobatic enter-

tainers that they were China’s national treasures and expressed the hope

that they would win glory for the motherland.26

Beijing’s principal interest in the Olympic Games and Olympic move-

ment was to seek legitimacy in the world arena, especially given the West’s

recognition of the Nationalist government in Taiwan. As the Russians

had made abundantly clear, the Helsinki Games provided an important

platform for such efforts. Simply being there and seeing its flag fly with

those of other countries counted as a victory for the new government in

Beijing.27

Moreover, by setting one foot in the Olympics in 1952, Beijing again
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forced the IOC’s hand. On August 3, 1952, the very day that the Chinese

delegation left Helsinki, the Beijing government fired off a telegram to

Otto Mayer, the IOC’s chancellor. This telegram, sent in the name of

Rong Gaotang, vice president and secretary general of the All-China Ath-

letic Federation, declared that “the All-China Athletic Federation was

formed through the reorganization of the China National Amateur Ath-

letic Federation, which had already been recognized by the International

Olympic Committee. It is the only legal amateur athletic organization in

the People’s Republic of China and exercises authority over sports activi-

ties throughout the country. Based on these facts, the All-China Athletic

Federation should be duly recognized as the Chinese Olympic Commit-

tee.” Rong expressed anger that the IOC had invited Taiwan to the 1952

Olympics:

I cannot but protest, on behalf of the All-China Athletic Federation [the

Chinese Olympic Committee], against such a decision which completely

runs counter to the spirit and charter of the International Olympic Games.

In order to maintain the dignity and principles of the International Olym-

pic Committee, I resolutely demand that the sports organization and rep-

resentatives of the remnant Kuomintang bloc in Taiwan . . . be expelled

from the International Olympic Committee, the International Olympic

Games and related international federations. I also demand that the All-

China Athletic Federation, as China’s Olympic Committee, be accorded

its rightful place in all the international Olympic bodies and organiza-

tions.28

In a letter to IOC president Brundage, dated April 9, 1954, Rong, this

time with the title vice president and general secretary of Chinese Olym-

pic Committee, again requested that the IOC, at its upcoming session in

Athens on May 14, formally recognize the Chinese Olympic Committee.

With twenty-three votes for, twenty-one against, and three abstentions, the

IOC in 1954 officially recognized the All-China Athletic Federation as

China’s official Olympic committee.29 On May 26, the IOC’s chancellor,

Otto Mayer, officially notified Beijing about the decision. Mayer wrote,

“We wish you the warmest welcome into our Olympic Family and thank
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you in advance for your kind cooperation in the Olympic movement in

your country.”30 Beijing had again received what it wanted from the IOC.

Beijing may have won the first round of the two-China battle at the

1952 Helsinki Games, but it did not do as well in 1956. Leading up to the

event, Beijing not only declared it would attend the 1956 Games; it also

pressed its athletes to prepare. A front-page editorial in the People’s Daily

published on September 2, titled “Let’s go to the Olympic Games,” called

on Chinese athletes to get ready and “win victories for the motherland at

the 16th Olympic Games.” Another article on the same page claimed that

Beijing would welcome athletes from Hong Kong and Taiwan to join

Beijing’s Olympic delegation. Since Taiwan had remained a member of the

Olympic family, Beijing’s plan was to slip over to Australia before Taiwan’s

arrival in the hope that Chiang’s regime would not take part when it real-

ized Beijing was already there. But when Beijing arrived, the Taiwan dele-

gation had already checked into the Olympic village, and its flag was fly-

ing. Beijing protested Taiwan’s presence to the organizing committee and

to the IOC but got nowhere. Beijing decided to withdraw from the Games

in protest.31

Between 1954 and 1958, both Taiwan and Beijing claimed to repre-

sent “China” in the Olympic family. Having failed to keep Taiwan out of

the 1956 Games, Beijing gradually concluded that the IOC, especially

its president, the American Avery Brundage, was hostile to Beijing and

was supporting Taiwan and a two-China policy. Consequently, in 1957,

through Dong Shouyi (who as an IOC member was supposed to serve as

the IOC’s ambassador to the PRC, not the other way around), Beijing

escalated its attacks on the IOC. In late December, Dong, obviously act-

ing under official instructions, wrote to Brundage that the IOC “should

recognize only one Olympic Committee in China [and] that should be

the All-China Athletic Federation.” In another letter to Brundage on April

23, 1958, Dong or other officials in his name expressed “indignation” at

Brundage’s “many unfriendly and distorting remarks” with regard to the

situation with Taiwan. Brundage called the April 23 letter “insulting” and

demanded that Dong resign from the IOC. He wrote, “Despite your obli-

gations as a member of the International Olympic Committee, on every oc-
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casion you have attempted to introduce political questions and if you con-

tinue to violate both the letter and the spirit of our rules the only remedy

will be to request your resignation.”32

The heated dispute between Beijing and the IOC thus reached a point

of no return. According to an authoritative account, on June 28, 1958,

Premier Zhou Enlai met with He Long, Chen Yi, and other officials from

the foreign ministry and national sport authority to discuss sports and for-

eign relations.33 Obviously under top authorization, Dong replied to Brun-

dage on August 19, 1958, “most indignantly,” claiming that Brundage’s

attitude “fully reveals that you are a faithful menial of the U.S. imperialists

bent on serving their plot of creating ‘two Chinas.’” He continued, “A

man like you, who stains the Olympic spirit and violates the Olympic

Charter, has no qualification whatsoever to be IOC president. . . . I feel

pained that the IOC is today controlled by an imperialist like you and con-

sequently the Olympic spirit has been grossly trampled upon. To uphold

the Olympic spirit and tradition, I hereby declare that I will no longer co-

operate with you or have any connection with the IOC while it is under

your domination.”34

The same day that Dong announced his resignation, Beijing officially

broke off its relationship with the Olympic movement. In a short letter

to Otto Mayer signed by Zhang Lianhua, then general secretary of the

Chinese Olympic Committee, the Chinese committee wrote to “lodge its

solemn protest against the unlawful recognition of the so-called China Na-

tional Amateur Athletic Federation in Taiwan by the International Olym-

pic Committee” and declared that Beijing “ceases to recognize the IOC.”

The statement once again attacked Brundage personally for his anti-Beijing

stand, and linked his attitude to the adversarial position of the United

States government toward China.35

Under direct instruction from Deng Xiaoping, China’s sport commis-

sion decided to summarily withdraw from the eleven international sport

organizations that had accepted Taiwan’s membership.36 On August 15,

1958, the standing committee of China’s national sports commission went

so far as to revise its constitution and delete the phrases “China’s Olympic

committee” and “China’s athletes take part in the Olympic Games.”37 This
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move makes it clear that Beijing’s decision to break with the Olympic

movement was made well before its official letter to the IOC on August 19.

The IOC realized that it needed to explain what was going on with

Beijing. In a letter issued on September 5, 1958, to its members, national

Olympic committees, and the press, IOC chancellor Otto Mayer repeated

Brundage’s old charges and blamed the conflict on Beijing. Mayer claimed

that Beijing “did not seem to understand that the International Olympic

Committee does not recognize Governments, but only sport organizations

(it does not disapprove nor approve of the Governments of the countries

that are recognized as long as the sport organizations follow the Olympic

rules), and that one of the most important of these rules concerns the ne-

cessity of preventing political interference. It is regrettable that these prin-

ciples are not better understood in such a large country as China.”38

Both sides seemed genuinely to believe the other was to blame. Never-

theless, Beijing’s withdrawal from the Olympic movement was a major

blow to IOC prestige and the Olympic ideal. With this 1958 decision, an

official and self-imposed isolation began that would last for over two de-

cades. By taking this dramatic action, Beijing had wanted to convey its un-

happiness with having to share the representation of China with Taiwan;

instead, it had clearly lost the battle to Taiwan. From its place on the side-

lines, Beijing could do little but complain about the IOC and its presi-

dent.39

Who Represents China? The Taipei Position

Taiwan’s successful efforts to remain in the Olympic family had more to

do with Cold War international politics than the effectiveness of its pol-

icy. Most Western countries diplomatically recognized Taipei rather than

Beijing until the 1970s, giving Taiwan powerful leverage in the IOC. Tai-

wan, after all, continued to represent China even in the United Nations un-

til 1971.

Taipei also made several astute moves, one of which was to claim

that its political legitimacy stemmed directly from the Republic of China,

which had been founded in 1912 and had been a member of the Olympic
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family since 1922. In addition, after the Nationalistic government fled

the mainland, Taipei immediately notified the IOC that the Chinese na-

tional Olympic committee had changed its address to Taiwan. These tac-

tics helped Taipei to remain part of the Olympic family, no matter how

hard Beijing tried to dislodge it.40

Even given all these advantages, however, the Nationalist government,

like its mainland counterpart, made several mistakes when negotiating the

issue of membership. One such blunder was its handling of the 1952

Olympic Games. The Nationalist government, which intended to send ath-

letes to the Games, started to prepare for the competition in 1951, allocat-

ing on March 3 80,000 New Taiwan dollars for selecting and training ath-

letes. But on May 10, 1951, Hao Gengsheng, an important sports leader

who had moved to Taiwan with the Nationalists, suggested that Taiwan

not participate in the Helsinki Games. He was concerned that the USSR,

which would be attending the Games for the first time, might use the

Olympics as an opportunity to confront Taiwan. Hao’s ill-informed ad-

vice swayed the cabinet. When Taipei learned that Beijing had been in-

vited to participate, its decision not to attend was strengthened because

of the thinking of han zei bu liang li. In other words, the rationale of

“no two Chinas” actually lay behind Taipei’s thinking at this point, long

before it was embraced by Beijing as grounds for its two-decades-long with-

drawal from the Olympic movement.41 In its official letter to IOC presi-

dent Edström, dated July 19, 1952, the Nationalist Olympic Committee

wrote, “as a protest against the resolution adopted at the plenary session

of the International Olympic Committee on July 17, 1952, which compro-

mises the right and position of the Chinese National committee as the only

legal and recognized national Olympic committee of China, I beg to in-

form you that we have decided to withdraw our participation in the 1952

Helsinki Olympic Games.” This letter was signed by Hao Gengsheng, then

president of Taiwan’s national Olympic committee.42 In its official state-

ment, Taiwan’s Olympic committee protested the IOC’s decision to allow

Chinese Communists to participate in the 1952 Olympics, calling it “un-

lawful as it approves entry of competitors from China not entered by the

Chinese national Olympic committee, which is the only legal national
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Olympic committee of China and has been recognized as such for many

years.”43 Taiwan’s decision not to participate in the Helsinki Games, how-

ever, left the door open for Beijing to step in uncontested and make its de-

but on the stage of international sports.44 (As explained later, Taiwan’s

decision not to compete also was influenced by the IOC’s mixed signal to

Taiwan about its participation in the 1952 Olympic Games.45)

The Nationalists made another mistake by failing to act regarding

their two IOC representatives Kong Xiangxi and Wang Zhengting, whose

active involvement in IOC matters had long lapsed, leaving them facing

forced resignation. Kong, who had been an IOC member since 1939, had

never even attended an IOC meeting. While in theory IOC members were

chosen by the IOC itself and functioned as Olympic ambassadors to the

countries from which they were chosen, individual states retained a degree

of influence through their national Olympic committees. Taipei would

probably have benefited from having had more voices at the table dur-

ing its membership war with Beijing. Brundage, who was obviously pro-

Taiwan, advised Hao Gengsheng even before the Helsinki Games that “the

important thing now is for Nationalist China to have its representative at

Helsinki prepared to fight vigorously for its recognition by the different in-

ternational federations and the International Olympic Committee. This is

a very serious situation.”46 During the crucial diplomatic battle between

Taipei and Beijing over membership in the Olympic family, however, the

only contribution Kong Xiangxi made was to write to Otto Mayer on Feb-

ruary 29, 1952, to oppose the IOC’s recognition of the All-China Athletic

Federation “because it is against the rules of the International Olympic

Committee which states that the national Olympic committee of any coun-

try must be affiliated with the IOC.” Kong commented, “I believe the

Olympic committee of China is still in existence and functioning on Tai-

wan.”47

Brundage continued to urge on the Taiwanese. In his cablegram to

Hao Gengsheng on April 22, 1954, Brundage told Hao bluntly that it was

“most important you have someone at Athens. Wang [Zhengting] and

Kung [Xiangxi] are both delinquent according to rules and liable to forfeit

[their] memberships because of repeated non-attendance.”48 But the warn-
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ings and advice went unheeded. In 1955, after prompting by the IOC,

Kong finally tendered his resignation in a letter to Brundage on June 24,

1955.49 Wang Zhengting, although more involved in the IOC than Kong,

rarely took part in IOC meetings and other activities after the 1948 Lon-

don Olympic Games. He sent his resignation to Brundage in 1954, changed

his mind, and eventually resigned for good in 1957.50 In other words,

over the course of these crucial developments, Taipei had no active IOC

members, while Beijing’s Dong Shouyi was aggressively asserting Beijing’s

interests.

Even though Cold War politics—and the advocacy of the strongly pro-

Taiwan Brundage—were helping to keep Taiwan in the Olympic family,

when Beijing made the two-China issue worldwide news with its with-

drawal from the Olympic movement in 1958, the IOC had to act regarding

Taiwan’s membership. In its 1959 Munich session, IOC members from

the Soviet Union asked for a change of name for Taiwan’s national Olym-

pic committee on the grounds that “this NOC cannot possibly supervise

sports in mainland China.” The IOC recognized the argument had merit

and asked Taipei to come up with a different designation: “The Chinese

national Olympic committee having its seat in Taipei (Taiwan) will be

notified by the International Olympic Committee chancellor that it cannot

continue to be recognized under that name since it does not control sport

in the country of China, and its name will be removed form the official list.

If an application for recognition under a different name is made it will be

considered by the International Olympic Committee.”51

The IOC’s insistence on the name change, however, met with harsh

criticism in the United States from major media, politicians, and the gen-

eral public. It seemed to the American public that the IOC was expelling

Taipei from the Olympic family to please Beijing. The New York Times

wrote in one of several editorials on this issue that “in expelling National-

ist China from the International Olympic Committee—and thus eventually

from Olympic participation—the committee has yielded to the rawest sort

of political blackmail.” The editorial called the IOC’s decision not only po-

litical, but also “cowardly, evasive and shameful. . . . The idea that Nation-

alist China ‘no longer represents sports in the entire country of China’ is
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unworthy of a forthright American.”52 William Theodore de Bary, a noted

expert on China at Columbia University, also was dismayed. He wrote to

Brundage stating, “I agree with the N.Y. Times editorial on May 30. . . .

Unless this expulsion is rescinded, the Olympics will have ceased to repre-

sent anything worthwhile in sports and the American people should with-

draw their support from it.”53

The American government also felt compelled to act. As the National-

ist government in Taiwan spoke of “betrayal,” the U.S. State Department

officially declared the IOC decision to be “a clear act of political discrimi-

nation.” The House of Representatives unanimously voted to withhold an

appropriation of $400,000 for the 1960 Winter Olympic Games in Cali-

fornia “if any free nation is barred from participation.” Representative

F. E. Dorn of New York declared that the “United States must not allow a

friend of many years to be pushed aside by communist blackmail.” Dorn

called for the United States to withdraw from the Olympic movement if

Taiwan were barred from the Olympic Games.54 President Dwight Eisen-

hower condemned the IOC for its political behavior. And letters of protest

from the American public poured in.

Brundage was under enormous pressure. He scribbled himself a note:

“Everyone is getting into the Act,” and later wrote that “the country seems

to have gone off on an emotional binge in unprecedented proportions.”

He felt himself nearly alone, “confronting 175,000,000 misinformed peo-

ple.”55 The best poor Brundage could do was to send out his standard re-

ply: “Dear sir or madam: Apparently you have been badly misinformed”

and explain that Taiwan had been neither mistreated nor expelled from the

Olympic movement. “The IOC has simply asked Taiwan’s NOC to choose

a more sensible designation for itself.”56

In this war of words, the influence of politics was apparent. An edito-

rial in the Christian Science Monitor pointed out, “Now that the furor

over the International Olympic Committee’s withdrawal of recognition of

Nationalist China has subsided somewhat, it may be useful to see how

much the Olympic spirit has been trampled under the spikes of politicians,

East and West.” During the heated exchange of political charges over the

IOC’s decision on Taiwan, media outside the United States seemed to have
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a better sense of what was really going on. The Manchester Guardian

wrote on June 11, 1959, “Question: when are politics non-political? An-

swer: when they happen to be your own. It is always the other fellow who

defied the purity of your organization by being partisan.” That is why, ac-

cording to this article, many American politicians had become indignant

when the IOC had stated what was “obvious to most people”—that Tai-

wan’s national Olympic committee could no longer be recognized as the

Chinese Olympic committee “because it does not control sports in the en-

tire country of China.” “What is perplexing to those who are not Ameri-

cans,” commented the author, is the conviction “that it is not political to

be loyal to your ally, but is political to admit that a committee in Formosa

cannot send any athletes from the mainland.”

Although the harsh attack by the United States put the IOC on the de-

fensive, it had no choice but to find a suitable name for Taiwan’s Olympic

committee. Heated debates would rage about which name Taiwan should

use within the Olympic family; in the 1960 session in San Francisco, IOC

member Jorge Vargas suggested, “Why not drop the words China and Tai-

wan [altogether] and call the committee the Chinese Taipei Olympic com-

mittee?” Unfortunately it took the IOC nineteen years to understand the

wisdom of this suggestion and two decades to put it into effect in Montevi-

deo, where precisely this name was adopted to resolve the longstanding

deadlock.

In typically incompetent IOC fashion, the committee did not come out

with a new name for the Taipei’s national Olympic committee until just be-

fore the Rome Olympic Games in 1960. The name, “Taiwan,” enraged the

representative of the Rome organizing committee, who had already invited

the “Republic of China” at the IOC’s behest, and who had had all of the

documents and papers printed with that original name. The organizing

committee told the IOC that it would be impossible to reprint everything,

but it would accept the name change provided the IOC recorded in the ses-

sion minutes how the change had been implemented at the last moment.

To make the situation even messier, when the IOC session voted on the

proposed new name, the voting ended twice in a 25–25 tie. The IOC had

no choice but to make a decision at this point, and eventually the members
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agreed that the team from Taiwan should take part in the Rome Games as

“Taiwan,” but in the future would be the Olympic Committee of the

Republic of China, as the Taiwan’s national Olympic committee had re-

quested.57

During the 1960 Rome Games, then, athletes from Taiwan had to

compete and march under the geographical designation of Taiwan, even

though Taipei considered this designation discriminatory and unfair. The

Nationalists, including Chiang Kai-shek himself, were determined to let

the world know they were unhappy with this decision. On Chiang’s in-

structions, the Taipei delegation marched at the opening ceremony behind

a sign that read “UNDER PROTEST.”58

The action infuriated the IOC. In a joint letter to the Taipei delegation

to the 1960 Games, Brundage and Otto Mayer wrote, “We consider your

gesture inelegant, political-minded and an offence to the dignity which

should prevail in the Olympic Games. We think that by way of this action

you have lost the last sympathy you might have had among the sportsmen

of the world. We regret that we have to censure you, but we do so with the

hope that in the future you will understand that you must take part in the

Games under the name of the Territory over which you have jurisdiction

and with a better spirit.”59

Taiwan and the IOC had managed to humiliate each other, but the

name problem remained unsolved.60 In a letter to the IOC, Hao Gengsheng

asked the committee to reconsider Taiwan’s designation for future Olym-

pic Games at its 1963 Baden-Baden session. Hao wrote, “Among the 105

recognized national committees, only the Republic of China committee

has received the discriminatory and unfair treatment of being forced to use

a designation . . . that is materially different from the name of the country

our committee represents.” Taiwan proposed that “ROC,” the abbrevia-

tion of its official name, be used as its designation.61 Brundage worked

hard to get Taipei what it wanted at the Baden-Baden session. In a letter to

Yang Sen, president of the Taiwan Olympic committee, dated December 9,

1963, G. D. Sondhi, an Indian IOC member, remarked, “Mr. Brundage, in

his own quiet but forceful manner, was very helpful and deserves your

thanks. There are some great difficulties in the way of your getting the
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designation of your country altered.”62 Finally, at the IOC Mexico City

session in 1968, Brundage managed to change Taiwan’s national Olym-

pic committee designation to the Olympic Committee of the Republic of

China.63

Taiwan’s situation in the Olympic movement worsened after the suc-

cesses of Beijing’s “ping-pong diplomacy” and once the PRC had replaced

Taiwan at the United Nations in 1971.64 Ping-pong diplomacy, which is
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Taiwan’s delegation, furious to be participating as “Taiwan” rather than

the “Republic of China,” marches behind an “UNDER PROTEST” sign at

the opening ceremony of the 1960 Olympic Games in Rome.
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described in detail in Chapter 5, was Beijing’s diplomatic offensive that

convinced many countries to switch their diplomatic recognition from Tai-

pei to Beijing. Xu Heng (Henry Hsu), who was chosen by Brundage’s dubi-

ous methods to be an IOC member in Taiwan in 1970 without the IOC ex-

ecutive board’s prior approval, wrote in an extremely secret report to the

Nationalist government dated April 3, 1972, that Taiwan’s position in the

IOC after 1972 was in “extreme danger” (ji qi xian e) because the pro-Tai-

wan president Brundage was retiring; without his advocacy, many more

IOC members in Europe were likely to vote with Beijing.65 “It is extremely

urgent for us to figure out how to safeguard our position in the IOC. . . . If

the communist bandits’ entry into the IOC becomes a reality, then Tai-

wan’s participation in international sports would be negatively affected

and it will even become difficult for us to take part in friendly games. . . .

not only will our international sports activity be eliminated, but the effect

on our diplomacy will also be negative.” Xu Heng suggested that the Na-

tionalist government act quickly and decisively by working closely with

South Korea’s IOC members, who were pro-Taiwan, and by making sure

that Taipei would be represented at any international sports meetings and

gatherings. The National government seemed to grasp Xu Heng’s urgency

and adopted his suggestions, thus establishing a high-level cross-ministry

group to handle international sports issues.66

But the tide seemed to be turning against Taipei. Even formerly friendly

nations like Japan began to question the legitimacy of Taiwan’s member-

ship in the Olympic movement as a representative of China. In response,

Taiwan’s IOC member Xu Heng pointed out, “Some supporters of the All-

China Sports Federation may contend that there is only one China and the

IOC has to make a choice between the two Chinas. As a Chinese, I deplore

the fact that China is now in a divided state with two governments. But

since we are gathering here as sports leaders rather than politicians, there

is nothing we can do to alter this political fact of life.”67

Taipei’s position eroded further during the late 1970s. In May 1978,

the IOC executive board decided that the time had come to solve the two-

China problem by sending a mission to Beijing and Taipei with the goal of

persuading Taiwan to remain independently recognized but change its
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name in the Olympic family to something acceptable to Beijing. The IOC

president “reminded the members that if Taiwan refused to change its

name the IOC would be obliged to go through the machinery of suspen-

sion.”68 After an impasse of over two decades, new international develop-

ments promised to force a resolution of the problem through compromise

by both sides. It was still unclear, however, why the IOC had to be pushed

by external forces before it dealt effectively with this issue.

Who Represents China? The IOC’s Perspective

If both Beijing and Taipei made mistakes negotiating their explosive mem-

bership conflicts, the IOC itself may also shoulder a significant share of the

blame. The IOC’s first misstep was its readiness in 1951 to have China’s

national Olympic committee address changed from mainland China to

Taiwan. When Hao Gengsheng, on behalf of the Taiwan’s sports authority,

informed the IOC that the office of the Chinese Olympic committee had

been relocated from Nanjing to Taipei, the IOC bureaucrats simply re-

corded the change of address in the Olympic Review without considering

the enormous political implications. Only later did Avery Brundage realize

the error. Brundage commented, “The change [in address] had been made

on the records in the IOC office in Lausanne as a purely routine matter,

without any thought of the political significance.”69 To be fair, Edström

raised the question. He wrote, “It is essential that we learn to know which

is the proper Olympic Committee of China. We have had a letter from

China National Amateur Athletic Federation, 147 West Gate Street, Hsin

Chu, Taiwan. This federation claims to be the National Olympic Commit-

tee of China.”70 Unfortunately, however, he did not pursue the matter after

being reassured by Wang Zhengting and Kong Xiangxi that the national

Olympic committee in Taiwan was the right one.71 As Edström told Otto

Mayer, the IOC chancellor, “I do not want to spend more time on this Chi-

nese question.”72

No matter who was to blame for this careless handling of the ad-

dress change, the damage was done. It was not until June 1952 that Erik
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von Frenckell, IOC member and chairman of the 1952 Helsinki Olympic

Games organizing committee, wrote to Edström to protest the handling

of the address change. He pointed out, “The change of the address of

the Chinese Olympic committee from Peking to Taiwan has been a mis-

take, not confirmed by the Executive Committee nor by the Congresses”—

and suggested to Edström that the question be “settled by the Congress

[IOC session] in Helsinki.”73 Matters were not to improve soon, however:

Edström’s successor, Avery Brundage, chose to follow Edström’s hands-off

policy. As Brundage wrote to Edström in 1952, “The Chinese situation is

indeed a most complicated and difficult one. As you say, it is hard to tell

what to do.”74

Due to its passivity, the IOC made another misstep, namely, its hasty

decision to allow both Beijing and Taipei to take part in the 1952 Games.

When Beijing broached its intention to join the Games, the IOC was not at

all prepared to respond: the new sports authority in Beijing was not an

official Olympic committee and Taipei was claiming to represent all of

China. As Brundage told Edström at this crucial moment, “The most that

we can do would be to recognize both [Beijing and Taipei] and this, of

course, we have refused to do in the case of Germany. The whole situation

is most difficult and it is too bad that we can’t get through the next two

months without taking a stand.”75

Edström initially decided to allow neither Beijing nor Taipei to partici-

pate in the Helsinki Games and so notified them by telegram in mid-June.76

IOC president-elect Brundage approved of this decision; he wrote to

Edström, “Your action on the Chinese question in notifying both organi-

zations that they are not eligible to participate at Helsinki, as I wrote to

you before, is the correct one.”77 But Edström was not naive enough to be-

lieve that banning both teams had solved the problem. As he told Otto

Mayer the very day he made his decision, “We will probably have a great

fight about this matter in Helsinki with the Russian delegates and other

friends from behind the iron Curtain.”78

Indeed, attacks were soon launched from many directions. Von

Frenckell protested Edström’s decision, telling him that “we have been in-
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formed that FIFA, FIBA and FINA [the corresponding International Feder-

ations] have accepted the Peking Chinese as representatives of China.”79

As a matter of fact, the Helsinki organizing committee had already sent in-

vitations to both parties to join the Olympic Games before Edström had

told Beijing and Taiwan not to come.

Given the fast-approaching Olympic Games and the strong criticisms

he was facing, Edström asked IOC members to vote in a general session on

two possible courses of action: forbidding any Chinese team from partici-

pating, or allowing both teams to compete. The second proposal won by

29 votes to 22. The IOC executive board, however, requested an addi-

tional vote on a proposal by French member François Pietri, who wanted

the IOC to approve participants only in those sports for which their na-

tional federations were affiliated with the relevant international federa-

tion. Pietri’s proposal won by 33 votes to 20. To avoid conflict at the cur-

rent competition, Brundage, just elected to succeed the retiring Edström,

suggested that the IOC not recognize either of the Chinese national Olym-

pic committees until later. But even that compromise, as Brundage himself

admitted, “breaks our own rules . . . it is inspired by the sympathy we feel

for the sportsmen who are on the way to Helsinki.”80 In fact, this delay

represented a complete reversal of the original decision. The IOC seemed

to be at wit’s end.

The long-serving IOC president Avery Brundage was, to a great ex-

tent, responsible for many subsequent mistakes in the IOC’s handling of

the two-China issue. Brundage loved Chinese art and was a self-proclaimed

“disciple of Lao Tzu” and “a fellow Taoist.”81 But his partisan and stri-

dent political positions belied his Daoist claim. As president of the IOC he

opposed recognition of Beijing in the Olympic movement because he was

strongly anti-Communist. He was not a good communicator and seemed

not to grasp many important but complicated issues, such as which team

should represent China. And his dispute with IOC member Dong Shouyi

became quite personal.

Brundage was famous for his supposed determination to keep politics

out of sports. He argued against the American boycott of the 1936 Berlin
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Olympic Games, as well as against those who wanted to boycott the Tokyo

Games in 1940 because of Japan’s invasion of China.82 For Brundage, the

“only chance to help China in the face of aggression from all parts of the

world is to teach them to lead the strenuous life of athletics, so the Chinese

will be physically able to fight their own battles.”83 In his article for a Japa-

nese newspaper dated December 21, 1971, Brundage noted, “The national

Olympic Committee of China is welcome to join the Olympic movement

at any time. One of the objectives, of course, is to bring together the youth

of the world—and the sooner they appear, the better. However, there is no

reason for eliminating the Taiwan committee, which has fulfilled all of its

Olympic obligations, and is in good standing. It must be remembered that

the Olympic movement is not concerned with governments, but solely

with national Olympic committees.”84

Given Brundage’s notion that sports was above politics, the IOC under

his leadership could only develop naive responses to the two-China issue

as it emerged in the early 1950s under so-called Olympic principles. The

IOC invited both Beijing and Taiwan to the Games in 1952, allowed both

Beijing and Taiwan to be members of the Olympic family in 1954, and per-

mitted both to attend the Olympic Games in 1956. The example of the two

Germanys and two Koreas in the Olympic movement only confused things

further. In 1968 the national Olympic committee of Eastern Germany (or

the GDR) had been fully recognized as a member of Olympic family by the

IOC—and Brundage could not understand why Beijing was making such a

fuss about Taiwan if the two German states could join the Olympic family

with no great tribulation. It never occurred to him that, given China’s

bloody civil war, Beijing and Taipei were destined to have much more of an

emotional response to the linked issues of national legitimacy and mem-

bership in the Olympic movement than did the Germans.

Moreover, Brundage wasn’t right about the Germans; even they had

had deep misgivings about their dual memberships. For instance, the West

German government faced a major political problem when Munich was

chosen to be host of the 1972 Olympic Games. It considered all possibili-

ties, “including declaring the city of Munich to have Vatican City status
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for the duration of the Olympic Games, thus effectively banishing the

GDR flag. In the end, the West Germans capitulated and the way was

paved for the flags of both Germanys to be paraded and celebrated for the

first time at the Olympic Games.”85

When the IOC found itself caught up with the two-China issue, Brun-

dage at first complained that it was not the IOC’s job to fix political prob-

lems. He wrote later in his unpublished memoir that “after the War more

and more questions, as a result of divided countries, were raised, and the

IOC was expected to settle all these thorny problems that had baffled

the politicians. In a way this also was another tribute to the importance

of the Olympic movement, but it led to more and more, sometimes rancor-

ous, debate and required considerable ingenuity to find correct decisions

according to Olympic regulations.” He criticized all sides for putting pres-

sure on the IOC.86

Yet Brundage chose to politicize the two-China issue himself. He kept

Beijing out of the Olympic movement in 1960s with the excuse that many

countries recognized Taiwan instead of Beijing diplomatically (using the

example that Taiwan represented China in the United Nations). This argu-

ment was to cause trouble in the early 1970s when Taiwan was expelled

from the United Nations and many countries switched to recognizing Bei-

jing as the official diplomatic contact for China. Brundage’s successor,

Lord Killanin, wrote later in an official memorandum approved by the ex-

ecutive board, “I think it is important to stress that this argument was used

by my predecessor and the reverse situation is now the case.”87 Killanin

also commented in 1979 that “to my mind the whole of the Chinese ques-

tion has been dealt with by the IOC in a political manner since the early

’50s, when some of the original committee moved to Taipei and were rec-

ognized as the ‘Republic of China’ because they then had a seat under this

name in the U.N.”88

The most serious problem facing the IOC in general and Brundage in

particular regarding the Chinese, however, was their ignorance of Chinese

politics and culture. Brundage often got the PRC’s official name wrong in

his criticisms of Beijing’s behavior, a mistake that triggered sharp rebukes
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from Dong Shouyi (and forced Brundage to apologize). Dong, in a letter

to Brundage dated December 20, 1957, wrote, “[The IOC minutes] still

mistakenly refer to my country as the ‘Democratic People’s Republic of

China.’ Once again I request that this error be corrected. The official name

of my country is ‘the People’s Republic of China.’” Brundage replied to

Dong on January 8, 1958, and promised that the error would be corrected.

But he made an even worse blunder in the same letter regarding Taiwan.

He wrote, “You know, and as a matter of fact, everyone knows that there

is a separate Government in Taiwan, which is recognized internationally

and specifically by the United Nations, consisting of most of the Govern-

ments of the world. We did not create this situation. As for Taiwan, it was

last part of Japan and not of China. As a matter of fact, the natives are nei-

ther Chinese nor Japanese.”89 Since the Nationalist government and the

Chinese Communists both agreed that Taiwan was part of China, this sort

of statement was bound to arouse the ire of both sides, and it is possible

that it was this letter that triggered Beijing’s harsh judgment of Brundage

and the decision to withdraw from the Olympic movement.

Mistakes of this kind continued as late as 1979. In an executive board

press file issued as the IOC was finally trying to resolve the China question,

for example, mainland China was still listed as the “Democratic People’s

Republic of China.”90

The IOC in general has remained ignorant of China and its culture.

In addition to being seemingly unable to remember the country’s official

name, it could not manage the names of its Chinese members. Dong

Shouyi’s name is frequently misspelled in almost all IOC documents.91

Lord Killanin, Brundage’s successor, was no better at avoiding such blun-

ders. During a serious dispute with Canada over Taiwan’s participation in

the 1976 Montreal Games, he got the name of Taiwan’s delegation head

wrong; he referred to Ding Shanli (Lawrence S. Ting) as Richard Ting, and

even in his memoir still referred to him by that name. Killanin wrote that

when he asked Ding Shanli to consider the Canadian compromise, Ding

“rejected it in a fairly unpleasant manner and I had to rebuke him for

his attitude.” Killanin never realized he had addressed the man by the
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wrong name, an especially egregious offense when discussing such a seri-

ous matter.92

Nor was the IOC presidency of Juan Antonio Samaranch able to shake

off this incompetence. Samaranch’s letter to Zhong Shitong, president of

the Chinese Olympic Committee, which officially notified him about the

election of He Zhenliang to the IOC, inadvertently addressed him by his

first name, rather than his surname—a major gaffe in this formal context.93

IOC director Monique Berlioux made the same mistake when she wrote to

He Zhenliang, addressing him as “Mr. Zhenliang.”94 Perhaps the most em-

barrassing incident occurred at the new member pledge ceremony. On Feb-

ruary 11, 1988, when the new member Wu Jingguo from Taiwan received

his pledge card just minutes before the ceremony, he was horrified to no-

tice a serious mistake regarding Taiwan’s modified name.95

Decision-making mechanisms within the IOC during the Brundage era

were deeply flawed. Brundage himself strongly resisted ideas that differed

from his own, admitting at one point that “the International Olympic

Committee may be undemocratic.”96 On the Taiwan issue, he made several

decisions without first discussing them with other members. (Xu Heng’s

selection as an IOC member is just one example.) Many IOC members be-

lieved it was not right to keep the PRC out of the Olympics, but construc-

tive discussion of the issue was difficult with Brundage in charge. Only af-

ter Brundage resigned in 1972—after twenty years as IOC president—did

the IOC really begin to grapple with the thorny issue of the two Chinas.

Brundage’s successor Killanin admitted, “Frankly, I think it is wrong that a

country of more than 800 million people is not in the Olympic move-

ment.”97 Killanin took a personal interest in getting Beijing to rejoin the

IOC and changing the name of Taiwan’s Olympic committee.98 He com-

plained that “through my time in the IOC, the Chinese problem had dogged

the Olympic movement.” After two decades of personal frustration over

China issues, Killanin was in a mood for change.99

Unfortunately for Killanin, his presidency immediately faced a major

challenge regarding the two-China issue. At his first Olympic Games in

1976, the host country, Canada, refused to allow Taiwan to compete un-

der its official name. As we will see in Chapter 6, which details this event,
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the hard lesson learned from the Canadian government convinced Killanin

that the IOC could no longer afford to deny Beijing membership in the

Olympic movement.

Around the time of the Canadian debacle, Beijing was beginning to re-

turn to international organizations after many years of self-inflicted isola-

tion. Perhaps encouraged by the success of its ping-pong diplomacy in

1971, China’s sports commission reported in May 1972 to the central gov-

ernment that China should return to world sports. Premier Zhou Enlai

“agreed in principle,” and many international sports organizations, such

as the Asian Games Federation, accepted Beijing’s membership as early as

1973.100 In 1974 the International Fencing Association, the International

Wrestling Association, and the International Weightlifting Association fol-

lowed suit. In his letter to the president of the Asian Games Federation on

August 7, 1973, Song Zhong, secretary general of the All-China Sports

Federation, wrote,

The Chiang Kai-shek clique is still illegally represented in the Asian Games

Federation, usurping the seat of China. The All-China Sports Federation

demands that the Asian Games Federation, acting in accordance with ar-

ticle six of its constitution, which states that only one national sports or-

ganization from one Asian country can be admitted, immediately annul

the illegally appropriated membership of the Chiang Kai-shek clique. Un-

der this condition, the All-China Sports Federation hereby applies for

membership in the Asian Games Federation and fulfills its obligations as

a member.101

In some ways, this letter sounded much the same as Beijing’s previous

communications with world sports federations, but it included a new and

powerful strategy: pursuing membership under terms that would squeeze

out Taiwan. Moreover, Beijing was using diplomatic initiatives to advocate

for its membership in world sports federations. In 1974 the Seventh Asian

Games took place in Iran, which had established diplomatic relations with

Beijing in 1971. It was with Iran’s help that Beijing replaced Taiwan in the

Asian Games Federation.102

Against this backdrop, in April 1975 the All-China Sports Federation
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submitted its application to the IOC for Beijing’s return to the Olympic

family. The IOC informed Beijing it was “very happy” to receive Beijing’s

application, but in fact was unable to move ahead with Beijing’s member-

ship due to the unresolved debate.103

Yet the IOC could not postpone forever Beijing’s return to the Olym-

pic movement. On January 1, 1979, even the United States and the PRC

recognized each other diplomatically and, like the United Nations, agreed

that Taiwan is part of China. By this point, then, everyone was ahead of

the IOC in dealing with Beijing. The pressure to fix the two-China problem

and bring Beijing back to the Olympics steadily mounted, and Beijing once

again tried to force the IOC’s hand. Luckily for the IOC, this time the deal

was more palatable: the government in Beijing had become more open and

committed to pursuing internationalization.

One China, Many Members

Perhaps because of this shift in attitude by Beijing, the IOC suddenly was

in a hurry to find a solution to the longstanding two-China problem. When

Killanin visited Beijing from September 14 to 19, 1977, to test the waters,

it marked the first time an IOC president had ever visited the PRC. Al-

though he had “candid and serious discussions” with government officials

there, he was not able to find an immediate solution and received no posi-

tive responses from Beijing.104 This result seemed as much as anything to

be a matter of bad timing, since his visit fell during the power vacuum be-

tween the Mao and Deng Xiaoping eras. Killanin spent most of his time

listening to boring lectures from Lu Jindong of the All-China Sports Feder-

ation about sports in China and the importance of the Taiwan issue.105 Lu

was obviously not powerful enough to make important policy decisions.

Since Beijing was concentrating on its domestic power struggle, the

IOC had to figure out on its own how to deal with Beijing’s membership. A

serious and heated debate on this subject broke out during its May 1978

session. During that meeting, the IOC president informed members that

the PRC had applied for membership on the condition that Taiwan no

longer be recognized in the Olympic movement—a condition similar to
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the one Beijing had laid out for its return to the Asian Games Federa-

tion. During the discussion that followed, the future IOC president Juan

Samaranch, who also served as a Spanish diplomat, emphasized that the

IOC “had to do everything in its power to allow the People’s Republic of

China to be recognized.” He recommended as a first step that Taipei’s na-

tional Olympic committee be asked to change its name.106 Soviet member

Konstantin Andrianov reminded the session that the PRC represented one-

quarter of the world’s population, and so should take part in the Games.

He also pointed out that in addition to the UN, all specialized interna-

tional sports organizations had already recognized the PRC—“the only ex-

ception is the International Olympic Committee.” Andrianov proposed

that the IOC recognize the PRC committee and immediately withdraw rec-

ognition of Taiwan’s committee.107 But many others disagreed.

