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How Politics can Shape Sports and the

Athletes Who Perform: a Case Study of
Hungarian Gymnastics During the Cold
War

Cold War Historical Context

Hungary is an eastern bloc country
e underSoviet-influenced leadership
e Communistpolicies

o Collectivization of agriculture- portions given to government keptincreasing [1]

Salinizationinthe 1950s



e FoodShortages- lack of resources, little outside trade

e Formalreligionwascensored
o forcedto supportcommunist policiesandideas

e Political oppression
o illegal imprisonment, 1951-52: over 40,000 people detained [2]
o reeducation programsfordissidents

o 1.3 million brought to Court on political charges between 1948-1953 [3]

1956 revolution-October-November
e Nationwiderevolution againstthe Soviet- imposed policiesin Hungary [4]
o 200,000 Hungariansfled
° thousandsdied
o tensof thousands were persecuted

e like otherathletes, Bodd leaves and she's able to go because she's an athlete abroad and has
mobility

e unlike othernations, Hungarian desalinization was interrupted by areturn to power by leaders
who had oppressed the people inthe 1940s [5]

o othercountries'victories of new leadership was not achieved

Andrea Bodd-Schmidt Schapiro




e OlympicGymnastfrom Hungary
¢ Fledtothe United States afterthe Olympicgamesin Melbourne
e Feltinfluence of communist politics and east v. west tension through her profession

e oral history documents herexperience in Hungary, defection, and life as an international official
inthe United States

o Problemsassociated with memory

o Possibilities: forgetting, falsifying, romanticizing (rose-colored lens)

The purpose of the projectisto juxtapose how politics and government structure shape the world of
sports, as well as the progress of individual sports, with the isolation of athletes from the political
realities of theirrespective nations.

We assertthat contemporary politicsis directly reflected in the sports community through the way
athletesinteract and the ways other nations perceive athletes’ treatment.

We argue that around the Hungarian Revolution, Eastern countries like Hungary attempted to perform
theirstrength by giving privileges that allowed athletes to excel while western nations like the United
States focused on fostering their savior complexes by "saving" and subsequently parading around
eastern athletes whowere convinced to defect.

This narrative is complicated by the disparity between the sports community acknowledging how
domesticandinternational politics influences each sportand the utopiaview that governments were
able to craft amongtheirathlete populations about the government's actions.



Athletes' Privileges

Purpose:

Establish the high quality of life that professional athletes enjoyed, especially those whose ability
qualified themforinternational competition.

Argument:

Eastern bloc athletes enjoyed privileges as ameans of creating loyalty to theirgovernments and
favorable representation of their country's interest whe n competing abroad

Examples of Privilege, as told by Andrea Bodo-Schmidt Schapiro
Standards of Livingin Hungarian Society

Bodd detailed the state of Hungarian society as “very poor” with people having “very littlemoney for
food”[1]

e demonstrates government's motive forawarding privileges
While Training: Food Security as a Privilege

Bodd recounted:



“..AS:we wentoutto lunchto, like, afive-starhotel, and you could order anything you want. | had frog
legs, and | had what else was, you know, special then? Soup witheggsinit, you know, beef stew, and
many—whatyou just wanted to order, you could order fromthe menu. So, that was nice. So, that was
aprivilege, yeah.”[2]

Athletesvalued the nourishment
e allowedforrigorous training while decreasing the chance of accidental injury
e quality of the food and the dining options increases extent of privilege
While Competing: Privilege to Travel and Compete Abroad

Context: Many Hungarian citizens fled the country before the 1956 revolutionin response toincreasing
tensions and poor living conditions, which caused the government to severely limitinternational travel
because of fearthat more Hungarian citizens would defect while abroad.[3]

e Differentiation between eastern blocand outside travel

Bodd was unable to obtaina visain orderto compete at herfirstinternationalmeetin Poland because
of herfather’sactions:

“AS: | rememberthe firsttime | qualified forameetto go into Poland...and | went outto the station
and | didn’tgetthe visa, they said, because of my father. And, | hadto go home. | was absolutely—I
thought, That’sit. How will | go to Helsinki, a Western state, whentheydon’tallowme to an Eastern
state? And but, the bigcommunists said | will come back, to guarantee and | could go out.”[4]

e Her privilegeasanathlete and the inherent connections tothe governmentfrombeinggood
enough to compete internationally ensured approval forall subsequent trips abroad.

e paperworkwaslikely expedited and approved based on her ability toimprove Hungary’s
prestige in gymnastics, even overlooking whatever apparent transgressions her father
committedinthe eyes of the Communist State

https://sway.office.com/PSrYFfRwWyEW5QIBr#content=JYboZ TwKFgEcG8
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While Abroad: Access to International Markets

athletes were often taken by government-affiliated guides to shop in stores that had western
goods and permitted to purchase desired items.

