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5. Black Power

international Politics and the
Revolt of the Black Athlete

There were several unsuccessful proposed efforts to organize African
American athletes to boycott the Olympic Games because of the persis-
tence of racial discrimination. The outspoken African American activist
Dick Gregory in 1963 unsuccessfully proposed a boycott of the 1964 To-
kyo Olympics. A year later, the idea was resurrected. However, the new
proposal came from an unlikely source: Mal Whitfield, the conservative
Republican and former Olympic track champion. Whitfield had repeat-
edly toured internationally as a goodwill ambassador who embodied the
State Department’s emphasis on racial progress. At the time of his m._:m...l. ”
gestion, Whitfield was employed as a heaith and athletic adviser to the
Nigerian government. “Let’s Boycott the Olympics” was the shocking
title of an article Whitfield wrote for Ebony’s March 1964 edition. Whit-
field asserted that his State Department-sponsored travels abroad were’
a prime motivation for his call to action. As he tried to “tell the story
of democracy,” the three-time gold medalist asserted that he reportedly’
faced mmqmnm_ questions: “Why are you here trying to sell us on &@.Boﬂ,m@ b
when there is no democracy for your kind in America?” “Why are yowin.
front of us talking about what sports can do for integration when some.
of the best athletes in the world are American black athletes; yet they
are accepted only to a point?” State Department reports had expressed
relief at the skillful ways Whitfield addressed these legitimate concérhs. -
when he toured throughout Africa, Asia, and other parts of the world, -
Undoubtedly, State Department policy makers could not have E.m%%wm._
Mal Whitfield’s aanos.ﬁmﬁami and mncSmE..
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The impetus for Whitfield's new aggressive posture was the delayed
passage and filibustering of the civil rights bill that was languishing before
Congress in early 1964. He believed that it was “time for American Negro
athletes to join in the civil rights fight—a fight that is far from won, despite
certain progress made during the past year” Describing the “conspicu-
ous” absence of wide-scale involvernent by athletes in the battle for racial
equality, he argued that drastic actions needed to be taken to ensure that
greater rights were granted to African Americans. Arguing that “it is time
for America to live up to its promises of Liberty, Equality, and Justice for
all, or be shown up to the world as a nation where the color of one’s skin
takes precedence over the quality of one’s mind and character” Whitfield
issued a conditional challenge to potential African American Olympians.
The former Olympic champion said that if civil rights legislation was
not passed by the time the Olympic Games began in October, African
Americans should stay home.?

Whitfield’s suggestion elicited few responses from both the African
American and the white communities. Consequently, the Olympic-boycott
idea did not receive widespread support. Most of the African Ameri-
can athletes were sympathetic with his frustration, but unwilling to seri-
ously consider forfeiting their Olympic dreams. Ultimately, significant
civil rights legislation was passed in 1964 and 1965. Nonetheless, many of
the problems plaguing the African American community continued to
persist. Consequently, some elite African American athletes, including
Lew Alcindor and Tommie Smith, were wilting to seriously contemplate
boycotting the 1968 Mexico City Olympics.

“Black Power: International Politics and the Revolt of the Black Athlete”
explores the altered domestic and international landscapes that caused
African American athletes to challenge the State Department’s propaganda
regarding the meaning of African American athletic success. After the pas-
sage of civil rights legislation in 1964 and 1965, many Americans believed
that the nation’s racial problems had been solved. However, after the civil
tights movement gave way to the more rhetorically aggressive Black Power
movement, the nature of protest in the African American commuunity
was altered. I argue that the protest gestures of Tommie Smith and John
Carlos in Mexico City were a direct response to the State Department’s use
of African American athletes as propaganda tools. Purthermore, T show

that these athletes saw themselves as picking up Malcolm X's mantle and

mission. These athletes were heavily influenced by Malcolm and believed

that their actions were the equivalent of taking the United States before the -
United Nations on charges of violation of international law. Perhaps most
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significant, this chapter analyzes the minimalist response from the U.S.
government to the protest gestures of Smith and Carlos to demonstrate
how and why international pressure ceased to be a dominant impetus for
racial reform in the United States by 1968.