The IOC seemed to still be stuck on the issue. Eventually the session

decided to create a commission to study the problem further and report

back.108 The IOC did accomplish one thing during that session relevant to

the Taiwan issue, however: It changed the IOC charter regarding names

claimed by national Olympic committees. The new Rule 24 reads: “For the

furtherance of the Olympic movement throughout the world, the IOC

shall recognize as NOCs [national Olympic committees] entitled to call

themselves by that name, committees that are established in accordance

with the under-mentioned principles, that conform to the Rules and by-

laws of the IOC, and having, if possible, juridical status.”109 Soon after-

ward, the IOC president himself asked Taipei to study Rule 24 and take

the necessary steps.110

Killanin appointed Lance Cross, Anthony Bridge, and Alexandru

Siperco to the commission charged with investigating the “two Chinas”

situation as it affected the IOC. All three visited the PRC from October 16

to 21, 1978, but only Cross and Bridge visited Taiwan from January 22 to

27, 1979. Perhaps not surprisingly given the history of the two-China issue

at the IOC, the three members disagreed so strongly about what course to

recommend that they chose to issue two separate reports instead of a joint

one. Cross and Bridge issued a report together on their visits to the PRC

and Taiwan in which they criticized Siperco for refusing to go to Taiwan,
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“thus depriving himself of the opportunity to form a considered opinion of

the total situation.” Cross and Bridge wrote in their report that “it was ap-

parent from the outset and throughout our discussions that there was go-

ing to be no spirit [from Beijing] of compromise in finding a solution to the

present impasse.” Beijing “rigidly adhered to” a policy that “there is only

one China,” and that Taiwan was a province of China. Their report was

harshly critical of Beijing and friendly toward Taiwan. It indicated that

while Beijing rejected their proposal to have two Chinese Olympic com-

mittees in the Olympic family—with one to be called the Chinese Olympic

committee (Beijing), and the other the Chinese Olympic committee (Tai-

pei)—Taiwan was “preparing to accept the compromise of a China Olym-

pic Committee (Peking) and a China Olympic Committee (Taipei).” This

view convinced Cross and Bridge “of the strength and the sincere spirit of

the Olympic moment” in Taiwan—in their opinion, “it would be a trav-

esty of justice to have this member expelled from the Olympic family; an

act which could do only irreparable harm to the international Olympic

movement.” Significantly, they also noted that “there exists much evi-

dence that [Beijing’s] All-China Sports Federation (Olympic committee) is

a state-controlled organization and is not an independent body as required

under the terms of the IOC Charter. There is also evidence that full-time

sports training within institutions is practiced for the purpose of preparing

and developing ‘elite’ athletes. It is for the above reasons we suggest that

before any application for affiliation is considered, the constitution sub-

mitted must conform completely with the requirements of the IOC Char-

ter.” In that spirit, the report recommended:

1. That the IOC must deal with the China problem, divorcing it from

all political considerations, and taking the view that it is the IOC’s

responsibility as a non-governmental international organization

independent of any and all government or quasi-government or-

ganizations including the United Nations to act as such and in ac-

cordance with the terms of the IOC Charter. That the political

problems existing between the People’s Republic of China and the

Republic of China are the responsibility of those governments,
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and will be determined by them alone at some time in the future,

while the IOC’s responsibility is to ensure that every sportsman

and sportswoman in the world has the opportunity of taking a

part in the Olympic movement irrespective of race, religion or po-

litical beliefs.

2. That the ROCOC [Republic of China Olympic Committee] retain

its membership as at present and that the All-China Sports Federa-

tion (Olympic committee) be advised that they will be admitted to

membership on condition that: a) their constitution be amended

to comply fully and completely with the requirements of the IOC

charter; b) that they specifically exclude from their area of juris-

diction the areas which currently come within the jurisdiction of

the ROCOC.

3. In the event of the above recommendation not being acceptable,

that two Olympic committees be established to administer the af-

fairs of the Olympic movement in two separate geographical ar-

eas. These committees to be known as the China Olympic com-

mittee (Peking) and the China Olympic committee (Taipei).111

This report by Cross and Bridge, no matter how helpful its findings

and recommendations, failed to provide a workable solution: the differ-

ences among Beijing, Taipei, and the IOC were too intractable. To make

the situation worse, Siperco, the third member of the commission, strongly

disagreed with the conclusions of Cross and Bridge. In his separate report

dated October 24, 1978, and titled “Visit to the People’s Republic of

China,” Siperco openly acknowledged the disagreement he had with his

fellow commission members about the meaning of the term “fact-finding

mission.” He wrote that he considered their task to not be “restricted only

to the recorded opinions of our host exposed in the official organized

meetings, but also to express certain information and opinions collected

from the various discussions that we had, and the impressions that we re-

ceived during our visit.” Siperco asked his fellow IOC members to con-

sider, first, that the recognition of two Olympic committees for the same
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country was contrary to existing rules; second (using the argument used by

the late president Brundage in a new way), that the United Nations now

recognized the People’s Republic of China as representing all of China, in-

cluding its province Taiwan; and third, that the notion of a “territory” did

not exist at the time in the IOC rules. Siperco concluded that “it is obvious

that the IOC faces a rapidly developing process of recognition or of re-

establishment of the rights of the [PRC’s] national federations” by the vari-

ous international federations. In essence,

It seems that the prestige of the IOC will not be enhanced by the fact that,

instead of being a guide for other international sporting bodies, it looks

to be lagging behind an irreversible evolution. The fact is also to be con-

sidered that if the IOC does not re-establish the P. R. of China’s recogni-

tion at the session in Montevideo, it could be placed in a quite embarrass-

ing position at the 1980 Olympic Games of refusing the participation of

athletes belonging to the national federations of the P. R. of China fully

recognized by then by the majority of the [international federations]. This

fact could add new embarrassments to the ones the IOC already antici-

pates and could harm the authority of the IOC.112

Killanin may have hoped that the fact-finding commission would help

pave the way for Beijing’s smooth entry into the Olympic family, but this

feuding by the individual commission members did nothing of the sort. In

1979 the IOC devoted substantial time and attention to the China ques-

tion. During its March 1979 executive meetings, the board spent most of

its discussions of March 10 on the China issue. According to the minutes,

Killanin opened the meeting by declaring “he felt it was well known that as

far back as 1952, he had been opposed to the entry of ‘Taiwan’ as the ‘Re-

public of China’ into the Olympic movement. This had been accepted by

the IOC shortly after the last War and he said it was regrettable that its de-

cision had been made purely from the point of view of politics and not

sport.”113 He now asked the IOC to spend as much time as necessary to

find a solution to the impasse that had resulted from this early error.

The China question was discussed for two whole days again on April

6 and 7, 1979. During this session, the IOC met with representatives from
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both Beijing and Taipei to hear their arguments in person. Interestingly,

when the IOC had first asked the PRC and Taiwan to sit and discuss

the matter together, Beijing had refused and Taipei had agreed. Then, af-

ter Beijing changed its mind, Taipei decided it did not want to sit down

with Beijing and instead requested a meeting with the IOC president only.

Killanin refused, deciding to invite both Beijing and Taipei to a meeting

of the executive board in Montevideo in April 1979. There the Taiwan

delegation was asked point blank whether Taipei would accept the name

of “Chinese Olympic Committee, Taipei.” The head of the delegation,

Ding Shanli, “acknowledged that they were in fact ready to accept this

name.” Siperco then asked why Taipei still claimed the right to use the old

flag, name, anthem, and so on of Nationalist China if it did not claim to

have jurisdiction over more than Taiwan and the surrounding islands.

Ding replied that if every other country used its own country’s flag, name,

and symbols, he saw no reason why his country could not do the same.

The discussion cooled further when the IOC asked the Taipei delegation

whether they were ready to sit with the representatives from Beijing. The

Taiwan side replied that “they had accepted the invitation to the Session to

ask for an independent identity and area of jurisdiction and for no other

discussion.” With this announcement, they left the meeting.114

Beijing’s delegation, led by Song Zhong, He Zhenliang, and Lou

Dapeng, was the next to meet with the IOC. Beijing again insisted that

only the PRC could represent China and expressed its interest in returning

to the Olympic movement if Taiwan was removed. When delegate He

Zhenliang was asked by an IOC member why Beijing had allowed Hong

Kong to stay in the Olympic family but not Taiwan, he stressed that there

was “a great difference between the status of Taiwan and that of Hong

Kong”—Hong Kong “was a ‘left-over of history’ whose status had been

subject to a treaty.” When he was asked whether Beijing was willing to al-

low the Republic of China Olympic Committee to change its name, He

Zhenliang replied that there could only be one national Olympic commit-

tee for China and there was only one China. Beijing was willing to accept a

different name for Taiwan as a short-term compromise only if Beijing was

accepted by the IOC as representing all of China in the Olympic family.
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When IOC member David McKenzie asked whether Beijing would in-

sist on the expulsion of Taiwan’s Olympic committee from the Olym-

pic movement under any name as a condition of Beijing’s application for

recognition, He Zhenliang replied that “it was not a question of the expul-

sion of one committee and the admission of another but of represen-

tation.” Beijing would accept only the name “Chinese Olympic commit-

tee” for its own group, and the title “Chinese Taiwan Olympic committee”

for Taipei.115

Now that the IOC members had a clearer understanding of the posi-

tions of Beijing and Taipei, it was up to them to come up with a solution.

In a debate that followed, forty-two of its members, as well as the presi-

dent, participated. It was almost unprecedented in IOC history for so

many members to be involved in a single issue. But so many different ideas

and suggestions were raised that the general session once again found itself

at an impasse.

Eventually the members suggested that the executive board prepare a

resolution on which the membership would vote. Soviet member Vitaly

Smirnov in particular felt that the IOC had reached the point where a deci-

sion had to be made. He reminded everyone that the Soviet Union recog-

nized the PRC and considered Taiwan a province. This comment immedi-

ately triggered a question from McKenzie, who remembered what had

happened in the 1976 Montreal Games when Taiwan had been refused en-

try. He asked whether Smirnov’s remark “meant that the guarantee of

entry to all NOCs at the Games in Moscow might be abrogated.” The

Russian responded no, that “he was simply expressing his point of view on

bringing Peking back into the Olympic movement,” and “all recognized

NOCs would be admitted” to the Moscow Games. Killanin was worried

that procedurally a session vote “would close the door for many years” to

true resolution on the issue, given that the membership was still very di-

vided. Facing a deadlock, Killanin inquired how many of the members

wanted a decision to be made about China in the current session; the ma-

jority, forty-four members, indicated they wanted closure on the issue.

The executive board therefore met that same evening to discuss what

kind of decision should be made. After a long discussion, the board adopted
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a resolution (with one abstention and one opposed) to both reintegrate

the Chinese Olympic committee and continue to recognize the Olympic

committee headquartered in Taipei. All matters pertaining to name, an-

them, and flag would be resolved as soon as possible. The resolution

was presented the next day, April 7, to the IOC session for approval. The

IOC members debated its wording and even its substance, with some pro-

Taiwan members proposing minor changes. Although some IOC members

complained bitterly that they did not have an opportunity to fully express

themselves on such an important issue, the amended resolution passed

thirty-six to thirty, thus defeating the board’s original resolution. The mood

at the meeting now turned hostile. Killanin was upset with the minor revi-

sions and openly expressed both “his disappointment at the lack of con-

fidence in the Executive Board displayed by the members” and his belief

that the session itself “had made a mistake in the decision it had just

taken.” After more serious discussion and negotiation, the session eventu-

ally agreed to give the executive board and its president the final say in re-

solving the two-China problem.

With an extraordinary sense of emergency, the IOC executive board in

its meeting in October 1979 in Nagoya, Japan, passed its historic resolu-

tion on Taiwan. Taiwan’s Olympic committee name would be Chinese Tai-

pei Olympic Committee and it could not use its national flag, anthem, or

emblem; in addition, any new versions had to be approved by the IOC’s

executive board. The constitution of Taiwan’s national Olympic commit-

tee also had to be amended by January 1, 1980, to conform with IOC

rules.116

After the Nagoya agreement, Taiwan was faced with the problem of

having no national anthem or flag for its Olympic team to use.117 After Xu

Heng filed a lawsuit against the IOC in Switzerland, claiming the IOC’s

decision was illegal, Killanin asked IOC member Kevan Gosper to find

out, during his scheduled meeting with He Zhenliang in China in 1979,

whether it was possible for Beijing to use a different flag and anthem.118 He

Zhenliang replied, “When you have spilled as much blood and worked as

hard as we have to rebuild a nation, you stand for no one else’s anthem,

you parade behind no one else’s flag. We are Chinese, we have time.”119 In
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other words, there was no way the PRC would budge; Taiwan would have

to make the adjustment.

Luckily for the IOC, the leadership in Beijing was growing more prag-

matic under Deng Xiaoping, who wanted to put these issues behind him as

much as the IOC did. Deng was no stranger to sports policy and sports. He

was a big fan of soccer largely due to the several years he had spent in

France as a work-study student. Further, he had been in charge of sports

policy before the Cultural Revolution. Deng’s final return to power coin-

cided with his attending a soccer game between the China youth team and

a Hong Kong’s team on July 30, 1977.120

As China’s new leader, Deng Xiaoping wanted his country to quickly

reestablish international relationships, including those with the Olympic

movement. He became deeply involved in negotiations with the IOC and

personally made all of the crucial decisions on Beijing’s return to the Olym-

pic movement, including those concerning Taiwan’s use of the Chinese an-

them and flag.121 On February 26, 1979, Deng Xiaoping met a Japanese

journalist who asked, “The 1980 Olympic Games will take place in Mos-

cow. Is China interested in attending the Games and even hosting the

Olympic Games in the future?” Deng responded, “First, we need to solve

the problem of Taiwan’s membership in the IOC. When this issue is solved,

of course we will join the IOC.” In early 1981 Taiwan finally submitted a

new flag design and emblem (hui) to the IOC. As some PRC officials de-

bated whether or not to accept the new design, Deng gave personal in-

structions that Beijing would approve Taiwan’s new design, as well as its

use of the Olympic hymn if its athletes won gold medals at the Games.122

With Beijing’s blessing, the IOC happily adopted Taiwan’s designs.

Taiwan did not play a completely passive role in these developments.

Taiwan realized that the IOC-mandated English name, the Chinese Taipei

Olympic Committee, could not be changed (Xu Heng withdrew the law-

suit), but it could play tricks with the Chinese translation of that name.

Beijing insisted it should read Zhongguo Taibei, but Taipei made it

Zhonghua Taibei. The one-character difference threw the two sides into a

serious dispute: according to Wu Jingguo, who himself was involved in

the negotiations, it implies whether or not Taiwan is subordinate to the
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Chinese Olympic committee in Beijing. Several secret meetings were held

in Hong Kong to work out a solution, and in the end it was Deng Xiao-

ping who finally decided to accept Taiwan’s translation. In 1989 Beijing
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and Taiwan signed an official agreement that allowed Taiwan to use the

contentious translation Zhonghua Taibei for the 1990 Asian Games in

Beijing.123

Significantly, the final solution of the two-China issue in the IOC and

in other international sports federations reflected Deng Xiaoping’s idea of

“one country, two systems.” Many people know that Deng used this idea

to deal with Hong Kong’s return from British colonial control, but few re-

alize that the idea was first applied in solving the Olympic dispute over

Taiwan. By adopting a pragmatic attitude and avoiding the mistakes of the

past, Chinese athletes from both the People’s Republic of China and Tai-

wan can participate in the Olympics and other international events. Al-

though Taiwan was not happy with the conditions imposed on it, being

able to take part in international sports competitions conferred a sense of

legitimacy that was increasingly eroding in other world forums. It was in

Taiwan’s interest to stay in the Games even though it had to accept new

conditions.

Since the developments in 1979 and the early 1980s, although Taiwan

and Beijing continue to be political rivals, both teams’ athletes have com-

peted in the Games, and Taiwan’s status as a national Olympic committee

has in all respects been fully maintained and respected.124 Unlike the old

zero-sum game perspective, the eventual solution has proved a win-win sit-

uation. Perhaps the hard-won IOC model could even be used as a basis for

future political relations between Beijing and Taiwan.

The Taiwan formula has also served as a model for dealing with Hong

Kong’s IOC membership after Hong Kong was repatriated. Hong Kong

was first accepted as a member of the Olympic family in 1950, when it was

still a British colony. With Beijing’s blessing, Hong Kong kept its member-

ship in the Olympic movement; two days after the colony’s return, Hong

Kong and the IOC signed an agreement on July 3, 1997, that declared: “It

is the common aim to enable the people of Hong Kong to continue tak-

ing part in the Olympic Games and generally in sports competitions ev-

erywhere as a separate and independent entity.” According to the new

arrangement, Hong Kong’s Olympic committee would add “China” to

“Hong Kong” in its committee designation, and the Hong Kong teams
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would fly at all times the flag of the SAR (Special Administrative Region, a

designation indicating its relationship to the PRC). The Chinese national

anthem would be played on official occasions such as flag-raising and vic-

tory ceremonies. According to the agreement, the initials “HKG” would

be maintained and the emblem would feature the flower Bauhinia with the

Five Rings as well as the Chinese characters “Zhongguo Hong Kong,” all

within a circle followed by “Hong Kong” with “CHINA” underneath.125
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Juan Samaranch, who served as IOC president from 1983 to 2001,

once boasted that “we are the only international organization in the

world—sports organization or other—that recognizes as full members the

national Olympic committees of the People’s Republic of China and Chi-

nese Taipei.” Looking back at how the IOC handled the two-China issue,

however, it seems the organization has little to be proud of in this regard.

Still, given the rocky early phase of their relations between 1958 and 1979,

it is amazing to see how the IOC and Beijing came to be close allies, always

willing to boost each other’s interests.

116

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★



★5

The Sport of Ping-Pong Diplomacy

Our great leader Chairman Mao set the Ping-Pong ball in motion and

moved the world.

Zhou Enlai, 1972

In the modern age, because of the mass appeal of sports and the

nature of globalization, sports competitions have at times been used for di-

plomacy. The Chinese, however, have been known to take the practice to a

new level. As discussed earlier, well before the Communist takeover, Chi-

nese regimes had used sports to advance larger political and diplomatic

goals. And while Mao Zedong promised a totally “new China” with the

establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949, the new regime actually

followed previous governments in its handling of sports, although with a

twist: under Mao, sports were frequently used to cultivate political alli-

ances with fellow socialist countries.

Mao himself was no stranger to sports. As noted earlier, Mao’s first

published article dealt with the importance of sports to the nation. More-

over, Mao enjoyed exercise his whole life, and in particular liked to walk,

swim, and hike.1 In 1966 when he launched the Cultural Revolution, Mao

staged a famous swim across the Yangtze to mark the beginning of what

would become one of the most deadly political storms in China.

Largely because they approached sports as a diplomatic and politi-

cal instrument, the leaders of Communist China paid special attention to
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sports teams and competitive events. Although Mao behaved like an em-

peror, avoiding the public in most situations, he met with the Chinese Ping-

Pong teams several times.2 Mao also sometimes met with visiting teams

from abroad. For instance, on February 6, 1956, Mao met with the mem-

bers of the visiting Yugoslavia youth football team.3

Under Mao’s leadership, other Chinese leaders became even more

deeply involved in exploring and exploiting connections between sports

and diplomacy. Premier Zhou Enlai was particularly brilliant at this tactic.

Despite Zhou’s extremely busy schedule, he rarely missed an opportunity

to meet with visiting sport teams. Once he even met with the Russian chess

team. The next day he explained to Chinese sports officials that these Rus-

sian chess players were not important individuals themselves, but he had

met with them to show that the Chinese were “very, very” friendly toward

the Russian people.4 On March 17, 1963, Zhou invited the Chinese Ping-

Pong players to his house for dinner just before their departure to attend

the Twenty-seventh World Table Tennis Championships. At the dinner,

Zhou told them that “friendship is more important than the competi-

tion.”5

Thus even before the Chinese began their famous ping-pong diplo-

macy with the Americans, Mao and Zhou had frequently practiced sports

diplomacy. Both Mao and Zhou Enlai often listened to radio broadcasts of

Ping-Pong games between China and other countries and followed them

with great interest. In fact, both men took the broadcasting of the games

quite seriously.6 Once Zhou Enlai personally informed the Central China

TV (CCTV) sports announcer Song Shixiong that Mao had been pleased

with the way he had announced a game. And in early August 1970, Zhou,

following a Politburo decision, instructed broadcasters that an important

Ping-Pong game would be announced live on the radio, although the an-

nouncer was to pay attention to “politics” rather than focus on the game

itself.7

For another game, this one between China and Vietnam in November

1970, Zhou again gave directions: “The radio and TV stations . . . must fo-

cus on pictures, voices, and acts of friendship.” On December 10, 1970,

when the Chinese Ping-Pong team played the Romanians, Zhou even in-
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formed CCTV that it should give more coverage to the Romanian star

player, and he personally examined and approved the media’s coverage

plan.8 It seems that nothing was left to chance when it came to sports in

Mao’s era.

This micromanagement by Chinese officials of sports-related broad-

casts and publicity was to continue in post-Mao China. As Song Sixiong

remembered in his memoir, it was standard practice for him to prepare a

scripted narration for events such as the Olympic opening ceremonies, so

that he could receive state approval before the broadcast began.9

Setting the Stage

China and the United States had been deadly opponents since the founding

of the People’s Republic of China and did not have formal diplomatic ties.

But in the late 1960s both countries faced many challenges and realized

they might need each other to deal with them. Although Richard Nixon

was famous for his stridently anti-Communist rhetoric, he became ob-

sessed during this period with the possibility of forging better relations

with Beijing.

China was very much on Nixon’s mind even before he took office as

U.S. president in 1969. In a 1967 article published in the journal Foreign

Affairs, he had argued that the United States needed to reevaluate its China

policy: “Taking the long view, we simply cannot afford to leave China for-

ever outside the family of nations, there to nurture its fantasies, cherish its

hates and threaten its neighbors. There is no place on this small planet for

a billion of its potentially most able people to live in angry isolation.”10

As soon as he moved into the White House, Nixon made the China

initiative his top priority. There were several reasons for this decision.

First, as a presidential candidate Nixon had promised the American peo-

ple that if elected, he would bring the United States out of the Vietnam

War with honor, and given China’s deep involvement in Vietnam, better re-

lations with China seemed essential for realizing this goal. Nixon also

needed to figure out how to negotiate effectively with the Soviet Union,

since bilateral relations between the two superpowers had become one of
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thorniest issues American presidents had had to deal with since the end of

World War II. Nixon believed that a closer diplomatic relationship with

China would strengthen his bargaining position when contending with the

USSR. And finally, Nixon had high expectations for himself as a politician,

and was eager to be known as the one who opened up a dialogue with the

PRC—thereby gaining credibility as a world-class statesman who had a

bigger vision than many when it came to international affairs.

The first step in creating this new dialogue came on February 1, 1969,

when Nixon asked Henry Kissinger, his national security adviser, to find a

way to cultivate better relations with the Chinese.11 But care had to be

taken to send Nixon’s message of goodwill to the Chinese in a way that

wouldn’t cause the Americans to lose face if it failed. Moreover, the United

States and the PRC had no formal diplomatic relationship and their level

of mutual distrust was high. Nixon was both determined and creative in

his approach. Thinking through possible common ground he might have

with Mao, Nixon once jotted down: “RN [Richard Nixon] and Mao, men

of the people.” Moreover, Nixon and Mao both had “problems with intel-

lectuals.”12 Nixon was delighted to discover more potential commonalities

in Kissinger’s April 1969 report on the Chinese Communist Party’s ninth

congress; it seemed that Mao in his Cultural Revolution was battling to re-

vamp educational policy. Nixon wrote in the margin: “HK: Note Mao

[too] fights the educational establishment!”13

The Nixon administration sent out many feelers to China—“a whole

series of them” according to James Lilley, who was then a CIA agent and

later the American ambassador to Beijing.14 In the early days, one attempt

involved the Netherlands’ minister to Beijing, J. J. Derksen, who told the

Americans in early 1970 that he was willing to relay messages while pre-

serving absolute secrecy.15 Unfortunately Derksen proved a disappoint-

ment. As Kissinger finally admitted, “We have also been trying since the

beginning of the year to open a channel through the Dutch, but I believe if

we are to have any success it will be through Paris.”16

France had diplomatic relations with both the United States and the

PRC, and Beijing had an ambassador in Paris. But Nixon and Kissinger

soon concluded that Paris was a risky place to conduct super-secretive
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diplomacy; news of their efforts could too easily reach the wrong ears.

Nixon had to find a new place. In his eagerness, Nixon tried every possible

channel. In the late summer of 1969, during his first around-the-world

tour as president, Nixon discussed China with many world leaders and

asked them to convey his goodwill to Beijing. And in October 1970, when

many world leaders came to New York to mark the twenty-fifth anniver-

sary of the United Nations, Nixon seized the moment. Knowing that Paki-

stan was then considered a friend by both Beijing and Washington, he ar-

ranged an October 25 meeting with Pakistan president Yahya Khan in the

Oval Office. During the meeting, Nixon told Khan, “It is essential that we

open negotiations with China,” and indicated he was prepared to offer a

high-level contact. Since Nixon knew that Khan would soon travel to

Beijing, he asked him to convey this message to the Chinese leaders. The

Pakistani agreed.17

Nixon similarly approached Nicolae CeauÅescu, president of Roma-

nia. In an October 26 meeting, he told CeauÅescu that he was very inter-

ested in establishing high-level political and diplomatic communications

with the People’s Republic. Kissinger the next day reiterated this point,

telling CeauÅescu, “If leaders of the People’s Republic of China want to tell

us something through you, and your ambassador brings the communica-

tion to me, I can assure you that such communication will be confined to

the White House.” CeauÅescu promised that “we will inform the Chinese

leaders of our conversation and if there is any communication we will pass

that to you as we have in the past.”18 This was the first time an American

president had used China’s official name and Nixon called it “a significant

diplomatic signal.” In October 1970, in an interview with Time, Nixon

declared, “If there is anything I want to do before I die, it is to go to

China.”19

Nixon backed up his words with decisive action. On September 9,

1969, Nixon personally asked the U.S. ambassador in Warsaw to contact

Chinese diplomats directly and indicate that he, Nixon, wanted to begin

concrete discussions.20 At the request of the United States, talks took place

in Warsaw on January 20, 1970, between Ambassador Walter Stoessel and

Lei Yang, the Chinese chargé d’affaires. During their talks, Stoessel ex-
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pressed the U.S. government’s wish to improve relations with the PRC.

One month later, again under direct instructions from the White House,

Stoessel inquired further about a higher-level meeting between two coun-

tries. Still Lei Yang promised nothing.21 Then on March 11, 1971, the U.S.

State Department secretly informed its embassies abroad that “restriction

on use of passports for travel to PRC automatically expires on March 15

and will not be renewed” while the restrictions on North Vietnam, North

Korea, and Cuba would be extended.22 This goodwill gesture was strategi-

cally wise; it proved very helpful when Beijing invited the American Ping-

Pong team to visit in April 1971.

While Nixon was making efforts to convey a friendlier posture toward

Beijing, Mao Zedong had decided that he also could realize strategic gains

from better relations with the United States.23 The insane years of Mao’s

Cultural Revolution had dramatically eroded all the political foundations

he himself had created; the country was collapsing economically and suf-

fering tremendously from its self-imposed diplomatic isolation. More im-

portantly, the relationship between China and the Soviet Union had be-

come so contentious that in 1969 the two countries had faced off in

military clashes along their common border. Mao had good reason to

worry about his Soviet neighbor: in 1968 the USSR had brutally sup-

pressed the Czech revolution under the so-called Brezhnev doctrine that

gave Russia the right to use military force if any socialist country dared to

challenge Soviet authority. China had openly challenged the Soviets in

many areas, and the Soviet Union had indeed left the door open for a pos-

sible military showdown with China by talking openly about “a system of

collective security in Asia.” The Soviets had even asked the United States

how it might react if it attacked Chinese nuclear facilities.24 In addition, af-

ter the 1969 border clashes the Soviets substantially increased their mili-

tary presence on the borders with China, from thirty divisions in 1970 to

forty-four a year later.25

Largely motivated by this Soviet threat, Mao, like Nixon, began to re-

think Sino-American relations. As a brilliant guerrilla fighter, Mao knew

that Beijing could not afford to be a mortal enemy of both superpowers

now that Russia might launch an attack at any moment. Even though the
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Chinese openly compared Nixon to his predecessor Lyndon Johnson, call-

ing them “jackals of the same lair,” in secret Mao hoped that Nixon would

be someone he could deal with—a hope bolstered by the many feelers the

American president had sent out.26

For Mao, better relations with the United States offered China two

major advantages: some deterrence against the Soviet threat, and the possi-

bility of bringing Taiwan back under Beijing’s control.27 It was the Soviet

Union’s alarming obsession with China, however, that eventually pushed

the old enemies together.28 Mao clearly understood the significance of the

Sino-Russian border clashes for the Americans. During the clashes, Mao is

alleged to have commented to his personal assistant: “China and the USSR

have started to fight. This presents a good topic for the Americans. Now it

should not be difficult for them to write the essay.”29

As part of China’s about-face on diplomatic relations with the United

States, Mao personally read and approved commentators’ articles on

Nixon’s inauguration speech and the speech itself in the People’s Daily and

Red Flag (Hong qi), the two most important propaganda organs of the

Chinese Communist party.30 In 1969, when Nixon asked Kissinger to fig-

ure out the best way to reach out to China, Mao invited four of his mar-

shals—Chen Yi, Ye Jianying, Xu Xiangqian, and Nie Rongzhen—to as-

sume the same task.31 And Mao, like Nixon, personally approved the

contacts and talks between China and the United States in Warsaw in early

1970.32

Also like Nixon, Mao used others to convey his messages to the

United States. Mao’s meeting and talks with his old friend, the American

journalist Edgar Snow, were one example.33 Mao’s assistants woke Snow

on the cold Beijing morning of December 18, 1970, to meet with Mao for

several hours. During their discussion, Mao told Snow that he would wel-

come Nixon to China. The photo of Snow with Mao at Tiananmen with

the quotation on the right top corner “The people of the world, including

the American people, are our friends” was published on the front page of

the People’s Daily on December 25, 1970, through careful arrangements

made by Premier Zhou Enlai.

These gestures were carefully designed as goodwill signals to Nixon.
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As Mao confided to his personal aide the day he talked with Snow, he

wanted to use the meeting and photo “as a trial balloon and test the Amer-

ican nerve.”34 Snow’s role was clear; in Mao’s own words, “I am courting

Nixon and need a matchmaker.”35 But although Snow was the first West-

ern journalist to interview Mao in the 1930s and had since retained privi-

leged access to him, he was a poor choice for getting the word to Nixon be-

cause he had no access to the White House. As a result, Mao’s message was

not known to Nixon until Snow’s interview was published in the spring of

1971. As Kissinger later noted, “Among the reasons Mao’s signals had

been ignored was that the Chinese had vastly overrated the importance of

Edgar Snow in America. Snow, an American journalist long sympathetic to

the Chinese communists, was thought by the leaders in Beijing to possess a

special credibility in the United States on Chinese matters. Washington,

however, thought of him as a communist tool and was not prepared to en-

trust him with its secrets.” Kissinger would also admit that the Chinese

“overestimated our subtlety, for what they conveyed was so oblique that

our crude Occidental minds completely missed the point.”36 Only later did

Nixon and Kissinger come to understand that Mao meant his meetings

with Snow on October 1 and December 18 of 1970 to symbolize that Chi-

nese-American relations now had his personal attention.37

Mao faced another major obstacle in trying to set a new tone with

Washington: justifying his courtship of Nixon to his domestic audiences.

For many years the Chinese people had been told that the United States

was an imperialist power hostile to China. During the Cultural Revolu-

tion, political radicalism had become so deeply ingrained in the Chinese

that it was now difficult to justify a more pragmatic style of diplomacy.

Once when Soviet Union premier A. H. Kosygin had tried to call Mao

through the hotline to discuss deteriorating relations after the border clashes,

the Chinese switchboard operator called him a revisionist, told him he was

not qualified to talk with the great leader Mao, and hung up.38 In light of

Mao’s cult of personality, then, which he himself had been instrumental in

cultivating, Mao had to move very carefully. And since there were no guar-

antees that his courtship of Nixon would succeed, Mao could only slowly

prepare for a new era in Sino-American relations.
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Mao was also not about to give up his revolutionary image abroad,

which caused a great deal of confusion for Nixon. Mao’s May 20, 1970,

statement on the American bombing of Cambodia is a good example. In

the statement, entitled “People of the World, Unite and Defeat the U.S. Ag-

gressors and All Their Running Dogs!” Mao declared that “U.S. imperial-

ism, which looks like a huge monster, is in essence a paper tiger, now in the

throes of its death-bed struggle.” Mao, of course, had to support the Cam-

bodians due to geopolitical and ideological considerations. In a memo,

Kissinger seemed to pick up on Mao’s dilemma: he told Nixon that Mao’s

statement was actually “remarkably bland” in that it offered only “warm

support” to the peoples of Indo-China, “without even the usual phrases

about China being a ‘rear area’ for the struggle.”39 But Nixon was exasper-

ated: “Stuff that [sic] will look belligerent. I want them to know we are not

playing this chicken game.”40 In what was clearly an overreaction, he or-

dered every element of the Seventh Fleet not needed for Vietnam to move

into the Taiwan Strait. To make matters worse for both Mao and Nixon,

radicals in China continued to issue frequent denunciations of the United

States.

If the Chinese under Mao sent Nixon confusing signals, the American

side did much the same in return. But the underlying cause was different:

for the Americans the problem was that there was no unified policy toward

China. Most Americans had become accustomed to hostile relations with

China and few were prepared for an about-face. Even Henry Kissinger, ac-

cording to one account, initially thought that Nixon’s idea to develop a

diplomatic relationship with China was a “flight of fancy.”41 In addition,

Nixon did not actively promote the shift; instead he was very secretive

about his China initiatives, keeping even his State Department in the dark.

Furthermore, serious bureaucratic infighting between the White House

and the State Department at the time meant that Kissinger and Secretary of

State William Rogers were frequently in conflict. This situation created

muddled and contradictory messages about China that complicated Chi-

nese efforts to understand what was going on in American policy.

Not surprisingly, these mixed signals from both sides led both Mao

and Nixon to respond very cautiously to the other’s initial overtures. Kis-
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singer later wrote, “As things turned out, it proved easier to define a new

architecture of relations with China than it was to implement it. The isola-

tion between America and China had been so total that neither knew how

to contact the other, or how to find a common vocabulary through which

to assure the other that rapprochement was not intended as a trap.”42 Al-

though Mao and Nixon certainly needed each other, “both parties had to

tread warily, feeling their way toward each other with significant but tenu-

ous messages and gestures, which could be disavowed if rejected.”43 After

more than twenty years of mutual hatred and misunderstanding, relations

could not be lightly or easily established.

Only something extraordinary could provide both Beijing and Wash-

ington with a clear signal to go forward, and that proved to be a sports

event. As mentioned earlier, Mao was a sports fan, and so was Nixon,

who referred to himself as the “quarterback” and dubbed the mining

of Haiphong Harbor “Operation Linebacker.”44 According to the diary of

H. R. Haldeman, his chief of staff, Nixon once cut short a budget meeting

with top aides to watch longtime rivals Ohio State and the University of

Michigan play football.45 Interestingly, unlike Mao, Nixon enjoyed watch-

ing sports but seldom participated himself. In fact, Nixon was the least ac-

tive of American presidents since Franklin Roosevelt: once he told his

sports advisory council, “I really hate exercise for exercise’s sake. . . .

There is a tendency with television for people to just sit there with their

feet up, eating pretzels and drinking and that is their participation in

sports. I don’t think that is bad.”46 In any case, Nixon enjoyed the beauty

of sports. Consequently, when Mao suddenly proposed friendly Ping-Pong

games between the two countries, Nixon was very receptive and immedi-

ately understood the implication and importance.

Mao’s Initiative

Mao himself may have enjoyed sports, but his idea of using Ping-Pong

games with the United States for diplomatic purposes was hampered by his

own domestic initiatives. In particular, Mao’s Cultural Revolution did ter-

rible damage to Chinese sports, including Ping-Pong. Several top Ping-
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Pong players committed suicide in 1967 after being humiliated and tor-

tured by the Red Guards. Almost all participation in important interna-

tional sports events was abandoned.

By the early 1970s, then, Beijing was a member of very few interna-

tional sports federations. Luckily for Mao and Nixon, the PRC had re-

tained its membership in the World Table Tennis Federation, if not the

Asian Federation. Still, with the Cultural Revolution in full swing, China

had missed the twenty-ninth and thirtieth World Table Tennis Champion-

ship games. The thirty-first championship would be staged in Nagoya, Ja-

pan, between March 28 and April 7, 1971. Would Beijing miss the tourna-

ment again?

Premier Zhou Enlai clearly thought that China should make an ap-

pearance as part of the nation’s return to the international community, and

began making plans for the team as early as October of 1970. As a first

step, Zhou personally arranged to have Koji Goto, president of the Japa-

nese Table Tennis Association, visit China in early 1971. When Koji Goto’s

talks with Chinese officials stalled because of Taiwan’s membership in the

Asian Table Tennis Association, Zhou personally intervened and sealed

the deal.47 On February 2, 1971, the People’s Daily reported that Beijing

would indeed take part in the Thirty-first World Table Tennis Champion-

ship games.

Zhou continued his personal involvement with the team. He watched

the Chinese team practice on February 12, meeting with the players after-

ward to encourage them to do well in the coming competition. Zhou told

them that their participation was a sort of “political battle” and so empha-

sized the ideals of friendship first and competition second. On March 8, he

met with the Chinese team again to reinforce the message that politics

should be the players’ most important consideration. He even wrote a let-

ter to the team the same evening to further encourage and guide their ef-

forts.48

On March 11, 1971, Zhou made an amazing comment in a meeting

with foreign ministry and sports officials about the issue of the Chinese

encountering the American Ping-Pong team in Japan. Zhou said, “As a

group, we sooner or later will have contact with them. If the American
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team makes progress or improves, we can also consider inviting them here

for competitions. We should have [sports] competitions with the Ameri-

cans. Otherwise, it does not make sense.” Zhou then asked, “Our sports

teams have visited West Germany in the past, then why should we not visit

America? We have not yet normalized diplomatic relations with Japan, but

our sport teams have been able to visit that country. . . . I hope everyone

here should have some good thinking on these big world issues.”49

Zhou was hinting at Beijing’s ulterior motive for participating in the

championship: the expansion of Sino-American relations. And he was an

appropriate person to communicate this message: although he may not

have had a final say in policy making, Zhou was at the time involved in se-

cret communications with the White House. In addition, he knew that

Mao was deeply interested in improving bilateral relations between China

and the United States.

Significantly, the American government learned of Beijing’s entry into

the championships almost immediately. On February 3, 1971, a memoran-

dum to Assistant Secretary of State Marshall Green from Alfred Jenkins, a

state department official, mentioned the PRC’s announcement that it in-

tended to take part in the forthcoming World Table Tennis Championships

in Nagoya. The memo continued, “This would be the first time the PRC,

which dominated international table tennis competition prior to 1966,

has sent a national team to compete in a major international sports event

since the beginning of the Cultural Revolution.” Jenkins commented that

Beijing’s decision was the natural corollary of its current diplomatic offen-

sive and had “clear political motivations.”50 At that time, however, no one

yet had any inkling that this decision was to have great significance for the

development of Sino-American relations.

There were still obstacles to overcome. Developments with the Cam-

bodians almost killed Beijing’s plan. The pro-Beijing Norodom Sihanouk

government had been overthrown by Lon Nol in March 1970, and Siha-

nouk ended up in exile in Beijing. When the Sihanouk government-in-exile

learned that the Lon Nol regime was going to take part in the world table

tennis championship in Japan, it asked Beijing in March 1971 not to play,

in protest. The situation presented a tough choice for China. If it did not
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participate in the games, its diplomatic scheme of “people’s diplomacy”

would have to be abandoned; further, backing out would not sit well

with the Japanese. But denying Sihanouk’s plea might present political dif-

ficulties for Zhou, who had several times been criticized and attacked by

the radicals for his dispassionate, pragmatic foreign policy.

The situation became even more complicated after the North Korean

government also expressed reservations about Beijing’s participation in the

championships. In an effort to protect himself, Zhou asked the Chinese

team members to discuss whether or not they should go, given the new de-

velopments. Zhou may have hoped that the players would support him by

wanting to compete, but most members of the team, including Zhuang

Zedong, their star player, chose not to support participation. Their deci-

sion was understandable, given how during the Cultural Revolution radi-

cals had terrorized anyone they deemed less than revolutionary and negli-

gent of politics. Everyone, including Zhou Enlai, could get into serious

trouble if they were targeted by the radicals.

Although Zhou was obviously disappointed with the outcome of the

team’s discussion, in typical Zhou fashion, he would not decide himself

but chose to play it safe by referring the decision to Mao. After all, only

Mao could do anything he wanted. In his report to Mao on March 15,

1971, two days before the Chinese team was supposed to leave for Japan,

Zhou explained the situation and asked Mao to make the final decision on

the issue. Mao responded the same day: “Our team should go.”51 Problem

solved.

On the evening of March 16, Zhou hosted a sendoff party for the Chi-

nese team at the Great Hall of the People, where he made a long speech

about world affairs and the Korean and Cambodian attitudes. He again

asked the team to follow the spirit of friendship first, competition second.52

Before the team’s departure, the government issued instructions, which

Mao himself approved, on how to deal with the American team at the

championships: when the players met with the Americans, they were not

allowed to greet them or talk with them first, and if the Chinese team

played a game with the Americans, the Chinese were not permitted to ex-

change team flags but could shake hands.53 In addition, the Chinese player
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Zhuang Zedong was to choose not to play against the player from Cambo-

dia, to signal Beijing’s support for Sihanouk.

Given these explicit directives, and the separate hotel and bus pro-

vided by the Japanese for the Chinese team, any communication between

the Chinese and American teams would have to be initiated by the Ameri-

cans. And several overtures did occur. According to a secret, official report

found in the Chinese foreign ministry (and deemed reliable given the sensi-

tivity of Sino-American relations at the time), on March 28 the American

journalist Richard Miles of Sports Illustrated sent a letter to the Chinese

team expressing his interest in interviewing its leader and world champion,

Zhuang Zedong. (The Chinese did not reply.) On March 28 and 29, too,

several American journalists shook hands with Song Zhong, an official of

130

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★

The Chinese Ping-Pong team enters the arena of the Thirty-first World

Table Tennis Championship Games held in 1971 in Nagoya, Japan.