Bodd purchased a floor waxing machine whileabroad at a competitionin Russia. She did notseemto
understand the significance of herforeign purchase;

Bodd insisted that the machine was “normal size” and it was “no problemto bringit back. It
wasn’t. ltwasn’tdrugs.”[5]

When questioned about possible smuggling, she either truly did not consider her purchase and
transportto constitute smuggling ordid not equate the severity.

Discrepancy betweenrelating the eventto drug smuggling and claiming her own transportation
was harmless

possible source bias:influenced by decades livingin the U.S. or possibly witnessed a vast
network of smugglingamong athletes- either could cause hertoview personal actions as less
severe

Government Motivations for Bestowing Privileges:

Willingness to pampertheir professional athletes because the country was focused on
bolsteringitsinternational image through performance in competitive sports

Fostered afavorable image of the governmentin the athletes' minds - makes athletes wantto
perform betterin repayment

athletesreporting positive living conditions bolsters international legitimacy and social capital

Purpose:

Establish how, due to theirtreatmentfromtheircommunist state, athletes rarely had the opportunity to
participate or experience politics like the average citizen would have.

Argument:

While athletes were used as political propaganda by Hungary, because of their busy lifestyles dedicated
to trainingand competing, athletes were virtually unaware of their country's political state.

Athletes did not experience the political state of Hungary as average citizens did



e Bodddetailed how herlifestyle asan athlete kept her busy trainingand competing which
prevented herfrom havingtoo much political knowledge

Boddrecalls...

"It wasn’t cell phone to phone andimmediately you have answer. You know, it was—we just

didn’tknow what’s going on, and we heard the Russian came in, yes, and it was —we just—we didn’t
know where we are—and whatto believe” [1]

e Withoutcell phonesorinternet, it was hard to know what was goingon unlessyou were
specifically living it

o Thisisimportanttorememberas| argue why an athletes'experiencevaried
from the average citizen

o Theirperceptions of the communist state orthe revolution were not the same
because they were notexperiencing the same things

https://sway.office.com/PSrYFfRwyE W5QIBr#content=vfe4vQjfunWJIfZ
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Surveillance

Context:

¢  WhenHungarian athletes were away at competition, they would be followed by people from
the state. This ensured athletes would censor athletes from speaking negatively about the
negative state or fallinginto western influences.

Evidence:

Bodd: “You didn’t move very much alone. You always had someone watching overyou. Like, in Helsinki,
you know, you couldn’tleave the camp withoutaso-called person watching overyou” [2]

¢ Here, Bodd admitsthat Hungarian athletes were watched by their government, evenwhen
abroad


https://sway.office.com/PSrYFfRwyEW5QlBr#content=vfe4vQjfunWJfZ

e Thisshowsthat while athletes were treated differently than the average citizens, they still felt
the burdens of communism

e thissurveillance, though, ensured that athletes were not as aware of how different their
communist state is, from say, a western state

Isolation
Context:

e Onecanimagine thatathletesatthe top of theirsport spend the majority of their days training
or strategizing fortheir next competition. This was the case for Bod 6, she and otherathletes
spentso much time trainingand competing, thatthey were isolated from alot of what was
occurringin Hungary

e Evidence:

Bodd: “You know, we were —that’s what we decided, to compete, and we were with the revolutionary—
and | don’tknow everybody was. |, atleast, was, and many of my friendswere, and evenitwassucha
chaos we didn’t—you know, it’s not this good —you didn’t know what’s going on".

e athletesspent mostof theirtime training, competing, maybe even working or studying.

e Many times, they were not privy to what was occurring in their state because they were not
experiencingitlike others. They werefed and they were busy with work. This was not the case
for many people otherthan athletes.