The Roots of the Olympic Committee
for Human Rights

‘Tornmie Smith, a world-class sprinter and student at San Jose State Uni-
versity, was in Tokyo for the World University Games in the fall of 167, A
Japanese sports reporter asked Smith about the likelihood of a black boy-
cott of the upcoming Summer Olympic Games. “Yes, this is true” Smith
responded. “Some black athletes have been discussing the possibility of
boycotting the games to protest racial injustice in America” The American
press reported the brief exchange widely. Many young African Americans
applauded Smith's sentiments. However, many Americans were confused
by his statement, dismissing him as childish, ungrateful, and unpatriotic.
Unsettled by the personal attacks, Smith made an appointment to meet
with Harry Edwards, his professor in a Racial Minorities course at San
Jose State University. The meeting led them to decide to further survey the
“attitudes of other world-class athletes toward a revolt of black athletes over
the problems facing black athletes and the black community in general™
Harry Edwards had been a collegiate discus thrower and basketball
player at San Jose State College, where he earned a bachelor's degree in
sociology. Instead of pursuing an athletic career, Edwards began work-
ing on a doctorate degree in sociology at Cornell University. As he was.
completing his graduate education, Edwards was invited back to his alma
mater, San Jose State, to teach in the Sociology Department. As a former
student-athlete, Edwards was sensitive to the housing discrimination,.
low expectations, and hostility that African American student-athletes
experienced at the college. Edwards worked with the student-athletes on
campus to draw attention to their plight. In the aftermath of his efforts
to force San Jose State to address the concerns of the African American
student-athletes, Edwards helped organize the Olympic Committee for
Human Rights (OCHR} in October 1967. The aims of the OCHR were to.
extend the political power of African American athletes to wmm_.mmm.wmnm& .
injustice in the United States.® S e
By the mid-1960s, it was widely accepted that sports were at the van-
guard of African American social advancement and the embodiment of

how a just society was ordered and maintained. Consequently, mwozm par:
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ticipation was viewed as a cornerstone of what Brenda Gayle Plummer
has labeled “the Age of Negro Firsts,” by which she refers to the era in
which African Americans gained unprecedented access to positions of
influence, honor, and high prestige. Theretofore, the successful integration
of the National Football League, Major League Baseball, and the National
Basketball Association was said to be advancement for the race: proof
that the United States was becoming more egalitarian. Manning Marable
termed this widely held belief “liberal integrationism.” The notion sug-
gested that “if individual African Americans are advanced to positions of
political, cultural, or corporate prominence, the entire black community
will benefit. Thus, sports became a stage to dramatize the American lib-
eral democratic systen’s emphasis on individual merit. The two pinnacle
virtues of the merit-based system were fair play within the rules of the
system and that individual achievement was the fundamental building
block of the American social system. The predominant belief was that any
talented and motivated individual could succeed in American society.
Furthermore, African American athletic success was used to suggest
that racial injustice was not an impediment to the advancement of indi-
vidual African Americans. This interpretation gave legitimacy to existing
racial inequalities in American society during the Cold War and civil rights
era. Athletic achievement suggested that if African American masses were
competitive, disciplined, hardworking, and patriotic, loved America, and
believed in God, the American Dream would be available to them, This
line of reasoning reinforced the perception that African Americans were
to blame for their own disproportionately high poverty levels, unemploy-
ment, and limited opportunities. Hence, the ability of a few black athletes
to achieve athletic success seemed to validate the American way of life for
many Americans. For example, Martin Kane, then a senior editor at Sporis

Illustrated, wrote, “Every black child, however, he might be discouraged -
from a career with a Wall Street brokerage firm or other occupational .
choices, knows he has a sporting chance in baseball, basketball, foot--
ball, boxing, or track. [He] has something real to aspire to when he picks -
up a bat or dribbles a ball” Kane’s assessment had been widely accepted .

among all segments of the population because it offered hope in the face

of outright and persistent racism.” This line of reasoning had been used

to provide some Jimited means by which African Americans could stiil :

identify with the American Dream. :

Throughout the 19505 and 19605, the sports arena had perpetuated a
vision of itself as being above racial antagonism. It deceived itself. Using :