[To view this image, refer to  

the print version of this title.] 

 

 

 



The Sport of Ping-Pong Diplomacy
★ ★ ★ ★

the Chinese Ping-Pong team, and expressed a desire to visit China. The

same report pointed out that on March 30 the Chinese representative at

the World Table Tennis Conference openly criticized the American “plot”

to create two Chinas by supporting Taiwan’s membership in the World Ta-

ble Tennis Federation. But at the conference break, American team heads

Graham Steenhoven and J. Rufford Harrison remained friendly and in-

quired whether China was willing to allow an American team to visit as

many other teams had been invited to do. The reliability of this report can

be verified from the American side. Although J. Rufford Harrison later de-

nied that he or Steenhoven personally fished for an invitation, he did tell an

interviewer from the University of Michigan’s oral history project that he

did not recall the Chinese approaching the Americans at the champion-

ships, and admitted, “We approached them occasionally.” He also ac-

knowledged that at the end of the table tennis association’s first meeting,

after the Chinese had denounced Americans regarding the Taiwan issue, he

congratulated the Chinese translator on his English. And as for whether

the American players had made it very apparent that they would jump at

the chance to go to China, he answered:

Yes and no. . . . if somebody like Glenn Cowan went up to Sung Chung or

an interpreter or anybody else and said, ‘We’d like to go to China, get us

an invitation,’ that’s not really an American group fishing for an invita-

tion. That’s one person in the American group fishing for an invitation. If

Steenhoven or I had gone to the Chinese and said, ‘We’re wondering if it

would be possible for our team to visit China on the way back home,’

that would be a different matter. That would be our team fishing for an

invitation. And it did not happen. We did not ask for an invitation. I’m

not sure who it was, but I think somebody did say that he would like to

go to China.54

In the long interview given for the oral history project, Steenhoven re-

marked about the invitation to China, “As a matter of fact, we must have

said, ‘Boy, we’d like to go.’ I’m sure it was said.” He also commented on

what it felt like to learn that other teams like Canada and Colombia had

been invited: as Steenhoven put it, the team was “absolutely envious.”
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Steenhoven also mentioned that after the Chinese attacked the Americans

regarding the issue of Taiwan’s membership in the World Table Tennis

Federation, he and other Americans at the meeting did not respond. Dur-

ing the coffee break, he happened to stand next to Song Zhong and his in-

terpreter. “I thought it proper to make some comment so I approached

them and said that when I come to these tournaments I brought Kennedy

half dollars; if they could accept them I’d be pleased to give them one each

as a souvenir of America, and that if they couldn’t accept them, I wouldn’t

offer them so that they wouldn’t be offended. And they said yes, they could

accept them . . . so my only contact with the Chinese prior to any other

meeting with them was on that particular date and that friendly gesture.”

Steenhoven also explained that the American players paid particular atten-

tion to the Chinese team: “If you’re going to watch the best, that’s where

you’re going to learn.”55 From these stories, it seems safe to assume that

the Americans repeatedly voiced an interest in visiting China once the

championships had concluded.

Regardless of what happened behind the scenes, a dramatically public

event was soon to bring world attention to the contact that was occurring

between the American and Chinese teams. On April 4, Glenn Cowan, an

American player, jumped onto the Chinese team’s bus. As Zhuang Zedong

later explained, when the young American hippie suddenly appeared on

the bus, at first no one said anything to him. But then Zhuang remem-

bered that Mao had told Snow in 1970 that the Chinese were hoping

for warmer relations with the U.S. government and its people. He stood

up and through an interpreter told Cowan that the Chinese and Ameri-

cans were friends even though the American government was hostile to

China. To demonstrate this friendship, Zhuang gave him a small gift: a

silk painting. Cowan was overjoyed to have received even a token from

Zhuang, the world champion, and the next day he reciprocated, giving

Zhuang a T-shirt and expressing the hope that someday he would visit

China.56

Kissinger felt somewhat cynical about the event: he noted in his mem-

oir that Zhuang’s gesture must have been preauthorized since “the Chinese

would not have agreed had they not come to Nagoya with firm instruc-
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tions to befriend the Americans. One of the most remarkable gifts of the

Chinese is to make the meticulously planned appear spontaneous.”57 But

the interaction between Zhuang and Cowan was in fact completely un-

planned. Mao himself learned about it from the Western media and upon

hearing the news, personally instructed that during the competition, tele-

phone communications between the Chinese team and Beijing be increased

from three to five times daily. Mao also asked his personal aide to read for-

eign press coverage of the Chinese team to him in detail every day.58

A secret report dated April 3 from the Chinese foreign ministry and

the sports authority informed Zhou Enlai that teams from Colombia, Ja-

maica, and the United States had expressed interest in visiting China af-
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ter the championships. Although the Colombian and Jamaican Ping-Pong

teams would be invited, in order “to enhance our political influence and

lay the foundation for our sports teams to visit Latin America,” the situa-

tion with the Americans was more complicated. “Some members of the

American Ping-Pong team have been friendly to our team, and the head of

the American team and others interacted with our team six times and

made gestures of friendship,” noted the report’s author. But “we think that

it may be not in our political interest if we allow the American Ping-Pong

team to visit China first when leftist Americans and influential politicians

have not yet done so. We suggest that [the Chinese players in Japan] in-

form the American team that it is not appropriate at this moment for them

to visit us and tell them the opportunity to do so will arrive in the future.”

Zhou agreed with the report’s recommendation, but added: “We may ask

for [the American players’] addresses for future communications [if a visit

opportunity arises]. However, we will seriously express to the head of the

American team that the Chinese people strongly oppose the ‘two-China,’

‘one China, one Taiwan’ plot.” Zhou Enlai then forwarded on April 4 the

report with his comments to Mao for further instruction.59 On April 6, af-

ter three days’ hesitation, Mao approved the report’s recommendation not

to invite the American team, and the matter seemed settled.

But the situation changed dramatically around midnight that same

day. According to Wu Xujun, Mao’s personal assistant, Mao seemed to be

in deep thought that evening, and after taking his sleep medicine, became

drowsy. Then he suddenly murmured to Wu that she should call the for-

eign ministry immediately and tell officials there that he had decided to in-

vite the Americans after all.

At this point it was before dawn on April 7, the last day of the World

Table Tennis Championship. Wu had to act quickly if she were to carry out

Mao’s instructions. But she faced a major dilemma: Mao had earlier de-

creed that his words did not count after he had taken sleeping pills. Should

she ignore Mao’s new instructions, possibly derailing an important diplo-

matic opportunity? Or should she go ahead, risking the possibility that

Mao did not truly intend to invite the Americans to China?
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Wu decided to ignore Mao’s order for a moment to see whether he re-

ally meant it. When Mao realized that Wu was not carrying out his wishes,

he ordered her to act quickly since time was running out. Wu carefully

asked what order he had given her. Mao repeated his instructions to invite

the American team and told her she should act even though he had taken

sleeping pills. Wu, reassured, immediately telephoned the ministry, and

Zhou Enlai urgently forwarded the message to Japan. Wu was understand-

ably still nervous the next day; she worried whether Mao would forget

what had transpired. It came as a great relief, then, that Mao indeed ac-

knowledged the instructions he had given her the night before.60 With a

last-minute intervention, Mao, with Wu’s help, had changed the course of

Sino-American relations by welcoming the American Ping-Pong team to

China.61

On receiving his instructions from Beijing, Song Zhong in Japan acted

quickly. At 11:30 that morning he went to the hotel where the Americans

were staying and found Harrison. Song asked him, “How would you react

to an invitation for your team and officials to visit China?” This was a very

shrewd approach from the Chinese. If the Americans reacted positively, an

invitation was implied; if they responded unfavorably, no official invita-

tion would be offered. But the Americans jumped at the opportunity. The

only concern Harrison had was the cost—an understandable concern be-

cause the team’s sponsor, the U.S. Table Tennis Association (USTTA), was

poorly funded (some of the players had even had to borrow money to

make the trip to Japan).62 Song Zhong replied that the Chinese would pay

for the trip.63 At 7:30 in the evening on April 7, the American team of-

ficially accepted China’s invitation with the additional request that China

cover the $170 fee per player for the changed flight home. The Chinese

agreed.64

The fifteen-member American Ping-Pong team arrived in China on

April 10 and left on April 17. Their visit was truly groundbreaking; they

were the first officially approved American group to come to the PRC since

1949. They visited Beijing, Shanghai, and Hangzhou, and held two friend-

ship games. Zhou, a brilliant host, was personally involved in every detail
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of the American visit, an event that Kissinger later called “an international

sensation; it captured the world’s imagination, aided no little by Chou En-

lai’s careful state management.”65

Zhou even gave careful consideration to what kind of entertainment

the Americans should see. At the time of the American visit, only the revo-

lutionary operas Red Lantern (Hong deng ji), Taking Tiger Mountain by

Stratagem (Zhi qu Weihu Shan), and Revolutionary Woman (Hong sao)

were playing in Beijing. But Zhou wanted these special American guests to

see instead the spectacular production The Red Detachment of Women

(Hong se niang zi jun), a revolutionary ballet. In the ballet, a poor Chinese

servant girl escapes a wicked landlord to join an all-female detachment of

the Chinese Red Army, where she comes to realize that her own suffering

and desire for revenge are part of the larger problem of oppression by the

landlord class and the Nationalists. Visits by foreigners to China almost

invariably lead to proud performances of at least parts of this ballet, which

the Chinese consider a modern dance masterpiece. As one U.S. State De-

partment memo in advance of Nixon’s 1972 visit relates, “Although the

plot of the ballet is pure communist propaganda, there would be no great

problem in the President or Mrs. Nixon viewing those parts of it in which

the anti-Nationalist theme is least overt. However, the last act, in which

the cast shouts the slogan: ‘Down with the Kuomintang reactionaries!’

presents a problem. There is no anti-American content or implication in

the ballet.”66

Zhou, who was determined that the American Ping-Pong players would

see this ballet, attempted to have the dance troupe that was busy preparing

for its foreign tour perform it especially for the Americans. Zhou even sug-

gested the date of the performance, April 13.67 But the plan fell through:

due to logistical problems, the troupe could not perform the ballet then.

Eventually it was decided that the Americans would watch the only

performance taking place on April 14: Taking Tiger Mountain by Strata-

gem, an opera set during the early stages of the Chinese civil war between

the Nationalists and Communists. The story follows a Communist agent

who infiltrates a group of bandits who have been co-opted into the Na-

tionalist army. The story was controversial: a U.S. State Department memo
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to Kissinger on performing arts in the PRC noted that Taking Tiger Moun-

tain by Stratagem “contains strongly anti-Chiang propaganda as well as

some anti-U.S. propaganda. It is not suitable for viewing by the President

or Mrs. Nixon.”68 (The Americans eventually did also see The Red De-

tachment of Women in Guangzhou, during their return trip to the United

States.)

Zhou even oversaw development of the official American schedule

printed for the Chinese, which emphasized in a bold font that during the

friendship competition the Chinese audience should be instructed to ap-

plaud the American performance.69 Before the competition, too, the Chi-

nese and American players were to shake hands and hold hands while

walking to the table, all in the spirit of “friendship first.” Not surpris-

ingly, Zhou also scrutinized how the Sino-American Ping-Pong Friendship

Games would be broadcast. Before the games began in Beijing, Zhou read

and corrected the draft text that announcer Song Shixiong would use for

the live game coverage.70 For Zhou, the American visit was a major diplo-

matic event and he left nothing to chance.

American team leader Steenhoven told the players before they left for

China, “Our chances of winning our matches are not very good, but

our chances of having a good time are excellent.”71 Steenhoven was right

about their having a wonderful experience, but he also underestimated the

Chinese team’s willingness to put “friendship first.” To the American play-

ers’ delight, under Zhou’s careful management the Americans actually

won several games; the Chinese managed brilliantly to lose some matches

to the Americans without letting on. As the Chinese competitor Zheng

Minzhi later remembered, “I knew [the games with the Americans] would

be unlike any other games I’d ever played. . . . I knew their significance

and my responsibilities. I knew I was not only there to play, but more im-

portant, to achieve what cannot be achieved through proper diplomatic

channels.”72

The highlight of the American visit was meeting Zhou Enlai on April

14, 1971—an opportunity that Kissinger described as “an unfulfilled am-

bition of most of the Western diplomats stationed in Peking.”73 During the

carefully orchestrated meeting, Zhou told the Americans “what a joy it is
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to bring friends from afar.” He also told them that Chinese and Americans

had been friendly to each other in the past, but their collegial relationship

had been interrupted starting in 1949. Now, “with your visit, the door

to our friendship has been [re]opened.”74 Zhou even addressed in detail

a question from the eighteen-year-old, long-haired Glenn Cowan about

Zhou’s opinion of American hippie culture. Zhou’s thoughtful answer

moved Cowan’s mother to arrange via a Hong Kong travel agency the de-

livery of roses and a telegram to Zhou, expressing her gratitude: “Many

thanks to Premier Zhou for China’s warm reception of Cowan and his

teammates.” When the Chinese foreign ministry learned about this in-

tended gift from the travel agency, it immediately contacted Zhou Enlai

for instructions. Zhou approved the foreign ministry’s suggestion that the

message be forwarded to Zhou, but decided that it was not necessary for

her to send money for the flowers.75

As soon as news of Beijing’s invitation to the American team broke

out, the media were after the story. Tim Boggan, vice president of the

USTTA, received “many bewildering offers” from publishers such as Time,

Life, Newsweek, CBS, the New York Times, and even newspapers in Aus-

tralia. As he recalled later, all wanted the same thing: “Write whatever [I]

could, take pictures, use a tape recorder, cable, phone, wherever, whenever

I could get through.”76 Almost every member of the team was bombarded

with requests for interviews. Judy Bochenski, a fifteen-year-old team mem-

ber from Oregon, appeared on many TV shows after she returned from

China and was chosen to be grand marshal for the Rose Parade in Portland

in June 1971, where she shared the spotlight with other luminaries like

Bob Hope and one of the Apollo 11 astronauts. The Oregon state legisla-

ture even voted a “Judy Bochenski Day” in May 1971 and gave her “a

royal reception.”77 When the American team returned to Hong Kong from

its China trip, according to Boggan, six hundred reporters came out to

cover them and their stories. The hippie Cowan, exhilarated after the fan-

tastic trip, even declared confidentially, “I think I could mediate between

Chou En-lai and Nixon quite easily.”78

Not many Americans, however, understood the real significance of

Beijing’s ping-pong initiative. When Steenhoven was asked whether he
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thought the Chinese had used the American Ping-Pong team for propa-

ganda, he answered, “No, not at all! I’m sure what they wanted was in

some way for us to be friends.”79 He did not realize, of course, that Mao

had used them brilliantly to initiate the bigger game he intended to play

with Nixon. Even the U.S. State Department did not grasp the real mean-

ing of Mao’s move and saw it as “part of Peking’s effort to present an
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agreeable face to the world in its drive to gain entry into the UN this au-

tumn.”80 They were clearly missing the big picture. The little Ping-Pong

ball, as Zhou Enlai pointed out, was intended to move the big ball, global

politics.81

The American Reaction

Senator Edward W. Brooke was among the few who immediately recog-

nized the significance of this initiative. He declared on the Senate floor on

April 15, 1971, “The recent invitation to the American table tennis team,

and the consistently friendly and appreciative quality of their reception,

speaks louder and clearer than a hundred diplomatic pronouncements to

the desire of the Mainland Chinese for more normal relations with the

West. Table tennis is to the Chinese what football and baseball combined

are to Americans.” He called the visit “an event of historic significance,”

one signaling that “the log-jam of a generation has been broken.”82

Mao’s decision to invite the American Ping-Pong team in April 1971

took the world by surprise. The Soviets in particular became very alarmed;

they warned Washington that Beijing’s ping-pong diplomacy was a trick

and worried that the Americans would be “taken in.”83 Assistant Secretary

Marshall Green of the State Department admitted that “it had been a sur-

prise to us that China should invite fifteen or more Americans to visit the

mainland. After all, this was the first time that such a group had gone there

in twenty-one years. Furthermore, the ping-pong match was attended by

much publicity. We now have calls every day from Americans asking if we

would like them to visit China.”84 News of Mao’s decision to have his

team play Ping-Pong with the Americans was received at the White House,

as Kissinger recalled it, with “stunned surprise.”85 Nixon acknowledged,

“I was as surprised as I was pleased by this news. I had never expected that

the China initiative would come to fruition in the form of a ping-pong

team. We immediately approved the acceptance of the invitation.”86

They were surprised, to be sure, but Nixon and Kissinger immediately

grasped the larger message of Mao’s invitation. As Kissinger wrote, “In
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many ways the weeks following the ping-pong diplomacy were the most

maddening of the entire tortuous process. Only the president and I under-

stood the full implications of Chou En-lai’s move because we alone were

aware of all the communications between Peking and Washington. We

knew that something big was about to happen, but we were baffled as to

which channel would surface it and precisely what form it would take.”87

Moreover, Kissinger commented,

Like all Chinese moves, it had so many layers of meaning that the bril-

liantly painted surface was the least significant part. At its most obvious

the invitation to the young Americans symbolized China’s commitment to

improved relations with the United States; on a deeper level it reassured—

more than any diplomatic communication through any channel—that the

emissary who would now surely be invited would step on friendly soil. It

was a signal to the White House that our initiatives had been noted. The

fact that the players could not possibly represent a particular political

tendency added to the attractiveness of the maneuver from the Chinese

perspective. China would be able to make its point without any possibil-

ity of a jarring American commentary.88

Nixon knew perfectly well that Beijing had made a brilliant first step

and the Americans could only follow that lead. As Kissinger observed, the

Chinese gesture conveyed “a subtle warning to us: If Chinese overtures

were rebuffed, Peking could activate a people-to-people approach and seek

to press its case in a public campaign much as Hanoi was doing.”89 Luckily

for Nixon, the Chinese move suited his needs exactly. By this invitation,

the Chinese had confirmed their intention to work for better relations. The

successful matchmaker that Mao and Nixon had worked so hard to find

turned out to be the small white Ping-Pong ball.

Nixon was thrilled with Mao’s ping-pong initiative since this brilliant

move would help him work toward his grand vision for U.S.-China rela-

tions and implement his new blueprint for world order. Entries in the diary

of Nixon’s chief of staff, H. R. Haldeman, indicate the crazy process set in

motion by the Chinese initiative. On Monday, April 12, for example,
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Haldeman wrote that Kissinger and Nixon had agreed “our whole policy,

and the current moves on China, will help to shake the Soviets up, as will

Brezhnev’s need to make a big peace move of some kind, which should

play in our favor for a SALT [Strategic Arms Limitation Talks] agree-

ment and a Summit conference.”90 In a handwritten note drafted April 17,

Haldeman mentioned again that Nixon thought his China approach had

accomplished “what no one else could do.” From Nixon’s perspective,

with its ping-pong initiative, “China has given us maneuvering room with

Russia and now we are not against the wall.”91

In considering the potential influence of these developments on

Nixon’s hoped-for policies regarding Russia and Vietnam, Kissinger told

Nixon, “Two months ago, we would have thought it was inconceivable.”

What the administration had done in Laos and other places had been

judged failures, “and yet here comes the Chinese move, the ping pong

team, and something more significant that pales that into nothing.” What

follows “can have an enormous significance.” For Kissinger, “everything is

beginning to fit together.” Kissinger even predicted that “if we get this

thing working, we will end Vietnam this year.”92 The White House at-

tached so much importance to the China factor that now everything re-

lated to foreign policy in the region seemed to be falling into place.

Nixon was proud of these positive developments, and he was not

about to let anyone steal his thunder.93 He and his associates in the White

House were most concerned that “we get credit for all the shifts in China

policy, rather than letting it go to the State Department, who of course had

nothing to do with it, in fact opposed every step the P[resident] took be-

cause they were afraid any moves toward China would offend Russia.”94

As Haldeman noted, in talking with Al Haig, Nixon himself made the

point that “in describing Nixon you have to make the point that he’s al-

ways like the iceberg, you see only the tip. You must never think that the

surface is all that’s going on. The real power is beneath the surface. He was

discussing this in relation to Russia and China.”95

Nixon was so certain of his China policy and so enjoyed the suc-

cess that Mao’s ping-pong move brought that he exploded when his vice

142

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★



The Sport of Ping-Pong Diplomacy
★ ★ ★ ★

president, Spiro Agnew, “inadvertently careened into this diplomatic china

shop” by criticizing the favorable U.S. media coverage of the American

visit.96 Agnew had been kept in the dark about Nixon’s China initiative,

and only expressed his opinion in an off-the-record conversation with the

press. But when Nixon learned of the vice president’s critical comments, he

was furious. As Haldeman wrote in his diary,

The P wants him now to get off this wicket and say he has completely

misunderstood. K[issinger] had recommended that [press secretary Ron]

Ziegler say that the VP’s expressing his personal view. But the P disagreed

with that, and agreed with Ron’s recommendation that he say that the VP

authorized him to say that there is no difference on the part of the VP

with the P’s policy on China. The VP completely agrees with the initia-

tives the P has taken. He says it’s clear that he doesn’t understand the big

picture in this whole Chinese operation, which is, of course, the Russian

game. We’re using the Chinese thaw to get the Russians shook. . . . The P

got again to the point that Agnew shows qualities here that are very dam-

aging.97

Nixon was so angry with the vice president’s comments that he immedi-

ately asked Haldeman to look for a possible new vice presidential candi-

date.98

To keep the momentum going, Nixon wanted to have the American

Ping-Pong team visit the White House immediately after it returned from

China. John Scali, special consultant to the president, was the first person

to get Nixon interested in the idea. As early as April 12, when the Ameri-

can team had just arrived in China, Scali wrote a long memo about how

Nixon could “capitalize” on the visit.99 Kissinger opposed the strategy, be-

lieving that Nixon should not “overplay the China thing until we get

something more going.”100 But Nixon persisted. Although he did not man-

age to get the whole American team to the White House, he was deter-

mined to have Steenhoven meet with him as soon as possible. The team re-

turned to the United States on Sunday night, and the White House called

Steenhoven on Tuesday to inform him that he would meet with Nixon the

143



next day. In his memo to Nixon regarding this meeting, Kissinger wrote,

“Your meeting with Mr. Steenhoven will demonstrate to Americans and

Chinese your personal interest in the successful opening of non-govern-

ment contacts by Mr. Steenhoven’s group.” He pointed out that Premier

Zhou Enlai had received Steenhoven and his team in China, and suggested

these “talking points”:

You may wish to state to Mr. Steenhoven and the press your apprecia-

tion for the dignified and effective manner in which the U.S. table ten-

nis team toured China. You understand the Chinese have accepted Mr.

Steenhoven’s invitation to send a team to the U.S. The Chinese visitors

will be welcome. You hope that there will be a flow of interested Chinese

and Americans between the two countries, which will bring about condi-

tions allowing for progress toward your long-range goal of normal diplo-

matic relations with Peking.101

On April 21, 1971, Steenhoven arrived at the White House for his

meeting with Nixon. Kissinger and Scali were also present, although as

Steenhoven claimed later, he was not introduced to them and they “never

said a word.” By contrast, his conversation with Nixon was cordial, even

humorous. Nixon asked Steenhoven how much a Ping-Pong ball cost, and

Steenhoven replied that one could be purchased for a quarter. Steenhoven

then told Nixon about the trip to China. After the meeting he also re-

counted this lighthearted exchange: “‘I understand that you’d like to go to

China.’ And he said ‘Yes, I very much would like to go.’ And I said, ‘Well,

you have to be a member of the U.S. table tennis association to go there.’

And he says, ‘Well, I’ll accept an honorary membership’—and right there

we blew ten bucks.”102 Nixon spent nearly an hour with Steenhoven, and

the White House even invited him to join a White House press conference

to answer questions.103

Nixon was eager to move as quickly as possible after Beijing’s initia-

tive, and directed Kissinger and others to study possible diplomatic initia-

tives to further the improvement of relations and “explore the degree to

which it is possible to build on recent progress.”104 On April 14 Nixon had
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announced many significant changes in U.S. policy toward China: the

twenty-year-old embargo on trade with China was terminated, and the

United States was now also prepared to expedite visas for visitors from

the PRC. Currency controls were to be relaxed to permit the use of dollars

by Beijing, restrictions on oil shipments to and from the PRC by American

oil companies were to be ended, and other trade restrictions were also

lifted. Nixon further promised that “after due consideration of the results

of these changes in our trade and travel restrictions, I will consider what

additional steps might be taken.”105 Two days later, on April 16, Nixon

told the American Society of Newspaper Editors that he would love to visit

China.106 Nixon seemed to mean it with great urgency. Nixon was so

encouraged by the Ping-Pong diplomacy development that, according to

Kissinger, “he now wanted to skip the emissary stage lest it take the glow

off his own journey” to China, even though Beijing had not yet officially

invited him. Kissinger had to warn Nixon that “an unprepared presiden-

tial trip to China was much too dangerous.”107

The Chinese side also began to move more decisively. On April 21,

Zhou Enlai sent a response to Nixon’s December 16, 1970, message via

Pakistan, reaffirming Beijing’s “willingness to receive publicly in Peking a

special envoy of the president of the U.S.,” “or even the president himself

for a direct meeting and discussion.”108 After that, all signals became clear

and direct, and important messages were exchanged more frequently. On

April 29 Nixon declared at a press conference, “Now that we’ve broken

the ice, we have to test the water.”109 Nixon did just that, with tremendous

speed. Between April 28 and May 20, he asked Pakistani president Yahya

Khan to convey three important messages to Zhou. In his April 28 mes-

sage, Nixon conveyed to Beijing that he was personally handling negotia-

tions with China and was encouraged by Zhou’s “positive, constructive,

and forthcoming” message. Nixon informed Zhou Enlai on May 10 that

he was prepared to accept an invitation to Beijing due to the urgent impor-

tance of normalizing relations between the two countries. Kissinger would

go first to arrange an agenda. And in his message to Beijing on May 20,

Nixon promised that his government would “conclude no agreement”
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with the USSR that would be directed against the PRC.110 On May 29,

Zhou replied that Mao welcomed his visit and that he, Zhou, “warmly

looks forward to the meeting with Kissinger” beforehand.111 Kissinger

called that message “the most important communication that has come to

an American president since the end of World War II.” Nixon was so ex-

cited that he dashed to the family kitchen to grab a bottle of brandy; he

and Kissinger then toasted each other on their success at “a moment of his-

torical significance.”112

Kissinger’s journey came together quickly. On June 4 Nixon told the

Chinese, again through the Pakistan channel, that Kissinger would be on

his way to China on July 9.113 This message was transmitted to Beijing on

June 9, and two days later, on June 11, Zhou responded that Kissinger’s

proposed day of arrival was fine and Beijing “would make all the neces-

sary arrangements accordingly.”114 On June 19, President Yahya Khan

instructed his ambassador in Washington, “Please assure our friend [Kis-

singer] that an absolutely fool-proof arrangement will be made by us and

he need have no anxiety on this count.”115

So Kissinger visited Beijing on July 9 as planned. During their first

meeting, Zhou Enlai gave special credit to the after-effects of the Ping-

Pong games. As Zhou reminded Kissinger, “Recently we invited the U.S.

table tennis delegation to China . . . they can bear witness that the Chinese

people welcomed this visit of the American people. We have also received

many repeated invitations from the U.S. table tennis association to send a

delegation to the U.S.; we feel this shows that the American people want to

welcome the Chinese people.”116 When Nixon eventually arrived in Beijing

himself on February 21, 1972, Mao explained why he had taken the ping-

pong initiative:

The situation between our two countries is strange because during the

past twenty-two years our ideas have never met in talks, now the time is

less than ten months since we began playing table tennis; if one counts the

time since you put forward your suggestion at Warsaw, it is less than two

years. Our side also is bureaucratic in dealing with matters. For example,
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you wanted some exchange of persons on a personal level, things like

that; but rather than deciding that we stuck with our stand that without

settling major issues there is nothing to do with small issues. I myself per-

sisted in that position. Later on I saw you were right, and we played table

tennis.117

Mao clearly indicates that it was Ping-Pong that eventually allowed

the two sides to meet. China’s ping-pong diplomacy was one of the critical

developments of the late twentieth century.

At this point, the White House was generally confident about the di-

rection of the new approach toward China. In an off-the-record briefing

given on August 12, 1971, after he had made significant concessions to

Beijing on Taiwan, Kissinger said,

Necessity has brought us together with the Chinese, and necessity will

dictate the future of our relationship. We are not hostages to the Chinese.

They gave up something significant when they entered into this relation-

ship with us. They gave up their revolutionary virginity. They will not

cancel the visit [of Nixon] short of our destroying a Chinese city. The

principle of revolutionary purity is gone for them now. It is like a situa-

tion where a girl will sleep with you for a million dollars but not for ten

dollars. We have not paid anything in this China opening and I think we

will pay nothing in the future.118

Here Kissinger tried to put a brave face on the whole issue. While it

might be true that Mao lost a certain revolutionary purity by courting

Nixon, the United States, in trying so hard to seduce China, gave up more

than it admitted. Besides the crucial concessions on Taiwan, the United

States handed to Beijing international legitimacy and credibility. The bal-

ance was tenuous. As the Chicago Daily News warned in an editorial,

“This small beginning [the Ping-Pong invitation] does not and should not

signal a grand rush to climb in bed with the rulers of the People’s Repub-

lic.”119 Soon after this editorial was written, Beijing rather quickly realized

significant returns on its ping-pong initiative when, to Nixon’s dismay, it

replaced Taiwan as the sole representative of China to the United Nations
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in October 1971.120 Nonetheless, largely thanks to this diplomatic break-

through, Nixon was fired up to pursue a surer footing in U.S. relations

with Mao’s China. One of the first steps toward this goal was to set up a

reciprocal American event of sports diplomacy.

The Americans Return the Volley

Scholars have written extensively about Mao’s ping-pong initiative in the

spring of 1971, but this book is the first to use all available evidence from

both China and the United States to shed new light on this complicated

story—in particular, on events set in motion by the Americans before and

during the Chinese team’s visit to the United States in the spring of 1972.

Events leading to this second act of ping-pong diplomacy were set in mo-

tion as act one was in progress. When the American team received the invi-

tation to visit China, U.S. team leaders, the U.S. government, and private

organizations realized that a natural development of the American visit

would be a reciprocal Chinese experience in the United States. Conse-

quently, when news of the Chinese invitation reached the United States,

the State Department immediately commented, “We regard this invitation

and its acceptance by the U.S. Team as a favorable development. It is

clearly consistent with the hopes expressed by both the president and the

secretary of state that there could be greater contact between the American

and Chinese people. . . . We would view with favor a reciprocal visit of an

athletic team or teams to this country. As a general proposition, we would

envisage no difficulty with regard to visa.”121 The news that the U.S. gov-

ernment was interested in having a Chinese team come to the United States

was immediately forwarded to the American team before its departure for

Beijing. But any invitation to a Chinese team would have to be offered

through the USTTA.122 In other words, although the State Department

thought it was important for a Chinese team to visit the United States, it

realized that having the government fund the trip would make the event

too politically charged.

But the USTTA, as noted earlier, had very little funding; sponsoring a
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visit by the Chinese team seemed out of the question. At this crucial mo-

ment, the National Committee on United States–China Relations, a pri-

vate, nonprofit educational organization, stepped in to offer assistance to

the USTTA; it would finance and organize the Chinese visit.

The timing was fortuitous for both the USTTA and the committee it-

self, which had been formed to encourage understanding and cooperation

between China and the United States. Founded in 1966, the committee

claimed among its nearly two hundred members many influential aca-

demics, business leaders, and former government officials—including John

King Fairbank, William Bundy, and George Ball. Many of the members

were scholars and specialists on Asia, and the chair in 1971–1972, Alexan-

der Eckstein, was a leading authority on the Chinese economy and a pro-

fessor of economics at the University of Michigan. In the several years

since its founding, the committee, through briefings to Congress and lec-

tures around the country, had quietly laid the groundwork for a reexami-

nation of the China policy. Hosting the Chinese visit would create valuable

opportunities for educating the general public about American relations

with China and generate unprecedented publicity for the committee and its

work.

The opportunity was nearly missed, however. On April 8, 1971, just

one day before the American team was to leave Tokyo for China (via Hong

Kong), Fay Willey of Newsweek learned from the magazine’s Tokyo bu-

reau that the USTTA was looking for private funding to set up a reciprocal

invitation to the Chinese. She immediately contacted Douglas Murray,

program director of the National Committee on United States–China Re-

lations. The committee, acting on the tip from Newsweek, lost no time in

contacting the team by cable through the U.S. consulate general in Hong

Kong to express its willingness to provide support for a reciprocal Chinese

visit.123 That the committee managed to make all the necessary decisions

and get word to the team that same day was just short of miraculous. The

cable, sent under the name of B. Preston Schoyer, the committee’s execu-

tive director, read: “Understanding your considering reciprocal invitation

to Chinese sports group. If necessary and appropriate National Committee
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on U.S.-China Relations expects it could raise funds to support Chinese

team U.S. visit if invitation is accepted.” The committee confirmed its com-

mitment through a second cable to the team on April 15.124

The significance of this intervention for the future trip by the Chinese

cannot be overstated. In a confidential memo of April 29, 1971, to the

committee’s board members, Schoyer wrote, “Mr. Steenhoven has told us

that without our cabled assurance, the invitation for the reciprocal visit—

which has now been accepted—would not have been issued.”125 Harrison,

deputy head of the American team, also admitted that USTTA would never

have managed the trip on its own: “We didn’t have any money. . . . We

were completely reliant on the US-China committee.”126 As Steenhoven

wrote to Eckstein on September 26, 1974, “without your approval and as-

sistance the Chinese visit would never have happened and the changes it

wrought in my life would have never been experienced.”127

Now that financial support had been secured, Steenhoven was able to

invite the Chinese team, and Beijing accepted. On June 25, 1971, Steen-

hoven, in his capacity as USTTA president, wrote to Song Zhong, acting

president of the PRC’s table tennis association:

The response of the American people to the news of your coming visit to

the United States has been overwhelming. We have received so many invi-

tations for your group to visit all parts of the United States that no matter

which area you select you will find friends waiting to meet you and

pleased to be your hosts. We want you to know that we welcome anyone

you would wish to add to your party, including officials and members of

your press, radio, and television. If you think it advisable that we meet

and discuss in more detail the places you wish to visit in the United States,

I am available to travel to any place you think appropriate. It is our

earnest wish that we can fully express our appreciation for the cour-

tesy, kindness and consideration shown us during our memorable trip to

China.128

Steenhoven’s openness was not reciprocated; the Chinese would not

commit to a specific time for the visit. The National Committee, in desper-

ation, even suggested that the White House advance team for Nixon’s visit
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to China raise the timing issue with Chinese leaders “in a suitable low-key

way.” But the White House seemed a bit uneasy about this role. As John

Holdridge, a staffer in Kissinger’s office, wrote to Kissinger, “My own feel-

ing is that we should not involve ourselves in the role of postman. The Chi-

nese are trying to keep contacts on a strictly non-governmental basis, and

we would not want to complicate things by getting in the act.” Holdridge

also indicated, however, that “a low-level inquiry about the timing of the

visit by someone on the next advance party (provided a suitable opportu-

nity arose) might be acceptable.”129

But the Chinese spoke up first. While meeting with the White House

advance team on January 6, 1972, Zhou Enlai told Alexander Haig, then

deputy assistant to the president for national security affairs, and others

that “we would like to pay a return visit there next spring when the blos-

soms are in full bloom.”130 Unfortunately Zhou’s message was so vague it

was not much help. As Steenhoven later put it, “I didn’t know when the

flowers were going to bloom, whether that was in Maine or whether it was

in California. So we still had no concept of when they were going to come

here.”131 In fact, the Chinese did not inform the USTTA about their travel

plans until March 15, 1972. In a cable to Steenhoven, Song Zhong in-

formed his host that the Chinese would arrive on April 10 with twenty

team members and six accompanying pressmen.132 The Chinese team even-

tually arrived on April 12 and left on April 29. Zhou Enlai had personally

selected which players would go to visit the United States and Canada.133

Another key concern of the USTTA and the National Committee was

that the White House would restrict their independence and steal the spot-

light during the Chinese visit. From their first meeting in New York on

May 15, 1971, the joint committee of the two organizations stressed that

“we are independent of the White House. The White House will be kept

indirectly informed.”134

To some, it seemed that the White House was only minimally in-

volved. When asked what kind of role the American government played in

the 1972 Chinese Ping-Pong tour of the United States, for example, Harri-

son recalled, “Virtually none.” But either he intentionally played down

the role of the White House or he did not know how deeply the White
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House was involved, for it is clear that from the very beginning the White

House played an extremely important role behind the scenes.135 Nixon

himself was involved in a substantial way. He not only invited Steenhoven

to the White House to show his personal investment in ping-pong diplo-

macy, but he also, on that same day, appointed special consultant John

Scali to be his own personal representative in handling the Chinese team’s

visit. Nixon even arranged to have William Gossett, a Detroit lawyer, serve

as an unofficial adviser to Steenhoven, with Scali advising Gossett on all

aspects of the proposed visit to make sure everything went smoothly.136

Although some in the State Department believed it was important that

the United States not appear too eager about the Chinese visit, lest the Chi-

nese conclude “they were in [the] driver’s seat,” Nixon wanted the visit to

happen as soon as possible and worked hard toward that goal by writing

to Steenhoven and meeting with the National Committee.137 In a phone

call with Scali on April 21, 1971, Nixon stated that he wanted the Chinese

visit to take place “fairly soon” for “maximum impact . . . to capitalize on

current news interest and because of a possibility that delay in some way

might ruin prospects for a trip.” To avoid both the criticism that Nixon

was trying to politicize the Chinese visit and the impression that the White

House was running the show, Nixon instructed that “all arrangements be

handled very subtly”; Scali was to “coordinate everything from backstage,

while someone else was out front, perhaps someone close to the president

but outside the government.” According to Scali’s record of that phone

call, Nixon then said, “Maybe I [Scali] should be out front, depending on

what Kissinger and I decide is best.” Nixon also indicated to Scali that the

United States should offer “exactly the same” opportunities for travel

throughout the country as the American table tennis team had experienced

in China. He also told Scali that he himself “would be most pleased to

meet with the Chinese.” At the end of the conversation, Nixon even men-

tioned to Scali that Kissinger would be contacting him “to discuss first

steps.”138 From this phone call, we can get a pretty clear idea of what was

on Nixon’s mind and how eager he was to have the visit happen sooner

than later.

With Nixon’s authorization, Scali became actively involved in coordi-
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nating the Chinese visit starting in the spring of 1971. Scali met several

times with the National Committee and the USTTA to plan for the Chinese

team’s visit, and assumed control over communications with the Chinese.

Upon discovering that Steenhoven had, on his own authority, sent a cable

to the Chinese table tennis association, Scali told him bluntly, “it would be

wise not to send any additional cables or letters without seeking unofficial

advice from me.” (Steenhoven promised to seek advance consultation in

the future.)139 As Scali assured Nixon in a memo on January 17, 1972:

I am personally overseeing all arrangements, hoping to anticipate any

problems, including those of security. In keeping with your instructions,

the visit will be dignified, yet friendly, with time for some sightseeing and

some contact with average Americans. I have suggested that a side trip to

Williamsburg be added to the Washington stay, and that the San Fran-

cisco visit include a possible visit to the Stanford University campus. Fur-

ther, I have suggested that Steenhoven indicate in his cable that it would

be desirable that the Chinese team visit the United States in advance of a

proposed similar tour of Canada, which tentatively has been set for some-

time in April. I will continue to keep you abreast of all developments.140

Nixon in his own handwriting wrote on the Scali memo “OK—good plan,”

and the White House soon approved the overall strategy.141

Besides Scali, several other key members of the White House became

deeply involved in the Chinese team’s visit. Kissinger met with National

Committee officials to make sure the financial support for the Chinese

visit was in place.142 Richard Solomon, one of Kissinger’s aides and a for-

mer colleague of Eckstein’s at the University of Michigan, joined Scali on

March 20, 1972, to meet with the joint committee to discuss the itinerary

and schedule issues. During the two-hour meeting, Solomon tried to con-

vince Steenhoven of the need to persuade the Chinese that New York City

might not be the best starting point for the tour because of security and

other problems there. In his memo to Haig about the meeting, Scali wrote

that “because of his unsophisticated bulldozer approach, he [Steenhoven]

will need careful guidance and assistance.”143

Another issue to be clarified was timing. Scali had once asked the joint
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committee to make sure the Chinese team wrapped up its visit on April 24

in order to shift the media’s attention to Nixon’s coming trip to the Soviet

Union. But the next stop for the Chinese was Mexico, and their plans

for visiting that country were so firm that they could not arrive there be-

fore April 29.144

The intense involvement of White House senior staff like Scali in plan-

ning the Chinese visit made the joint committee uneasy and upset. Dewey

Clower, another White House staffer who had been setting up security

around the country and checking on hotel accommodations and other ar-

rangements for the Chinese, commented in his memo, “There is still con-

siderable animosity between certain members of the USTTA, NCUS-CR

and ‘Government’ as represented in this case by John Scali. The committee

recognizes the need for government participation to assure coordination

and security but refuses to include anyone of such stature that protocol

would force recognition, i.e., John Scali. The committee recognizes my role

and welcomes it, recognizing the fact I will operate at a low profile and not

steal their show.” But with John Scali in the tour as the “president’s repre-

sentative,” they felt the situation would be different.145 The joint commit-

tee sent a letter to Scali on April 5, 1972, urging him to make sure that “all

parties concerned agree on the desirability of maintaining the integrity of

this visit as a non-governmental, people-to-people exchange.” As the joint

committee saw it, this was a private visit and the U.S. government should

maintain a low profile.146

Scali realized he had a major problem, and decided to fix it in a

straightforward and forceful way. In an April 6 phone conversation with

Eckstein, Scali told the National Committee chairman that as the presi-

dent’s representative, his task was to personally coordinate with the Na-

tional Committee and USTTA, as well as convey “his [Nixon’s] personal

greetings to the Chinese. The reason this was done is because of the struc-

ture of government—only someone at my level could command the access

to the resources that are necessary to carry out the practical security func-

tions and the authority to exercise on-the-spot judgments which are al-

ways a part of that function. I don’t know how much experience you have
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had with fast-moving trips that involve foreign delegations.” Eckstein, by

now thoroughly intimidated, mumbled something about having had no

personal experience with this kind of situation, at which point Scali further

pressed the security issue as a reason the joint committee should accept his

ideas and his presence in the Chinese tour—after all, he was a senior White

House adviser and “very conscious of the fact that I cannot demean the of-

fice of the President.” The transcript shows that at this point the poor pro-

fessor was left speechless.147

The White House used the same tactics to bring Steenhoven into line.