Education
Context:

e Some communiststates required theirathletes to take political e ducation class but Hungary did
not.

e While athleteswereprobably nottaught about how their communist government operates,
they were probably educated on how to portray communism when competing abroad. Orthey
were taught about communism onthe surface level.

Evidence:
JM:  Um-hm, did you—did they—did you have to go to political education classes before—
AS: No.

JM:  No, | knowin othercountriesthat, like, the Soviet Union athletes had to, but| don’tthinkin
Hungary—

AS: No.



Bodd: “We had meetings. |remembermeetingin Czechoslovakiain this so-called VillaRosa, Villa Rosa,
Prague, ina place where you couldn’t move anywhere, inacamp or what wasiit, separated from
everything, and we had a meetingthere and discussed”

e Thesetwoquotesare examples of how athletes were notactually educated on politics.

e Further, athleteshad to even hold meetingin orderto educate one anotherand devise planson
how to representtheir nation at competitions

U.S. Historical Context

History of Propagandato Establish Western Savior Complex
e datesback to at leastthe U.S.”s 1899 interventionin Cuba.[1]
e ColdWar's Truman Doctrine- direct call forinterventionto save those in the east

o ‘“we [the U.S.] must assistfree peoplestowork toward theirown destiniesin
theirownway.”[2]

Anti-eastern BlocPropaganda
e Used as justification for westernintervention

e U.S. Government crafted specialized means of subversion during the Cold Warto influence the
international community’s opinions of the east. [3]

e playedintothe imperial mindset of many Americans- thought their country could save the

athletes fromthe poorstandards of living or coopted performances when competingthat the
propaganda portrayed

ClAIntervention & Mission



e Codenamed"Opperation Griffin"

e planto cause 38 Olympians’ defections fromthe east afterthe 1956 Melbourne Games

Western Savior Complex
Purpose:

Explainthe Western Savior Complex as the primary reason why the westintervenedin the affairs of
eastern countriesand theirathletes.

Argument:

The bias inherentin Cold War Era westernintelligence inaccurately assessed the standard of living that
many professional eastern athletes enjoyed, which caused the United States to organize anillegitimate
humanitarian mission which bolstered theirown statusin the international community ratherthan
saving ‘oppressed’ athletes.

Operation Griffin Demonstrating the Western Savior Complex
Speorts
lllustiated

e coordinated publicly by Sports lllustrated in conjunction with the U.S. government as a silent
partner conveniently within weeks of the Hungarian Revolution’s outbreak.[1]

e U.S. soughtto promote independence through freeing the athletes fromtheir “outside

pressures,”i.e., theiroppressive governments, would “keep [the necessary] hope [for freedom]
alive”[2]

Freedom Tour Perpetuates Western Superiority
e defectedathletes paraded aroundthe U.S. for publictosee
e athletesfeltconstrained about whatthey could say and how to act

e paradedas trophies of western superiority- perceived as choosing to come to U.S. be cause of
conditionsin east

e GivenU.S.'spromise torelocate the athletes anywhere they wanted afterthe actual Freedom

Tour, likely thought that it was providing oppressed athletes with an opportunity for
freedom.[3]

Effortsfostered the superiority of the western bloc, specifically the U.S., overthe eastern bloc

U.S. Intervention Countered by Bod6- Not All Athletes Were Oppressed



Bodd's hesitation to leave Hungary shows the government's success at creating a favorable opinion by
granting privileges

"AS:| neverwantedtoleave Hungary. | loved my Hungary. | loved where | grew up in the same house...
and it's- my family was there, you know... and,  had a good life in Hungary, betterthan others, | guess,
and | justloved Hungary, you know"[4]

Bodd’s narrative callsinto question whether the CIA and Sports lllustrated attempted to confirm
the validity of the westernintelligence concerning the athlete’s wellbeing before planning their

extraction mission

o Language barrier could have prevented dialogue [5]- Why did the U.S. continue
without confirmation?

chose to still defect overinternational employment opportunitiesin U.S.

What does this show?