more intricate, subtle social and political mechanisms, the sports world -
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sought to keep African Americans complacent and complicit-by ..m&.ﬁa..c
cating blind faith in the mere presence of blacks in athletics as-a miein
10 alter the American racial structure. The OCHR increasingly argued
that despite the prevalent claims about sports as an m:mmnmmmﬁ_.mnﬁnpﬂ&
integration, sports had not done a lot to alter racist perceptions and the
structure of the American social order. A widely read 1968 series of articles
in Sports Hiustrated focusing on “the black athlete)” written by Jack Olsen;-
discussed the plight of the African American athlete on college camphises: .
and professional athletes. Olsen’s articles indicated that African American:
athletes felt the same despair that characterized the discontented masses
in the urban ghettoes, Olsen wrote, “Almost to a man African E:nﬁm.ﬂwm :
athletes were disgruntled, dissatisfied, and disillusioned™ e
The reality that a critical mass had been reached in each of the three .
major professional sports leagues yet the promised advancements had
not trickled down to the masses caused the OCHR to seriously consider-.
the possibility of organizing a boycott. By 1968 approximately one-half of -
all professional basketball players were African American, Additionaily,
roughly one-third of all professional football players and one-fourth of all
professional baseball players were African American. Between 1954 and
1064, African American athietes had won seven of eleven National League
batting championships and led the league in home runs eight of those
years. As African Americans became more visible in athletics, their mere
presence ceased to be a positive, progressive racial force. Their snccess
did not have the same symbolic meaning. The black athlete increasingly
became “part of the status quo, the expected, the taken for granted.” Con-
sequently, the “silent symbol model” of athletic behavior exhibited by Jesse
Owens and Joe Louis was now interpreted by a new generation of black
athletes headed by Tommie Smith, Harry Edwards, and Lew E&ﬁaoﬂwm.
hindering racial advancement and as a form of legitimization of existing
racial inequalities. e

The Boycott Idea and the Backlash

Increasingly, the OCHR began to assert that the best way to use-sports to: :
achieve the political and social goals of the black community was to protest: :
against American society rather than to celebrate it. Hence; 3\ the fate -
1960s, sports not only reflected Black Power's critique of US. racism, but -
also helped shape the politics of the struggle. Jack Scott, apolitical activist
believed that America was not prepared for the change in behavior of the-
black athletes. Scott argued that society had “mistakenly-assumed thatthe
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docility and acquiescence commor in [African American| athletes of the
past was an inherent quality rather than a posture” adopted as a means of
survival in the racist sports world,”

Harry Edwards and Tommie Smith met with more than two hundred
participants in a Sunday-school room at Second Baptist Church in Los
Angeles on Thanksgiving Day, November 23, 1067, at the Western Regional
Youth Conference. The theme of the conference was “Liberation Is Com-
ing from a Black Thing” Four of the five world-class athletes who were
present at the meeting—Tommie Smith, Lee Evans, Otis Burrell, and Lew
Alcindor (later known as Kareem Abdul Jabbar)—spoke in support of the
boycott. Alcindor, who was the leading scorer for the two-time defend-
ing NCAA men’s basketball champion UCLA Bruins, addressed the two
hundred assembled athletes to discuss the possibility of a black boycott
of the 1968 Olympic Games. “Everyone knows me,” Alcindor began. “Fm
the big basketball star, weekend hero, everybody's all- American. Well, last
summer I was almost killed by a racist cop shooting at a Black [man] in
Harlem. He was shooting on the street—where masses of Black people
were standing around o just taking a walk” The crowd was mesmerized as
he continued, “But [the police officer] didi't care. . . . I found out last sum-
mer that we don’t catch hell because we aren't basketball stars or because
we don't have money. We catch hell because we are Black. Somewhere
each of us has to make a stand against this kind of thing. This is how I
take my stand—using what I have. And I take my stand here” Harry Ed-
wards maintained that Alcindor’s statements were “the most moving and
dynamic. .. [and] memorable” words spoken in behalf of the boycott idea.
The attendees gave Alcindor a five-minute standing ovation. Ultimately,
the two hundred assembled attendants, including fifty athletes, decided
to support an African American boycott of the Mexico City Garmes."

The day of the meeting, the San Jose Mercury News reported that Tom-
mie Smith said that he was “quite willing not only to give up participation
in the Games but my life if necessary if it meant that it will open a door
or channel by which the oppression and injustice suffered by my people
in America can be alleviated” Smith received a lot of hate mail, telephone
calls, confrontations in public, and death threats for his position. The famed
Los Angeles Times sportswriter Jim Murray compared Smith to a “child
who holds his breath to make his parents feel bad” Smith was warned his
aggressive posturing would alienate the white people who were empathetic
to the plight of black folk and antagonize white racists nationwide.?

The arguments against the boycott accepted the notion that civil rights
gains through sports participation inevitably reflected a gradualist yet
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effective approach. Consequently, the OCHR was accused of trying to
artificially speed up the natural evolutionary process, No longer con-
tent to be the apolitical “good Negro,” the potential boycotters wanted to
counteract the notion that sports participation mitigated the harshness
of American racism, to alter the political outlook of black athletes, and
to control how the United States would have to confront the racial issue
before the world. The OCHR’ rejection of moral suasion was consistent
with the ideas that were at the core of the Black Power era.