Scali recommended that Steenhoven be approached with a phone call

during which the White House representative would say, among other

things:

Mr. Scali is empowered by the president not only to extend official greet-

ings, but also to be a liaison between your groups and the U.S. govern-

ment. . . . The president will appreciate all the cooperation you can give

Mr. Scali and his staff. . . . Frankly I have been disturbed at the continuing

difficulties our people have experienced in developing a satisfactory liai-

son arrangement with your group and with the National Committee.

While this visit, on the surface, is a ‘people-to-people’ exchange, I think

you realize that the Chinese and the United States governments are di-

rectly involved and regard it as far more than an exhibition of table ten-

nis. In order to enhance the prospects for further strengthening Sino-

American relations, I trust that you as a patriotic citizen will listen very

carefully to whatever suggestions Mr. Scali and his designated assistants

may offer during the course of the tour. I also hope that in no way will

your actions and arrangements during the tour reflect adversely on the

office of the Presidency. The degree of cooperation and understanding

which your people and the National Committee demonstrate will directly

influence the degree of presidential involvement during the Washington

phase of the visit. I would hope that both the Americans and the Chinese

could be included in any events which might take place at the White

House. But I must tell you frankly that it would be possible to recom-

mend to the president that for foreign policy reasons and because of lack
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of cooperation it would be preferable that he greet the Chinese delegation

alone. I think you also understand that the role of the National Commit-

tee in sponsoring and assisting in future exchanges depends on the degree

of cooperation that our liaison people receive during this tour.148

Scali’s talking point clearly was designed for a senior White House person

to use. To make sure the joint committee cooperated with Scali, Nixon

himself wrote a letter to Steenhoven. In his letter, Nixon first expressed

appreciation for the arrangements that you and your organization are

making, with the assistance of the National Committee for U.S.-China

Relations, to facilitate the visit to our country of the table tennis team

from the People’s Republic of China. . . . As an expression of my personal

interest in this important cultural exchange between the Chinese and

American people, I have appointed Special Consultant John A. Scali as

my personal representative to greet our guests from the People’s Republic,

and to assist you and the National Committee in contributing to their

comfort and convenience.149

No matter how tense the relationship between the White House and

the joint committee, true dissension was not an option. Each side needed

the other, and Scali’s high stature was especially important for taking care

of the biggest concern surrounding the Chinese visit: security. Pro-Taiwan

groups and right-wing organizations in the United States presented a ma-

jor safety issue, and Beijing was obviously very worried. In his talk with

Kissinger, Huang Hua, Beijing’s representative in the United Nations, stated,

“We appreciate very much the concern shown by the U.S. side over secu-

rity and other matters with regard to the visit of our table tennis team. We

hope, as our two sides have expressed, that this visit will help enhance un-

derstanding and friendship between our two peoples.”150

The organization United States March for Victory presented one such

security concern for the White House and the joint committee. Carl McIn-

tyre, its leader, wrote a letter to Steenhoven on February 4, 1972, inform-

ing him that his organization had invited a team from Taiwan to tour

the United States right when the PRC’s team was supposed to come.151

When the White House learned of the McIntyre plan, it instructed John
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Holdridge, Kissinger’s National Security Council aide, to contact the

American embassy in Taipei and inform officials there not to grant visas

for the Taiwan team’s visit until after the PRC’s team had come and gone.

“If such visas have been issued, they should be revoked.”152 But such inter-

ventions behind the scenes did not stop the right-wing threats; McIntyre’s

followers openly threatened to harass the visiting Chinese at every stop. As

McIntyre told the Washington Post, “We’ll be at all those places with ban-

ners and pickets.”153

McIntyre and his group eventually did make trouble during the Chi-

nese visit. They organized picketers who dogged the Chinese delegation

from city to city, carrying placards with such slogans as “No Mao,” and

“Mao killed more Christians than Hitler killed Jews.” Another right-wing

activist group, calling itself Breakthrough, also created headaches for the

White House and the joint committee. As Scali reported to Nixon later, at

one point this group greeted the Chinese with dead rats on parachutes

thrown from a balcony and shouts of “red killers.” The Nationalist Chi-

nese flag also occasionally appeared when the PRC delegation showed

up.154

Scali worked very hard on security concerns from the earliest plan-

ning stages, with support from Nixon. Initially he had planned to use the

State Department’s security forces. But the State Department did not com-

mand sufficient manpower, had no jurisdiction for such an assignment,

and moreover could not carry weapons, make arrests, intercept assailants,

or carry out other duties necessary to the task. Scali’s next choice, the U.S.

Marshals Service, was willing to take on the assignment but had no experi-

ence handling a cross-country tour. Scali then attempted to use the Secret

Service, making it clear that “it was the President’s wish” that the Se-

cret Service be involved.155 But it was questionable whether the Secret Ser-

vice had the legal authority to undertake this assignment.

The situation became more urgent as the dates for the visit approached.

Alex Butterfield, a White House staff member, recommended to Haldeman

that to get around the legal limitations surrounding the Secret Service,

a dissolved State Department security force should be reactivated and

used as the mainstay of a protection detail. In Butterfield’s (oddly chosen)
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words, “all things considered, there wasn’t a Chinaman’s chance that such

an assignment of Secret Service agents would be approved.”156 Yet another

possible solution was considered: having the secretary of state issue a di-

rective to the Justice Department requiring use of the marshal service as a

necessary extension of foreign policy. After all, it was clear by this point

that to use the Secret Service to protect the visiting Chinese team, Nixon

would have had to issue an executive order, which would have proven

problematic.157

This bureaucratic infighting and lack of cooperation meant the secu-

rity problem was an issue until early April, just before the Chinese were

supposed to arrive. Scali became so frustrated by the mess that he dashed a

memo to Alexander Haig declaring, “We are heading for a diplomatic di-

saster unless we resolve, in the next forty-eight hours, the matter of who is

to protect the Chinese table tennis team when it visits the United States.”

In the same memo, Scali insisted, “If I am to be held responsible for this

visit, I urge in the strongest terms that action be taken today so that we can

have a decision. The alternative of relying on local police protection, in my

view, will be totally unsatisfactory, inviting incidents instead of deflecting

them.”158 The very next day, the State Department reluctantly agreed to

take on the job of protecting the Chinese delegation. Although Scali com-

plained that “State clearly is not enthusiastic about the task assigned to it,”

the protection issue was finally solved.159 The State Department would

provide protection for the Chinese with the support of the Secret Service,

and security officials would report to Scali throughout the trip. Richard

Solomon of the National Security Council and Dewey Clower of the White

House staff would travel with the Chinese at all times during their visit,

which was now scheduled from April 12 to 30, to make sure everything

was fine.160

With the thorny security issue behind them, the White House and

Nixon were eager to enjoy the glory of their own ping-pong diplomacy.

But detailed plans were still coming together. On April 11, 1972, White

House Chief of Staff Haldeman demanded, “What is the specific plan for

Chinese ping pong team participation with the President? I need that as

quickly as possible.”161
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Nixon was so excited about the Chinese visit that he toyed with the

idea of staging a table tennis exhibition on the White House tennis court,

as part of his meeting with the Chinese team.162 To further publicize his

own ping-pong diplomacy, Nixon considered inviting his Cabinet mem-

bers, their wives, and perhaps others to watch the short exhibition.163

But not everyone in his inner circle thought this would be a good idea.

Kissinger, Haig, Ron Ziegler, and Chuck Colson did not favor it; as Scali

noted, “They all tend to believe it would be undignified, something smack-

ing of a publicity stunt.” Scali himself also expressed serious reserva-

tions.164 Nixon, however, seemed obsessed with the exhibition idea and of

course got what he wanted. As a somewhat resigned Scali commented,

“One point is certain, it would be an unusual news event that would be

heavily covered by television and the written press.”165

The final plan for Nixon’s meeting with the Chinese in the White

House was carefully orchestrated so that it would feature “the flowering of

friendship.” Premier Zhou Enlai had told the Americans in January 1972

that the Chinese team would visit the United States when the flowers were

in bloom. The Rose Garden at the White House was now blooming, and

the physical arrangements would be structured to show off the gorgeous

flowers. The president’s remarks would refer to “the opening of the buds

of friendship.” For a photo, a wide shot would be taken of the president

flanked by the Chinese players standing with the roses as a backdrop, ob-

serving the table tennis exhibition directly in front of them. Nixon would

deliver a brief greeting to the Chinese delegation, then invite the players to

put on a brief exhibition on a table placed on the Rose Garden lawn. After-

ward, the group would tour the White House.166

With the stage finally set, on April 12, 1972, when the Chinese finally

arrived at Detroit after their Canadian tour, John Scali, as Nixon’s per-

sonal representative, welcomed them to the United States. He said, “When

Premier Chou En-lai advised us that you would be coming to our country

when the blossoms are in bloom, he may not have had an appreciation of

how late spring comes to Michigan. But I can assure you, you will see the

flowers in bloom as a symbol of our improving relations, during your visit

to many regions of our country.”167
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Nixon’s decision on April 17, 1972, to renew bombing of Hanoi and

Haiphong, however, sabotaged his Ping-Pong exhibition, scheduled for

April 18. Before the ink had dried on the plans for the White House visit,

staffers realized that they had to be revised given the new developments.

As Scali wrote to Kissinger, “In view of the situation in Vietnam, Dick Sol-

omon and I both would recommend that the table tennis exhibition phase

of the visit be dropped. Such an event under the present circumstances

could turn out to be embarrassing for the Chinese government. Photo-

graphs and stories about the Chinese playing ping pong at the White

House at a time when North Vietnam is under attack might force the Chi-

nese to explain why they were cozying up to the President at the moment

he is ordering bombing of North Vietnam.”168

Scali’s reservations proved to be right. In fact, the Chinese nearly can-

celled the White House visit altogether because of the bombing. Early in

the morning of April 18 in China (late afternoon on April 17 in Washing-

ton, D.C.), Zhou Enlai gathered core members of the foreign ministry for

an emergency meeting. They decided that the team should orally inform

the American side that they would refuse to meet with Nixon in the White

House. But when Zhou informed Mao of this decision, Mao disagreed. In

Mao’s view, the visit was supposed to be about people-to-people contact,

and it might be considered rude to refuse to meet with Nixon given that

the Chinese leaders had met with the American team during their visit.

Both the team’s meeting with Nixon and the plan to give pandas to the

United States would go on as scheduled despite Nixon’s bombing of North

Vietnam.169

In his report to Nixon after the Chinese tour, Scali reported that the

trip had gone well overall, with “the only sour notes [being] sounded by

small right-wing groups demonstrating on the fringes of the tour.” Scali

told Nixon, “The Chinese appear to be directing most of their political

pressure at Chinese-Americans encountered on the tour. One translator of

Chinese origin was told that the University of Michigan was a ‘bad institu-

tion’ because its ‘standpoint’ was not clear—a reference to the presence

there of Taiwan independence movement leader Peng Ming-min.”170 But in

general Scali was pleased with the security provided by the State Depart-
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ment and wrote a formal letter to Secretary of State William Rogers prais-

ing his department’s security officers.171

After the tour, the three parties involved in the Chinese delegation’s

visit continued to harbor some suspicion and hostility toward each other.

The National Committee felt that the American players and even the

USTTA officials had seemed “rather childish, ignorant of the real sig-

nificance and importance of the Chinese visit and locked into their own lit-

tle world of table tennis.”172 The USTTA group concluded that the Chinese

visit had been too much work and had involved too many people. And

among the government entities involved, the White House and the State

Department got into a dispute over how to cover the government officials’

expenses related to the Chinese visit. In his memo to Kissinger, Butterfield

wrote on April 17, 1972, that “responsibility for funding of U.S. Govern-

ment activities undertaken in direct and indirect support of the tour of the

visiting Chinese table tennis delegates should be assumed by the Depart-

ment of State.”173 The State Department, however, protested that “these

bills are not the responsibility of the Department of State” and refused to

pay them.174 To make the situation more interesting, the White House got

into a dispute with the National Committee when the committee sent bills

to John Scali and Dewey Clower after the Chinese delegation had left. In

late July 1972, Scali received a bill of $826.76 from the National Commit-

tee for hotel expenses incurred during Scali’s tour with the Chinese Ping-

Pong team. Dewey Clower also received a bill. In his memo to Butterfield,

Scali suggested the amount sounded about right and suggested that the

White House “pay the darn bill and write ‘closed’ to a unique, frustrating

experience, which, nevertheless, turned out to be indispensable to a suc-

cessful visit.”175 Butterfield, however, asked Scali to negotiate.176 Scali thus

wrote the National Committee to complain: “I recall a meeting with mem-

bers of your committee in advance of the tour where there was a firm un-

derstanding that the National Committee would pay for hotel, meal and

incidental expenses incurred by me and members of my group during the

tour.” He asked the committee to “reconsider its action in sending this bill

and meet the expenses as per our agreement.”177 Schoyer of the National

Committee responded by saying that no one “recalls any financial discus-
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sion as regards your expenses and Dewey’s.” He continued, “Forgive me if

I appear to be beating a dead horse, but we still have a considerable table

tennis deficit to pay off; and so must try to leave no stone unturned in seek-

ing funds.”178

Yet no matter how distasteful such after-the-fact financial wrangling

may appear, by and large, this second act of ping-pong diplomacy was a

success. The Ping-Pong delegation was the first official PRC envoy to the

United States since 1949, and its visit generated an enormous amount

of interest in China among Americans. The Chinese Ping-Pong visit of

1972, sparked by Mao’s initial breakthrough, kicked off a healthy and

fast-developing trend toward expanded cultural exchange between the two

countries.

A New Era Begins

The ping-pong diplomacy initiative of 1971–1972 was a pivotal develop-

ment in Chinese diplomacy and internationalization, one that would serve

as a model for future diplomatic maneuvers. In 1984, for instance, China

and South Korea engaged in “tennis diplomacy” that symbolized rap-

prochement between the two nations. Their matches marked the first time

Korean athletes had competed on Chinese soil, even though the two coun-

tries had met before at international sports meets.179

These matches became a part of China’s effort to become a more fully

integrated member of the international community. For many years, China

and North Korea had been close allies, so when the Chinese invited South

Korea to compete on Chinese soil, the symbolism was dramatic. As the

New York Times reported, during the Davis Cup held in the southern Chi-

nese city of Kunming in 1984, “the significance of eight South Koreans hit-

ting tennis balls on the Chinese mainland was not lost in a country where

virtually every action is weighed for its political effect.” Even Japanese

prime minister Yasuhiro Nakasone realized the importance of the match:

he told a parliamentary committee that the Kunming tennis competition

was a significant event in Asia and indicated that during his upcoming

visit to Beijing he would encourage further exchanges between China and
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South Korea. In Seoul, Lee Won Kyung, the South Korean foreign minis-

ter, predicted that further nonpolitical contacts between China and South

Korea would be a natural trend after the tennis diplomacy. He was right.

China and South Korea used the 1986 Asian Games and the 1988 Olympic

Games, both of which took place in Seoul, to pave the way for establishing

diplomatic relations, a goal realized in the early 1990s.180

Ping-pong diplomacy was a major achievement for Mao and Nixon,

who both struggled with domestic scandals during their time in power. But

the game of Ping-Pong not only saved the political legacies of these leaders;

more importantly, it brought the two countries together during the 1970s,

a critical time of uncertainty and conflict worldwide. The small Ping-Pong

ball, worth only about twenty-five cents, played a unique and significant

role not only in accelerating China’s internationalization, but also in trans-

forming Sino-U.S. relations and shaping world politics during the last part

of the twentieth century.
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The Montreal Games
Politics Challenge the Olympic Ideal

We welcome the athletes from Taiwan. We hope they will compete. We

do not discriminate on the basis of sex, race or, indeed, national origin.

All we are saying, and it seems to me this is a policy that would have the

support of any member of this House regardless of his party, provided

he believes in a one China policy, is that we will not let athletes come

into Canada . . . to pretend that they represent a country, China, that

they do not represent.

Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau to the House of Commons, 1976

Between July 17 and August 1, 1976, the Olympic Summer

Games took place in Montreal. The occasion was supposed to be a joyful

moment for the Canadians, who were eager to show the best face of their

country to the world. But before the Games started, the Canadian gov-

ernment drew almost universal condemnation, including from such close

friends as Australia, the United Kingdom, Germany, and the United States.

The IOC talked about canceling the Games, and the Americans seriously

considered whether they should boycott Montreal. Canada, accustomed to

its good reputation and an unblemished image around the world, was sent

reeling from ferocious attacks in the media, not only from abroad but even

in its own newspapers. What was the issue that got the Canadian govern-

ment into such trouble? Who should represent China at the 1976 Olym-

pics?

The controversy that surrounded the Montreal Games illustrates the

important role that sports played in expanding China’s international visi-

bility and establishing China’s national identity in the global setting. Al-

though the PRC was not a member of the Olympic movement, Beijing was

determined to link sports events with its international status and legiti-
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macy. Meanwhile Taiwan, which had been gradually marginalized diplo-

matically starting in the early 1970s, was using its membership in the

Olympic family both to attract world attention to its existence as a sepa-

rate political entity and to force the world to consider the very identity of

China. These two perspectives clashed forcefully around the Montreal

Games, almost destroying the Olympic movement and sending diplomatic

shock waves around the world.

The Canadian Dilemma

When Montreal applied in 1969 for the honor to host the 1976 Olympic

Games, the Canadian government was supportive, promising the IOC that

Canada would welcome all member countries to compete. A letter to the

IOC from Secretary of State for External Affairs Mitchell Sharp, dated

September 29, 1969, stated, “I would like to assure you that all parties

representing the National Olympic Committees and international sports

federations recognized by the I.O.C. will be free to enter Canada pursuant

to the normal regulations.”1 The IOC accepted the Canadian promise and

on May 12, 1970, officially selected Montreal to be the host city.

About five months later, on October 13, 1970, Canada formally rec-

ognized the PRC (nearly nine years before the U.S. government did) and

severed relations with Taiwan. Canada was one of only a few Western

powers recognizing Beijing that time. Like every country that later estab-

lished diplomatic ties with the PRC, Canada promised Beijing it would

honor the one-China policy and recognize the PRC as the sole legitimate

government of China and Taiwan as part of China. It is likely that no one

imagined in 1970 that hosting the Games in the context of Canada’s new

relationship with the PRC would create so many problems. At that point,

Taiwan was a member in good standing of the Olympic family and the

PRC had not yet returned to the Olympic movement after having with-

drawn from it in 1958.

But the incompatible promises Canada made to the IOC in 1969 and

to Beijing in 1970 would inevitably lead to conflict. In 1974, only two

years before the Montreal Games, the Canadian External Affairs Depart-
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ment realized that Taiwan’s participation in the Games might present an

“important and potentially embarrassing issue.”2 It was not Taiwan’s par-

ticipation itself that was a problem; Taiwan was a duly recognized mem-

ber of the Olympic movement. The problem was that Taiwan was recog-

nized under the name of “Republic of China.” If the Canadian government

allowed Taiwan to compete under this name, it would certainly risk Bei-

jing’s wrath. And the PRC in fact conveyed to Canada in no uncertain

terms that the name issue presented a serious difficulty.3 A senior Chinese

sports official told one Canadian diplomat in Beijing in November 1975,

“It would be a very large problem for our bilateral relations if the Chiang

clique was allowed to march into the stadium with their phony flag—

surely the people of our two countries and participants from many coun-

tries would be outraged and relations between our two countries would be

seriously damaged.”4

The rhetoric from Beijing soon became more adversarial. On May 17,

1976, the PRC ambassador to Canada presented the External Affairs De-

partment with an official note stating that Taiwan “has no right what-

soever to participate, under any name.”5 Thus the PRC’s official position

was that Taiwan should be denied entry into the Games “under any cir-

cumstances”; its participation would be “intolerable.”6

The Canadian government hardly needed so pointed a reminder. The

Canadian External Affairs Department was quite familiar with Beijing’s

stance long before these presentations. A secret memo prepared by the de-

partment in December 1974 for the prime minister predicted that Beijing

“will be highly irritated, to say the least” if Taiwan were allowed to take

part in the Games under its official name, and this irritation could “affect

major bilateral issues” between the PRC and Canada. A. J. Beesley, the Ca-

nadian ambassador to Austria who was involved in discussions with the

IOC on the Taiwan issue, wrote to Ottawa in February 1976 suggesting

that “it might not be too early or inappropriate to consider smoking out

PRC on whether they see it as a genuine bench-mark in our bilateral rela-

tions.”7 The External Affairs Department replied that there was no need to

“smoke out” the PRC; it was clear that the Taiwan issue would affect bi-
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lateral relations.8 In a restricted telegram to the External Affairs Depart-

ment, the Canadian embassy in Beijing confirmed, “It seems clear that

PRC has decided to put CDA-PRC bilateral relationship on the line if Tai-

wan is allowed to participate in Olympics.”9

The Canadian government knew then that Beijing would respond

harshly and retaliate seriously if Taiwan marched in the 1976 Games as a

representative of China. Given the terrible economic problems and high in-

flation in Canada, trade with China was critically important to Prime Min-

ister Trudeau, and the Canadian government could not afford to see its re-

lations with Beijing destabilized. The Wall Street Journal claimed that

these concerns shaped Canadian policy regarding Taiwan’s participation in

the Olympics. As the author of one editorial later explained, “Last year

Canada posted a $144 million trade deficit with Taiwan and a $320 mil-

lion trade surplus with Peking[;] had the situation been reversed, it’s likely

Taiwan would still be participating in the Olympic Games as the Republic

of China.”10 The New York Times also reported that Canada’s refusal to

let Taiwan compete as the Republic of China “is linked to a major eco-

nomic deal with mainland China’s government in Peking. . . . In wheat

alone, Canada had sales of $307 million to mainland China in 1975.”11

These observations were on the mark. A stable relationship with Beijing

had been a major cornerstone and crucial mandate of the Trudeau admin-

istration’s so-called new foreign policy.12 It was too risky to allow the

Montreal Games to interfere with this larger plan.

If allowing Taiwan to participate under its official name was unpalat-

able to Canada, one alternative was simply to bar Taiwan from competing.

This choice, however, would draw serious criticism from the IOC and per-

haps many others. Another choice, which the External Affairs Department

called “the least desirable option,” was to openly politicize the Games,

thereby breaking its 1969 promise to the IOC.13 In an effort to avoid being

forced to choose between two bad alternatives, External Affairs, in a De-

cember 1974 memo, recommended that Canada help the PRC reach a deal

with the IOC and become a member in the Olympic movement before the

1976 Games. In this way, Canada could deflect the two-China issue in ad-
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vance of the Montreal Games; the PRC’s membership would trump Tai-

wan’s, at least for the purpose of representing China.14

Equipped with this preemptive strategy, External Affairs, through its

embassies, tried very hard in 1975 and early 1976 to lobby for Beijing’s

membership in the Olympic movement. Canadian diplomats were in-

structed to approach other governments whose nationals were members of

the IOC to try to initiate a movement to replace Taiwan with the PRC in

the Olympic family. The Canadian government also maintained close con-

tact with the IOC to stay on top of any developments; it even pushed hard

for IOC president Lord Killanin to visit Beijing to patch up differences be-

tween the IOC and the PRC. To make sure the IOC understood Canada’s

dilemma, External Affairs requested a meeting with Killanin on April 23,

1975, in Toronto. A confidential memo prepared in advance of the meeting

suggested: “You may wish to state at the outset that from the point of view

of the Canadian government (and he will readily understand this) it would

certainly be politically preferable to see the PRC, rather than Taiwan, par-

ticipate in the Olympics.”15 At the meeting, Canadian External Affairs of-

ficials told Killanin that “Canada had divergent obligations, entered into

in good faith with the I.O.C. and with Peking.” Canada made it clear to

the IOC that “as both Taiwan and the P.R.C. held the view that there was

only one China, it was suggested that the I.O.C., in considering how to

deal with both parties, might entertain a proposition involving an invita-

tion to the P.R.C. to join the I.O.C. and to participate with the request that

the P.R.C. assemble an all-China team, including representation from Tai-

wan.”16

Killanin responded that he doubted the PRC would participate in the

1976 Games “because of the lack of time allowed for the I.O.C. to come to

a decision on its formal application and supporting documentation.” In

other words, the IOC was dragging its feet. As Arthur Andrew, one Exter-

nal Affairs official who attended the meeting, reported, “There seems little

disposition on the part of the I.O.C. to make any special effort to include

the P.R.C. in the I.O.C., and thus make it eligible for the 1976 Games.”

The only thing Killanin promised on the Beijing membership issue was that

168

Olympic Dreams
★ ★ ★ ★



The Montreal Games
★ ★ ★ ★

he would take soundings at the IOC sessions and board meetings. “Until

he had some readings from these he was unable to make any estimate of

how the China questions would be handled.”17

In these circumstances, Canadian officials realized that there was “lit-

tle for us to do except to remain in close touch with Lord Killanin” and

hope for the best.18 Although the Canadians were obviously disappointed

with the IOC president’s pessimistic, passive approach, their hope that the

PRC might join the Olympic movement did not completely evaporate.

In early 1976, Canadian External Affairs officials, armed with this

hope and perhaps a sense of urgency and impatience, went to Austria to

meet again with Killanin. The meeting took place on February 7, and in-

cluded E. A. Skrabec from External Affairs; A. J. Beesley, Canadian ambas-

sador to Austria; Killanin; and James Worrall, the Canadian IOC member.

Their discussion largely focused on the two-China issue. This time the Ca-

nadians succeeded in making Killanin understand that the Canadian gov-

ernment’s hands were tied regarding Taiwan’s participation. Killanin re-

torted that he attached great importance to the assurances that had been

offered by the Canadian government when it had bid for the Montreal

Games. Canada could not forfeit its promises to the IOC just because it

had chosen to recognize the PRC. To the further disappointment of the Ca-

nadians, Killanin now believed that the IOC would not resolve the Beijing/

Taiwan issue anytime soon, perhaps not even in time for the 1980 Moscow

Games.19

In hindsight, it seems obvious that the Canadians’ strategy was bound

to fail given Beijing’s hard-line position on Taiwan and the IOC’s general

incompetence in handling the two-China issue; the Killanin meeting was

not as significant as it seemed then. But at the time, the Canadian govern-

ment felt an urgent need to try a new strategy for solving the two-China

problem. As James Worrall wrote later, “The Canadian government was

waiting for the IOC to make a decision regarding the People’s Republic of

China being admitted to the Olympic Movement, which would have re-

lieved them of any obligation to admit the team from Taiwan under the

name recognized by the IOC. When this did not occur and the IOC had
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not made a decision, the Canadian government found itself in an embar-

rassing situation.”20

A clear change occurred in the Canadian government’s approach to the

Chinese representation issue after February 1976. The government moved

from working with the IOC to solving the problem itself. In a confidential

memo written on April 20, 1976, External Affairs concluded that “the last

clear opportunity for the IOC to resolve this question before the Olympic

Games in Montreal was at the IOC sessions during the winter Olympics at

Innsbruck in February.” But since the IOC and the PRC had been unable

even to broach the issue then, “Canada is faced with the problem.”21

Interestingly, the Canadian government’s conclusion was confirmed by

the IOC president himself. In a confidential letter dated April 30, 1976,

to his confidant Masaji Kiyokawa, an IOC member in Japan, Killanin

wrote,

I had resigned myself to the fact that I do not think any move can be now

made prior to Montreal, especially in view of the present political situa-

tion in China. . . . I would not dream of pushing in any way a change of

name [for Taiwan]. Also I have not taken any positive action because I be-

lieve it would be negative in that the majority of the I.O.C., the majority

of the NOCs [national Olympic committees], and the majority of the IFs

[international federations] are only too anxious to recognize China, but

have this predicament of what to do with Taiwan. . . . I put China very

high on the priority list but I think we must keep things absolutely in bal-

ance.22

Clearly Killanin saw himself in the same dilemma as the Canadians; the

IOC simply was not in a position to do anything regarding China prior to

the Montreal Games. Killanin’s strategy was to do nothing for the mo-

ment.

But the Canadian government could not afford to wait any longer—it

had to make the call, and soon. The IOC expected Canada to keep its

promise and allow Taiwan to participate in the Montreal Games under its

official name. The PRC, of course, expected Canada to oppose the entry of

participants from Taiwan under any circumstances and live up to its one-
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China policy. In April 1976, after more than a year of vainly trying to

bring Beijing and the IOC together, the Canadian government decided to

strike a compromise.

The Compromise Formula

The compromise solution went like this: instead of barring Taiwan’s par-

ticipation, the Canadian government would allow Taiwan’s team to com-

pete on the strict condition that it would not use its officially designated

name, flag, or anthem, all of which indicated that athletes from Taiwan

represented the “Republic of China.”23 This compromise, from the Cana-

dian government’s perspective, “while not totally satisfactory, might at

least be acceptable to the PRC and to Canadian sporting authorities.”24

On April 27, 1976, Alan MacEachen, Canadian secretary for the External

Affairs Department (which had discussed a version of this plan as early as

1974), gave his official approval, and the compromise became the official

policy of the Canadian government. In a memo to the prime minister the

agency explained its rationale: if the government allowed Taiwan to com-

pete at Montreal under the IOC’s officially designated name “Republic of

China,” which would please the IOC, it “could lead to damage to Cana-

dian commercial and political relations with the PRC.” And if the govern-

ment chose to prevent Taiwan from participating, relations between the

PRC and Canada would be strengthened, but the IOC might cancel the

Games. The prime minister should thus accept the compromise formula as

potentially the least harmful; in any case, “it is the most defensible posi-

tion whatever happens this summer.”25 Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau ap-

proved.

The Canadian government made this choice after it had ascertained

that Beijing would accept the policy (though not entirely happily), given

that this was the best the Canadian government could do under the cir-

cumstances. As a confidential memo from External Affairs makes clear, the

government informed Beijing about every move it made regarding the Tai-

wan issue: “Notes outlining our position on Taiwanese entry have been

provided to the PRC authorities in Ottawa and Peking.” And although
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Beijing’s reply reasserted the PRC’s position that Taiwan’s entry into the

Montreal Games should be denied under “all circumstances,” according to

the same secret External Affairs memo, “It is our impression, shared by

our Ambassador in Peking, that the Chinese will be able to live with our

compromise solution provided no unexpected problems are encountered

in its execution.”26

On May 28, 1976, the Canadian government officially informed the

IOC in writing that under no circumstances would the national Olympic

committee of the Republic of China (that is, Taiwan) be allowed entry into

Canada under that name, nor could its members fly the flag or play the an-

them they had chosen.27 Later MacEachen declared that “the basic posi-

tion of the Canadian Government on the issue in question involves our

whole China policy and reflects the requirements of our national sover-

eignty. The position of the Canadian Government was set.”28 In early June,

before it received the IOC’s official response, External Affairs had already

worked with the Ministry of Manpower and Immigration to make sure the

Taiwanese team would not be allowed to enter the country until Canada

and the IOC had reached an agreement.29 The Canadian government in-

validated for purposes of entry the Olympic identity cards held by the Tai-

wanese nationals. And on June 9, 1976, the Canadian government in-

formed Taiwan of its decision through Taiwan’s embassy in Washington.30

The Canadian government was determined to carry out its Taiwan

policy, but it would be a challenge to sell this policy to the public and espe-

cially to the IOC. First of all, how could the Canadians claim that this

policy did not violate its promise to the IOC? The Canadian government’s

tactic was to explain that its promise had been qualified in Sharp’s 1969

letter, which had contained the proviso that participation would be al-

lowed “pursuant to the normal regulations.” The government had no in-

tention of relinquishing its sovereignty to a private organization, no matter

how venerated.31

It was clear from the discussion that followed the announcement,

however, that Killanin and the IOC had not taken the qualification seri-

ously and had never asked the Canadians to explain what they meant by

the phrase. As Killanin explained later, he thought Sharp’s qualification re-
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ferred “to something like a cholera epidemic.”32 As early as 1974, how-

ever, the Canadian government had concluded that this language could

“perhaps offer some element of qualification” to the broader commitment

as needed.33 Before the meeting between External Affairs officials and

Killanin on April 23, 1975, a confidential memo from the Canadian side

suggested that if Killanin asked whether the Canadian preference for in-

cluding the PRC rather than Taiwan in the Olympic movement implied

that Canada might not permit Taiwan’s entry, “we suggest that you might

wish simply to reply that we are, of course, examining this issue of entry

very closely in the context of Mr. Sharp’s earlier commitment that competi-

tors could enter Canada to participate ‘pursuant to the normal regula-

tions.’”34 Killanin did not think to ask the question, but the strategy stuck.

This phrase, put there in 1969 with no China connection, now became a

way for the Canadian government to justify the position that its Taiwan

policy was not a violation of its promise to the IOC.

The second line of defense for this position was that since 1970, Can-

ada had recognized only one China, the PRC. Canada welcomed Taiwan

to participate in the Games, just not as the “Republic of China.” The IOC,

however, did not buy this argument at all. When it learned of the Canadian

stance in late May of 1976, the IOC complained that the policy was “in

complete conflict with Olympic rules and contrary to the conditions under

which Montreal was allotted the Olympic Games.” Killanin also claimed

that the Canadians had never told him that Taiwan would be treated dif-

ferently, and he “deplored” the “last minute” nature of Canada’s advice to

him on the Taiwan entry issue.35 He even declared that if this had been

known to him even as late as April 1975, he would have immediately be-

gun to seek a new venue for the 1976 Games. From his perspective, Cana-

dian officials had failed to tell him about the Taiwan stance when he met

with them in April 1975 and February 1976.

Killanin was not really fighting for Taiwan; he was worried that the

Canadian move could seriously damage the ongoing effort to keep the

Olympic Games and international sports free from government interfer-

ence.36 For the IOC the Canadian move was serious because a “basic

Olympic principle . . . is at stake.”37 At one point, Killanin complained to
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Canadian officials that their Taiwan policy represented “direct govern-

ment interference” in the Olympics, which was “intolerable.” He added

that under the circumstances, “there was a question of whether the Games

would open.” Canada, which Killanin blustered had been awarded the

Games under “false pretences,” seemed to be “driving a nail into the coffin

of the Olympic movement.”38

It had become obvious that the Canadian government and the IOC

were on a collision course, but it was in both sides’ interest to find a com-

promise before the Taiwan issue destroyed the Games. On June 30, 1976,

P. André Bissonnette and E. A. Skrabec of External Affairs met with Kil-

lanin in Frankfurt at his request. During this meeting, Killanin reminded

the Canadians of their promise under which Montreal had been awarded

the Games: free access to Canada for all members of the Olympic move-

ment. He told the Canadians that if he had known Canada would break its

promise, Montreal would not have won the bid. Bissonnette retorted, say-

ing that if the Canadian government had known the issue would develop

as it had, “we might not have supported Montreal’s bid.” Responding to

Killanin’s attack on Canada’s “last minute” move, the Canadian officials

insisted their government had alerted him about the Taiwan problem sev-

eral times in the past and as early as April 1975.39

The exchange stalled at this point, with Killanin insisting his story was

correct and the Canadians claiming that their side of the story was reliable

because there were meeting minutes to back it up. Since it is important for

us to understand both sides’ understanding and handling of the China rep-

resentation issue, let us examine the accounts in detail.

The Perspective of the International Olympic Committee

Killanin genuinely believed that the Canadians had not on earlier occa-

sions given him clear details on their Taiwan policy. On May 28, 1976, af-

ter he had been officially informed about the Canadian government’s deci-

sion by James Worrall, Killanin wrote a confidential memo to the IOC

executive board in which he reported that Worrall had phoned him on
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May 27 to relay the Canadian government’s decision on Taiwan, which

Worrall had just learned on May 26, 1976. In this phone conversation,

Killanin asked Worrall why Canada was raising the Taiwan issue “at this

late date.” The IOC president claimed that during his two previous meet-

ings with Canadian External Affairs officials in April 1975 and February

1976 the Canadian government had not given him any indication that

Canada would be going its own way on the Taiwan issue.40

Worrall made every effort to back up Killanin’s account. In his con-

fidential report about the issue of Taiwan, submitted to Killanin on Octo-

ber 1, 1976, Worrall laid out the essential issue: Canada had broken its

promise and had failed to inform the IOC in a timely fashion. According to

Worrall, “the words of ‘qualification,’ now so heavily relied upon by the

Government of Canada, were assumed to be no more than matters of pro-

cedural detail.” For Worrall, “If the wording reserved some kind of a right

to change its mind on policy, the Government should have been forthright

enough to declare it.” Worrall recollected that at the April 23, 1975, meet-

ing he had attended, the discussion had been “general,” and only “touched

on the possible involvement of South Africa, and of Taiwan in the Games

in Montreal.” This general discussion, according to Worrall, was in no

way considered by the IOC to be any kind of formal policy declaration by

the government of Canada regarding the status of Taiwan. In fact, both

Killanin and Worrall himself had the impression that the two officials from

External Affairs at that meeting were in no position to commit the govern-

ment of Canada to a change in policy.41

As for the February 1976 meeting, which Worrall also attended, the

question of Taiwan was again discussed. According to Worrall, however, it

was clear that the representatives of the Canadian government did not

have the authority to make a positive statement about the Taiwan policy

(as subsequently stated in May 1976), and they did not in fact make such a

statement. Based on his understanding, the two meetings between the Ca-

nadian government and the IOC could not be accepted as the Canadian

government’s “notifying” or “informing” the IOC of the position subse-

quently taken. In fact, if the government had wanted to give an official no-
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tice, “it would have been a very simple matter for the prime minister or the

minister of External Affairs to write to the President of the I.O.C. and state

their policy.”42

Worrall, an attorney, used his skills to save the IOC and perhaps him-

self from embarrassment in this memo. After all, as the IOC member in

Canada, his reputation was on the line: he shared the important responsi-

bility of making sure communications between the host country and the

IOC went smoothly and were effective. Since the situation did not develop

well, he had a personal motivation to lay blame on the Canadian govern-

ment. The same could be said about Killanin. In his letter to Worrall on

October 14, 1976, Killanin thanked him for the report and “concurred

with all the facts and opinions” about the Taiwan issue expressed by

Worrall in the memo.43 In a confidential memo to the IOC director dated

October 12, 1976, Killanin wrote, “I now have a confidential report from

James Worrall which confirms exactly the position regarding Taiwan and

what I said at the time. I wish this to be kept in a sealed file at Vidy [the

headquarters of the IOC] if at any future date this matter might arise

again, when Canadian state papers can be released. I do not wish it gener-

ally distributed.”44 In his memoir, Killanin also claimed that he had no

indication from the Canadians until the end of May 1976 that Taiwan

would be excluded from the Games.45

The major problem with the IOC story is that neither Killanin nor

Worrall took notes at the meetings and no minutes were compiled later.

But the Canadian External Affairs Department kept very good records

about what their people said at the meetings.

The Canadian Side of the Story

When External Affairs claimed that it had internal memos about the April

1975 meeting that contradicted Killanin’s version, this was no fabrication,

even though it may have looked suspiciously like one because at the time

the agency refused to show the memos to anyone. In fact, a detailed memo

was submitted to External Affairs on May 2, 1975, by Arthur Andrew,
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a senior External Affairs official who had attended the meeting. In this

memo, Andrew indicated clearly that during that day’s meeting, Canadian

officials had discussed with Killanin the issue of Taiwan and Canadian rec-

ognition of the PRC. The memo states that Worrall bluntly asked what

was meant by the phrase “pursuant to the normal regulations” in Sharp’s

1969 letter regarding the admissibility of Olympic athletes. Andrew re-

plied that “at its most obvious, it meant that we reserved the right to ex-

clude persons with cholera, but that any decision on a less obvious issue

would only be taken at the Ministerial level as a matter of national policy.

No official could commit the Government on how this would be applied in

advance.”46 Here the Canadian officials clearly implied that Canada might

exclude Taiwan from participation if its ministries deemed that Canadian

national policy was affected. Another confidential memo, from records

also dated May 2, 1975, and concerning the same meeting with Killanin,

reports that “Lord Killanin tried to press for an assurance that we would

admit Taiwan but we advised him that this would be a ministerial decision

and we were not able to say now what that would be. In giving this answer

we reassured him of the Government’s primary desire to do everything

possible to ensure the success of the Games.”47

It should be clear from these two memos that the Canadian govern-

ment had warned Killanin in the spring of 1975 that Taiwan’s participa-

tion posed serious problems and that nothing was certain about its partici-

pation in the Montreal Games. The IOC, however, missed the message—

choosing instead to ignore the emerging problem until it was too late.