Political tensions between the western and eastern blocs clashed in the arena of international sports

both blocs focused onimproving their respective images to the international community

supportsan interpretation that U.S. was more concerned aboutimpressinginternational
community of their ability to save athletes from coopted performances or poor living situations
than genuinely tryingto help the athletes

Politics Inspiring Change Within Gymnastics

Argument:

Both domesticand international politics can shape the trajectory of an individual sport
Gymnastics drastically changed once the Cold Warended

This had to do with those whotook overrunningthe sportand which countries beganto
dominate



Evidence:

e Bodd on America... "You know, it wasn’t really gymnastics here at that time, very—gymnastic
level was | would say pretty low and not very popularfor girls [1]

¢ Bodé on the steps of changing gymnastics in the US/ internationally... "First, we wrote a book,
coauthored the book Gymnastics for Women, which became abestseller, and you could see
every high school teacherhaditin the country and how to do gymnastics. And, | also had the
book of judgingitforotherpeople, Judging Women’s Gymnasticsbook, and which had how to
judge". [2]

¢ Bodé on international tensions competitively

- shementionsearlierthat while she was competing, soviet gymnasts did not even know
how to mounta beam...

AS: "okay, they were here 89 was the first World Championship when the Romanian beat the
Russian. My gosh, that was—Iwas there celebratingwith them. (laughs)

JM:  (laughs) There was a celebration for beating the Soviets?
AS:  Of course! Of course, there was a celebration. It’s noteasy ". [3]
More evidence...
e Bodod on how a country may want to influence changes within the sport...

JM:  Um-hm, um-hm, soduringthe Cold War was there, like, did you feel like therewas alot of
pressure comingfrom, say, the Soviets, thatthe sports should move inadifferentdirection, or was
politics notanissue and—

AS:  You know that—forinstance, rhythmicgymnastics, the big questionis, are we emphasizingthe
rhythmicgymnasticitself orthe difficulty, you know? And, we wantto have it more artistic. Some
people wantto have it more artistic, and some people wantto have it more difficulty, sothatis always
hard. Didwe balanceit? And certainly, the—now the Soviet Unionis excellent. It'snot—it's Russia
now. Russiais excellent. Itis. The gymnasts is fantastic, ballet background, you know, and they can
really—they are all solo dancers of ballet, a big company, (laughs) allthe rhythmic gymnasts. They are
fantastic, and other—the other nation who don’t have that kind of ballet niche wants to keep it more
rhythmicaland not going in thatdirection. But, if you are a good balletdancer, and you can performall
these skills, then you know, they want to have more apparatus handlingskills, forinstance, the rhythmic
gymnastics and don’temphasize the dance partsomuch. So, this is a balance thing, and the technical
committeeis working on it to keep it in balance. [4]



Bodé on the politics of gymnastics

"And, | just gave the score, (laughs) what | felt she deserved, so these are politics. And, many countries
have this kind of pressure on theirjudge, thatif you don’t give—you don’t help this gymnast, you know,
my gymnast. And but, they start to get better, hopefully"

"Mostly were the communist countries, and | think also Asian countries have pressure, that kind of
pressure"

"Like, well like, thisis very common. You’re in Japan. It’s automatically they giveyou alittle gift,
right? You should go there and give a little gift. Butsometimes, alittle gift gets better, is bigger, and
now it became a rule that absolutely you cannot accept anything, whichis good." [5]



Politics Affecting the International Gymnastics Community

Purpose:

Bodd documents change between 1980-2000 from the perspective of aninternationaljudge
representingthe U.S. forthe International Federation of Gymnastics

Argument:

Both domesticandinternational politics can shape the relationships needing navigationin the sports
community, as well asinfluence the way officials view their role in theirsport's community



Gift-Giving and Regional Favoritism

these exchanges werebribesintended to obtain amore favorable score for gymnasts from the judge’s
home country by countries with an Eastern mindset- promote country's status and strength

o Mostly completed by judges from Russia, Asian countries, and small Eastern
European countries

o Bodddid not participate- shows her western mindset

e (Called"toofair"

she was known for being far “too fair” by her colleagues, especially given herrefusalto participate in
gift-giving that often occurred between judges.[1]

Importance of Scores for International Reputation

Bribesandjudge'sinfluencing scores demonstrates the pressure countries place on the rankings of their
athletes because they wanttoimprove the reputation of their country

Bodd acknowledges how gymnastics specifically and the international sports community at large are
subjecttothe influence of domesticand global politics [2]

o Connectsto Cold War and eastv. west strength - both countries wantto prove
superiority
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