In their 1965 treatise, Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America,
Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton argued that racism was a subject
that “America would much rather not face honestly and squarely” For
most liberal white Americans, racism was embarrassing; to others, it was
inconvenient; and for some, it was confusing. Carmichael and Hamilton
argued that approaching the racial divide in any of these manners was
“a luxury?” Consequently, Black Power claimed that for blacks to “adopt
[white Americans’] methods of relieving our oppression is ludicrous.”
Instead, African Americans needed to first reject the simplistic expressions
that reflected white America’s nonchalant and apathetic attitude toward
racism: “Granted, things were and are bad, but we are making progress™;
“Granted, your demands are legitimate, but we cannot move hastily. Stabte
societies are best built slowly”; “Be careful that you do not anger or alien-
ate your white allies; remember, after all, you are only ten percent of the
population.” By accepting the language and tone of white liberals, Afxican
American civil rights leaders implicitly supported white notions that the
slow movernent toward full equality was satisfactory progress.

The increasing rejection of moral-suasion tactics suggested that Mal-
colm X was replacing Martin Luther King as the role model for black
activists in the late 1960s. In Malcolm X, the youngsters found justifica-
tion for confronting the “pervasiveness and perversity of white racism.”
Malcolm X was the “archetype, reference point, and spiritual advisor” for
the OCHR. Unlike Dr. King, Malcolm X refused to rely upon the notion
that the collective white soul of America could be redeemed. Malcolm
rejected appealing to the national conscience by arguing that "America’s
consciousness is bankrupt” Arguably, what made Malcolm X most popu-
lar, particularly after his death, was his rejection of the conciliatory tactics
of the civil rights movement. Malcolm's presence provided a counterpoint
to the mainstreamnr’s unswerving certainty about the inevitability of the
nation’s path to racial progress.™ :

One of the principal factors that distingnished Black Power-era activ-
ist-athletes from their counterparts in the civil rights era was their n&..m.n.,
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tion of the Myrdallian analysis. Noted author Charles Silberman argued,
“The real tragedy is that there is no American Dilemma. White Americans
are not torn and tortured by the conflict between their devotion to the
American creed” and racial abuse, as Gunnar Myrdal suggested in his
1944 classic, The American Dilemma. Myrdal characterized the American
creed as a belief in the “ideals of the essential dignity of the individual
human being, of the fundamental equality of all men, and of certain
inalienable rights to freedom, justice, and a fair opportunity?”™ Rather
than being troubled by the moral problems posed by racial injustice and
racial discrimination’s blatant contradiction with the American creed, the
OCHR and similarly minded athletes suggested that white Americans
were more concerned about how racial protest threatened peace and
destabilized law and order.

African American civil rights leaders had accepted Myrdal’s notion
and used it as a basis for reform, but as Carmichael argued, an appeal to
the morality of American society cast African Americans “in the beggar’s
role, hoping to strike a responsive chord” The willingness to rely upon
white America’s conscience revealed to Carmichael that the civil rights
movement was operating from a powerless base. For Carmichael and
Hamilton, appeals to the conscience of white America were based on
the misguided notion that “a black minority could bow its head and get
whipped into a meaningful position of power” Carmichael and Hamilton
termed that perspective “absurd” Carmichael said that “this couniry does
not function by morality, love and nonviolence, but by power™

Media reaction to the proposed boycott was overwhelmingly negative.
The response of Charles Maher, a Los Angeles Times columnist, reflected
the white backlash that frequently accompanied Black Power-era protests.
Maher asked, “What can [a boycott] accomplish for the American negro?
Suppose that all negro athletes refuse to compete for the United States in
the Olympics and that the US. squad is so weakened it finishes behind
Ecuador. Will the white majority in the United States then be disposed
to treat the Negro more generously? Or will it be angered and resist the
Negros demands even more resolutely? We suspect that the latter response
is far more probable and that the Negroes who voted Thursday to become
athletic dropouts will bring their people less good than grief”” Anticom-
munist sentiments ran high, and most Americans viewed an Qlympic
victory over the Soviet Union as a matter of national honor that was

more pressing than the concerns that the OCHR stressed. Conservative
governor Ronald Reagan of California spoke against the boycott, saying

that it would be “harmful and injurious to race relations™®
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Those who lashed out at the OCHR pointed to the passage of the Civil
Rights Act 0f 1564 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Yet the persistence
of slums, ghettoes, poverty, and racial discrimination exposed the limita-
tions of legislative reform. The fundamental assumption that limited the
purview of the civil rights movement’s emphasis on appealing to white
moderates was the notion that equal protection of constitutional rights
would afford African Americans equal opportunity to acquire wealth,
stature, and prosperity. However, civil rights laws alone could not suf-
ficiently mitigate the effects of past discrimination: economic disparity
and lingering prejudice.