Worrall, in his confidential memo of October 1976 to Killanin, claimed the

IOC had no knowledge of the contents of the Canadian External Affairs

memorandum on the April meeting, “but it should be pointed out at the

very best it can only be regarded as a self-serving document which was

made by one party as to their interpretation of what was said and for that

reason, cannot be regarded as conclusive evidence of any formal advice of

the Government of Canada to the I.O.C.”48 But there was no reason for

the Canadian government to prepare biased memos in early May of 1975,

when the dispute over what was discussed only erupted a year later. In his
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memo, Worrall admitted that the question of the qualified wording did

come up in the meeting, but he claimed that it “was not accepted as invali-

dating the undertaking.”49

As explored in previous chapters, the IOC had long been incapable of

forthrightly managing complicated issues such as who represented China.

Since the early 1950s, the IOC had closed its eyes to the emerging prob-

lems surrounding the two-China issue; no systematic or preemptive ap-

proaches had been formulated. Now that the Canadian government had

taken the issue into its own hands and essentially forced the IOC to make a

decision, the IOC still could not shake off its inertia and inability to take

responsibility for its own role in the problem.

It would take time for the IOC to move beyond its usual passive way

of dealing with tough issues. In its first important meeting after the Cana-

dian government’s announcement, on June 30, 1976 (when the Montreal

Games were about two weeks away), the IOC continued its denunciation.

Besides lambasting Canada for its “last minute” stance, Killanin at this

meeting also charged that Canada was setting a dangerous precedent. Ca-

nadian officials responded that as a matter of fact, the IOC itself had cre-

ated a precedent at the 1960 Rome Olympics by forcing Taiwan to use a

different name if it wished to take part in the Games. In heated exchanges,

the first vice president of the IOC, Willi Daume, stated that the alternative

to acceptance of the ROC name would be cancellation of the Games.

Bissonnette replied, “Abandonment of our policy vis-à-vis Taiwan would

mean no policy, which was unthinkable.”50 It became clear that neither

side would back down. Thus the first important meeting after the late May

notification ended in a total impasse.

Since the Taiwan team was planning to arrive in Canada on the after-

noon of July 9, the Canadian government, through its embassy in Wash-

ington, conveyed advance warning that their Olympic identification cards,

which usually served as entry documents, had been rendered invalid. Ca-

nadian officials indicated that the Taiwan Olympic team was not welcome

to enter Canada until an agreement had been reached with the IOC as to

the appropriate conditions for their entry. Canada even bluntly warned of
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the potential for unfortunate circumstances should Taiwan try to circum-

vent normal regulations and procedures.51

When the Canadian government took one step after another to block

Taiwan from participating in the Games under its official name, the IOC

realized that if it wanted the Games to take place it needed to focus on pos-

sible solutions. In its next meeting with the Canadian officials on July 10,

the IOC indicated that it was ready to discuss a compromise. Three senior

members from External Affairs, Bissonnette, Skrabec, and Glenn Short-

liffe, attended this meeting, while the IOC was represented by its presi-

dent, Killanin, and some executive board members. The meeting was again

tense. Killanin, “speaking with controlled emotion,” asked the representa-

tives of the Canadian government whether it had changed its position. The

answer was “certainly not”; Canada was simply following its national

one-China policy. At this point, Killanin asked whether the Rome formula

would be acceptable to Canada, that is, use of the name Taiwan but allow-

ing the ROC flag. Bissonnette replied that the key was the reference to

“China” and asked what terminology had been used at Rome. Before

Killanin could respond, the first vice president of the IOC, Willi Daume,

stepped in to suggest a new option, namely, participation of an “ROC”

team under the protection of the IOC. The team would carry the Olympic

flag with the five rings and march under a placard with the initials “IOC”

or “under the patronage of the IOC,” and there would be no anthem.

Killanin added that the Taiwan team would be, in effect, a “neutral” one.

Canadian officials immediately jumped at the idea: they told Killanin that

they preferred the neutral option and that the Canadian government could

not accept the Rome formula, which allowed Taiwan to use its flag.52

It is interesting to note that the position on the Rome formula taken

by the External Affairs officials at the meeting differed from what Allan

MacEachen, secretary for External Affairs, had told the House of Com-

mons on July 5, 1976. MacEachen had said, “Let us bear in mind that it is

possible for the Taiwanese athletes to come to Canada to be admitted and

to participate in the Games in precisely the same way they participated in

the Olympic Games in 1960 in Rome, under conditions and regulations
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which were approved by the IOC. All we are asking is that they apply the

same considerations to Canada which they applied to Italy in 1960.”53 In a

press conference that same day, MacEachen again declared, “We are ask-

ing, in this case, that a formula be applied that was applied in the case of

the Olympics in 1960 when, at the insistence of the International Olympic

Committee, the athletes in question came to Italy as representatives of Tai-

wan.”54 It seems that the External Affairs Department officials decided to

take advantage of the IOC’s weakness at the meeting; they simply chose a

better bargain when one was offered.

The “neutral” option was presented to Taiwan officials the same day

by the IOC.55 That same afternoon the IOC executive board passed a reso-

lution to accept the Canadian suggestion that Taiwan take part in the

Games without any reference to “China.” Taiwan would participate under

the IOC flag. It was a difficult decision and a challenging moment for the

IOC’s executive board, which briefly played with the idea of canceling the

Games or removing the name “Olympic Games” from the competition.

But eventually the board members concluded that they had no other good

options and the Games must go on. In its statement issued on July 11, the

executive board expressed its unanimous and strong protest of the decision

taken by the government of Canada, explaining that “in view of the fact

that athletes from over one hundred countries have, for several years, been

preparing themselves to take part in this great gathering of the youth of the

world, and that the city of Montreal, the Canadian Olympic Association

and the Organizing Committee have fulfilled their commitments as far as

the IOC is concerned,” the executive board “has no other alternative but

to recommend to the 78th Session that the Games must go on.”56

But Taiwan balked. As Killanin reported when the IOC session started

on July 13, Taiwan flatly refused to compete in any way but under its

own name, flag, and anthem.57 Killanin also informed the session that

there were two principles involved—the Canadian government’s breach of

promises made when it had bid for the Games, and the violation of the ba-

sic principles of the IOC. He then asked the session to vote on the execu-

tive board’s decision.

Many IOC members were truly angered at the Canadian government’s
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interference and by its insistence on putting its China policy above the

Games. One IOC member, Reginald Alexander, suggested that given

the fact that the Canadian government had seriously embarrassed the IOC,

the IOC should inform Trudeau that all members of his political party in

parliament must excuse themselves from the Olympic sites and all social

functions connected with the Games. Another member, Gunnar Ericsson,

remarked that this was the first time the IOC had given in to political pres-

sure. He felt that the executive board’s decision should be accepted by the

session, but under protest. Others argued that if the Republic of China

team was asked to march under the Olympic flag, then other teams should

be allowed to do the same as a vote of sympathy for Taiwan’s national

Olympic committee. Still others claimed that by accepting the Canadian

government’s policy, the IOC was signing its “own death warrant.” Cer-

tain IOC members even suggested moving the Games to the United States

or Mexico, or canceling them altogether.

Despite the group’s anger and the many proposed responses, the IOC

session realized it was quite powerless at that late date to call off the

Games in Montreal. Eventually the session unanimously agreed that the

Games had to continue and approved the executive board’s decision that

the Taiwan delegation “be offered the honor of marching under the Olym-

pic flag, playing the Olympic anthem and using either a board with the

Olympic rings, a blank board, or no board at all.” But the IOC would not

impose this formula on Taiwan. It was up to Taiwan to decide whether it

would accept or reject the IOC decision.58 It looked like the IOC had

backed down and the Canadian government had won. But a major public-

relations storm was brewing for the Canadian government.

Denunciations and the American Responses

The Canadian government’s decision on Taiwan was unpopular even within

Canada. The Canadian Olympic Association (COA) strongly disagreed

with the Canadian government’s policy. In a statement issued on July 7,

1976, it declared that recognition of the PRC in 1970 could not “alter the

firm undertaking given by the Canadian Government in 1969. The under-
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taking was clear and binding to permit free access to Canada to represen-

tatives of all national Olympic committees recognized by the IOC, no po-

litical recognition or judgment is contained or implied in such obligation,

which is entirely an Olympic matter.” The statement further indicated that

the Canadian government had not contacted the COA earlier to indicate

that there was any problem, but rather had raised the matter at the last

minute. The statement declared the government position “a serious and

unacceptable breach of faith by the Canadian Government,” one that “re-

flects badly on both the people of Canada and the COA as the organiza-

tion which put forward Canada’s bid for the Games to the IOC, in good

faith and in reliance upon the word of the Government.” Therefore, the

COA “fully supports and endorses the position taken by the IOC in the

matter.”59 Many Canadian newspaper columns also criticized the govern-

ment for mishandling the Taiwan issue. Moreover, Canada was universally

criticized by almost all Western powers. The Economist called the decision

illegal, while Canada’s own media lamented that it meant “shame and al-

most universal condemnation for Canada.”60

But the most serious criticism came from the United States, Canada’s

powerful neighbor. The U.S. Olympic Committee (USOC) issued state-

ments of strong protest and urged immediate reconsideration of the Cana-

dian government’s action. It even threatened that if the Games were de-

clared by the IOC not to be “official,” the United States might pull out.61

Many Americans, including Senator Robert Taft, wrote letters to protest

the Canadian decision. In his letter to Prime Minister Trudeau, Taft com-

plained, “If we cannot set aside sports, art, science and other such activi-

ties to be the province of individuals, for the benefit of people, as individu-

als, everywhere, then I cannot believe that the word ‘civilization’ has much

meaning left.”62 The American media were unanimously critical of the

Canadian position. The New York Times wrote in one of its many editori-

als criticizing Canada that the IOC had been “duped” by the host coun-

try.63 The Canadian embassy in Washington, shocked by the outrage, con-

cluded that its government had been singled out in the American public

mind as “the original and deepest sinner.”64

When the controversy over Canada’s Taiwan policy broke out, the
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American government immediately began to devise a response. As early as

July 2, 1976, a White House staff memo noted “a real possibility” that

there would be no official Olympic Games at Montreal if the IOC with-

drew the rights to the Games. If that happened, it was very likely that the

USOC would decide not to send the American team to unsanctioned and

unofficial games.65 The State Department also issued its first major state-

ment on the Montreal Games in early July. It declared that “the Olympics

involve competition between individuals, not nations, and the question of

who competes—which athletes compete— . . . is a matter for the Interna-

tional Olympic committee to decide. We do not believe that any political

consideration should enter into the decision. So we hope that the matter

will be resolved.”66 On July 6, 1976, the White House asked the State De-

partment to provide an informational memo on the Taiwan issue at Mon-

treal. In its report submitted the next day, the State Department claimed

that the Canadian decision on Taiwan “was in part prompted by several

strong approaches from the PRC over [the] past nine months.” The memo

also pointed out that U.S. influence over the IOC decision was limited

since the United States did not have members on the IOC executive board

and had only two votes in the IOC session.67

The State Department posed three options to the White House. The

first was to maintain the current low-key position. As the State Depart-

ment noted: “The department has taken the position that ROC participa-

tion is an issue to be settled by the IOC and Canada. In a low-key fashion

we have expressed our regret about the politicization of the games. Such a

position is consistent with our overall policy that participation in interna-

tional sports should not be a political issue and should be decided by pri-

vate sports groups themselves. This approach would also insulate our

China policy from public controversy.”68

The second option would involve the State Department or White House

more actively supporting, with public statements, the principle that the

Olympics should be insulated from politics. The memo related that the

USOC had sought more positive U.S. government support for such a posi-

tion, and advocated that a more active stance “would better position us to

lend support to our athletes and those from other countries in the 1980
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Games when we expect political problems to arise with the USSR as the

host country.” But the State Department memo reminded the White House

that such public support also had two disadvantages: “creating the appear-

ance that we are unnecessarily tangling with the PRC,” and forcing the

United States “to take issue, at least implicitly, with Canada.”69

The third option was even more involved. The United States could ac-

tively lobby with Canada and other governments in support of the USOC

and IOC positions. According to the State Department, this action had

some drawbacks. It would mark “a significant shift from our policy of

leaving these matters in private hands. The shift would prompt misleading

and unhelpful speculation about changes in our China policy. Moreover,

lobbying at this late date is not likely to be effective.”70

Of the three options, the State Department recommended the first,

that is, staying the course.

We believe we should continue to take the first option and not go be-

yond what we have already stated publicly—[that] the question of partic-

ipation is a matter for the IOC to decide and that we hope political con-

siderations would not enter into the games. This position holds out the

greatest promise for insulating our policy toward China from public con-

troversy at a sensitive time. It is also consistent with the position the

United States has taken on numerous occasions that participation in in-

ternational sports events is purely a private matter.71

On July 8, this recommendation was revised a bit by suggesting the

second option as a fallback position: “Depending on how the situation in

Montreal evolves and if pressures on the USG build further, we might con-

sider taking a look at the second option.”72

In a confidential memo to the president, National Security Adviser

Brent Scowcroft recommended a more confrontational approach than did

the State Department. Scowcroft told President Ford, “I believe we should

adopt option 2. The current case is the first in which a host government

has attempted to interfere with the decision of the IOC and it will set a prec-

edent for the 1980 Moscow Games. We should make it clear that the U.S.

Government does not take a position as to whether the ROC should or
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should not be in the Olympics; this question is for the IOC to decide. We

should, however, avoid lobbying the Canadian government.”73

Some Americans even suggested to the White House that the United

States should take over the Games if the IOC and Canada could not work

out a solution and the Games would otherwise be canceled. If that hap-

pened, Mike Duval wrote in a memo to Dick Cheney on July 10, 1976, “I

suggest that the President [after privately cutting a deal with the IOC] go

on nationwide television and announce that he has offered to hold the

Olympics in the United States. The President can make the point that

America is the only country that could pull off such an event on short no-

tice. . . . If Brent [Scowcroft] gives you any indication that Canadian-IOC

negotiations may result in cancellation, please let me know so that we can

go to work developing this idea.”74

On the day that the IOC session was supposed to accept or reject

the IOC executive board’s decisions on the Taiwan issue, a memo by an

unidentified White House aide recommended the following possible presi-

dential actions: before the IOC’s crucial meeting, the president could make

a public appeal to the IOC members to reaffirm the IOC’s principle of per-

mitting all Olympic athletes to compete regardless of race, religion, or pol-

itics. After the IOC meeting, if the IOC executive board’s decision was not

reversed, the president could take the following actions: request that the

USOC participate in the Games under a formal protest against the host

country’s exclusion of Taiwan, formally direct the U.S. ambassador to

Canada not to attend the opening of the Games, or request that the USOC

withdraw from the Games because of the Canadian government’s viola-

tion of its contract as host country to the Olympics.75

The year 1976 was both the bicentennial celebration of American

independence and a presidential election year. The Canadian government

had become a favorite topic among the presidential candidates, with Jimmy

Carter and Ronald Reagan both strongly criticizing Canada for playing

politics with sports. Ford as a presidential candidate clearly wanted to gain

more political points than his challengers from the Canadian Games dis-

pute. As a former football star for the University of Michigan and once a

football coach, Ford had remained interested in sports and used them to
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political advantage when he moved to the White House. Combining per-

sonal interest and political considerations, he had pushed hard to set up a

presidential commission on the Olympics as soon as he moved to the

White House in 1974, and one year later the commission was formed. In

his executive order to create this commission, Ford informed Americans

that “1976 is the bicentennial year of the United States. That same year

amateur athletes from all over the world will be competing in the 1976

Olympic Games. It is vital that this nation be represented in those games

and in future international competitions in the Olympic sports by the best

team of amateur athletes we can field.” The commission would evaluate

the organization and activities of the United States Olympic Committee

and its membership groups, in an effort to improve the performance and

visibility of U.S. competitors. Ford personally met with commission mem-

bers several times and reviewed their recommendations.76

In early July of 1976, the White House announced that President Ford

would visit Plattsburg, New York, to attend a sendoff party for the United

States Olympic team headed to the Montreal Games. He went there on

July 10 and gave a speech encouraging the athletes to do well and win vic-

tories for the United States. Ford told them, “I am proud to join with 215

million Americans in wishing our Olympic team the greatest of success in

the 1976 summer Games at Montreal. . . . there is no better or happier

time to represent America than right now. . . . You will be representing

your country in one of the most prestigious and renowned stages of inter-

national relations.”77

Interestingly, before Ford headed to the sendoff, White House aides

had discussed whether he should call Prime Minister Trudeau to address

the problem of Taiwan’s participation. They prepared detailed talking

points, but the call was never made. Perhaps it was Scowcroft who vetoed

the idea to avoid seeming to interfere in Canadian politics.78

Even though Ford was to see the American team compete in Montreal,

he jumped into the Canadian-IOC dispute by claiming that “the games

have now been totally corrupted by a politicization that reduces this inter-

national sports contest to a mocking of the Olympic Ideal and to a mere

sideshow in the ideological wars.”79 As early as July 9, 1976, Ford openly
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criticized Canada: “I think it’s tragic that international politics and foreign

policy get involved in international sport competition.”80 Searching for

positive ways to keep Ford in the spotlight for the presidential election,

friends advised him to politicize the dispute over Taiwan by denouncing

more actively the Canadian government’s politicization of the Games. One

such friend told him on July 12, 1976, “Your personal pressure against

Canada’s shopkeepers, as far as the Taiwan Olympic team is concerned,

scored a one-column headline on the New York Times’ sports page Sunday

and 4 columns Monday, but now I urge you to move the story to front

pages everywhere by using the blunt American language that translates

clearly into every language. Remind Canada that the Munich Olympics

were bloodied by the terrorist murder of 11 Israelis, and call on Trudeau to

resist now the hijacking of the Montreal Olympics in our bicentennial year.

Stay well. Carter is looking more like Dewey every day, so now you should

start sounding like ‘Give ’em hell’ Harry Truman.”81

Largely due to such political calculations, Ford was to become more

deeply involved in the dispute. His White House staff followed the debate

very closely from early July when the news of Canada’s Taiwan policy first

broke. On July 9 at a White House briefing, Ford’s press secretary Ronald

Nessen openly commented on the issue, saying that President Ford was

hopeful the two-China dispute would be resolved.82 When asked whether

U.S. withdrawal was an option, Nessen replied, “It is too soon to progress

to questions like that when the president hopes and expects the contro-

versy to be resolved.”83

On July 12 Ford personally phoned Philip Krumm, president of the

USOC, to get a firsthand report. According to the White House press

briefing afterward, Ford told Krumm that the IOC’s executive committee’s

move to accept the Canadian government’s Taiwan policy had been a “bad

decision” and would set “a very bad precedent” if it were upheld. Ford

also informed Krumm that he deplored the injection of politics into Olym-

pic athletic competition. After asking Krumm to keep him fully posted on

developments, Ford encouraged him to use his influence in the IOC to try

to reverse the decision.84

Although no transcript was made of the call, rough handwritten notes
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jotted by James Cannon, the assistant for domestic affairs who was han-

dling the Montreal Games dispute for Ford, give additional important

hints as to where the conversation turned. Cannon scribbled “US will not

participate if IOC allow” [the Canadian policy] and “US withdraw from

the Games,” suggesting that Ford and Krumm discussed a potential pull-

out of American athletes.85 After the presidential phone call, the White

House maintained direct contact with the USOC through Cannon. Based

on Cannon’s handwritten notes, we can assume that from July 12 to July

16, he talked with Krumm, as well as Donald Miller, executive director of

the USOC, several times a day and reported anything significant to Presi-

dent Ford. On one piece of paper, Cannon wrote, “Trudeau thinks we are

bluffing.” This sentence might also indicate that the United States was con-

sidering not attending the Games.86

Trudeau in his memoir claimed that the Ford administration did noth-

ing “that rubbed Canada the wrong way.”87 He would have been shocked

if he had found out what Ford had intended to do with the Canadians’ Tai-

wan policy. Although the White House claimed that President Ford never

directly or indirectly pressured the Canadian government about the Tai-

wan dispute, the White House used press briefings to get its message out to

the Canadian side. From July 9 till July 14, the White House spokesperson

spent a lot of time explaining Ford’s policy on the Games. For instance,

Nessen declared on July 13 that “politics have no place in the Olympic

Games . . . the host country should not stipulate political or other consid-

erations for participation in the Games.”

Such statements obviously were a direct criticism of Canada.88 Mac-

Eachen, the Canadian secretary of External Affairs, bristled when asked

about Ford’s call for the USOC to reverse the IOC executive board’s deci-

sion on Taiwan. He declared, “Certainly, when the head of a government

suggests to the representatives of a national Olympic committee how they

ought to vote, that really is bringing politics into the international Olympic

committee.”89

In the spirit of the more confrontational approach that Ford was inter-

ested in pursuing, presidential aides prepared detailed responses to antici-

pated questions. For instance, “Why did you put so much pressure on the
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United States Olympic Committee and the International Olympic Com-

mittee to force Canada into allowing Taiwan to compete in the Olym-

pics?” Answer: “My concern in this matter was not to champion Taiwan

or to criticize Canada, but to see that the Olympic movement did not yield

a fundamental principle that politics should not interfere in the participa-

tion of athletes in the games. I do not think that Canada, the host country,

was right in denying entry to Taiwanese athletes unless they gave up their

right to compete under the name ‘Republic of China.’” Question: “If you

feel so strongly about the maintenance of principle, why didn’t you call for

the withdrawal of U.S. athletes when Canada refused to withdraw all con-

ditions on Taiwan’s participation?” Answer: “The United States Olympic

Committee, not the president, has the sole authority to order a withdrawal

from the Games. While I felt it was proper for me to express my opinions

in this matter to the USOC, I did not wish to further interject politics into

this issue by exerting any influence on the USOC’s decision. I am pleased

that our athletes are participating and I am thrilled with their outstanding

performance in the first day of competition.”90 These anticipated questions

and responses suggest a course of action Ford would have preferred, but

his chance to carry it out was soon blocked by advisers like Henry Kissin-

ger, who kept a cooler head.

In an Oval Office meeting with his secretary of state and secretary of

defense on the morning of July 13, Ford was eager to discuss the Montreal

Games. He began the meeting by asking “How are we on the Olympics?”

Henry Kissinger, the secretary of state, responded bluntly, “I think you

should stay out of it. If Peking thinks we are trying to force Taiwan in, we

could end up in a confrontation with Peking.” Donald Rumsfeld, who was

Ford’s secretary of defense, commented, “This is a very touchy issue, with

real down-side potential with the American people. We shouldn’t get it

turned into a one-China, two-China problem.” Kissinger added, “That is

why we must stay out of the substance and stick to the position that the

host should not dictate the participation. Our position is that the Olympics

are games, that participation is up to the IOC, and that the host’s role is

solely to provide facilities and it should not stipulate political conditions

for attendance.”91 Kissinger’s argument was powerful enough that Ford
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was forced to agree that the United States should “sit and wait until the

U.S. Olympic Committee meets.” On July 13 the IOC session officially ac-

cepted the Canadian position, and Ford realized that if Taiwan turned

down the IOC decision, “I think the U.S. Olympic Committee will not

withdraw from the Games. It is an outrage, but that’s the way it is.”92

Ford was obviously not happy with the situation and might have pre-

ferred a stronger policy. But Kissinger’s argument that it was more impor-

tant to protect the relationship with Beijing kept Ford from going too far

in criticizing Canada. Like the Canadian government, the White House

had no wish to offend Beijing. But Ford’s frustration was apparent. At a

July 14 morning meeting with Kissinger, Rumsfeld, and other top advisers,

Ford exclaimed, “That Trudeau is being a real bastard.”93

Indeed the relationship between Ford and Trudeau had soured consid-

erably over the issue. Less than one month earlier, when Trudeau had vis-

ited Ford to present Canada’s official congratulations to the United States

on the celebration of its bicentennial, Ford had been friendly and even told

Trudeau that the Montreal Olympics would be a great occasion to bring

many Americans to Canada.94

Once Kissinger had advised Ford not to go too far, the White House

immediately backed off from its earlier statements on the Montreal Games

issue, at least in public. On July 14 Nessen softened the White House

position by explaining that the president really couldn’t order the U.S.

team not to compete; it was not his role. Nessen said it was highly unlikely

that the president would take any action in advising the team and would

simply allow the situation to run its course. At this the media demanded to

know, “Then why is he [Ford] meddling in it” in the first place? Nessen,

defensive, could only answer, “I don’t think he is meddling in it, I think it is

a matter of principle.”95 But in fact we now know that James Cannon of

the White House continued to strategize with the USOC about American

options until July 16—one day before the Games’ opening, and the very

day Taiwan officially withdrew. On July 15, the Canadian government,

under enormous public pressure, agreed that the Taiwanese athletes could

enter the country and compete under their national flag, with their na-

tional anthem and with “Taiwan” written on their placard. But it would
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not agree to any mention of “China” in the Taiwan regalia.96 The White

House immediately announced that President Ford felt this new compro-

mise upheld the principle he had been fighting for.97 And so the saga of

American involvement in the Taiwan dispute quietly ended.

Losers and Winners

The July 15 decision came about after Killanin met with Canadian prime

minister Trudeau and told him the matter was still at an impasse because

Taiwan had refused to accept the IOC decision of July 13. Trudeau, per-

haps as a concession to world opinion, proposed that the IOC’s Rome for-

mula could be followed at the Montreal Games—namely, Taiwan could

use its own flag and anthem but not its official name. The Canadian gov-

ernment described the concession as a demonstration of Canadian good-

will toward athletes and sports, and the IOC accepted the deal.98 But Tai-

wan did not agree and chose to withdraw from the Games on July 16.99

The Canadian government immediately expressed regret that Taiwan

had placed politics above sports. The Canadian government’s shrewd move,

agreeing to follow the Rome formula just one day before the opening of

the Games, had not only provided the Americans with the pretense that the

Olympic principle had been upheld, it had also allowed Canada to portray

Taiwan as the party really politicizing the Games. Taiwan thus lost both

the game of international politics and its shot at the Olympics. But why did

Taiwan choose to withdraw?

Long before its altercation with the Canadian government, the Na-

tionalist government in Taiwan realized it would have to fight a major bat-

tle to retain its China representation for the Montreal Games. To prepare

for this battle, the Taiwan government established a powerful consortium

to deal with international sports issues. Among the members of the group

were cabinet councilor Zhou Shukai, education minister Jiang Yanshi,

foreign minister Shen Changhuan, national Olympic committee president

Shen Jiaming, and IOC member Xu Heng. This group was under the direct

supervision of Premier Jiang Jingguo, the real leader of the government

even then. When Jiang learned of the Canadian government’s policy, he in
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turn insisted that Taiwan should use its own national flag, national an-

them, and national name at the Games. Because neither Canada nor Tai-

wan would back down on the name issue, Taiwan had no choice in the end

but to withdraw.100

Was this the right move for Taiwan? Tang Mingxin, a key member of

Taiwan’s delegation to the Montreal Games, commented that Jiang’s deci-

sion was based on incomplete information and was not wise—it eventually

led to the forced change of Taiwan’s flag and anthem, as well as its official

name in the IOC.101 According to Xu Heng, the Nationalist government

had trouble understanding the challenging and changing situation pre-

sented by Taiwan’s representation issue. By insisting on an inflexible pol-

icy, the Taiwan government had bungled the Montreal Games.102 Both Xu

and Tang seem to suggest that the official policy should have reflected the

changing times. They imply that Taiwan should have taken part in the

Games after the Canadian government’s concession.

The IOC also came out a loser in the China representation dispute.

The IOC paid a huge price for missing the signs of trouble from the Cana-

dian government and for not being prepared when the storm hit. Having

its Taiwan policy effectively decided by the Canadian government was a

terrible embarrassment. On principle, the IOC should have punished Can-

ada for its breach of promise, but it lacked any means to do so. Its only

powerful option would have been to cancel the Games, but with its over-

riding financial interest in the Olympic events, through having sold televi-

sion rights, backing out was not an option.103

Moreover, the IOC knew that sooner or later it had to do something

about the issue of who would represent China. From this perspective, the

lost fight with the Canadian government can be seen as a blessing in dis-

guise. After dawdling over the China issue for a quarter of a century, the

IOC, given the light and heat of public debate and worldwide attention

(courtesy of the Canadian government), had a powerful incentive to re-

solve the problem once and for all. The Canadian government understood

this point well. As Skrabec of External Affairs wrote in 1975, “We believe

that the I.O.C. would publicly deplore any indication that Canada might

bar Taiwan from the 1976 Games but privately welcome it as a heaven-
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sent opportunity to avoid having to take a decision on their own problem

with the PRC and Taiwan.”104 In this scenario, the IOC was not the real

loser at all.

Was the United States, which became deeply involved in the dispute, a

loser or a winner? As discussed earlier, the Ford administration wanted to

take a stand for domestic political reasons. A 1995 book by Trudeau and

his top aide pointed out that the American problem with Canada over the

1976 Montreal Olympics “was much more an American domestic political

imperative than it was a reflection of bilateral differences.”105 Ford was so

eager to engage in the dispute that he overreached and eventually had to

back down, somewhat bruised, out of consideration for the standing U.S.-

China policy.

In truth, the U.S. government might have liked to use the dispute to

teach the Canadians a lesson, since the Trudeau administration had in-

sisted on pursuing an independent foreign policy and had several other se-

rious disagreements with the United States. In preparation for Ford’s meet-

ing on June 15, 1976, with Canadian opposition leader Joe Clark, Brent

Scowcroft prepared talking points for Ford. The memo reminded Ford to

make it clear to Clark that “excessive Canadian nationalism and anti-

American Canadian policies” could be counterproductive, ultimately work-

ing against the best interests of both countries. It also pointed out that

Canada “sees U.S. size and influence as a potential threat to Canadian in-

dependence and sovereignty. In recent months, Ottawa has taken a num-

ber of restrictive measures to preserve and enhance control over Canadian

economic and cultural life.” Scowcroft suggested that Ford indicate Amer-

ican concern that such programs frequently encroached on central U.S. in-

terests. The United States, moreover, had problems with the new Canadian

energy and security policies.106

In the end, the Ford administration was not able to win any points in

its dispute over China. Still, the U.S. government did not really lose any-

thing, at least not then. Its arguments with Canada in 1976 would, how-

ever, come to undermine American policy later, in 1980, when it took a

stand regarding Taiwan’s participation in the Winter Games and led a suc-

cessful boycott of Moscow’s team.

193



The main player in the Montreal Games dispute was of course the Ca-

nadian government. Its sole motive in creating this controversy was the

protection of its one-China policy and its bilateral relations with the PRC.

Since its establishment of diplomatic relations with Beijing, the Trudeau

government had proceeded carefully in its China policy. As early as May

1975, the Canadian government had considered not allowing Taiwan into

Canada for an international sporting event—in that case, to take part in

judo championships.107 In November 1975, the Canadian government de-

nied entry to a Taiwan amateur boxing team competing under the name

“Republic of China.”108 And in June 1976 the Canadian government even

refused to fund its baseball team’s participation in the World Baseball

Championships, stating, “It would be inconsistent with our policy on rela-

tions with Taiwan for the Government to finance the participation of the

team in competitions staged there.”109

Indeed Canadian officials had considered sports to be a tool of in-

ternational politics well before Trudeau became prime minister. In 1949

Lester Pearson, the Canadian secretary for External Affairs, had declared,

“International sport is the means of attaining triumphs over another na-

tion,” and had urged Canada to try to excel in this area.110 When Pierre

Trudeau was elected in 1968, he carried on the same practice, only perhaps

more effectively and forcefully. For instance, he used “hockey diplomacy”

to facilitate Canadian-Russian relations just as the Chinese were using ta-

ble tennis with the Americans.111 Canadians and Russians, both hockey en-

thusiasts, used this common bond to strengthen their relations.112 From

this perspective, it is not surprising that in 1976 the Trudeau government

used the Olympic Games as a forum for working out its China policy.

From the perspective of protecting its bilateral relations with the PRC,

even after all the difficulties that arose from its Taiwan policy, the Cana-

dian government felt it had achieved its goal. After all, as one confidential

External Affairs memo concluded, Beijing seemed “highly pleased” in pri-

vate with the Canadians’ handling of the Taiwan issue.113 It also can be ar-

gued that Beijing was a big winner, even though it was a largely silent

party. It lost nothing and gained quite a lot of ground for its position on

who represented China.
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Still Canada did pay a price for taking on the Taiwan issue. According

to a confidential report written after the Games by a senior External Af-

fairs official, “What has the furor and the outcome of the application of

our China policy gained us? It has certainly focused considerable public

condemnation virtually internationally on the bases that we are ‘renegers,’

‘politicizers’ of sport, and universal bad guys. It has affected our image,

if not our relations with the U.S.A. to an undetermined extent, caused

concern about our uncharacteristic stubbornness (critics would say ‘pig-

headedness’) to policies and principles of our determination, like the

French.”114

According to the Canadian ambassador to the United States, there was

“no doubt that Canada’s image and reputation in the USA are suffering se-

vere damage” as a result of the Olympic controversy. He even argued that

given the importance of the Canadian relationship with the United States,

“we are experiencing a setback of major proportions.” While the United

States and Canada had experienced problems before the Taiwan dispute,

the ambassador pointed out, “The Olympic issue is adding fuel to a num-

ber of fires that were already burning and there is the serious possibility of

a generalized anti-Canada sentiment developing. This is not without impli-

cations for our economic interest.”115 A Canadian scholar concluded in the

1990s that for the first time, Canada “had stood firm in the face of interna-

tional condemnation and in the process had maintained the integrity of its

foreign policy on China. For this action, it paid a heavy price in image,

both at home and abroad.”116

Postscript: The Diplomatic Games Continue

The Canadian government’s stance on Taiwan was soon to be vindicated:

in 1979 the IOC made a new decision on China’s representation and in

1980, the United States refused to let Taiwan participate in the Winter

Olympics, held in Lake Placid, New York.

When the Americans bid to host the 1980 Winter Olympics, President

Ford, in his letter to Killanin on October 15, 1976, promised that the

United States would not bring politics into Olympic Games: “I pledged
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that every team recognized by the International Olympic Committee will

be welcomed at Lake Placid in 1980. I repeat that pledge to you.”117 He re-

peated this message to the American Olympic team when he hosted a

White House reception for them on August 5, 1976, stating pointedly,

“Attempts to use the Olympic Games for international power politics will

ultimately backfire.”118

When the Taiwan delegation arrived in the United States for the Win-

ter Games, however, the American organizing committee, with the support

of the IOC, refused to allow the athletes to participate under the “Repub-

lic of China” name, using arguments almost identical to those made by

the Canadian government four years earlier. (The American government,

which in 1979 had switched to recognizing Beijing as the diplomatic point

of contact for China, now had no qualms about barring Taiwan because of

the name issue.) Taiwan’s team challenged the decision in the U.S. court

system but failed; consequently, they withdrew from the 1980 U.S. Games.

After the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the Carter adminis-

tration did not hesitate to use the Olympics as a political weapon. As

Killanin wrote in his memoir, in early February 1980, Carter sent a presi-

dential counsel, Lloyd Cutler, to visit Killanin in Dublin; his purpose was

not to discuss the issue “but rather to instruct” the IOC in how it should

respond to Washington’s political position on the Moscow Games. Carter’s

message to Killanin: the IOC should either postpone or cancel the 1980

Moscow Games. Killanin rejected the American proposal and complained,

“Here again was the American new world attitude of bringing out the bull-

dozer to save someone from an awful fate, or what America thought was

an awful fate. It was this sense of arrogance, not personally shown by Cut-

ler, but the high-handed nature of the approach of the White House, which

raised my hackles.”119

Killanin was indeed responding to a dramatic shift in tone. As a presi-

dential candidate in 1976, Carter had strongly denounced the Canadian

government’s strategy of mixing politics and sports over the one-China

issue. Four years later, however, President Carter went even further than

the Canadians had by leading a successful—and purely politically moti-

vated—campaign to boycott the 1980 Olympic Games held in Moscow.
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China Awakens
The Post-Mao Era

Citius, Altius, Fortius [faster, higher, stronger].

Olympic motto

With the death of Mao in 1976 the disastrous decade-long Cul-

tural Revolution came to an end. China’s new leader, Deng Xiaoping, was

determined to take the country in a new direction, opening up China to the

world and liberalizing its economic and foreign policies.

As Deng Xiaoping’s initiatives took hold in the early 1980s, the Chi-

nese government decided to amp up its engagements internationally in a

new quest for power and wealth. Sports once again came into play. No

more “friendship first, competition second”—instead, winning in interna-

tional sports became the Chinese obsession. In 1979 China’s National

Sports Commission came out with an “Olympic Model” and instructed

each province to aim its sports programs at the collective goal of winning

at the Olympic Games. In 1980 the commission coined a new slogan:

“Break out of Asia, advance into the world” (chong chu yazhou, zou xiang

shijie), which became the rallying cry for China’s sports initiatives—and

symbolized more broadly China’s newfound self-confidence as an emerg-

ing member of the world economy.1 For China, the days of self-inflicted

isolation under Mao were over; China would march out to meet the world

and demonstrate its prowess even in sports. According to one American
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journalist, “Gone are the days when China would artfully let visiting ath-

letes win contests in order to strengthen international friendship.”2 In the

new China, as Chen Zhili, a state councilor, declared in 2004, “Chinese

victories in international sport competitions reflect the nation’s good im-

age and its rising international status.”3 Sports had once again become a

key tool in Beijing’s all-out campaign for international prestige, status, and

legitimacy.

In Search of Power and Wealth: Chinese Sports in the 1980s

The 1980 Summer Olympic Games in Moscow would have been a won-

derful opportunity for the PRC to reenter the realm of international com-

petition after having rejoined the IOC in 1979. But Beijing had to contain

its excitement until later because it followed the American-led boycott of

Games to protest the Russian invasion of Afghanistan.

The Chinese decision made the IOC extremely unhappy. IOC presi-

dent Lord Killanin wrote to the Chinese Olympic committee complaining,

“Having worked for so long for the recognition of the Chinese Olympic

Committee I must admit from a personal point of view I would have con-

siderable reservations in proceeding with the candidature of a new mem-

ber of the I.O.C. if the Chinese Olympic Committee does not participate in

the [Moscow] Olympic Games.”4 Technically Beijing did return to the

Olympic Games in 1980 by participating in the Lake Placid Winter Olym-

pics, although few paid attention to that fact, and the Chinese perfor-

mance there was not impressive.

The 1984 Olympic Games, however, provided an excellent opportu-

nity for China to enhance its global visibility and national pride. Thanks

to its timing and location, this Olympics could not have been better for

Beijing. After all, it was in Los Angeles in 1932 that the Chinese had first

taken part in the Olympics. Now China would once again, fifty-two years

after its first appearance in the Games, have the opportunity to impress the

world from the same stage. In addition, because Russia and other socialist

countries were boycotting that year, the Chinese had a chance to claim
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more medals, garner more positive coverage, and better enjoy the interest

and hospitality of Americans.

In March of 1982, Deng Xiaoping told the visiting IOC president

Juan Samaranch that although Sino-American relations were not espe-

cially close, China would take part in the 1984 Los Angeles Games unless

the United States treated Taiwan as an independent nation.5 But the road

to Los Angeles was not smooth for Beijing. According to the 1984 Games

Organizing Committee chairman Peter Ueberroth, “Overall our relation-

ship with the PRC was excellent, but there had been a few snags along the

way.”6 One of these snags involved Hu Na, a Chinese tennis player. On

July 20, 1982, she defected by slipping out of her hotel room on the eve of

a key match in the federation cup tennis tournaments in Santa Clara, Cali-

fornia, and applied for political asylum. This incident was so serious for

Beijing that Deng Xiaoping personally spoke about it to the visiting U.S.

secretary of state George Shultz in February 1983. Beijing was concerned

that the incident might “set a dangerous precedent” that could crucially

affect Sino-American relations.7 When in April 1983 the United States

granted Hu Na political asylum despite Deng’s warning, Beijing immedi-

ately canceled all official cultural and athletic exchanges for the rest of

1983, including Chinese participation in pre-Olympic cycling, rowing, and

canoeing events held in Los Angeles.

Although the Hu Na incident caused Olympic organizers grave con-

cern about China’s possible attendance, Beijing never seriously considered

boycotting the Games. The Olympics were quite simply the best stage

China could find for showing off its reinvigorated commitment to interna-

tional sports, and it was the first time that Beijing and Taiwan would take

part together in an international competition after having come to mu-

tually agreeable terms.8 In January 1984 in preparation for the Games,

China sent a seven-person delegation to Los Angeles, led by Chen Xian,

vice president of the Chinese Olympic Committee. In his statement, Chen

Xian claimed that the visit by the Chinese delegation “has been crowned

with success.” He went on to promise that China would send a three-

hundred-person delegation to the Games. He also said, “To further Sino-
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American relations in sports is our common desire. . . . Adhering to the

Olympic ideals, we will participate in the 23rd Olympiad with a view to-

ward strengthening understanding and friendship among the peoples and

athletes of different countries, thus helping to safeguard world peace as

well as lending impetus to the improvement of sports, worldwide.”9 In its

official letter to the Los Angeles Olympic Committee dated May 12, 1984,

the Chinese Olympic Committee wrote in the name of its president, Zhong

Shitong, “I have the honor to inform you that the Chinese Olympic Com-

mittee has decided to send a sports delegation to the 23rd Los Angeles

Olympic Games” and wished the Games “every success.”10 The Americans

gave a big sigh of relief. According to Ueberroth, “The PRC announce-

ment on May 12 gave us our first public victory over the Soviets.”11

The timing could not have been better for China; the Los Angeles

Games had become a major political contest between the two superpow-
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Deng Xiaoping meets with IOC president Juan Antonio Samaranch on

March 30, 1982, in Beijing.
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ers. In retaliation for the U.S. boycott of the 1980 Moscow Games, the

USSR had chosen to boycott the Los Angeles Games (although the Soviets

did not use the word boycott, preferring instead “non-participation”).

