
Unit 3: I can analyze how sports have been 
used as a social and political platform for larger 
issues in society and the world.



 Sports are not isolated from other parts of 
society.

 Athletes, teams, and coaches often use their 
role in sports to open a discussion on a larger 
social or political issue.

 Some choose this role, others it is chosen for 
them.



 When have you seen sports being used as a 
platform for a larger political or social issue?



 The largest international sporting event.

 Not just about sports

 Think back to the beginning of the semester 
and the Real Olympics documentary. 

 What were some examples of the Olympics as a 
stage for political or social issues?





 Nazi Germany used the 
Olympic Games for 
propagandistic 
purposes.
 Desired Image of 

Germany:
▪ New

▪ Strong

▪ United

 Hid anti-Semitism, racist 
policies, and growing 
military

http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/media_ph.php?ModuleId=10005680&MediaId=6405


 Decided in 1931
 Way to welcome Germany back 

to the global community, post 
WWI

 Hitler became Chancellor two 
years later
 Democracy turned to Dictatorship

 Persecuted:
 Jews

 Roma Gypsies

 Political Opponents
 Persecution extended to sports



 Myth of racial 
superiority & physical 
prowess

 Physically fit 

 Heroic



 April 1933: Aryans only 
in German sports

 Jewish athletes and 
other persecuted 
groups were excluded

 Forced to turn to 
underfunded, 
segregated facilities



 First time there was a movement to boycott 
an Olympics

 Basis was the poor human rights record in 
Germany

 Movement failed, 49 countries (including US) 
participated in the Olympics

 Set the precedent for the future

 Call world’s attention to human rights abuses in 
Olympic host country.





 Most anti-Jewish signs 
were removed during 
the games

 Newspapers toned 
down anti-Semitic 
rhetoric



 Propaganda

 Germany wanted to 
use the Olympic Games 
to present a false 
image of Germany as a 
peaceful and tolerant

 Attempt to convince 
tourists and foreign 
journalists



 Preparations for the 
Games:

 New Sports Complex

 Olympic flags and 
swastikas

 800 gypsies were 
arrested and 
removed from Berlin 
the month before 
the Games began



 Hitler opened 
the games

 49 nations 
marched in 
alphabetically

 Largest 
Olympics yet

 New tradition:

 Olympics 
torch relay



 Promoted Olympics with 
colorful posters & 
magazines

 Imagery drew link 
between Ancient Greek 
and German Athletes

 Symbolized Nazi myth 
that Germany was rightful 
heir to ‘Aryan’ culture

 Emphasized ideal of 
heroic, blue-eyed blonds



 Helene Mayer
 Part Jewish, allowed to 

represent Germany

 Germany’s attempt to 
placate international 
opinion

 Silver medal in fencing

 Gave Nazi salute on the 
podium

 Only Jewish athlete 
allowed to compete for 
Germany



 Nine Jewish athletes 
won medals at the 
1936 Berlin Games

 Many European and 
American Jewish 
athletes were 
pressured to boycott 
the Olympics



 It was thought that 
victories by African 
American athletes 
would undermine 
German racism

 Also hoped it would 
foster a new sense of 
black pride at home



 America sent 18 
African American 
athletes to Berlin

 16 men, 2 women

 3x the number who 
had competed at 
the Los Angeles 
Games in 1932



 African American Athletes suffered discrimination at home

 Opportunities in sports were limited at college and 
professional levels

 Journalists criticized the irony in opposing discrimination 
against foreign athletes, but not caring about it at home

 All African American athletes who competed came from:
 Northern Universities

 Mostly White Universities

 Showed the inferior equipment and facilities found at black colleges.



 Won 14 medals in 
Berlin

 Jesse Owens

 Hero of the Olympics

 4 gold medals

 100 & 200 meter dash, 
long jump, and 4x100 
relay

 Olympic record in Long 
Jump



 Won the most medals 
of any nation

 German organization 
and hospitality won 
praise from visitors

 Most newspaper 
reports echoed the 
idea that Germany was 
“more human again”



 “Olympia” 1938

 Controversial 
documentary released 
internaltionally

 Directed by German 
filmmaker & nazi
sympathizer Leni
Riefenstahl

 Commissioned by the 
Nazis 