The removal of the legal impediments led Americans to assert that the
market and civil society would fully integrate African Americans in a
relatively quick period. The equalization of laws, rules, and norms meant
that individual African Americans would be able to rise or fall accord-
ing to their ability and initiative. However, the OCHR, and other Black
Power activists, began to affirm that although legal restrictions had been
removed, racism remained institutionalized and visibly demonstrated by
urban poverty, limited educational epportunities, and restrictive hiring
practices, thus hindering the upward mobility of most African Americans.
Living outside of the South, and directly unaffected by the recent legisla-
tion, urban African Americans sought to force American society to shift
the battle from recognition and protection of formal equality to a broader
critique of the American economic and political system.”” As Kenneth B.
Clark, an African American psychologist, noted, the persistence of the
ghetto made it brutally clear how little society valued black people.® The:
resulting protests emerged because of the inferior conditions of urban
African American life: the denial of dignity, inferior housing, unemploy-
ment, and limited government services. .

Those who were willing to acknowledge the fundamental problem
underlying black discontentment suggested that African Americans take
their grievances to the courts and ballot box. This perspective Wn@.ﬂrn
fundamental problems—joblessness, inadequate housing, poor wages,
and institutionalized racism—unacknowledged, unaddressed, and unal-
tered. Furthermore, it did not appreciate the fact that the protests werea
challenge to the notion that American establishments—the courts, tradi- -
tional political parties, the police, and educational institutions-—weré, as -
constituted, capable and willing to redress the problems facing racialized
urban areas.” L R

A 1967 University of Michigan survey showed that white interpretations:
of Black Power differed markedly from African Amierican perspectives:
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The study found that almost 60 percent of whites interviewed associated
Black Power with violence and destruction, racism, and black domina-
tion. “The Negro wants to enslave the white man like he was enstaved 100
years ago. They want to take everything away from us—We'll all be poor”
said one white respondent who foresaw an African American attempt to
wrestle control of America away from white America. Another weary
respondent complained, “Blacks won't be satisfied until they get complete
contro} of our country by force if necessary” Not surprisingly, only o per-
cent of African Americans held similar beliefs.”® As William Van Deburg
has argued, the “passion for self-definition better represented the views
of the average Black American than did the frustrated cry ‘get whitey™
Most whites were unwilling or unable to see that Black Power’s militant
posturing was a tactical means to draw attention. As the Los Angeles Tirmes
recognized, African American leaders “find that they draw more aftention
when they hint or threaten a Tong, hot summer™* For example, as part of
his effort to gain media exposure, Harry Edwards had been advised by his
friend and mentor, the African American journalist Louis Lomax, whom
Edwards described as having a “flair for the dramatic and [abiding] ap-
preciation for the character and power of the electronic media,” to replace
his traditional suit and tie with clothes that would capture the attention
of the nation’s African American youth. Lomax revealed to Edwards that
his suit and tie, coupled with his Ivy League graduate degree, made the
media, students, and the public think that he “was just another middle-
class Negro with something to say about civil rights” Shortly thereafter,
Edwards began to wear “pseudo-revolutionary” clothing: a black cap, work
boots, black jeans, African beads, dark sunglasses, and a black jacket “with
an occasional book of matches pinned to the front” The new image drew
enormous media attention. He acknowledged that he sometimes had a dif-
ficult time keeping “a straight face, standing before crowded anditoriums,
under blazing television lights, delivering a lecture developed for my race
relations class from a rostrum festooned with reporter’s microphones, or
bombarding White Americans with rhetoric calculated to outrage” He
continued, “When [ couldn’t bedazzle them with brilliance, I bamboozled
them with bull” Thereafter, Edwards would frequently incorporate inflam -
matory language—"Uncle Tom,” “white man’s nigger;” “honky;” “cracker
administrator” —throughout his presentations. Edwards’s transformation
represents an important shift. Rather than appealing to the conscience Om
white America, Black Power advocates targeted white fear™
After the boycott announcerent, Track and Field News conducted an
analysis of the media responses of African American track competitors,
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the press: none E&mnm ::B;Eon& support mOa the voﬁo:
they would boyeott if asked by certain leadérs, three said they woul
with the majority, eighteen said they planned to compete. Triple: Eaﬁﬁ
Art Walker was firm in his opposition to the boycott idea. “ believe évery
person has to do what his conscience tells him to do,” Walker stated. ..EEm
tells me to go to the Olympics”™ Ralph Boston, 21664 Olympic nrma?obv
said he planned to participate: “What boycott? I've put too much time and
effort into track and field to give it up? Articulating the uncertainty that
many athletes had, Boston asked, “Do Negroes owe this'sacrifice to the
cause? Will a boycott advance the cause? If it doesn't is it fair 1o ask the
athletes to make the sacrifice needlessly?” With divided support ameng
the athletes, Edwards sought the help of civil rights leaders.™