When Russia announced its boycott in May, U.S. officials pretended

not to care. Ueberroth declared, “We don’t need them in Los Angeles to

have one of the best Olympic competitions in history,” and Los Angeles

mayor Tom Bradley said, “To hell with them. They are our Games. Let’s

make them work.”12 Contrary to Herbert Hoover’s less-than-enthusiastic

attitude toward the last Los Angeles Games, President Ronald Reagan did

his best to use the Games to score political points against the USSR and

promote America’s image. At the opening ceremony, Reagan wanted to

give a longer speech than the prescribed sixteen words allowed by Olympic

rules. According to U.S. officials, Reagan was anxious to “use the opportu-

nity to welcome people there” and promised that his speech would not be

political, would not mention the Soviet Union, and would not last even ten

minutes.13 But the rule was the rule, and the IOC did not give in. Even-

tually Reagan uttered the following formulaic proclamation (which in-

cluded an extra word—“Olympic”): “I declare open the Olympic games of

Los Angeles celebrating the twenty-third Olympiad of the modern era.”14

With the heavy investment of U.S. political capital in the Games, China

became a major beneficiary of the superpowers’ struggle. China’s partici-

pation gave the American government a powerful propaganda tool and

created a special attraction for the Games. The Olympic organizers were

determined to give China a special welcome. According to the Games’ of-

ficial report, “Everyone was smiling on 14 July when the villages at UCLA,

USC and UC Santa Barbara opened. The first athlete to register at the

UCLA village was Zou Zhenxian, a triple jumper from the People’s Re-

public of China. His presence marked a return to the city where Chinese

participation in the Olympics games had begun 52 years earlier.”15

This seemingly simple description includes many symbolically impor-

tant messages. At major games like this, the ceremonies opening the Olym-

pic village were a very serious business, involving the formal pronounce-

ment of the opening of the Games and a ribbon-cutting event with many

dignitaries. When Chinese athlete Zou Zhenxian was given the honor of
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being the “first athlete to enter the Olympic village representing the official

Olympic Family,” China became the first nation to formally raise its flag at

the UCLA village.16 Wu Zhongyuan, director of the press and publicity

commission of the Chinese Olympic Committee, was enormously pleased

with the Americans’ arrangement and said the ceremony was significant in

marking “the friendship of the American and Chinese people.”17 When

Zou received the symbolic key to the village, many doors were opened at

once for China: the country gained access not simply to the Olympic

Games, but also to new opportunities for impressing the world at large.

There were other nice gestures from the Americans, who went out of

their way to make the Chinese feel comfortable and important. On July

24, 1984, the Los Angeles Olympic Committee organized a news confer-

ence for the Chinese delegation, an arrangement that is offered to only a

few delegations at the Games. In his brief statement, the Chinese represen-

tative mentioned the historical connection, recounting how fifty-two years

earlier China had managed to send only one athlete to Los Angeles, but

this time 353 athletes had come to take part. The press wanted to know

why the Chinese were excited about sports and the Games. The reply from

their spokesman demonstrated the eagerness of the Chinese athletes to

“win glory for the nation.” He openly linked sports competition with na-

tional honor and prestige, and emphasized the importance of winning

medals. When asked whether China would attend the 1988 Seoul Olympic

Games since Beijing and Seoul did not recognize each other diplomatically,

the Chinese representative promised to follow the Olympic Charter and

thus indicated that China would take part.18 The Chinese were also happy

to be honored at a big reception hosted by the City of Los Angeles.19

At the opening ceremony, the Chinese delegation received an espe-

cially warm and enthusiastic welcome. Ueberroth wrote, “When the team

from the People’s Republic of China entered the stadium, the audience

erupted in cheers. The entire crowd of 92,665 stood and applauded. It was

a grand welcome.”20 Although the ideological and political differences be-

tween the United States and China had hardly disappeared overnight, for

the Chinese it was largely a happy moment. The size of their team meant

they were ready and determined to eradicate once and for all the old “sick
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man of East Asia” image and their reputation as a weak nation in sports.21

They were pleased that a Chinese athlete had been honored to be the first

villager, and they felt tremendous pride when the first Olympic gold medal

was won by Chinese shooter Xu Haifeng in the opening event, the men’s

free pistol competition.

With this first gold medal of the Los Angeles Games, and the first gold

ever won by a Chinese, Xu Haifeng became a national hero. People at

home excitedly called his victory “just the beginning for we Chinese who

have suffered so much to prove ourselves to the world.”22 With the Soviet

Union and other strong sports countries out of the picture, the Chinese

won fifteen gold medals and enjoyed a “cuddly reception from the rest of

the world.” Brook Larmer was right when he wrote that “nothing could

have gratified the insecure nation more.”23

The 1984 Olympic Games were indeed just the beginning. China’s suc-

cess as a world-class economic power has been paralleled in the realm

of sports. In the 2004 Athens Olympics, China even competed with the

United States, the sole superpower, for supremacy: the United States took

thirty-five gold medals while China won thirty-two. China’s sports minis-

ter, Yuan Weimin, told U.S. Olympic Committee Chairman Peter Ueberroth

before the Athens Games, “Don’t worry—we will not topple you. But we

are making this effort.”24 It is no secret that China wants to do even better

at the 2008 Games. After all, the Chinese government has long pursued

winning at international games, especially Western sports, as a rite of pas-

sage into the top tier of world powers; it clearly understands the impor-

tance of sports to China’s national fate and national honor.

China’s internationalization through sports has sometimes produced

positive diplomatic results not only for China, but for other countries as

well. China’s interactions with South Korea through sports is a good ex-

ample. Beijing and Seoul did not establish diplomatic relations until the

early 1990s because of the obstacles created by Beijing’s close relations

with North Korea. When the Chinese wanted to improve their ties with

South Korea, sports provided a suitable medium for moving forward, de-

spite the diplomatic obstacles.

Richard Pound, who served as the first vice president of the IOC
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and was intimately aware of the behind-the-scenes negotiations, noticed

Beijing’s friendly gestures to South Korea when South Korea was applying

for and hosting the 1988 Olympic Games. “Regardless of its motivations,

there can be no question that the quiet support of the Chinese was instru-

mental in the success of the Seoul Games. The Olympic conduct of China

cannot be faulted in any way,” Pound wrote. “And it sent the appropriate

diplomatic signals to South Korea that it was ready to discuss a fuller series

of trade and diplomatic ties when the time was ripe.”25 He Zhenliang, one

of China’s top sports officials, put it this way: “I think it became apparent

that the Olympic Movement can bring people together, can be a universal

bridge. Although we in China had no relationship with South Korea, we

felt obliged to contribute to the success of the Olympic Games. Our partic-

ipation in Seoul was an occasion to let our people know better the people

of South Korea, and vice versa.”26

Chinese foreign minister Qian Qichen confirmed the success of this ap-

proach, admitting that bilateral relations between South Korea and China

had been improved through mutual participation in the Seoul Olympic

Games in 1988.27 Interestingly, when Qian attended the 1991 Asia-Pacific

Economic Cooperation (APEC) meetings in South Korea before diplo-

matic relations had been established, a South Korean sports official paid

him a surprise visit near midnight; he told Qian that he had visited China

several times as a sports official and was willing to act as a secret channel

to help establish diplomatic relations between the two countries. He even

confided to Qian that this meeting had been approved by the South Korean

president.28

Like ping-pong diplomacy with the Americans, sports diplomacy with

the South Koreans proved very successful for the Chinese. After the Seoul

Olympics, China and South Korea soon recognized each other diplomati-

cally and their economic relations have since flourished. In fact, by culti-

vating good sports relations with the South Koreans, Beijing was able to

realize its ambition to gain international stature through sports. Goodwill

and help from the South Koreans certainly was a significant behind-the-

scenes story to the successful hosting of the Asian Games by Beijing in

1990, the first major sporting event ever to take place in China.29 Beijing’s
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confidence after its hosting of the Asian Games became the foundation for

its bid for hosting the Olympics.

China’s enthusiasm for winning in sports sometimes went too far: the

Chinese have been known to claim racial superiority. Communist China

is not the only nation to have made such claims. As Ian Buruma has

pointed out, Nazi Germany’s obsession with racial virility “was exported

and taken up by Hindu chauvinists in India, militarists in Japan, national-

ists in China.”30 But the PRC went even further than the Nationalists and

many other countries in using racial virility to disguise what some may call

a sense of racial inferiority. From the time the Chinese began to embrace

the ethos of modern sports in the late nineteenth century, they argued

openly that Asian peoples generally were not suited to compete in games

that demanded sudden and explosive physical power, such as the 100-

meter dash or the hurdles.

In many countries, particularly the United States, this kind of racial

stereotyping touched a raw nerve and was rarely embraced by official ide-

ology. But among the Chinese, as a recent New York Times article has

pointed out, the proposition that congenital shortcomings and genetic dif-

ferences made Asian athletes slower at sprinting than their American, Afri-

can, or European rivals was a widely accepted maxim, if an unproven one.

Even the country’s top Communist party newspaper, the People’s Daily,

openly cited this idea. In a corollary stereotype, it was widely believed that

the Chinese were suited to sports like ping-pong, badminton, and gymnas-

tics that require agility and technique, because the Chinese were deemed

smart and disciplined.31

Recent competitions, then, have been in part about a new generation

of Chinese overcoming stereotypes about their capabilities. As the People’s

Daily explained, “If the Chinese people want to make their mark in the

major Olympic competitions, they have to break through the fatalism

that race determines everything.” Not surprisingly, then, the Chinese ex-

ploded with joy when Liu Xiang, a tall, handsome, and confident young

man from Shanghai, won the 110-meter men’s high hurdles at the 2004

Athens Games; they finally had evidence that the perceived racial handicap

could be overcome. But Liu’s victory could only partially erase the old
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ingrained beliefs. Some high-level Chinese sports officials noted that hur-

dles also require technique, not just raw speed, to win. And Liu himself,

dubbed the “Yellow Bullet” by some commentators, openly talked about

his victory in the Olympic Games as “a kind of miracle.” He told inter-

viewers, “It is unbelievable—a Chinese, an Asian, has won this event,”

adding, “It is a proud moment not only for China, but for Asia and all peo-

ple who share the same yellow skin color.”32 As the New York Times

pointed out, “By becoming the first Chinese man to win a sprinting event

in modern Olympics history, Mr. Liu’s victory has been particularly em-

braced by a younger generation of upwardly mobile, urban Chinese who

themselves are eager to shatter stereotypes.”33
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Can China compete against the best? Chinese athlete Liu Xiang wins the

110-meter hurdles at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens. His victory, the

first ever for China in a sprinting event, thrilled the Chinese, many of

whom believed that he had overcome genetic physical limitations.
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Internationalization, Chinese-style

Chinese participation and even interest in modern sports have been largely

motivated by nationalism. But by importing modern sports from the West

and taking part in world competitions, China has simultaneously used

sports to express its worldview, promote its status in the world, and de-

clare its national identity. When the world focuses on China during the

2008 Beijing Olympics, sports will offer possibly even greater opportuni-

ties for enhancing China’s stature among other nations.

In the twentieth century, the world experienced many wars and politi-

cal divisions. Fascism, capitalism, socialism, nationalism, and Commu-

nism created many divisions among people. Yet sports, especially the Olympic

Games and the World Cup, have continued, by and large, to bring people

together. Even as Communist China isolated itself from the world system

during the Cold War era and with Mao’s radical revolutionary fever, the

country still tried to socialize with the world community through its so-

called friendship games and Games of the Newly Emerging Forces. Since

the 1980s, as China has surged forward economically and politically, and

as the Chinese have gained confidence in themselves, nothing better sym-

bolizes the drive to achieve greater prestige than sports. For the Chinese,

embracing Western sports demonstrates their status and desire to keep

abreast of world culture. Moreover, an appreciation of Western sports is

politically safe.

Basketball perhaps best represents China’s taste for this form of inter-

nationalization. From the beginning, when Canadian James Naismith in-

vented it in 1891 at the YMCA’s international training center in Spring-

field, Massachusetts, basketball was destined to become a global sport. As

one observer has explained, “When YMCA missionaries arrived in the city

of Tianjin in the 1890s carrying ‘The Thirteen Rules of Basketball,’ along

with their Bibles, they believed that salvation would come through God

and hoops, though not necessarily in that order.”34

Although it hardly received salvation through basketball, China does

try to stand out by choosing its tallest basketball players to be flag bearers

at the opening ceremonies of the Olympic Games. Both the Nationalists
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and the Communists used the same trick in the 1948 and 1984 Games, re-

spectively. At the 1988 Seoul Olympic Games, too, Wang Libin was ini-

tially chosen to serve as the flag carrier at the opening ceremony, but he

was replaced by Song Tao, the former center of the Chinese basketball

team, since Wang needed to concentrate on the game the team was going

to play that day.35 Not surprisingly, Yao Ming had that honor in the 2004

Athens Games: at seven feet, six inches, Yao towered over every other ath-

lete, helping China’s entire delegation of 226 officials and 407 athletes

seem taller.

The transformation of Chinese society since the economic reforms of

the late 1970s has finally made it possible for society and the government

to begin working together to push China’s internationalization even fur-

ther through sports. According to a Washington Post article, in the 1990s

Chinese schoolchildren ranked U.S. basketball star Michael Jordan and

Zhou Enlai as the two greatest figures in twentieth-century history, and

vendors in Beijing sold Michael Jordan posters and calendars alongside

those of the late Chairman Mao.36 When the NBA finals were broad-

cast live to China for the first time in 1994, according to one poll, Mi-

chael Jordan became China’s premier pop-culture hero—more lionized

than Mao. In 2006, an influential newspaper Huanqiu shibao (Global

times) in Beijing decided to run a series of articles focusing on fifty foreign-

ers who have had the greatest influence on modern China. The list, selected

with the help of top Chinese scholars, includes not only Jean-Jacques

Rousseau, Charles Darwin, Karl Marx, Lenin, and Richard Nixon—but

also Michael Jordan.37 According to Walter LaFeber, “The story of basket-

ball, especially in the era of Michael Jordan, helps us understand this era

known as ‘the American Century.’”38

The Chinese have wholeheartedly embraced this facet of the American

century without considering whether their obsession with the NBA is com-

patible with nationalism or even national pride. When on May 7, 1999,

the American military bombed the Chinese embassy in Belgrade, many

Chinese urban youths, obviously angry at the United States for this pro-

vocative anti-Chinese action, still called to complain when in June 1999

the China Central Television Station, in protest, canceled its scheduled
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broadcast of NBA games; the callers insisted that sports events “should

have nothing to do with politics.” According to one leader of the student

demonstration in front of the American embassy, “I hate American hege-

mony, and [I] love the NBA games. But they are two different things. NBA

games belong to the world, and everyone has the right to enjoy them.”39 In

this way, sports have clearly brought about a convergence of Chinese and

American popular cultures, when nationalism might well have kept them

apart. Perhaps only sports can play such a subtle role in pushing China for-

ward to continued internationalization.

World sports organizations have been working hard to cash in on Chi-

nese interest. NBA commissioner David Stern, who is actively building the

NBA into a global brand, considers China, with its 1.3 billion potential

consumers of sports, basketball’s “final frontier.”40 According to a recent

statistic, 500 million Chinese were basketball fans, and they bought 400

million NBA “branded” products, from jerseys to basketballs, in 2005.

These numbers, if reliable, put China at the very top of countries with

NBA fans. The NBA also claims that more than one billion viewers

sampled the 290-some games it televised in China during the 2005–2006

season.

Stern declared recently how pleased he is that the Chinese government

has labeled his sport “important for fitness, exercise, and harmony.”41

From the NBA executives’ perspective, the world doesn’t have to take over

the NBA, for the NBA to take over the world.42 These days the official

NBA web site has several language versions, including one in Chinese, and

a significant portion of the NBA’s income comes from international sales of

its merchandise. The league itself is becoming more international; as of the

2005–2006 season, 18 percent of NBA players came from abroad and

more are coming.43 Yao Ming, a star foreign player, joined the Houston

Rockets in 2002 as a first draft choice and has played for the team ever

since. “Yao is a dream for David Stern and the NBA,” says Rockets’ presi-

dent George Postolos. “He takes globalization to a new level.”44

Although Yao was not the first Chinese NBA player and definitely will

not be the last, he can still be described as emblematic of three trends tak-

ing place in China simultaneously: the rise of China as an economic power,
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the expansion of transnational capitalism, and the Chinese obsession with

all things international, especially sports. In this sense, Yao has truly be-

come the “poster child of globalization,” as Brook Larmer observes.45 For

the Chinese, who have suffered from both a sense of inferiority and can-do

bravado, Yao has become an icon of confidence for China; he can compete

against the best in the world and stand taller than any, and has thereby

helped to erase any doubt that Chinese players can succeed on the world

stage.

Many Chinese follow Yao’s games closely and watch his every step in

the United States simply because he is one of them. Yao’s first NBA game

was seen by 287 million households in China, and during his first season,

the NBA broadcast 170 games in China, including thirty featuring Yao’s

team, the Rockets.46 Yao’s regular-season NBA games draw about a mil-

lion viewers in the United States, but they “regularly attract up to 30

million in China, making the Houston Rockets China’s favorite team—

and the world’s most watched. When internet portal Sohu hosted a 90-

minute online chat with Yao in December 2002, nearly 9 million fans

logged on, crashing the system in six of China’s largest cities.”47

Chinese viewers have been happy to see Yao play well. In his rookie

year in 2003, he averaged 13.5 points and 8.2 rebounds per game, a record

that dispelled any doubt about his abilities. With so many well-educated,

high-achieving Chinese in their audience, the NBA games have brought the

Chinese people closer to American culture and allowed them to share their

passion for basketball with the rest of the world. As one New York Times

article noted, “Today, as China wades into the global market economy, as

its children embrace Western culture, as a new urban professional set seeks

self-expression at every turn, what better vehicle than basketball?”48

Yao Ming has also served as an effective ambassador, bringing the

Chinese and American people together. When in his first year he repeatedly

blocked shots by his hulking nemesis Shaquille O’Neal and sealed the out-

come of one game with a dunk, the same Times article proclaimed that

“he’d done more than win a game. . . . Around the world, he’d smashed

the stereotype of the small, submissive Chinese.”49 A Time magazine arti-

cle explained the Yao Ming phenomenon well:
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There are 1.3 billion of them, but Westerners don’t really know much

about the citizens of the Middle Kingdom. For decades, China has existed

in the international eye as either a megalomaniacal dictator (Chairman

Mao) or a teeming mass of low-paid factory workers (everybody else).

Maybe there’s a hyperkinetic kung fu star or a nerdy computer whiz to

round out the stereotype. But mostly, the Chinese have lived in West-

ern minds as inscrutable, unknowable, [and] incalculable. Now comes

Yao Ming—and all the ill-conceived clichés about those strange Chi-

nese have been shattered like a glass backboard after a monstrous slam

dunk. . . . Yao has single-handedly transformed his countrymen from

nameless, faceless millions into mighty men who can jam with the very

best. For Americans, Yao’s affable demeanor and witty repartee are a wel-

come antidote to the antics of the NBA’s bad boys. And for the Chinese,

who are chronically obsessed with their overseas reputation, Yao’s matu-

ration from a meek athletic machine to a charismatic basketball personal-

ity is nothing less than proof that China finally measures up.50

These ideas from the American mainstream media might have exaggerated

the role that Yao has played in affecting American perceptions of China,

but clearly the obsession in China with the NBA and the Olympic Games

are part of a larger trend. Yao Ming was the first high-profile, nonpolitical

Chinese personality to come under the scrutiny of the Western media, and

“basketball is his main mechanism for expression.”51 Yao represents both

China’s internationalization and the world’s biggest multinationals: Pepsi,

Reebok, Visa, and McDonald’s all jumped at the opportunity to use Yao to

gain access to the Chinese market. Yao has become so much a face of

China that when President Hu Jintao visited the United States in April

2006, Yao was invited to attend the White House luncheon held in Hu’s

honor.

The Chinese are also obsessed with soccer, the “beautiful game” that

has captivated billions of world fans. Here again China is participating in a

global trend, joining in with most countries of the world in their devotion

to the sport. The world may have changed enormously over the twentieth

century, but people’s obsession with soccer is still going strong. The final

match of the 1986 World Cup drew a worldwide audience of 652 million,
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and the 2006 World Cup finals were viewed by an estimated three billion

people worldwide. Roger Cohen of the International Herald Tribune has

written that soccer “is as much the world’s language as English and as

close to the universal idiom of the planet’s dreams as anything. Soccer is

the 90-minute passion play of the everyman.”52 Franklin Foer recently

asked, “What could be more global than soccer? The world’s leading pro-

fessional players and owners pay no mind to national borders, with major

teams banking revenues in every currency available on the foreign ex-

change and billions of fans cheering for their champions in too many lan-

guages to count.” Some people take soccer so seriously they go to wild ex-

tremes. During the 2002 World Cup held in Japan and South Korea, some

Japanese professional women trimmed their pubic hair to express their ob-

session with the English player David Beckham. And a few years ago, a

Swedish parliamentarian named Lars Gustafson nominated the game for a

Nobel Peace Prize, unleashing a fury of ridicule.53

For many people in the world, soccer is a way of life.54 As Bill Shankly,

the acclaimed manager of the English club Liverpool, once said, “Some

people believe football is a matter of life and death. I can assure you it’s

much, much more important than that.”55 According to the recent findings

of three economists, people worldwide take soccer so seriously that “a loss

in a significant international match can lead to a loss in a country’s stock

market the next day.”56

The World Cup is perhaps the most successful forum by which to

bring the world together and create a better and more exciting world or-

der. In the World Cup, which Henry Kissinger has called a “world of

wonder,” everyone, rich or poor, from a strong country or from a small

one, has an opportunity to achieve their potential.57 More importantly, no

country or regime, regardless of its wealth or power, can really manipulate

a victory of championships given the nature of soccer games. In this sense,

the beautiful game can do more to create a harmonious world than politi-

cal forums or organizations. This is why even the United Nations uses the

World Cup to convey its messages and ideals.

Like their counterparts in the rest of the world, many Chinese have

caught World Cup fever, although China’s men’s teams have so far only
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managed to enter the finals once in 2002 (and only then because the pow-

erhouses South Korea and Japan, which acted as co-hosts in 2002, allowed

China an easier entry). In the only Chinese men’s appearance in the World

Cup, the team did not manage to score and so had to drop out in the group

stage.

Given their sheer numbers, the Chinese could have an extraordinary

influence on soccer. In 2006 the entire population of the thirty-two nations

entered in the World Cup was about 1.5 billion, while that of China was

1.34 billion.58 And even when their men haven’t made the World Cup

finals, Chinese fans have been no less crazy or excited than fans whose

teams were participating. Indeed, since the 1980s when China opened up

to the world, Chinese fans have become ever more obsessed with the

World Cup finals. More than five hundred Chinese journalists went to

Germany to cover the 2006 World Cup, and Chinese TV stations devoted

prime-time airtime to cover games live. The audience of the CCTV sports

channel increased fiftyfold during the 2006 World Cup. More than 700

million Chinese viewers watched the games over the course of the tourna-

ment, staying up all hours to watch the games played live in Germany.59

If the Chinese appreciation of basketball and soccer reflects a genuine

love of these games and points to the level of China’s current international-

ization, other forays into Western sports seem possibly less well consid-

ered. The European-style Formula 1 race track built in Shanghai in 2004 is

one example. The 5.45-kilometer track cost between $240 and $320 mil-

lion to build and was designed by the German Herman Tilke, known for

his F1 circuits elsewhere in the world. Also in 2004, Shanghai staged a

Spanish bullfight, the first ever held there, in a stadium converted into a

bullfighting arena.

Even some of the stadiums and structures created to further China’s

dreams of international sports success seem possibly disconnected from

the Chinese public. To prepare for the 2008 Beijing Olympics, for instance,

the city government hired world-famous architects like Ram Koolhass to

design stadiums that show off a level of international sophistication. The

famous “bird-nest” stadium is one of these.

To become a sports power, China has used its recent openness to draw
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coaching talent from around the world. Although as early as 1964 Premier

Zhou Enlai invited the Japanese women’s volleyball head coach, Damatsu

Hirofumi, to Beijing to train Chinese players, very few Western coaches

worked in China until the 1980s, when China determined to transform it-

self with the help of expertise from abroad.60 Today many foreigners work

in China as coaches or other leaders. The women’s hockey team has been

coached by Korean Kim Chang Buck since 1999; Germans and Canadians

have coached rowing and canoeing teams; American Del Harris and then

Lithuanian Jonas Kazlauskas took the helm of Chinese men’s basketball;

and Australian Tom Maher was chosen to coach women’s basketball.61 As

Beijing prepares for the 2008 Games, more and more foreigners will be

hired to help the Chinese compete successfully, a trend the China Sports

Journal has dubbed the new “foreign affairs moment” (yangwu yundong).62

Internationalization has also become a two-way street, with many

Chinese going abroad to play or coach. Besides Yao Ming, many other

Chinese have played important roles in this so-called reverse international-

ization. For example, the former Chinese volleyball player Lang Ping is

head coach of U.S. women’s volleyball team, while her teammate Jiang

Ying has become head coach of the Australian women’s team. Many Chi-

nese Ping-Pong players, too, work as coaches or players abroad.

In fact, people may be amazed by the speed with which products made

in China have been reaching foreign markets, but few have really noted

China’s new type of export: expertise in sports. And unlike the usual man-

ufactured goods, which often create trade friction, this new product prom-

ises to help China and the rest of the world live more harmoniously. It

will be fascinating to see how this kind of internationalization will affect

China’s future national identity and what role it will play in further global

developments.

Sports and the Rise of Nationalism

It is true that China has recently been asserting itself internationally in dra-

matic ways. But it is also true that sports still serve the Chinese cause of na-

tionalism just as they have for a hundred years. Even for Chinese people
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who are not sports fans, the raising of the Chinese national flag and play-

ing of the national anthem at international sports-award events like the

Olympics is often a stirring moment. After all, the national anthem, “Yi

yong jun jin xing qu,” originally written for the Chinese military during

the anti-Japanese war, is an expression of strident nationalism (as this

rough translation demonstrates):

Rise up, you people who do not want to be slaves! Let’s use our blood and

flesh to build up our new great wall. The Chinese nation has reached the

most dangerous moment. Everyone is forced to utter their last roar. Rise

up, rise up! Let’s unite with one heart, facing the enemy’s fire, and march

on! Facing the enemy’s gunfire, march on, march on, march on!

Since the 1980s the idea that winning is everything has entered the

mindset of many Chinese, and the government has mobilized the nation’s

resources to achieve victories through administrative, legal, and political

means. In 1995 the PRC passed its first sports-related law, Zhong hua

renmin gongheguo tiyu fa (sports law of the PRC), which was clearly moti-

vated by the nation’s cry for more sports victories.63 This law openly de-

clares that sports activities should be under the direct control of the state

council and serve the interests of national economic and social develop-

ment and defense. It also insists that athletes should receive instructions on

issues of patriotism, collectivism, and socialism.64

The Olympic Games and many other international sports competi-

tions initially emphasized amateurism, and the most important princi-

ple was to take part, not to win. But since the creation of the People’s Re-

public, China, like most other countries, has to a great extent violated this

rule by emphasizing the winning of gold medals and by training athletes

from the time they are children. The state takes care of all of the athletes’

personal needs in order to make sure they will succeed in international

competition. Sports thus becomes these athletes’ vocation and their main

goal becomes winning. In early 1979, even before Beijing officially re-

turned to the Olympic movement, the National Sports Commission articu-

lated an “important but pressing political task”: China should focus on

taking part in the 1980 Moscow Olympic Games and aim to be ranked
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among the top ten teams in the Games by winning about five gold medals

(and fifteen medals overall).65

These same goals were restated in the National Sports Commission’s

report in early 1980. The 1980 report even suggested that China should

aim to be among the top six teams in the 1984 Olympic Games to “win

glory for the nation” (wei guo zheng guang). To become a world sports

power, a good strategy was key; the report suggested that China’s sports

policy should focus on important Olympic events.66 Deng Xiaoping be-

came personally involved in enacting this policy. In 1981 his office even

called Li Menghua, the head of the sports commission, to ask why the na-

tional men’s volleyball team was not eating enough high-quality food.67

The Chinese have called the winning of gold medals in the 1984 Los

Angeles Games a “historic breakthrough,” “a new page in China’s in-

volvement in the Olympic moment,” “an encouraging great jump in the

Chinese nation’s revival,” “a new chapter in China’s emergence as a great

sports power,” and a “milestone.”68 With the gold medal in shooting,

China had its first Olympic champion and the “label of the ‘sick man of

East Asia’ was once and for all thrown away into the Pacific Ocean.”69

Deng Xiaoping was deeply impressed by the 1984 Los Angeles Games and

told other Chinese leaders, “Now it looks like the impact and influence of

sports are so great that they reflect a country’s economy and civilization.

They attract and inspire so many people. We need to improve our sports.”

Deng’s instruction immediately became official policy.70

For the Chinese government, China’s status and relative strength among

nations became measured by the number of gold medals won at the Olym-

pics. Consequently, all sports in China seemed to focus on winning the

gold. In the name of winning, a principle of “quan guo yi pan qi” and “guo

nei lian bing, yi zhi dui wai” has been established firmly. “Quan guo yi pan

qi” means that individual provinces should concentrate on the sports in

which they have a chance to win internationally. It also indicates that every

athlete and every province should follow the overall plan of the central

sports commission with a single purpose: to help the nation win a gold

medal in an international arena. The principle of “guo nei lian bing, yi zhi
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A big jump from “sick man of East Asia” to a sports powerhouse:

Chinese long jumper Guo Chunfang at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games.
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dui wai” suggests that competitions among Chinese teams should focus on

the improvement of skills because the main objective is to win interna-

tional championships. Under the guidance of these principles and in the

name of winning national honor, results for games among Chinese players

sometimes were decided even before they began.71

This unhealthy obsession with medals has been so intense that even

some Chinese have complained that China needs to rethink its sports strat-

egy. As early as the late 1980s, writers such as Zhao Yu questioned whether

it was wise for China to link gold medals in sports to its qiang guo meng,

or dream of becoming a superpower.72 Zhao attacked the very premise be-

hind the Chinese national sports policy by questioning whose interests the

nation’s sports strategy served. His pointed inquiry was especially relevant

given that the emphasis on winning gold medals had been accompanied by

a deterioration in the overall physical condition of the Chinese people.73

Zhao asked the Chinese public to reconsider the meaning and usefulness of

sports.74 The Chinese sport authorities were extremely angry with Zhao

for his criticisms, and Li Menghua, the head of the National Sports Com-

mission, criticized the articles as politically detrimental.75 Even so, another

Chinese writer in the late 1980s observed that the policy of the day “sacri-

ficed the whole nation’s physical well-being for our Olympic strategy,”

since crucial resources were being used for winning medals instead of for

mass physical education.76

Ironically, even elite athletes have paid a price for this strategy. In the

late 1970s and 1980s in particular, these competitors did not have per-

sonal lives, a good education, or even healthy personalities. To make sure

they concentrated on their sport, athletes were not allowed to fall in love

or marry young (men were permitted to marry only after age twenty-eight

and women after age twenty-six).77 Their whole goal from childhood on

was to win in major sports competitions.

If an athlete failed to win a medal, he or she sometimes suffered seri-

ous harassment from the Chinese public. For instance, when Zhu Jianhua,

a high jumper and a favorite, was defeated at the 1984 Los Angeles Olym-

pics, the windows of his house in Shanghai were broken and his family

members were abused.78 In 1994, after former Chinese Ping-Pong player
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He Zhili, who had resigned from the China national team and later mar-

ried a Japanese man, went on to represent Japan and defeat her former

teammates to win a gold medal at the Twelfth Asian Games, many Chinese

called her a traitor.79 When the Chinese women’s volleyball team lost in the

1988 Olympic Games, too, they were criticized so harshly that one of their

star players, Yang Xilan, was completely heartbroken.80 The same devas-

tating criticism was inflicted on many others as well. As writers of the in-

fluential CCTV series Heshang observed then, China is a nation that can-

not afford to lose anymore, even in sports. For these critics, athletes were

to shoulder the burdens of the nation.81

For Zhao Yu and others, however, China could never really become

a sports powerhouse without nurturing complete and robust individual

rights and inculcating a healthy personality in its people.82 By the late

1980s, then, some Chinese writers had declared that, in keeping with the

true Olympic spirit, it was time for the Chinese to be strong enough to tol-

erate occasional losses in sports.83

Some Chinese have also expressed dismay at the financial cost of the

gold medal strategy. Li Liyan, a researcher at the China National Sports

Commission, recently concluded that for 1988 the annual budget for the

sports commission was one billion yuan, or four billion over four years.

For this huge investment, China had won five gold medals at the 1988

Seoul Olympics. Thus each medal had cost the country 800 million yuan.

In 1992 China won sixteen gold medals at the Olympics but the National

Sports Commission’s annual budget had by then increased to three billion

per year; in other words, China had spent 750 million yuan for each gold

medal. In 2004 the sports budget increased to five billion yuan per year, a

figure that does not include the financial bonuses awarded to winners. For

medals won at the 2000 Sydney Games, the central government awarded

150,000 yuan for a gold medal, 80,000 for a silver, and 50,000 for bronze.

Four years later, the amounts increased to 200,000, 120,000, and 80,000,

respectively. Apparently, officials were unfazed by Li Liyan’s analysis. Ac-

cording to one, China would chase the gold no matter the cost. The same

official even claimed that a sport not focused on winning gold medals is a

failed sport.84
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Even given the robust link between sports and nationalism, Chinese

responses to sports events sometimes have reached bizarre and even hys-

terical levels. When the news reached China that the Chinese men’s soccer

team had prevailed over the Japanese in 1987, fans were so excited that

they marched out in groups and sang an old anti-Japanese song, “The

[Chinese] big swords are aiming at [Japanese] heads . . .” For these fans,

the Chinese soccer victory made them feel as if their country had defeated

Japan and won the war.85

Another incident was even more bound up with nationalistic feelings.

On the evening of May 19, 1985, a men’s soccer match between Hong

Kong and China took place in Beijing. If China were to win, it might have

a chance to participate in the Mexico World Cup competition. Before the

game, China’s was considered the stronger team. In fact, the Chinese team

had won second place in the Asia Cup of 1984 and had even defeated
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Can you see my gold medal? Chinese badminton player Yang Zhang

(far left) wins gold at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens, while Chinese

athlete Huang Gao (second from left) takes home the silver medal.
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Argentina in the India Cup of January 1984 (although some of the best

Argentine players such as Maradona had not played). The Chinese, includ-

ing the players, sport officials, and regular fans, all thought that the Chi-

nese team would have no problem defeating Hong Kong. In its front-page

article, the influential Zuqiu bao (Soccer journal) published in Beijing on

May 14, 1985, predicted that China’s team would defeat Hong Kong

handily.

The day of May 19, 1985, proved to be a momentous one in Chinese

sports history, and what happened after that game intensified to an ex-

treme level both Chinese feelings of national inferiority and Chinese na-

tionalism. Nearly eighty thousand fans went to the Workers’ Stadium to

watch the game, which kicked off at 7:30 pm. Eighteen minutes into the

first half, Hong Kong scored first on a free kick. China tied the game with a

score in the thirty-first minute. Fifteen minutes into the second half, the de-

cisive moment arrived when Hong Kong scored again with another free

kick. At this point the Chinese team came apart. They tried hard to re-

group but were not able to score another goal. When the game was over at

9:30 pm, there was dead silence among the thousands of fans. No one had

imagined that the weak Hong Kong team could defeat China.

As the Hong Kong players celebrated, the Chinese fans came to the re-

alization that a British colony’s team had defeated China’s national team

and humiliated the nation. Many remembered China’s suffering at the

hands of Great Britain and exploded. They threw glass bottles and broke

chairs inside the stadium; burned cars and buses, including cars from for-

eign embassies; and damaged buildings. More than two thousand Beijing

police were dispatched and at least 127 people were arrested that night.

The Chinese soccer players had to be rescued by the police. And even after

the players had safely returned to their residence compound, many fans

surrounded their building, singing and shouting. The song they sang, with

tears in their eyes, was the “International”: “Rise up, you slaves who suf-

fer from want of food and clothing. Rise up, you suffering folk of the

world. Our blood has reached boiling level.”

To quell the anger of the fans and of “the whole nation,” the China

national soccer team issued a public apology for the defeat on May 24, an
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apology that was published on the front page of the soccer journal that

very day. On May 21, 1985, the People’s Daily called the riot a dangerous

unlawful event. Players did not dare to leave their compound for three

days, and on May 31, head coach Zeng Xuelin was forced to resign.86

This was perhaps the first serious riot in PRC history, with the excep-

tion of unrest during the Cultural Revolution (which had been sponsored

largely by Mao himself). China’s National Sports Commission called the

incident the “most serious” since the founding of the People’s Republic of

China and criticized it as “damaging to China’s national dignity.”87 But

that episode would not be the last. One week later, on May 26, soccer fans

again rioted in China’s northeastern city Shenyang after the Liaoning pro-

vincial team was defeated by the visiting Hong Kong team.

Of course, soccer fan riots were occurring everywhere, especially in

England. In the same month, on May 29, 1985, more than thirty people

died and hundreds were wounded in Belgium when English fans started a

riot. But the Chinese riot on May 19 was different. This was the first time

in the PRC’s history that a sports event had triggered a large-scale distur-

bance. The riot’s clearly political tone went beyond the match itself. The

Chinese people wanted a victory, but they had been handed defeat by a Eu-

ropean colony’s team. They wanted to go to the World Cup, but their

march toward that goal had been stopped by a supposedly weak Hong

Kong squad. What should have been an easy win ended up a humiliating

loss. The players, treated as national heroes two hours before the match,

had become national traitors. They seemed to be part of, or even responsi-

ble for, the nation’s past humiliations.

If the fan riot in 1985 caused concern among Chinese officials, Chinese

behavior in a match between Japan and China in the 2004 Asia Cup soc-

cer championship became international news and a diplomatic fiasco for

the two countries. During the Asia Cup game, Chinese fans sang an old

anti-Japanese song and yelled, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” and “little Japan, petty Ja-

pan” at television cameras.88 When the Japanese soccer team defeated

China and won the Asia Cup championship, Chinese fans exploded even

though the Japanese team was generally considered stronger. They rioted
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after the game, burning Japanese flags and spitting at Japanese fans. These

Chinese responses to the Japanese victory alarmed both the Chinese and

the Japanese governments and stirred debate in both countries about sports

and nationalism. The whole world watched with shocked fascination,

wondering about the rise of Chinese nationalism. But if they had been at

all familiar with the history of modern sports and its link to Chinese na-

tional sentiment, there would have been little surprise. In fact, the 2004

riots against the Japanese had its precursors. In the summer of 1987, when

the Chinese men’s soccer team defeated the Japanese in a qualifying match

to enter the Seoul Olympics, Chinese fans became so excited that they

marched out in groups and sang the by now familiar anti-Japanese song:

“The [Chinese] big swords are aiming at [Japanese] heads. . . .”

The fan uprisings did have some positive effects. Concern about the

riot in 1985 eventually helped China initiate sports reforms, starting with

soccer. Moreover, Hong Kong, long blamed for China’s loss in 1985, was

now considered a model for improving the quality of Chinese men’s soccer.

As the diehard Chinese soccer fans after the 2006 World Cup debated why

a nation of 1.3 billion people could not produce an eleven-member men’s

soccer team to play in the World Cup, some concluded that to make China

a strong soccer nation, it should operate by the rule of law.

It does seem clear that without a transparent, lawful system, Chinese

soccer teams will forever suffer from the effects of corruption, bad referee-

ing, and game fixing. Organizing its associations or clubs in Hong Kong,

beyond the control of the corrupt and incompetent Chinese sports authori-

ties, has been proposed as one solution to the problem. But how the “one

country—two systems” arrangement will affect sports in China remains to

be seen.89

If the goal is to make China a sports powerhouse, however, especially

in men’s soccer, the Chinese culture and political system have to be ad-

dressed. Teamwork and following orders, trademarks of the Chinese social

system, may not be sufficient to develop great sports teams in general,

and in particular, a soccer team that can compete internationally.90 As the

Chinese come to realize this incongruity, their obsession with winning at
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sports may become an impetus, however indirect, for political reform. If

that is the case, sports may become much more than games or a locus of

national pride; they may be an agent for social and political change.

How will China balance its longstanding passion for winning at all

costs with its desire to host the 2008 Olympic Games with grace and con-

fidence? The answer is unclear, but the stakes couldn’t be higher: the Games

offer an unprecedented opportunity for China to project an image of its

social and political culture to a world audience, and thereby to enhance its

standing among the international community.
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Beijing 2008

Winning isn’t everything; it’s the only thing.

Vincent Lombardi

On August 8, 2008, at 8:00 pm, the opening ceremony of the

Beijing Olympic Games will begin. For the Chinese, eight is a very lucky

number. By starting on the eighth hour of the eighth day of the eighth year,

the Communist regime clearly means to convey its high hopes that the

Olympics will bring good fortune to China. But the Beijing Olympics is in

fact a moment of crisis, in the Chinese sense of the word—a moment of

mixed danger and opportunity. Will the Beijing Games end up like the

1936 Berlin Games, which strengthened a terrible regime, or the 1988

Seoul Games, which initiated democratic reform in South Korea and

helped transform it into a dynamic democracy? Might Taiwan declare in-

dependence before or during the Olympics, a time when Beijing may not

want to risk the Games by obvious countermeasures? The stakes are high

for China: the 2008 Olympic Games offer a tremendous opportunity for

Beijing to effectively communicate with the world about its vision of the

future and the very course of its internationalization. The Chinese have

waited for this moment for a century; if the Games are not a success, it will

be difficult for China in general, and the Communist party in particular, to

recover.
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To understand the meaning, implication, and importance of the Beijing

Olympic Games for China and the world, we must take a comparative and

historical view. How has hosting the Olympics affected other countries

throughout history, and what factors have guided China to this point in its

own historical narrative?

Three Case Studies: Germany, Mexico, and South Korea

The Olympic Games have played a crucial role in shaping modern world

history, influencing many aspiring nations’ foreign policies and articula-

tions of national identity. To illuminate the closest scenarios to Beijing’s, I

will focus on three countries that were in transition politically when they

hosted the Summer Olympic Games: Germany, Mexico, and South Korea.

Berlin was chosen to host the 1936 Games in 1931, long before Hitler

and the Nazi regime came to power. But Hitler ably exploited the opportu-

nity provided by the Olympics to demonstrate the rise of Nazi Germany

and legitimize his political system and policies.1 Even though “sports were

quite alien to Hitler’s inner self,” he managed to turn the 1936 Berlin

Olympic Games into an aggressive instrument of German propaganda.2

Indeed, during the Berlin Games, an editorial in the International Herald

Tribune wondered whether the great festival “really belongs to the realm

of sport or of diplomatic history.”3

Although scholars have been debating the meaning of the Berlin

Games since it took place, Willi Daume’s interpretation, offered more than

forty years ago, remains the most insightful. In 1962 Daume, a top sports

official in Germany, delivered a “damning verdict” on the 1936 Berlin

Games to foreign minister Gerhard Schröder. His goal in doing so was to

persuade Schröder to support the idea of a Berlin Olympics in 1968 and 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.”4

There were limits to Hitler’s ability to make the Olympics a propa-

ganda tool. Despite Hitler’s skillful staging of the Games, he was forced
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into key compromises. According to a widespread and possibly true ac-

count, IOC president Count Henri Baillet-Latour of Belgium told Hitler

before the 1936 Games that he, Hitler, had nothing whatever to say about

the conduct of the Games and he was not allowed to display anti-

Semitic signs. “You are a spectator,” the count told the dictator. “When

the five-circled flag is raised over the stadium, it becomes sacred Olympian

territory. For all practical purposes, the games are held in ancient Olym-

pia. There we are the masters.” Hitler, according to the account, “acqui-

esced.”5

Hitler was also instructed to follow the rules and traditions of the IOC

when he opened the Games. Baillet-Latour told Hitler that his duty as host

was to utter a single sentence, which Baillet-Latour had typed for him: “I

declare the games of the Eleventh Olympiad of the modern era to be

open.” Hitler’s response was, according to the story, “Count, I’ll take the

trouble to learn it by heart.”6 Avery Brundage later boasted that the IOC

“was the only organization, not barring the League of Nations, which laid

down the law to the Nazis before World War II and made it stick.”7

The lessons of the 1936 Olympic Games are useful for Beijing.8 Un-

like Nazi Germany, which inherited the Games from the previous regime,

Beijing applied for and won the honor to host the Olympic Games on its

own account and therefore might feel more justified to use the Games to le-

gitimize the Communist regime and its political system. Both the Nazi

and the PRC regimes considered themselves masters of propaganda. But

Beijing should perhaps think twice if this is its intention. If Hitler had to

give in to external pressure exerted in the name of the Olympian move-

ment, Beijing is in an even weaker position. When the Games begin, the

world will focus on China. Media, tourists, and politicians will pay careful

attention to the government’s behavior. The PRC, which has been obsessed

with internationalizing its economy and international acceptance, must

make sure its propaganda machine will not overdo its spin. Will the Games

strengthen the Chinese party-state as the Berlin Games invigorated the Hit-

ler government? The answer to this question is subtle, involving both party

and nation. The Communist party’s possible success—measured by its

ability to adhere to international standards and hold a splendid Olym-
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pics—may in fact sow the seeds of its destruction, not strengthen it. But for

the Chinese nation, such a success could stimulate renewal.

Now let’s turn to the Mexico City Games. Until 1968 the Olympics

had never been hosted by a developing country. Like the hosts of all Olym-

pic Games, Mexico wanted to use the Games to present itself in very posi-

tive ways. Pedro Ramírez Vázquez, president of the Mexico Olympic Or-

ganizing Committee, once told an interviewer that what the committee

wanted most from the Games was for the world audience to remember

Mexico.9

But there were certain events and images the organizing committee

simply could not control. For example, as many as five hundred Mexican

students were massacred just ten days before the opening of the Games, an

incident that made headlines and caused great concern during the Olym-

pics.

Even without this violence, the Mexico City Games presented con-

fused, often contradictory, representations of Mexico to the world, due to

the complexity of its emerging social, economic, and political systems. As

Claire and Keith Brewster have argued, major differences emerged be-

tween the Mexican elite’s vision for their country’s place in the world and

that of the vast majority of the Mexican people.10

This dissonance had deep historical roots. Mexico had endured re-

peated national identity crises and had been unable to develop a truly rep-

resentative national image. The country and its people were never sure

about themselves and they suffered from a sense of inferiority and a lack of

self-respect, all of which made it difficult for Olympic organizers to present

a consistent, positive image of Mexico to the world. For Claire and Keith

Brewster, “The interplay between Mexico’s lack of self-assuredness and

tension between the different Mexicos that comprised the nation contin-

ued into the planning of the 1968 Games.”11 The rest of the world, too,

seemed to be concerned about Mexico City’s attitude and the ability of

Mexicans to host a successful Olympics.

Despite international doubts and domestic problems, organizers of the

1968 Games wished to present Mexico as a modern, forward-looking na-

tion with a proud ancient civilization. They had reason to feel encouraged
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about their prospects in the new world order: like the Chinese, Mexicans

were enjoying their own economic miracle years as the city prepared for

the Games.12 To make sure everyone would do his or her share in the col-

lective effort to polish and promote the Mexican image during the Games,

the organizing committee launched a huge media campaign to teach the

people of Mexico City “to establish a sense of national responsibility” and

“to awaken the national hospitality of Mexicans toward foreign athletes

and visitors.” The campaign included a series of messages “given in an of-

ficial paternalistic tone, informing Mexicans of the right and wrong ways

to behave in front of foreigners.” The messages from the officials were very

clear: “Mexicans needed to modify their behavior to create a good impres-

sion, to present Mexico in the best possible light, and to lend dignity to the

Mexican nation.”13

The Beijing Olympic Games and the Mexico City Games, despite the

forty-year gap between them, have a lot in common. In both cases, the

hosts are developing countries that have enjoyed years of astounding eco-

nomic growth. Both suffer from serious national identity crises as well

as self-doubt and a certain inferiority complex. Both are worried about

their citizens’ behavior and have tried to teach their people how to be-

have for an international audience. Mexico envisioned its Games as a cul-

tured, high-minded experience and had grand expectations that the Games

would allow it to project a better image and enhance its status in the

world—hopes that China holds for its upcoming Olympics. Yet in the end

the 1968 Olympic Games did not do very much for Mexico politically. No

major democratic reforms occurred before or after the Games, and Mexico

seemed not to benefit much internationally from its experience as host.

Will Beijing similarly fail to live up to its aspirations regarding the 2008

Games?

The 1988 Summer Games held in South Korea were perhaps the most

controversial and problematic of the three examples. One problem was

diplomatic: South Korea did not have official relations with many socialist

countries when Seoul won its bid to host the Games, and socialist bloc na-

tions threatened a boycott—a threat that seemed very real after the boy-

cotts of the Moscow and Los Angeles Games. But there was also a political
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problem: South Korea was itself politically unstable and undemocratic in

the early 1980s; at that point, the country remained under military dicta-

torship. More importantly, the peninsula, already dangerous, had been

made more so by North Korea’s demand that it co-host the Games. During

1985 and 1986, the IOC president organized many meetings to discuss

possible solutions, but when the impasse proved difficult to overcome, the

IOC executive board allowed North Korea to co-host some of the matches

of events such as table tennis and archery. Even with these concessions,

things did not work out well; there were no fully co-hosted events, and

North Korea eventually boycotted the Games.14

Many influential organizations thought the IOC had made a mistake

in choosing Seoul. The New York Times published several editorials de-

nouncing the choice of Seoul as host. In one published August 26, 1984,

the paper’s editor argued, “Another boycott in 1988, when the Games are

scheduled for South Korea, would surely risk the survival of the modern

Olympics.” The article suggested that the Games take place at a perma-

nent, neutral site. Later, IOC president Juan Antonio Samaranch acknowl-

edged that when the Games were awarded to Seoul in 1981, “many politi-

cal observers and international specialists throughout the world raised

their eyebrows in concern and expressed doubts regarding the decision

taken.”15

Yet despite all the problems and predicted troubles, the 1988 Seoul

Olympic Games were a great success and marked a crucial turning point in

South Korean history. The Games served as a bridge to better relations

with countries with which South Korea had not before enjoyed diplomatic

relations, such as China. (As mentioned earlier, the PRC did not have dip-

lomatic relations with Seoul before the Games, but afterward, the two

countries quickly found common ground and patched up their relation-

ship.)16 For the South Koreans, the 1988 Seoul Games were significant in

several ways. Most basically, the Games were their ticket to international

recognition and membership in the family of nations.17 The official slogan

of the Seoul games was “Seoul to the world, the world to Seoul.”18 In his

official speech to the IOC session on September 13, 1988, Park Seh Jik,

president of the Seoul Olympic Organizing Committee, expressed South
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Koreans’ feeling about the Games: “This fall season is a very, very special

one for all Koreans. It is a time of excitement and renewal, a time of prog-

ress and harmony, and a time of peace and prosperity. . . . As we welcome

our friends from the four corners of this globe to our peninsula we realize

now that we have history in our hands.”19

Park Seh Jik was right. The Games provided an unparalleled chance

to show South Korea to the world and to demonstrate what Koreans

had accomplished since the end of the Korean War. They also offered

“international recognition, acceptance, and membership in the family of

nations.”20 As David Miller explains, by offering the Games to Seoul,

“Samaranch had brought to South Korea the most valuable gift that any-

one can bring to a nation: status. With status comes respect and recogni-

tion. And with the staging of the Olympic Games began an accelerating

trend of the trade and diplomatic relations with the communist world

which had pretended since 1953 that South Korea did not exist.”21

The most important legacy of the Seoul Games was that it helped to

initiate a populist democratic movement in South Korea—a movement

that eventually turned the country into one of the most dynamic democra-

cies in East Asia. As IOC President Samaranch declared, “Apart from be-

ing a tremendous success for the entire Olympic family, one could perhaps

even say that the Olympic Games in Seoul were a major factor behind the

rapid democratization of the Republic of Korea and the development of an

element of international goodwill, cooperation and fraternity, a new hope

for Peace.”22

Which among these Games from the past is likely to hold the most

pertinent lessons for Beijing? The answer is both none and all. From the

Chinese Communist party’s point of view, the legacy of the Berlin Games is

likely the most attractive since Nazi Germany used the Games to promote

the legitimacy of its regime. The Mexico City games, by contrast, did not

advance the cause of Mexico in the world, and so would not be an appeal-

ing example. And the political legacy of the Seoul Games must certainly

seem the least favorable to the Communist regime because the democrati-

zation that followed in South Korea, if replicated in China, would threaten

the very existence of the party.
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What effect will the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games have on China and

on the world? Will it make China more belligerently nationalistic or a

more responsible player in the international system? Will the embrace of

world sport help China become a friendly country or make it more asser-

tive? The Olympic Games will draw the world’s eye to China, and this in-

tense international attention will itself influence China’s political system

and social stability. Even now, as Beijing prepares for the Games, the Chi-

nese are reassessing their self-image while they craft the view of China they

will show the rest of the world. Whether the Games become a “coming-out

party” that brings political legitimacy to the Chinese Communist regime,

spark political reform and a new identity, or even bring down the existing

political order, remains to be seen. What is certain is that the 2008 Beijing

Games will shape both China’s relationships with other countries and its

national development—and that the outlines of this transformation can be

understood from the recent history of China’s association with the IOC

and the Olympic movement.

China’s Lost Bid for the 2000 Olympic Games

As previous chapters have shown, Chinese relations with the IOC and the

Olympic movement have had their share of twists and turns. Between

1947 and 1955, China had three IOC members, an unusual situation for a

nation with a weak sports program since it put China on a par with the

world’s most powerful nations in sports. Moreover, even as China’s society

and political system changed dramatically—from a dynasty system, to the

Nationalist regime, to Communist control—Chinese interest in the Olym-

pic movement remained remarkably consistent. As mentioned earlier, as

early as 1907 when China was under the rule of the Qing dynasty, some

Chinese elites had dreamed of one day hosting the Olympic Games in

China. In 1945 Wang Zhengting proposed that China apply to host the

1952 Games, and along with Zhang Boling and others even discussed with

certain government agencies the possibility of a Chinese bid.23 Dong Shouyi

visited IOC member Kong Xiangxi, who was serving as minister of the

treasury, to discuss this matter in late 1945; Kong promised his support,
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and more importantly, financial backing.24 But even with the advocacy of

powerful individuals, China was in fact not in a position to pull off this

plan, due to the civil war that began immediately after the Japanese surren-

der. Consequently, the official bid never was extended to the IOC.25

In fact, it would be more than half a century before China was able to

host the Olympics. After Mao’s death, once the government had decided to

engage the world and actively pursue internationalization through prag-

matic diplomatic, cultural, and economic policies, Chinese leaders thought

the time was right for China to host the Games; like their predecessors, the

Communist leadership wanted to use the Olympics as a platform from

which to enter the family of nations as an equal and respected member.

The obsession with the Olympics, then as now, was really an obsession

with attaining international prestige, expressing Chinese national pride,

and overcoming historical frustrations.

The most recent impetus to host an Olympic Games in the PRC came

directly from Deng Xiaoping in an interview with Japanese journalist Takeji

Watanabe on February 26, 1979. When Takeji Watanabe asked Deng,

“The 1980 Olympic Games will take place in Moscow. Is China interested

in attending these Games and hosting the Olympic Games in the future?”

Deng’s response, though typically pragmatic, reinvigorated a movement to

host the Games. He replied, “China is preparing to take part in the Mos-

cow Olympic Games. The Olympic Games happen every four years; this

means the Games will take place in 1984 and then 1988. It may not be

possible for China to host one of those. But we may be able to host the

Games” later.26

After Deng Xiaoping’s published expression of interest, starting in

1981, sports authorities in China seriously pursued the possibility of host-

ing the Asian Games as an early step toward hosting the Olympics. In

1983, China officially applied to host the 1990 Asian Games and one year

later, Beijing was awarded the honor. In a press conference held during the

Los Angeles Games in 1984, the Chinese delegation also announced that

China was preparing to apply to host the Games before the end of the cen-

tury; specifically, it was hoping for a shot at the 2000 Games.27

From the mid-1980s, then, top Chinese leaders began preparing in
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earnest to host the Olympics. On February 28, 1991, Premier Li Peng ap-

proved the joint report of the China Sports Commission, the Foreign Min-

istry, the Ministry of the Treasury, and the Beijing municipal government

in support of Beijing’s bid. On December 3, 1992, the deputy mayor of

Beijing, Zhang Baifa, personally delivered the application package to IOC

headquarters in Lausanne, Switzerland. Thus began Beijing’s official quest

to host the Games.

In its proposal, the Beijing bidding committee wrote, “The hosting of

the XXVIIth Olympiad would represent more than a great honor. It would

give China the opportunity to show the world that our dream for the new

millennium is the Olympic dream.”28 A new journal in Beijing, China To-

day, offered its own plea: “As for Beijing 2000—we all know that while

man proposes, heaven disposes. Let’s hope heaven decides in our favor.”29

If the official bid proposal emphasized the Chinese dream, Chen

Xitong, then president of the bidding committee and mayor of Beijing,

stressed Chinese internationalization. He told the IOC, “We in China need

understanding from the rest of the world, and we need a peaceful environ-

ment so that we can develop our production, expand our economy, and

improve the quality of life for our people. This is in perfect harmony with

the Olympic spirit, which calls for building a better and peaceful world.”

Like many others who had bid, Chen tried to establish a link between the

Beijing Games and culture: “Beijing is a famous cultural city . . . more than

three thousand years old. The ancient oriental civilization gives her an en-

chanting charm. I believe that if Beijing has the honor to host the Olympic

Games, it will surely become an unprecedented cultural exchange when

east meets the west, which will give full expression to the Olympic Move-

ment characterized by sports plus culture.”30 In a booklet titled “Beijing

2000: Barcelona Olympics Special,” distributed by the Beijing 2000 com-

mittee in support of its bid, Beijing’s hosting of the Games is termed “a

chance for China, an honor for Beijing.” The slogan of the Beijing 2000

bid was “A more open China awaits the Olympic Games in the year

2000.”31

As part of its effort to win the 2000 bid, the entire city of Beijing un-

derwent a face-lift prior to the IOC inspection team’s visit in the spring of
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1993. Many buildings around the city were freshly painted, and the gov-

ernment even closed factories so black fumes wouldn’t mar the skies. Elec-

tricity was shut off in neighborhoods that the IOC inspection team would

not visit—even traffic lights were cut there—to ensure an adequate supply

at sports facilities. Every taxi in the city was ordered to bear a “Beijing

2000” bumper sticker. Homeless people were shipped out of town.32 And

famously, in September 1993 Wei Jingsheng, a famous political dissident

who fought for democracy, was released from jail early to polish China’s

human rights record.

Beijing was not alone in making such gestures to show the IOC its best

face. Sydney, also a competitor for the 2000 Olympics, did its share of

manipulation, though perhaps with greater subtlety. According to Rod

McGoech, chief executive of the Sydney 2000 Olympic bid, when the IOC

members visited Sydney the bid committee, with the cooperation of the po-

lice and traffic control departments, turned every light green as they ap-

proached an intersection; consequently, there were never any traffic delays

for the IOC. As a matter of fact, McGoech later revealed that whenever

any IOC member visited Sydney, the traffic lights were so adjusted when-

ever he reached an intersection.33

Besides traffic control, IOC members in Sydney received other perks.

Take the opera. Usually if one is late for the opera in Sydney, no entry is al-

lowed until the end of the first act. But when IOC members were in town

and happened to show up late, the performance was not allowed to begin

until they were seated. This special treatment was also extended to IOC

members’ wives. McGoech recalled that when one member’s wife was

caught in the powder room line at intermission, the opera was not allowed

to resume until she had returned to her seat.34

But for all Beijing’s efforts, heaven was not on China’s side and the

world was not ready for China to host the 2000 Games. Western govern-

ments, politicians, and major media outlets strongly opposed Beijing’s bid.

An article in the Los Angeles Times argued that China’s human rights re-

cord should disqualify it. The Daily News of Los Angeles ran a piece that

chided, “Olympics in China is a human wrong, not a human right”; and

the New York Times wrote, “The city in question is Beijing in the year
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2000, but the answer is Berlin 1936. The history of the modern Olympics

is too short and the world is too small to forget murder.” The same article

argued that “denying Beijing [is] in the best interests of humanity.”35

Politicians were eager to join the media protest. Once Beijing’s appli-

cation became public, American politicians openly lobbied against China

hosting the games. U.S. senator Bill Bradley, a former athlete, played an ac-

tive role in the opposition campaign. He wrote for newspaper opinion

pages and to IOC members claiming that the IOC “would undermine the

spirit of the Games if it selected the Chinese capital. The Olympic Games

should not be awarded to a country that tortures and imprisons political

dissidents.”36 The U.S. House of Representatives passed resolutions oppos-

ing Beijing’s bid and urging IOC members to do the same. Sixty sena-

tors, too, signed a letter prepared by Bradley that called on all IOC mem-

bers to reject Beijing as a site for the Olympic Games. The letter claimed

that if Beijing won its bid, the regime would gain “enormous . . . propa-

ganda value” in spite of its terrible human rights abuses. The letter contin-

ued, “The Olympic Games represent the best ideals and aspirations of the

world community. They seek to bestow honor and recognition on those

who have earned it through fair play and a commitment to high ideals.” In

these senators’ view, it was not yet time for a Beijing Olympic Games.37

Officially the Clinton administration seemed to be neutral, but as Sec-

retary of State Warren Christopher acknowledged, “We have provided in-

formation [to the International Olympic Committee] on the human rights

performance of all possible candidates.”38 Indeed, the White House openly

argued that “the administration strongly believes that a country’s human

rights performance should be an important factor in the selection of a site

for the 2000 Olympics.”39

Nongovernmental entities joined the clamor. James D. Ross of the U.S.

Lawyers Committee for Human Rights wrote on behalf of that organiza-

tion to U.S. IOC member Anita DeFrantz on August 19, 1993, expressing

opposition to the PRC bid. He argued that Article 3 of the Olympic Char-

ter stated, “The goal of Olympism” is to promote sport “with a view to en-

couraging the establishment of a peaceful society concerned with the pres-
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ervation of human dignity.” “To hold the Olympic Games in China,” the

letter continued,

is contrary to that spirit and will detract from the high esteem in which

the Olympics are held. . . . The Olympics are first and foremost about

sports. But for the Chinese government, having Beijing chosen as the site

for the 2000 Summer Olympics would be an important political victory.

It would send a message that the world no longer is concerned about the

very serious human rights violations occurring in China. We urge you and

the other delegates to the International Olympic Committee to reject

China’s bid to host the 2000 Summer Games.40

Despite the strong criticism from the West, Beijing did quite well in the

first three rounds of voting. The morning of the vote, September 23, 1993,

Berlin went first and presented its case at 9:00, followed by Sydney at

10:15, then Manchester at 11:30. Beijing made its presentation at 2:30 the

same day, followed by Istanbul at 3:45. At 5:00, the IOC Enquiry Com-

mission (which later came to be called the evaluation commission) re-

ported to the session its final evaluation of the bidding cities, and at 5:45

pm, September 23, 1993, the vote started. For the first two rounds, 89

votes were distributed and 89 received. Whoever received 45 would win.

In round one, Beijing received 32 votes, Berlin 9, Istanbul 7, Manchester

11, and Sydney 30. The city of Istanbul was eliminated. In round two, the

votes were Beijing 37, Berlin 9, Manchester 13, and Sydney 30—which

eliminated Berlin. In rounds three and four, 88 voting slips were distrib-

uted and 88 received. The results of round 3 were Beijing 40, Manchester

11, and Sydney 37, causing Manchester to drop out. From the first three

rounds, Beijing was clearly favored. But in round four, something dramatic

happened. In this final round, the result was Beijing 43, Sydney 45. Sydney

was elected to host the Games of the Twenty-seventh Olympiad in 2000.41

R. Kevan Gosper, a member of the Sydney bid committee and the first

vice president of the IOC, made a speech after Sydney’s victory. In his

speech, “he felt that there were probably people who had voted for Sydney

with Beijing in their hearts.”42 He Zhenliang, the Chinese IOC member,
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followed with his own speech, in which he promised “that China would

continue to play an active role in the Olympic Movement and promote the

Olympic ideal which admitted no discrimination and promoted friendship

between all peoples.” IOC president Juan Antonio Samaranch said “he

was aware that Mr. He might have been feeling sad” after Beijing’s loss

and reminded He Zhenliang that “his country knew the relative value of

time.”43

Samaranch soon found out that a great many Chinese people were un-

happy and upset with the IOC’s decision.44 In fact, many Chinese believed

the United States was against the rise of China and its internationalization

and saw Beijing’s lost bid for the Olympics as part of a Western plot to

contain China. Chinese urban youth and intellectuals especially felt that

the West treated China as a third-rate country and was conspiring to keep

it from taking its rightful place on the world stage.

Some Chinese even linked the loss to a clash of civilizations, an idea

promoted in Harvard professor Samuel P. Huntington’s influential arti-

cle in the journal Foreign Affairs. In his article, Huntington openly ar-

gued that China posed a danger and should be contained.45 Beijing’s loss

seemed to fit with the clash of civilizations notion. After all, although

the Olympics promote an image of internationalization, its controlling

body has been decidedly European. When the current IOC president, Bel-

gium’s Jacques Rogge, reaches the end of his first presidential term in

2009, it “will mark 95 years of European presidential leadership in the

IOC’s 115-year history.” Europe also enjoys a striking concentration of

political power and decision-making authority in the IOC. European coun-

tries hold approximately 45 percent of all IOC seats, and two-thirds of the

committee’s executive board are European.46 This structure did not sit well

with the Chinese in the excruciating aftermath of Beijing’s loss to Sydney.

Beijing’s outrage was exacerbated by the double standards employed,

especially regarding the public outcry against China in the United States.

The inconsistency of the American government was especially obvious in

its handling of the 1980 and 1984 Olympic Games. To protest the Soviet

invasion of Afghanistan, Americans had argued that politics was more im-

portant than a single Olympics and had led the boycott campaign. For the
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1984 Los Angeles Games, the American argument had been reversed, with

the emphasis that politics should have no part in Olympic events. And

when Beijing bid for the 2000 Games, it was politics again.

Americans are not famous for their consistent policies or long memo-

ries and opposing Beijing’s bid not only failed to serve American long-

term national interests, but also offended most Chinese elites. David M.

Lampton, a noted China scholar in the United States, made a fair point

when he wrote,

Beijing has had many motivations for joining international organizations,

among which is global standing. When Beijing is a full partner in the

global community, it frequently has sought to live up to what is expected

of it. . . . Rather than pushing to have the Olympic Games awarded to an-

other nation [in retaliation for Chinese human rights infractions], Wash-

ington should not have opposed Beijing’s bid. Decision makers might

have realized, instead, that China would do all within its power to make

the event a success. By following the path of stigmatization, Washington

lost an opportunity to support positive change and fostered resentment

throughout the broader Chinese populace.47

But Washington’s shortsighted policy was not the only reason for Bei-

jing’s loss in 1993; the corrupt IOC system was responsible as well.48 In

late January of 1999, in the wake of the Salt Lake City bribery scandal,

Sydney Olympic officials were called on to defend their Olympic bidding

practices. Sydney officials acknowledged that they had made offers of

$35,000 apiece to the two African delegates—Charles Mukora of Kenya

and Major General Nyangweso of Uganda—the night before the vote.49

John Coates, president of the Australian Olympic Committee, admitted

that he himself had made the offer.50 Coates also acknowledged that he

had arranged accommodations in a luxury London hotel for the two IOC

members while they were en route to casting their deciding votes. Coates

defended his actions by claiming that Sydney would not have won the

Games solely on the basis of its world-renowned geographic features and

the quality of its facilities.51

According to an authoritative account about the Sydney bid, the bid
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committee even secretly assisted with the immigration to Australia of a

daughter of Romanian IOC member Alexandru Siperco, presumably in ex-

change for a favorable vote.52 Although these offers might differ from Salt

Lake’s “scholarship” scandal, Sydney obviously violated the IOC’s bidding

rules in making them. Even Australia’s own IOC member Kevan Gosper

openly criticized the practice and called it a “very serious revelation . . . I

can’t rule out that some [IOC members] may call for the Games not to pro-

ceed in Sydney.”53 To be fair to Sydney, other bidding cities engaged in the

same sorts of practices. Bob Scott, Manchester’s bid committee chair for

the 1996 and 2000 Games, claimed that he even knew the shoe size of the

second daughter of one particular IOC member.54

Although the IOC later declared it found nothing wrong with the Syd-

ney bid, some of Sydney’s practices clearly went well beyond the IOC

rules. After Sydney had won, Sydney mayor Frank Sartor was reported to

have told the London Times something to the effect that he had felt like a

prostitute going each day to the Hotel Paris, where the members were stay-

ing, to look for votes. The Sydney Morning Herald ran similar comments

on its front page. In response, the IOC’s Samaranch declared, “I’ve never

heard of anything like this. I can understand the mayor of a losing city say-

ing something like this, but for the mayor of the winning city to say some-

thing like this is unbelievable.”55

Clearly, the IOC was not in a position to police itself; bribery had be-

come part of the bidding culture. But after the serious charges of corrup-

tion that emerged from the Salt Lake City and Sydney bidding scandals,

the IOC realized it had to do something dramatic to save itself. In 1999 it

decided to create a special session, an ethics commission, and an IOC re-

form commission to deal with the most serious crisis in its history. In its

108th session, held in Lausanne on March 17–18, 1999, the IOC expelled

six members because of the scandals.56 Not surprisingly the image of IOC

president Samaranch was tarnished, too. Despite a long speech Samaranch

gave describing accomplishments under his watch, in which he asked for

the support of the membership, the session decided to hold a vote of con-

fidence to decide whether he still held a mandate to lead. He survived.

The Sydney bidding committee had used other tactics to ensure a suc-
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cessful bid for the 2000 Olympic Games. Realizing that Beijing presented a

major threat, the Sydney committee, through its chairman McGoech, had

secretly commissioned and funded a London-based public relations firm

led by Tim Bell to badmouth Beijing by finding embarrassing information

on the Chinese human rights record. McGoech met Bell in London in late

1992 and arranged then for Bell to handle the smear campaign in such a

way that it could not be traced back to Australia. The Sydney committee

would send one of its members, Gabrielle Melville, who was already work-

ing to dig up dirt on China, to London to work secretly in the office of Tim

Bell, who was also close to former prime minister Margaret Thatcher. Mel-

ville and Bell then worked out a strategy that included, among other ele-
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ments, helping to fund a London-based human rights group to speak out

on China issues and arranging for publication of a booklet about China

entitled “The So-Called Suitable Candidate,” which would be published

ahead of the decision in Monte Carlo.57 Since the Sydney bidding commit-

tee knew this behavior was illegal, it made sure that the booklet and the

other actions critical of Beijing “have been produced by the London-based

organization but we would mastermind it with Tim in London. It would

have nothing to do with Australia,” wrote McGoech.58 When Australia’s

IOC member Kevan Gosper found out about the bid committee’s activi-

ties, he was so concerned that he tried to convince Premier John Fahey to

put a stop to the plan since it was “too risky—if it ever came out it would

destroy the Sydney bid.”59

And of course, Beijing soon got a second chance. When Deng Xiaoping

was told the result of the Beijing’s first bid, he said simply that it did

not matter; China needed to learn its lesson and try again.60 Beijing did

just that.

Beijing’s Second Bid: Victory at Last

When Sydney was chosen to host the 2000 Olympic Games, Samaranch

was asked whether he had supported Beijing as a candidate. Samaranch re-

plied, “This is untrue. There is not a single member of the IOC who could

say that I wanted to favour Beijing or to lobby in favour of China. I respect

the IOC’s decision . . . and I believe that this choice [of Sydney] is the best

possible one. I would also like to say that the IOC and myself personally

are extremely concerned by the human rights issue.” In addressing the

journalist’s question “Would you like China to resubmit its candidature

for 2004?” he replied, “I hope that China will be represented. Let us not

forget that Australia was chosen at its third attempt. Mr. He [Zhenliang],

China’s NOC [national Olympic committee] President, assured us after the

vote that a Chinese city would soon be chosen as a candidate for 2004.”61

Samaranch might have wanted to cast himself as neutral and the out-

come of the bidding as fair, but as it turned out, Beijing was so upset

about the 1993 loss that it decided not even to bid for the 2004 Games.62
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Beijing’s decision was a disappointment to many in the IOC. As Kevan

Gosper, who had played a crucial role in Sydney’s bid, wrote, “Beijing was

an important bid and the Chinese would deliver good Games. Having the

Games in Beijing would strengthen the Olympic movement in a part of the

world that had never had Games before—we would be bringing 1.2 billion

people more firmly into the Olympic circle.”63

Because of the link between sports events and national pride, between

international prestige and worldview, another Olympic bid by Beijing

seemed inevitable. As the New York Times reported, “Winning the Olym-

pic bid is much more than a matter of civic or even national pride.” As

host to the Games, “China believes it will stand as a respected member of

the world community, a position it has long felt the West has denied it.”64

After everyone had cooled down from the loss of its first bid, Beijing

officially declared on November 25, 1998, that it would bid to be the host

city for the 2008 Olympics—and on April 4, 1999, Chinese officials deliv-

ered the official application package to IOC headquarters. This official de-

cision was backed by overwhelming popular support. According to Susan

Brownell, in 2001 the IOC commissioned a Gallup poll that showed a 94

percent approval rating for the Games among Beijing residents.65 This time

Beijing appeared more confident and the world more accommodating.

In its official application, Beijing promised to the world and to the

IOC that the Games slogan would be “New Beijing, Great Olympics.” In-

terestingly, the Chinese version of the slogan was Xin Beijing, Xin Aoyun

(New Beijing, New Olympics). Why the difference? One China sport of-

ficial told a foreign journalist that if China had proclaimed that it wanted

a “new Olympics,” “it would seem as if China wanted to change the

Games,” and “the I.O.C. wouldn’t like that. They’d think here’s this Com-

munist country that’s trying to take over the Olympics.”66 This careful

play of language indicated one lesson China had learned from its first bid-

ding experience: the importance of considering what others might think of

China and making adjustments to be sure that nothing offended. Beijing

also promised that it would host a “green” and “high-tech” Olympics.67

But the essence of the Beijing Olympic Games, according to its organizers,

will be to present a “people’s and cultural Olympics” (renwen aoyun). The
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goal is to promote cultural exchange and understanding among nations

through the Games.68 In its official proposal package for 2008, the Beijing

bid committee wrote that “history has presented a unique opportunity for

the IOC to create an unparalleled legacy for Olympianism through its

2008 decision. China is ready to welcome the world.”69 Beijing also argued

that “the Olympic Games in Beijing will be a bridge of harmony between

cultures and embody the Olympianism’s unique integration of sport and

culture.”70 It was an idea whose time had come. As Larmer commented,

“The meeting of East and West—China and the world—will likely be the

defining encounter of the twenty-first century.”71

The emblem Beijing chose for its 2008 bid was a five-pointed star, in

the same five colors as the Olympic rings, and in the shape of a person do-

ing traditional tai ji, a traditional Chinese exercise. The choice was clearly

intended to highlight the country’s traditional sports culture.72 The em-

blem also resembles the Chinese knot, a traditional handicraft, and sym-

bolizes unity and cooperation among people from all over the world. Chi-

nese president and Communist party boss Jiang Zemin, in his official

letter to the IOC supporting Beijing’s bid, wrote, “It will be of extremely

great significance to promoting and carrying forward the Olympic spirit in

China and across the world, and to facilitating cultural exchanges and

convergence between East and West, if the Games of the XXXIX Olym-

piad are held in China.”73

The idea of the Olympics as a meeting place for East and West was not

a Chinese invention; the IOC itself had been a major promoter of it. IOC

president Samaranch once said, “Olympic principles and ideals have uni-

versal value and importance. We must cherish them because Olympianism

is the bridge, the meeting point uniting very different worlds.”74 The South

Koreans used the concept brilliantly in their Seoul 1988 Games. As the

South Koreans told the IOC, “Most importantly these Games will provide

a rare opportunity for the basically different peoples and cultures of East

and West to meet in dramatic fashion . . . at a moment when East and West

need to share the strengths of their cultures to foster a more harmonious

international atmosphere.”75 The organization committee for the 1988

Seoul Olympic Games informed the IOC 92nd session that the arrange-
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ment of its programs aimed to “achieve a dramatic blend between the cul-

tural tradition of East and West.”76 By playing cards successfully cast by

many others in the past, China was trying to convey to the world that it

was a normal and more mainstream nation, not the isolated, ideologically

determined country it had been earlier.

Some Western powers and politicians, however, greeted Beijing’s new

bid with suspicion and still did not want to see Beijing succeed. Both the

European Parliament and some members of the U.S. Congress called for

the Games to be hosted by non-Chinese cities. But world opinion, as well

as Beijing’s attitude and bidding strategy, had changed substantially after

its lost bid in 1993. For the 2008 Olympic Games, Beijing was competing

with Osaka, Paris, Toronto, and Istanbul. Among these five cities, Istan-

bul, according to the IOC’s evaluation report, was the weakest prospect.

As Hein Verbruggen, the evaluation commission chairman, told his col-

leagues on July 13, 2001 (the date of the IOC vote), Istanbul had not fully

addressed some problems with its planning strategy for the Games. Osaka,

too, seemed to have financial problems, according to the IOC Evaluation

Commission’s May 15 report.77

Paris and Toronto, by contrast, were strong contenders. Paris had

modified its original Olympic Village plan, causing the commission to

maintain “its conclusion that Paris would stage excellent Olympic Games.”

And Toronto had erased initial concerns by the IOC about funding with a

“letter from the Premier of Ontario guaranteeing the necessary resources

for the OGOC to meet its commitments.”

Especially warm praise was evident in the IOC’s evaluation report on

Beijing’s bid. The commission concluded,

This is a Government-driven bid with considerable assistance of the NOC.

The combination of a good sports concept with complete Government

support results in a high quality bid. The Commission noted the process

and pace of change taking place in China and Beijing, and the possible

challenges caused by population and economic growth in the period lead-

ing up to 2008, but was confident that these challenges could be met.

There is an environmental challenge, but the strong Government actions
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and investment in this area should resolve this and improve the city. It is

the Commission’s belief that a Beijing Games would leave a unique legacy

to China and to sport, and the Commission is confident that Beijing could

organise excellent Games.78

On the day of the vote, July 13, Verbruggen confirmed that “the conclu-

sion stated in the report remained unchanged.”79 The IOC seemed to un-

derstand that although Beijing faced certain challenges, its bid had the

wholehearted support of the central government; in addition, an Olym-

pic Games in China would have an unprecedented influence on both the

Olympics and the country. In other words, the IOC members’ judgment

was clearly colored by political considerations.

In the IOC’s Moscow session, on July 13, 2001, IOC members voted

to choose a winner. In the first round, of 102 valid votes, the results were

Beijing 44, Toronto 20, Istanbul 17, Paris 15, and Osaka 6. Osaka was

eliminated. In the second round of voting, Beijing won 56 votes (four votes

above a simple majority), Toronto had 22, Paris won 18, and Istanbul net-

ted 9. Beijing therefore won immediately. The IOC members had delivered

the Games to Beijing.

After the vote was in, Chinese IOC member He Zhenliang read a pre-

pared letter from Chinese president Jiang Zemin to the IOC president,

thanking him for his support in Beijing’s successful bid to host the Games

in 2008. He added his sincere thanks for the trust placed in his country;

said that July 13, 2001, would remain engraved forever in the memories of

the people of Beijing; and assured the IOC members that they would be

proud of their decision.80

When news spread that Beijing had been chosen to host the 2008

Olympics, the Chinese press was exuberant. One Xinhua editorial ex-

claimed,

Today, the world chooses Beijing! Today, the world admires Beijing! That

the IOC members tonight voted for Beijing indicates the world has con-

fidence in Beijing and high expectations for China. . . . Beijing’s victory in

bidding for the 2008 Olympic Games is another milestone in China’s ef-

forts to enhance its international status. It is another major achievement
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for the Chinese nation’s great revival . . . the competition for hosting the

Olympic Games is a test of a country’s comprehensive national power,

economic potential, scientific strength, and cultural attraction; it marks

the achievement of a country’s international presence and status. Who-

ever wins the bid has won the respect, trust and love of the world commu-

nity. Today, Beijing wins such trust. It’s a victory for Beijing, it is a victory

for China, and it is also a victory of Olympic spirit! . . . Tonight will be a

sleepless one for the 1.3 billion [celebrating Chinese] people.81

The People’s Daily crowed, “The Chinese ‘Olympic dream’ has come true!

[Tonight] is a sleepless night, a sleepless night for the 1.3 billion [Chinese]

people! . . . We have waited for this moment for a long time. . . . The Olym-

pics choose Beijing, the world has confidence in China. . . . The 2008

Olympic Games are an opportunity for China and the world. . . . [China’s]

victory in bidding for the Olympic Games will play an important role in its

reforms and its modernization; it will also make the world understand

China better and speed up China’s internationalization.” In short, when

Beijing won, the Chinese people were victorious as well.82

It is true that many other countries before China had linked the host-

ing of major games with national pride, prestige, and honor. When Sydney

was chosen to host the 2000 Olympics, Australian prime minister Paul

Keating announced that the decision had put Australia “in the swim with

the big boys.”83 When in the spring of 2004 South Africa was chosen to

host the 2010 World Cup, Irvin Khoza, chairman of South Africa’s bidding

committee, commented, “This is for Africa. This is the people of the world

voting for Africa’s renewal.” Nelson Mandela, the former president of

South Africa who was an ambassador for the bid, said that hosting the

2010 World Cup finals would be a perfect gift for the country as it cele-

brates ten years of democracy.84 For the Japanese, whose exclusion from

the London Olympics of 1948 was painful, the choice of Tokyo to host the

1964 Olympics “was celebrated as [a] symbol of Japan’s acceptance within

the community of nations.”85 And when South Korea was chosen to co-

host the 2002 World Cup finals, Jere Longman wrote in the New York

Times, “The image that will linger from this World Cup is not the soccer,

but the people of South Korea. As its national team kept winning, the

247



country became united and self-confident in ways that people could not

have imagined. . . . This is a good chance for Korea to move out of that his-

torical inferiority complex.”86

Let the Games Begin: Dangers Posed by the 2008 Olympics

The Chinese people’s exuberance at hosting the Olympics clearly demon-

strates the depth and significance of their passion for achieving interna-

tional status and asserting national pride, as well as the importance of

sports in China’s internationalization. As one Chinese journal noted, “In

2008 Beijing has an appointment with the world, and China has an ap-

pointment with the new millennium.”87 But after all the excitement and

joy, major challenges lay ahead for the regime and the Chinese people. The

Chinese term weiji (crisis) nicely characterizes the situation: as the two

characters wei (danger) and ji (opportunity) are combined, dangers and

opportunities coexist and one can be turned into the other.