Harry Edwards met with Louis Lomax to discuss the future movesof
the Olympic Project for Human Rights, the official name of the organiza-
tion serving as the organizational unit of the boycott effort. They decided
to bring the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., the president of the
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and Floyd McKissick, the
director of the Congress of Racial Equality, aboard as advisers. Edwards,
who had momentarily been a member of the Black Panther Party, decided
to turn to these two pillars of the integrationist philosophy for guidance.
Although the eventual protest has been remembered as a watershed mo-
ment in the Black Power movement, it is important to note the important
continuity that the boycott effort shared with other civil rights tactics.
King was supportive of the OPHR because it employed nonviolent direct-
action methods. King, and other civil rights activists, had demonstrated
the viability of protests, boycotts, and other nonviolent confrontations as a
means to foster social change. Furthermore, it is important to note King's
attempt to shift the battle for racial equality after the passage of the Civil
Rights Act in 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in 1965. Having achieved
equal protection under the law, Dr. Martin Luther King and other advo-
cates attempted to shift the civil rights movement in the direction of the
eradication of poverty and urban blight.

On December 15, 1967, in the conference room of New York City's
Americana Hotel, Edwards, with Dr. King and McKissick at his side, pre-
sented the OPHR's six demands. The OPHR called for the restoration of
Muhammad Ali’s title, removal of Avery Brundage as the chairman of the
International Olympic Committee, curtailment of participation of all-white
teams and individuals from South Africa and Southern Rhodesia in“the
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United States and ali Olympic activities, the addition of two black coaches
to the men's track and field coaching staff, the appointment of at least two
black people to policy-making positions on the United States Olympic
Committee, and complete desegregation of the New York Athletic Club.®
For the OPHR, the plight of Cassius Clay-Muhammad Ali epitomized
the shifting attitudes of African American athletes and the need to reject
the premise that athletic success could insulate African Americans from
racism. Notwithstanding his positive assessment of American race rela-
tions at the 1060 Olympic Games in Rome, Clay ultimately helped establish
a new precedent among African American athletes, Rather than adopt an
accommodationist perspective, the generation influenced by Ali would
be willing, even expected, to offer a harsh critique of American racism.
In fact, on€’s position on civil rights, Black Power, and even Vietnam was
evident based on whether the dethroned champion was referred to as “Ali”
or “Clay” after he changed his name and potitical philosophy.®
On February 26, 1964, the day after Cassius Clay became the heavy-
weight champion of the world by defeating the heavily favored Sonny
Liston, he held a press conference. In the Veterans Room of Miami’s Con-
vention Hall, the jovial exchanges between Clay and the media ended
when one reporter asked if he was a “card-carrying member of the Black
Muslims.” “Card-carryin;” Clay responded, obviously uneasy with the
term card-carrying, which reminded him of McCarthy-era communist-
baiting, and Black Muslim, which was offensive to members of the Nation
of Islam: “What does that mean? I believe in Allah and in peace. T don’t try
to move into white neighborhoods. I dor’t want to marry a white woman.
- .. T know where I'm going and I know the truth, and I don’t have to be
what you want me to be. 'm free to be what I want” Clay’s statements were
designed to explain to the media that he did not intend to cater to their
vision of whom he should be, whom he should represent, and whom he
should follow. His stand suggested that he would break from precedent
and the role American society envisioned for him.*® Clay determined that
he was going to help chart a new course for African American athletes,
a course chosen and navigated by the athletes themselves and primarily
responsive to the needs and desires of the shifting political temperament
of the African American community.