Significantly, China remains a party-state rather than a regular nation-

state. When the interests of the party clash with the national interest, the

regime will no doubt serve itself first. Additionally, the danger and oppor-

tunity inherent in this situation do not apply to the party and the nation in

the same way or to the same degree; the dangers and challenges the Games

present to the party may be wonderful opportunities for the nation and the

people. As former U.S. president Jimmy Carter’s national security adviser

Zbigniew Brzezinski commented, “The Olympics may be a triumph for

China, but by intensifying the pressures for change, the Games are quite

unlikely to be a triumph for China’s waning Communism. In fact, the

Games may accelerate its fading.”88

Indeed, as Juan Antonio Samaranch, the president of the IOC, noted,

the awarding of the Games to Beijing could mark the start of “a new era

for China.” Henry Kissinger also weighed in, “I think this is a very impor-

tant step in the evolution of China’s relation with the world. . . . I think it

will have a major impact in China, and on the whole, a positive impact, in

the sense of giving them a high incentive with the Games.”89

Certainly the whole world will be watching China during the Olym-
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pics, if past Games are any indication. A record 202 national Olympic

committees took part in the 2004 Athens Games, which comprised a total

of 10,500 competitors and 5,500 team officials. By the time of the closing

ceremony, organizers had sold 3,589,000 tickets, in a country of only 10

million people. More than twenty thousand accredited members of the me-

dia flocked to Athens, sixteen thousand of whom were with broadcasting

companies. About 3.9 billion viewers had access to programs featuring the

Athens Olympics, compared to 3.6 billion who had watched the Sydney

Games in 2000. Some 35,000 hours were dedicated to coverage in 2004,

compared to 20,000 for Barcelona, 25,000 for Atlanta, and 29,600 for

Sydney. More people watched the 2004 Games on TV than ever before. In

Spain, for instance, each individual, on average, watched more than eight

hours of the Games; in the United Kingdom, each viewer watched more

than thirteen hours of the Olympic coverage, with several peak audiences

of over ten million. In the United States, NBC’s coverage ranked among

the most watched programs aired every night during the Games. The Chi-

nese, meanwhile, were able to watch more than fifty-three hours of prime-

time coverage, attracting an average audience of 85 million viewers.90 We

can presume that at least this level of viewership—in person and via TV—

will be reached for the 2008 Games.

Because of this remarkable visibility, the Olympics are obviously the

best time to show off the new China and its people. It is also an excellent

opportunity for outsiders to see the complex reality of China. This expo-

sure, however, will likely create huge problems for the regime. The Chinese

Communist party dictatorship has consistently, and as a matter of policy,

constrained the free flow of information. Part of Beijing’s bid was a prom-

ise to allow visiting reporters to work freely in China as they covered the

Games. Thanks to the 2008 Games, Beijing announced temporary regula-

tions on December 1, 2006, that loosened restrictions on foreign journal-

ists. Later the same regulations were extended to journalists from Taiwan,

Hong Kong, and Macao. The new regulations take effect on January 1,

2007, and end October 17, 2008, one month after the Paralympics con-

cludes. Under existing rules, foreign reporters need government permission

to report outside their home base, usually Beijing or Shanghai. Under the
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new rules, a foreign journalist will only need to obtain the permission of

the person being interviewed. The new regulations will also allow a foreign

journalist to hire Chinese assistants more easily.

Yet there are limitations. It is unclear, for example, how the new regu-

lations will be implemented by local governments. Moreover, the new rules

do not apply to far western Xinjiang and Tibet; foreign journalists will still

need state permission to visit these regions. One other possible issue is

whether the foreign journalists will have to use the Chinese television satel-

lite service, through which the government has been able to censor news

items in the past. But although the new regulations are temporary and will

be implemented as a public relations gesture, they do underscore China’s

desire to use the Games to demonstrate that it follows international prac-

tices and norms. That is, the new rules at least set a good precedent and the

positive gesture itself is progress.91

Of course, this kind of gesture may prove to be a double-edged sword

for the regime. The presence of more than twenty thousand foreign jour-

nalists will force the regime to polish its rough image, but it will also un-

dermine the control of information that is an important part of the re-

gime’s power. In other words, as the Games present China to the world,

they pose the risk to the regime of bringing to light the country’s problems.

Another major challenge for the nation and regime is the potential for

overly zealous expressions of Chinese nationalism. Communism in China

may be dead, but the Communist party is still alive and well. And since

the collapse of socialism in the 1980s, the legitimacy of the party and

the party-state regime has rested on three pillars: nationalism, economic

growth, and social stability. These three elements are a potentially volatile

mixture, however, without the rule of law. During the Olympic Games, the

contradiction between nationalism and social stability, for instance, could

become a major issue. On the one hand, the regime will celebrate every

Chinese victory as an occasion for national pride; on the other hand, every

effort will be made to ensure that any nationalist fervor does not rise to an

irrational level.

The situation is especially delicate in China for a few reasons. As dis-

cussed earlier, either the celebration of victory or the disappointment of a
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loss can spark social unrest. Similarly, since the 1980s, as China has grown

economically, both the Chinese people and the Communist party have em-

braced a can-do optimism even as they have continued to suffer from a

painful inferiority complex. In the area of sports, especially the Olympic

Games, this dissonance—if combined with an episode of irrational nation-

alism—could ignite outbursts of violent behavior that, ironically, the re-

gime itself cultivated as properly revolutionary during the Maoist era.

China promised the world that its Olympic Games would be Renwen

Aoyun, or “the people’s Olympics.”92 As early as 2003, to achieve Beijing’s

goal, the central government and the Beijing Organizing Committee for

the Olympic Games established a Beijing Olympic action plan, under

which more than one million people would learn foreign languages. Like

the Mexicans forty years ago, the Chinese regime realized that the Chinese

themselves might become a problem and an embarrassment. The Human-

istic Olympics Studies Center, a city-government-sponsored institute in

Beijing, declared, “In 2008, what kind of Beijing shall we present to the

globe?” Its answer: “a Beijing both ancient and modern, a Beijing friendly

and smiling.” To the Communist leaders in Beijing, hosting a successful

Olympics did not require broad avenues, lush parks, high-rise buildings, or

elegant hotels; instead “common courtesy” was the most important factor.

To show its best face during the Olympics, then, several years prior to the

start of the Games the Chinese government launched a full-blown cam-

paign against bad manners such as spitting, littering, and being noisy.

Foul-mouthed taxi drivers have been called on to clean up their acts, and

rowdy soccer fans have been asked to show more sportsmanship toward

opposing teams.

But the government has faced an uphill battle. To take just one exam-

ple, the custom elsewhere of standing in line does not have an equivalent in

Chinese public culture. According to a Wall Street Journal article, “Pa-

tiently awaiting one’s turn isn’t a big feature of life in Beijing.” Chinese tra-

ditional codes of politeness, like those in other Asian nations such as

Japan, were shattered during the Communist revolution and subsequent

campaigns as a way of stamping out “feudal thinking.” As noted in the

same Wall Street Journal article, “China’s pell-mell transformation to a
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market economy has brought out even ruder behavior, as people elbow

others aside in pursuit of every advantage, whether in competing for school

admission, jobs or business deals. But now a growing number of Chinese

feel that something important may have been left behind in today’s in-

creasingly fierce struggle to get ahead.”

The Communist regime realized it had to do something quickly to deal

with Chinese behavior problems before the Olympic Games began. A local

government body in Beijing, dubbed the Capital Civilization Office, was

set up to oversee educational projects and contests to discourage spitting,

littering, foul language, aggressive driving, and catcalls directed at the op-

posing team during sports events. As the author of the Wall Street Journal

article observed, “Few Beijingers these days are given to parroting such

party propaganda campaigns. But the incessant talk of the Olympics does

mean that they increasingly feel the world’s eyes upon them. The lining-up

campaign is striking a chord with some people who feel that contemporary

Chinese [sic] has gotten a bit too rough and rude.”93 According to a New

York Times report, 4.3 million copies of a new booklet on manners have

been delivered to households around Beijing. The booklet includes advice

such as “Look straight ahead when walking. Do not look left and right.”

“Watch games and matches in a civilized way, and be reasonable and sane

whether facing victory or defeat.” “The host audience should show grace

and fairness. Applaud and cheer the other team.” The booklet reminds ev-

ery Chinese that “the fundamental principle is not to disturb others unnec-

essarily.”94

So that Beijing will be a smiling host for the 2008 Olympic Games, the

city has also been conducting a “smile campaign” that was organized by

local television stations, newspapers, and other organizations in 2006.

This campaign encourages citizens to literally smile and to be less angry

and rude. But the initiative has not been successful. Although Chinese liv-

ing standards have improved enormously, widespread social injustice and

a weak legal system have made China a very unhappy society that simply

cannot make its population smile no matter how much pressure or encour-

agement the government exerts. Beijing will need to rise to the challenge of

being a good host without forcing its own people to suffer and without
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having to lie to its own people and foreign guests. A confident country will

be happy by just being itself.

If the 2008 Olympics are also meant to show off traditional Chinese

culture, the government will have a tough sell there, too. As authorities
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Luo Xuejuan wins the 100-meter breaststroke gold medal at the

2004 Olympic Games in Athens.
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prepared for the Games, they largely destroyed the city’s historic neighbor-

hoods, demolishing courtyard houses and old buildings, and forcing many

residents to move without providing sufficient compensation or alternative

arrangements.95 In place of these historically significant structures, the city

has put up high-tech modern buildings designed by foreigners. Perhaps

most notorious among these is the National Stadium in Beijing, nicknamed

“the bird’s nest.” It is the brainchild of the Swiss architect Jacques Herzog,

who once said, “You couldn’t do such an avant-garde structure anywhere

else. . . . But Chinese are so fresh in their mind. . . . Everyone is encouraged

to do their most stupid and extravagant designs there. They don’t have

as much of a barrier between good taste and bad taste, between the mini-

mal and expressive. The Beijing stadium tells me that nothing will shock

them.” The Chinese are so determined to become an internationalized na-

tion that they will try everything and anything. As Arthur Lubow writes,

“The Olympics have galvanized China’s imperial impulse to impress the

world, by whatever means necessary. . . . By taking on the Olympics,

China committed itself to demonstrating that it is [a] world-class power.”96

But does building modern Westernized architecture around the city make

the Beijing Games a cultural event? And can the same regime that came

to power by declaring war on Chinese traditions now plausibly use the

Games to celebrate Chinese traditional culture? No matter how skillful the

party has been at domestically oriented propaganda, it will be difficult for

Beijing to realize its “cultural Games” idea in a way that is convincing to

the world or perhaps even to the Chinese people themselves.

But Beijing obviously will use its propaganda machine to the utmost,

in an attempt to promote and spin the greatest sports event in the world.

The Communist party has long had propaganda in its blood; it could not

have survived without it. During the Cultural Revolution, when China was

totally isolated and even friendly countries such as Cambodia pondered

whether to break off relations with Beijing, the Chinese people were told

by the party that China had friends all over the world. And as millions of

Chinese starved to death, the propaganda journals and papers were full of

rosy pictures, telling the world that China had no internal or external
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debt and everything was perfect. Now, even as the Communist party tries

very hard to project an image of itself as a responsible power to be reck-

oned with, it still remains responsible only to itself. Although China has

changed tremendously since Mao’s death, the party still refuses to allow

independent expression by the media, free thinking, or universal applica-

tion of the rule of law.

For many years, the official Chinese view of sports followed the old

Soviet ideology: “[Sport] is another sphere, another criterion for evaluat-

ing the advantages of the Soviet political system. . . . Competitions are

not just sports events. They carry a tremendous ideological and political

charge; they demonstrate the aspirations of the Soviet People.”97 But over-

playing politics in a muscular propaganda campaign can backfire. Al-

though this concept may lie beyond the Communist party’s understanding,

the best propaganda of all may be not to overplay politics. IOC president

Avery Brundage once told a story about the Bolivar Games in Caracas,

Venezuela. Brundage, who was president of the U.S. Olympic Committee

when he attended the Games, was pleased that the event was carried out

according to the best amateur tradition, and without political interference.

When he congratulated the president of Venezuela on this point, the dicta-

tor smiled. “Ah,” he said, “but that is the best politics.”98 Whether the

Chinese regime will grasp the wisdom of this lesson remains to be seen, but

surely overpoliticizing the Games would be counterproductive for Beijing.

Cross-strait relations may pose another serious challenge to the suc-

cess of the 2008 Games. Will Taiwan boycott the Beijing Games? Will Tai-

wan use the opportunity to declare independence or create de jure inde-

pendence? Will the mainland then use its military to stop Taiwan? The

outcome does not have to be dire; in fact, sports have occasionally proved

successful in bringing political rivals together. The two Koreas, for exam-

ple, have moved quite a bit closer in connection with major sports events.

During 1962–1963, the suggestion from the IOC that the two Koreas or-

ganize a united Korean team to participate in the 1964 Tokyo Olympic

Games brought two deadly political rivals face to face. Although negotia-

tions failed to produce a united Korean team in 1964, the sheer power
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of sports to bring the two Koreas together to talk is significant.99 Some

in South Korea like Kim Seong Ho, a professor of political science at

Kyunghee University in Seoul, even argue that sports may bring the two

Koreans to reunification.100

There is some evidence to support this claim. In November of 2005,

North and South Korea agreed to compete as a single team for the first

time at the 2006 Asian Games in Doha, and then to field a single Korean

team at the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. In this agreement, the two

Koreas agreed to march under the name Korea and a “Korea-is-one” flag

that shows a blue and undivided Korean peninsula against a white ground.

The anthem for the team is to be a traditional Korean love song popular in

both Koreas. “The significance of this is we will be going onto the world

stage as a unified team, and this will serve as a symbol of reconciliation

and cooperation,” a South Korean unification ministry official said.101

Plans for a united team at the Fifteenth Asian Games held in December

2006 were put aside when North Korea conducted a missile test in the fall

of 2006. It may prove quite difficult for the two Koreas to work out a mu-

tually acceptable way to compete as a single team in the 2008 Beijing

Games, given the instability that has again beset the region. Nevertheless, a

unified Korean team marched under the Unification Flag in the opening

ceremonies of the 2000 Olympics in Sydney, the 2002 Asian Games in

Busan, the 2004 Olympics in Athens, and the 2006 Winter Olympics in

Turin—with athletes from the North and South later competing for their

own countries. Even the plan to field a single team was remarkable, con-

sidering that the two Koreas are technically still at war. It may be a stretch

to link this unified team to political and economic reunification, but the

appeal of a single Olympic team for the two Koreas may indeed help bring

the Koreas closer together.102

If two Koreas can compete together, might mainland China and Tai-

wan do the same? Can sport serve as a matchmaker, bringing Beijing and

Taiwan into peaceful unification? No one knows for sure. In fact, some

politicians and scholars have suggested that the 2008 Olympic Games pose

the possibility of a decidedly unfriendly outcome: war between Beijing and

Taiwan. American scholar Jennifer Lind, for example, recently argued that
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Taiwanese leaders may gamble that the 2008 Olympics will provide them

with their best chance to declare formal independence from the mainland.

With the world’s spotlight trained on Beijing, they may reason, China

might not attack, as it has vowed to do in the event of such a declaration.

After all, military conflict would jeopardize the games and create an in-

ternational embarrassment for China. Moreover, it would drive inves-

tors away and possibly lead to economic sanctions that would damage

China’s flourishing economy.103

It seems improbable to many that the Olympics will provide Taiwan any

cover should it provoke Beijing during the Games. But even the possibility

of this scenario excites anxiety for leaders on both sides of the strait and

around the world, since nobody wins if there is war.

“One World, One Dream”: Opportunities Brought by the Beijing Games

The Communist regime’s realization that it will be under intense foreign

scrutiny during the 2008 Olympic Games has engendered some—albeit

small or officially temporary—changes in its behavior. Even the challenges

of the Games, then, may well bear seeds of opportunity for the nation as a

whole.

One obvious opportunity for China provided by the Beijing Olympics

is that it might really become a great sports power in terms of winning gold

medals in 2008. China won the second-highest number of gold medals of

all teams competing in Athens. For the 2008 Games, China enjoys a home

court advantage, and it is very possible that it will, by its state-centric

sports system, surpass the United States as the recipient of the most med-

als. Historically host countries have generally done well, with a few excep-

tions. The Germans came out on top in their capture of Olympic medals in

1936, reflecting the Nazi regime’s growing power. Both the Japanese and

Koreans, too, did marvelously well when they served as hosts.

For the Chinese, any victories in Olympic Games will reflect the rise of

its national power overall (zonghe guoli). Even the journal Economist

pointed out in a recent article, “Over its long history, success at the Olym-

pics has usually been a fairly accurate measure of global political power.”

257



During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union repeatedly

struggled to gain a symbolic victory by winning the most medals at the

Olympics. In 2008, if Beijing surpasses the United States in sports victo-

ries, it will give both the Chinese people and the Communist regime an

enormous boost in the already politically charged battle with the United

States for international prestige.104

Another opportunity lies in the simple fact that Beijing feels driven to

host a great Olympics, or to use Samaranch’s frequent phrase, “the best

Games ever.” In fact, Beijing’s zeal is one of the major reasons that the IOC

awarded it the honor of hosting the Olympic Games. In its recent sessions,

the IOC noted, “In Beijing, the city and national governments’ involve-

ment and dedication to the Games were beyond all doubt.”105 To host a

great Olympics, the central government and city were committed to spend-

ing as much as it took and never imposed any financial constraints. By con-
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trast, when the 1976 Montreal Games were over, Quebec and the city of

Montreal were stuck with a big bill (this even though after Montreal had

won the bid for the 1976 Games, Mayor Jean Drapeau had exclaimed—in

response to a question about whether Montreal would end up with a

financial deficit—“Deficit? That would be as impossible as for me to give

birth to a baby”106). The province of Quebec and the city of Montreal had

to absorb a billion-dollar deficit, shared 80–20 between the province and

the city—a debt that will not be paid off until 2012.107

The citizens of Beijing will not face this kind of burden since the whole

of China is paying for the Games. In fact, so eager was Beijing to host an

extravagant Games, and so earnest was the city about planning lavish fa-

cilities, that some became uneasy. Worried about the cost of the 2008

Games—the budget is officially $2 billion, with another estimated $40 bil-

lion or more spent on improving Beijing’s infrastructure—several members

of the Chinese People’s Congress in their 2006 session suggested that the

country could not afford to spend so much on the Games while many peo-

ple in the countryside lived below the poverty line. One of the delegates

said the Games should be about entertainment, not “peacockery.” Cost

concerns expressed by the Chinese themselves and the IOC eventually

caused organizers to revise their initial plans for projects such as the na-

tional stadium and to cut back generally.108 According to a report to the

IOC prepared by Richard Pound, “Many of the venue capacities in Beijing

had been reviewed since the bid had been accepted, and reduced.”109

Globalization has long been one of the major themes of international

sports. The slogan of the 1964 Tokyo Games was “The World Is One.” Ja-

pan’s successful hosting of those Games marked its formal emergence as a

dominant economic power in the postwar world and as a full participant

in the international community; it also symbolized the arrival of the New

Japan. China as a nation will definitely benefit from the Beijing Olympic

Games in terms of its internationalization. According to Pound, the Olym-

pic Games “provide an unequaled opportunity for promotion of the host

country and a showcase for its people, culture, industry, tourism, and vir-

tually everything about it.”110
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Explicitly using culture as a key theme of these games is itself an excit-

ing development in China’s internationalization. To reflect their determi-

nation to bring China to the world and indicate a sense of inclusiveness, on

June 26, 2005, Beijing announced its slogan for the 2008 Games, “One

World, One Dream.” Like slogans for other Games, this one will be for-

ever associated with this event. All of the Olympic slogans reflect the host

countries’ understanding of their national identity and self-presentation in

the world. The slogan for the 2004 Games in Athens, “Welcome Home,”

reminded the world of the origins of the Games and the historical glory of

Greece. Sydney 2000, with its “Share the Spirit,” made a point of global

participation. And South Korea’s “Bring the World to Seoul, Bring Seoul to

the World” conveyed the strong desire of Koreans to be recognized as a re-

spected member of the world community.

To indicate the importance of Beijing’s slogan, it was first announced

at a ceremony attended by six thousand guests and broadcast live on na-

tional television. The ceremony was also relayed by text message to all the

cellular phone service subscribers, about 230 million, of China Mobile,

one of Beijing 2008’s official partners. Liu Qi, chairman of the Beijing Or-

ganizing Committee for the Olympic Games and Beijing city’s Communist

party boss, claimed that the slogan “voices the aspirations of 1.3 billion

Chinese people to contribute to the establishment of a peaceful and bright

world. . . . It conveys the lofty ideal of the people in Beijing as well as in

China . . . to create a bright future, hand-in-hand, with people from the

rest of the world.” According to George Hirthler, in research conducted by

the IOC since 1998 to measure the public perception of the Games, “The

Chinese people always rank near the top of the 11 nations surveyed in

their esteem of—and appreciation for—the Olympic ideals.” This research

showed that Chinese people exceeded the rest of the world in their associa-

tion of key words such as “unity,” “global,” “peace,” and “friendship”

with the Olympic Games. In this regard, writes Hirthler, “‘One World,

One Dream’ is an accurate expression of the sentiments of a nation that

views the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games as a milestone of hope on its long

journey to a better future—in a country that is clearly opening its doors to

the world.”111
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Symbols of the 2008 Olympics

The symbols China has chosen to use for the Olympics hint at Beijing’s

promotional strategy. The official game emblem, unveiled in the summer

of 2003, clearly indicates China’s welcoming face to the world. It shows a

traditional red chop (or seal) depicting a figure with arms outstretched as

in victory or greeting; it also looks like a running figure or someone prac-

ticing tai ji, whose posture resembles the Chinese character for “capital”

(jing). In a lavish ceremony at Beijing’s Temple of Heaven, the emblem was

dubbed “Dancing Beijing.” IOC president Jacques Rogge told the 2,008

guests gathered for the ceremony in a taped video statement, “Your new

emblem immediately conveys the awesome beauty and power of China

which are embodied in your heritage and your people. . . . In this emblem, I

saw the promise of a new Beijing and a great Olympics.”112

Beijing’s choice of logos, emblems, and slogans for the Olympics all re-

flect the deep Chinese commitment to internationalization. In November

2005, in a live nationwide broadcast only a thousand days before the

opening ceremony on August 8, 2008, Beijing announced its choice of

mascots for the 2008 Games. These consist of five stylized dolls represent-

ing a fish, a panda, the “spirit of the Olympic flame,” a Tibetan antelope,

and a swallow. The design of the five dolls was clearly influenced by Chi-

nese traditional culture: they represent the five elements—water, wood,

fire, iron, and earth. But their colors match those of the Olympic rings. The

number five also coincides with the five rings of the IOC and the five conti-

nents. Each doll has a name consisting of two characters, one character re-

peated twice, in the traditional affectionate way of naming children. Beibei

is the fish, Jingjing is the panda, Huanhuan represents the Olympic flame,

Yingying is the Tibetan antelope, and Nini is the swallow. When the names

are put together—Bei Jing Huan Ying Ni—they form the message “Wel-

come to Beijing.” According to Liu Qi, the Communist head of Beijing and

chair of the organizing committee, these mascots “reflect the cultural di-

versity of China as a multi-ethnic country; they represent the enthusiasm

and aspirations of our people.”113

The choices of the five mascots were brilliant, but the organizing com-
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mittee got carried away with its show of Western fluency and friendship by

referring to their mascots collectively as “Friendlies.” Why choose an Eng-

lish name when each of them had a beautiful Chinese name? Moreover, as

some Chinese scholars pointed out, the sound of the name was not appro-

priate since people might mistakenly interpret it as “friendless,” or worse,

“friend lies.” In October 2006, the organizing committee, without any

fanfare, changed the collective name to “Fuwa.” Fuwa certainly sounds

more Chinese, and it is more in tune with the mascots’ individual names

and the images they present. “Fu” means “happy” or “lucky,” while “wa”

means “children” or “babies.” The switch demonstrates that the Chinese

have discovered that not everything sounds better in English; the Chinese

language (and indeed Chinese traditional culture) has its own charms.

Equally important, the name change indicated that the officials realized

they had made a poor judgment and were determined to correct it in time.

Beijing is not the only country to have chosen multiple mascots; the

2000 Sydney Games featured three native Australian animals, and for Salt

Lake City, a hare, coyote, and bear were selected to represent the event.

Moreover, Beijing is not the first to use the slogan, the emblem, and its

mascots to promote both itself and the Games. In fact, the IOC expects the

host country to engage in this sort of promotion. In its 113th session, the

IOC coordination commission reported that as soon as Beijing was se-

lected, it “had advised BOCOG [the Beijing organizing committee] to take

steps to promote China and the Olympic Games.” The chairman of this

commission, Hein Verbruggen, told the session that “as far as he could see,

this statement had been a very serious one.” In the same session, the IOC

president noted “that the chairman of the coordination commission had

promised to learn Mandarin, but it appeared that the Mayor [of Beijing]

was learning English faster than Mr. Verbruggen was learning Manda-

rin!”114

The West has for many years criticized China for violating intellectual

property rights. But with Beijing’s successful bid for the 2008 Olympics,

China has been learning first-hand about the value of those rights. Al-

though China is still awash in pirated goods, the Olympic Games may pro-

vide a starting point for rethinking the problem, since in this case China’s
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own interest is at stake.115 In 2003 Yu Zaiqing, one Chinese IOC member,

informed the IOC session that “the national and city governments had is-

sued laws protecting the Olympic symbols and Olympic property rights. In

March [2003], the central government had approved preferential taxa-

tion policies for BOCOG and Games stakeholders.”116 The organizers of

the 2008 Olympic Games are determined to protect the valuable Beijing

Olympic symbol and ban any fake versions of products bearing it. Accord-

ing to a recent article in the Wall Street Journal, “Beijing’s motivation to

protect the red running man, which doubles as a stamp of the Chinese

character meaning ‘capital city,’ is clear: The real thing has massive eco-

nomic value.” “We have no fixed assets,” says Liu Yan, deputy director of

legal affairs for the Beijing organizing committee, which operates under

the Beijing city government and various national government agencies.

“So the Olympic logo is the most valuable thing we own.”117

In fact, the Beijing organizing committee hopes that through merchan-

dising, sponsorships, and other commercial applications, China’s logo will

by and large pay for the Games.118 The Chinese government made the logo

an official priority in 2002, passing a national law exclusively to defend

the intellectual property rights attending Olympic symbols. That law tech-

nically collects existing laws in one place, applying them to Olympic logos

for all levels of government. “Regulations tend to be more general, so these

[2002] details make it easier to enforce the law for the administrative au-

thorities,” notes Liu Yan. China isn’t the first to jealously guard its Olym-

pic icons; other countries, including Australia, also passed special laws to

protect their logos. In this case, then, the Chinese are not only learning a

lesson about the importance of protecting intellectual property rights; they

are also beginning to align themselves with world trends.119

How will the 2008 Olympic Games affect China’s future? IOC presi-

dent Pierre de Coubertin attached great importance to the link between

sport and culture, and Juan Antonio Samaranch, a recent successor to the

post, once declared that “the Olympic Movement is one of the greatest so-

cial forces of our era.”120 Both of these IOC leaders, and others, saw the

Games as a force for social good, and there are high hopes that sports will

initiate a positive social movement in Beijing.
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The Chinese, who have lived in an ideological and religious vacuum

and are searching for moral values after the collapse of Communism, may

well find international competition on the playing field the best valve for

their frustrations. After all, the value of sports in a closed society is greater

than in an open one, since open societies already provide many channels

for self-expression. Take Iran, for example, where the national team’s vic-

tory against Australia in the 1997 World Cup qualifying game led to a soc-

cer revolution: Iranian women demanded the right to celebrate in Tehran’s

Stadium Azadi. They shouted, “Aren’t we part of this nation? We want to

celebrate too—we aren’t ants!” Eventually the police had to overlook the

women’s entry into the stadium despite a decree issued in 1987 by the

county’s spiritual and political head Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini that

women could watch soccer on television but not watch it or celebrate out-

side. As one American author recently wrote, “The football revolution

holds the key to the future of the Middle East.”121

Although the elite sports are, by and large, under state control in

China, there is now an exciting new trend in Chinese sports. In early April

2007, China took part in a world yachting event called the America’s Cup.

It was the first time in the event’s 156-year-old history that China had par-

ticipated. Given their inexperience, there was no real chance that the Chi-

nese team would win; the best they could do was to stay afloat. But the

Chinese were not focusing on any present victory; rather, they were in the

game for the promise of future success. To make the leap into this new

sport, the team, financed by a private fund, was managed by a French na-

tional and had a majority of French sailors aboard.122 This shift toward in-

volving foreigners in Chinese sports is a new and healthy one for China.

Foreign players, coaches, and managers bring with them international norms

and the genuine spirit of competition through sports. And when more Chi-

nese or international entrepreneurs sponsor, own, or otherwise finance

sports teams or events, they are creating a new type of sports separate from

the state-controlled sports system in China. It seems this trend will only

grow stronger, and if it does, perhaps sports in China will, over the long

run, foster developments that spark dramatic and lasting political change.
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Conclusion

Wars break out because nations misunderstand each other. We shall not

have peace until the prejudices which now separate the different races

shall have been outlived. To attain this end, what better means than to

bring the youth of all countries periodically together for amicable trials

of muscular strength and agility?

Pierre de Coubertin

Visitors to the International Olympic Committee headquar-

ters at Château de Vidy, Lausanne, Switzerland, will find two sculptures

given by the two Chinese national Olympic committees. One is a nude fe-

male athlete by artist Tian Jinduo called Walking onto the World, a present

from Beijing.1 Another sculpture, from Taipei’s national Olympic commit-

tee and by artist Zhu Ming, is of a man dressed in traditional clothes prac-

ticing tai ji.2 If the first sculpture clearly conveys the Chinese quest for in-

ternationalization, then the Tai ji Man statue portrays the beautiful and

dynamic nature of traditional Chinese culture. These two sculptures can be

understood as symbolizing, in part, both the century-long Chinese obses-

sion with internationalization through modern sports and the struggle to

blend modernity and tradition within a single culture.

During the late nineteenth century, many Chinese elites declared a to-

tal break from their traditional culture and values and started to embrace

Western sports. Just like the statue of the female athlete running unencum-

bered by clothing, these Chinese wanted China to join the world without

the burden of its many centuries-old traditions.

But the Chinese attitude toward both traditional and modern sports
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Walking onto the World, a sculpture by Chinese artist Tian Jinduo

located in front of the International Olympic Committee headquarters

building in Lausanne, Switzerland.
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was then, and is now, complicated by multiple layers of contradictions.

Until the second half of the twentieth century, the Chinese seemed to im-

press the West more with their skills in martial arts and other traditional

types of exercises than with their performances in international sports

competitions. Even around the start of the twenty-first century, when China

was emerging as a major sports power and preparing for the 2008 Olym-

pic Games, the Chinese tried very hard to link their still-evolving national

identity with their traditional values. The many carefully chosen symbols

of Beijing’s 2008 Games, too, clearly reflect a renewed appreciation for an-

cient Chinese traditions.

★

For the last one hundred years, the Chinese interest in Western sports has

been largely motivated by a collective desire to establish a modern national

identity: that is, to save the nation, to rid China of the “sick man of East

Asia” label, and to make China strong and secure.

Even given this shared goal, however, differences can be detected in the

approaches of the late Qing dynasty, the Nationalist regime, and the PRC.

Between 1895 and 1912, when China was still under Qing rule, foreigners

were allowed to play a crucial role in the introduction and development of

modern sports. From 1912 to 1928, when China made the transition from

an imperial system to republicanism, from the warlord era to the founding

of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist regime, two changes emerged. First, the

leadership role within modern sports shifted from foreigners to Chinese

elites with the rising tide of nationalism in the 1920s. Second, sports be-

came a coherent part of China’s nation-building program and national

policy. From 1928 to 1945, modern sports were debated and discussed

largely within the framework of Chinese national salvation and the war ef-

fort against the Japanese.

With the Communist rise to power in 1949, two political entities

claimed to be the legitimate governments of China; consequently, member-

ship in international sports federations and especially the Olympic move-

ment became major battlefields on which Beijing and Taiwan fought for
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their rights to represent China and so claim international legitimacy. For

the PRC, perhaps more than for previous regimes, sports emerged as an

important political tool, both domestically and internationally. This was

especially true in the Maoist era, from the 1950s to the 1970s. Moreover,

from the late 1970s, after Deng Xiaoping initiated his “Reform and Open-

ing” policies, sports were deployed both as a vehicle for China’s return to

the international community and as a symbol of the new China.

Ever since the Maoist era, sports have been an elite domain, financed

and controlled by the state. Under Mao, the regime was interested in using

elite athlete activities to score political points in international politics, even

if it often meant intentionally throwing a game. In the post-Mao era, by

contrast, China has been obsessed with winning gold medals in major in-

ternational competitions to demonstrate China’s new status as an eco-

nomic and political powerhouse. If in Mao’s time Chinese athletes deliber-

ately lost to opponents in order to score political points under the guiding

principle “friendship first, competition second,” post-Mao China has cul-

tivated a striking “championship mentality,” with victory becoming the

sole motivation. With its total devotion to winning gold medals and the re-

gime’s mobilization of national resources to achieve that goal, China has

emerged as a major competitor in sports, and Olympic gold has become an

important measure of China’s strength.

Although China’s pursuit of Olympic gold medals clearly coincides

with the nation’s journey toward internationalization and achieving new

status in the world, the state-driven championship mentality still reflects a

combination of Chinese can-do confidence and the country’s lingering in-

feriority complex. A nation that obsesses over gold medals is not a self-

assured nation. A government that needs gold medals to bolster nationalist

sentiment and its domestic legitimacy is not a confident government. And a

population that cannot gracefully accept losses in sports is not a composed

and secure population.

Beijing has used its so-called gold medal strategy to demonstrate

China’s rise in power and wealth, but the political system that the Commu-

nist party has tried to legitimize through sports and other means cannot

produce a healthy and strong nation when its citizens have been forced to
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give up their independence and even personal dignity. A dictatorship that

keeps its citizens mentally weak and living without a sense of self-worth

cannot create a truly strong nation. The Communist one-party dictator-

ship might want its citizens to be physically strong, but it has discouraged

the healthy development of free thinking among its people. A vigorous,

powerful nation requires both strong bodies and free and healthy minds.

Since its founding, Communist China has remained a giant propa-

ganda machine, through which everything is examined and controlled.

Independent thinking and political initiative from citizens have systemati-

cally been undermined by the party. Although both the party and the coun-

try have changed a great deal over the last fifty years, today’s China is still

not a true nation-state; instead, it is a party-state in which the Communist

party’s interest is considered more important than the national interest.

Consequently, it is still unclear whether the Communist regime’s ultimate

goal is to build a strong nation or simply use the idea of a strong nation as

a means to keep the party in power.

★

Even as the Communist party has mobilized every resource to boost the

country’s image as a sports power through its elite sports program, the

health of the general population has been declining. In particular, accord-

ing to a recent survey, the physical condition of Chinese youth has been de-

teriorating since 1985. Young Chinese have become fatter, less active, and

overall less healthy, mainly due to a lack of exercise. This situation has

arisen for several reasons. First is a dearth of funding for sports programs

in the schools, which has led to inadequate physical education facilities

and little encouragement from schools and teachers for children to en-

gage in sports.3 China also fails to fund sports for the general population,

even as it spends heavily on the training of elite athletes in pursuit of gold

medals.4

Second, both parents and schools emphasize book learning and prepa-

ration for examinations and actually discourage young people from spend-

ing time being physically active. In the late nineteenth century, members of
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the Chinese elite blamed the old civil service examinations for China’s

weakness; now it appears that a new examination culture has emerged as

the Chinese middle class tries to improve its livelihood by focusing on col-

lege entrance examinations, graduate student placement tests, and many

different career development tests. China has, in a sense, again become an

examination country, in which sports and exercise have little place in peo-

ple’s lives.

It is true that China has become a sports power if the number of gold

medals won is used as a yardstick. Nevertheless, when most of its people

become less healthy, China may actually become a new “sick man of East

Asia,” even though foreigners may not notice and the Chinese themselves

are not paying much attention. The paradox is that the “sick man” label of

long ago spawned the worship of gold medals, a mentality that may lead

China back to that old hated condition.

★

More than any other sports event, the 2008 Olympic Games promise to

accentuate the significance of sports as a political endeavor rather than a

personal leisure pursuit—at least in the minds of recent Chinese leaders.

Elsewhere I have argued that for the Chinese the twentieth century started

with World War I.5 The century ended, it seems, in the late 1970s with

Deng Xiaoping’s reforms. China has entered the twenty-first century with

a new campaign to determine its new national identity and advance its po-

sition in the international arena. The first campaign in the twentieth cen-

tury seemed to fail miserably with the founding of a Communist China

that was isolated and poor by the time Mao died. How successful the new

campaign in the twenty-first century will be largely depends on the coun-

try’s ability to undo some of its political choices of the previous century.

Political radicalism is not the answer: it played a crucial part in the failure

of China’s twentieth-century efforts at internationalization, and today’s

China, which is more diversified and open, is much less likely to engage in

another mass political revolution.
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A sports revolution, however, seems very possible. Sports seem to

bring people together regardless of their economic class, political ideas, or

social rank. Given the widespread anger, anxiety, and frustration regarding

social injustice in today’s China, sports, as a focus of popular interest, may

bring about major social changes. If such a transformation occurs, it could

cause serious problems for the Communist regime.

We have observed that sports events such as soccer’s World Cup have

the capacity to move markets, start wars, make peace, and shift national

moods.6 But how will such events affect China’s efforts to carve out a new

national identity? One answer is suggested by developments in China’s

professional soccer establishment. The Chinese have long been deeply ob-

sessed with soccer, but the Chinese team has often brought national humil-

iation because of its poor performances. As an article in the Economist re-

cently pointed out, Chinese sports, like the country at large, are riddled

with corruption, abuse of power, and injustice, and the problem is espe-

cially acute in Chinese soccer.7 For several years, illegal gambling has fu-

eled rampant match-fixing by corrupt players and referees—problems that

have devastated the country’s favorite sport and repeatedly disappointed

its diehard fans. Chinese soccer fans have recently not been shy to demand

reforms that would rid the sport of these systematic abuses. And largely

under the pressure exerted by fans, Chinese sports authorities recently

launched crackdown campaigns to stop the match-fixing (as well as the

online gambling that encourages the fixers). But the root of the problem is

the political system that controls sports.

As the previous chapters show, although the IOC and Beijing are close

allies in the 2008 Games, the PRC regime’s attitude toward sports has been

fundamentally contrary to Olympic principles. According to the Olympic

charter, “The practice of sport is a human right. Every individual must

have the possibility of practicing sport, without discrimination of any kind

and in the Olympic spirit, which requires mutual understanding with a

spirit of friendship, solidarity and fair play. The organization, administra-

tion and management of sport must be controlled by independent sports

organizations.”8 In China, however, sports at the national level have been
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closely controlled by the state and subject to political consideration and

manipulation. Like many Chinese government agencies, the national and

local sport commissions are subject to little public scrutiny.

The real solution to the corruption and other problems that plague

Chinese sports is to create governing bodies for sports that are free from

government control. To achieve that goal, China needs political reforms—

and an overwhelming cry for cleaner, better sports might lead to such re-

forms. As the same Economist article pointed out, “Few dare to suggest

that what the party needs are independent checks and balances. But that is

precisely what anyone reading the sports pages might think.”9 More im-

portantly, if we look at the eighteen World Cups held so far, no Commu-

nist countries have won a championship. Beijing may have a can-do atti-

tude, but the curse of political control can be difficult to break. Can a

soccer revolution lead to a political transformation?

Coubertin, the founder of the modern Olympic movement, once wrote,

“Days in history are long; it is not yet midday. Let us be patient.”10 As we

enter the new millennium, China has become an ever more impatient soci-

ety. The Chinese want to get rich quickly, they want to be powerful soon,

and nowhere can this impatience be seen as plainly as in their attitude to-

ward sports. Here there is great hope for China, but perhaps also an ele-

ment of danger.

Five years after completing his Olympic Memoirs, Coubertin began his

final add-on chapter, which he carefully titled “La symphonie inachevée”

(The unfinished symphony)—a coda that would remain incomplete and

unpublished.11 The history of sports in China, like Coubertin’s lifework,

is unfinished, with the most important movements still to be written. Try

as we might, we simply cannot know what lies ahead for China as it trans-

forms itself as a competitor on the field and on the international stage. We

may, however, get a preview of the nation’s global destiny when the 2008

Olympic Games open at 8:00 pm on August 8, 2008.
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