In March 1964, the World Boxing Association (WBA) temporarily
stripped the newly named Muhammad Ali of his championship for “con-
duct detrimental to the spirit of boxing” It was obvious that his religious
and racial beliefs were reasons for the proceedings against the champion.
The Nation of Islam differed from other civil rights organizations because
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it refused to appeal to the conscience of white America; instead, it sought
to establish community control in African American neighborhoods. Its
approach threatened most white Americans and was deemed too radical
by many African Americans.” However, the WBA steps wete effectively
mullified when three major athletic commissions {(New York, Pennsylvania,
and California) refused to support the WBA.
Several years later, Ali would find himsel{ embroiled in an international
issue when he refused to enlist in the military, After he was informed
that his draft status would be reclassified, making him eligible for the
draft, Ali’s response, “Man, I ain’t got no quarrel with them Vietcong,
became his most celebrated and most detested statement. His declara-
tion came at a time when most Ameticans supported the Vietnam effort.
Jimmy Cannon, Red Smith, and Arthur Daley, three of the nation’s most
respected sportswriters, condemned Ali’s statement. Red Smith, who like
other reporters refused to address the champion by his new name, wrote,
“Cassius makes himself as sorry a spectacle as those unwashed punks
who picket and demonstrate against the war.” Other rebuking statements
Jabeling Ali a traitor and pariah were voiced by several members of Con-
gress. Furthermore, the Kentucky State Senate issued a statement that
blamed him for bringing “discredit to all loyal Kentuckians and to the
names of the thousands who gave their lives for this country during his
lifetime.” Ultimately, Ali was stripped of his title. Louis Lomax referred to
the decision to vacate Ali’s title as a “total castration of the black people in
this country”® Missing Lomax’s point, noted white journalist Red Smith
wondered if Lomax would feel the same way if another African American
won the title, Lomax’s hyperbolic statement was designed to illustrate that
“sport status was a fragile platform the white man could always take away.
Lomax was suggesting that if U.S. officials could take away Muhammad
Ali’s title simply because they disagreed with his political views, then
sports had not significantly aitered the social landscape because African
Americans were operating from a powerless position.”

Most likely, Ali would not have been asked to bear arms; instead, the
military would have allowed him to reprise the role Joe Louis performed
during World War IT while he was the heavyweight champion. As an
enlisted soldier, Louis conducting boxing exhibitions for the troops sta-
tioned abroad. Consequently, Ali’s refusal to comply suggested that his
resistance was motivated by more than a fear of facing armed combat. Al

was emphatically taking a political stand. Ali joined Dr. Kingin Louisville:
to campaign for fair housing and spoke about his refusal to enlist: “No E -
am not going 10,000 miles from home to help murder and burp another:
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poor nation simply to continue the domination of white slave masters of
the darker people the world over. . . . IfT thought going to war would bring
freedom and equality to twenty-two million of my people, they wouldn’t
have to draft me,” Ali said. “I'd join tomorrow™*

A group of prominent African American athletes, including Bill Russell,
Lew Alcindor, and Jim Brown—three of the most famed and politically
involved African American athletes—met with Ali to discuss his opposi-
tion to the war. Emerging from the meeting, satisfied with Al{’s religious
and moral convictions, the assembled athletes decided to publicly support
Alf’s stance. Alis battles with the American government helped usherina
new consciousness among black athletes that did not accommodate white
America and defied the dominant rhetoric regarding racial progress rather
than reinforcing it.* Muhammad Ali’s position would be instrumental in
the shifting politics that called into question the presumptions and values
of the civil rights movement.

The OPHR demands were sent via telegram to Arthur Lentz, executive
director of the U.S. Olympic Committee. Lentz correctly replied that the
USOC could not meet the demands because several of them were out of
their jurisdiction. The World Boxing Association, which stripped Muham-
mad Ali of his title, was not connected with the USOC; Brundage was
elected to his post by more than one hundred nations. Lentz also informed
the OPHR that the USOC members were elected by a vast variety of orga-
nizations, such as the National Collegiate Athletic Association, Amateur
Athletic Union, and National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics. Avery
Brundage simply replied to the demands by claiming that the boycotters
would be making a mistake and that there were enough talented white
athletes to win gold medals for the United States anyway. On another occa-
sion, Brundage labeled the idea of a boycott “foolish.” because the Olympics

was the “one enterprise against all forms of discrimination” However, he
also offered the inflammatory remark that Jesse Owens was “a fine bey”
and should be considered for a spot on the USOC Board of Directors.*

Bud Winter, Toramie Smith’s coach at San Jose State, expressed con-
cern about the drastic nature of the protest idea: “I am appalled Negro
athletes have been driven so far as to consider boycotting a movement
that epitomizes the very thing for which they are fighting” Winter’s com-
ments reflected a widely held position that the Olympics were the wrong
target for protest. The Olympics were seen as historically being a force
at the forefront of racial progress. Sportswriter Red Smith labeled the
Games “the Negro's best friend” and argued that Olympic participation,
not abandonment, would be most beneficial to the cause of black athletes.
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Olympism stood for and “fostered peace, international understanding,
and harmony among the races,” Brundage believed.” There were several
perspectives challenging the boycott idea: black participation in sport
was good for African Americans and race relations; a boycott was un-
American; the Olympics were a humanitarian gathering of individuals,
not a place for membexs of groups or factions; and politics did not have a
place in the world of sports, As sociologist Doug Hartmann has argued,
the main arguments against the boycott were individualism, patriotism,
and antipolitical sport idealism *

Jackie Robinson, whose efforts to integrate Major League Baseball paved
the way for the widespread integration of professional athletics, initially
did not favor the boycott because he did not think that it was practical.
Robinson stated, “T admire these youngsters for their determination, but
I don't think there are enough athletes to make it worthwhile. I wouldn’t
do it myself” However, Robinson began to think more favorably about the
subject provided that “the leadership is right and their motives are correct”
As the issue continued to draw large media interest, Robinson supported
the boycott idea because the boycotters were applying the moral-suasion
tactics advocated by Martin Luther King. Thus, Robinson was able to
articulate a refationship to the larger civil rights struggle.”

Conventional wisdom suggested that African American athletes could
have the greatest impact on race relations by letting their athletic ac-
complishments speak for themselves. African American heroes such as
Jesse Owens were welcomed and embraced by white Americans because
they displayed quiet and patient personalities, articulated conservative
viewpoints, advocated mederation, and were unwaveringly patriotic. Ow-
ens was from a generation that believed that black people were proving
themselves “qualified for full citizenship by uncritical accommodation to
white definitions of the situation, to white characterizations of what was
right, what was fair, [and] what was best” The mind-set was that African
Americans should be willing to suffer humbly until black people were able
to win over the hearts of white Americans. As journalist Kenny Moore has
argued, “Owens seemed to glory in overcoming obstacles. He preached
that if 2 man worked hard, if he endured racial taunts the way Jackie
Robinson and Joe Louis had, he would succeed, he would win the white
man’s respect and things would change.” Furthermore, Owens’s assertion
that he had made it in spite of racism reinforced the notion that racial
obstacles were not a severe impediment to the advancement of individual .
African Americans in American society and validated hegemonic ideals

about equality in American society® : RETRRE £
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Similar to Owens, other former African American gold medalists, in-
cluding Rafer Johnson, Ralph Melcalfe, and Mal Whitfield, expressed
sympathy for the OPHRs concerns but did not think that the boycott was
the best forum for demonstrations. Whitfield, altering his perspective from
1964, maintained that the Olympics should not be a protest forum in the
battle for increased civil rights: “It would be wrong to boycott the Olympics
which have given Negro athletes so much international recognition. . . .
Members of the so-called boycott movement have not been able to give
any solid reason for such a move” When Jesse Owens first heard about
the potential boycott in October 1967, he issued a sensitive yet deliberate
statement. “We have been conscious of racial problems for many years,”
Owens commented to a group of reporters. “But it is no good dropping
out of the Olympics. We have to be there, we have to be everywhere it
counts” However, Owens soon began to offer more frequent and fervent
objections to the boycott, On television appearances, public lectures, and
radio programs and in the printed press, he argued that African Ameri-
cans could “bridge the gap of misunderstanding more in athletics than
anywhere else” He adamantly rejected the utilization of the Olympics as
a battleground for increased civil rights.*

Jesse Owens along with other prominent older African American ath-
letes such as Rafer Johnson, Roy Campanella, and Don Newcombe made
regular media appearances condemning the boycott idea. These athletes
expressed faith in the American sports myth. Sports were deemed a “pana-
cea promising salvation, not just for star Black athletes but for the Black
masses as well.” These athletes argued that athletic participation helped
diminish racism, made black people more acceptable to white Americans,
and were a “citadel of interracial harmony, a shining example ilfuminating
the route toward a more humane society”™ These views received strong
condemnation from Harry Edwards and other boycott sympathizers.

John Carlos argued that Jesse Owens's experiences after he returned
stateside after his historic four-gold-medal performance at the 1936 Berlin
Games suggested that sports had not sufficiently altered white American
attitudes about African Americans. The way in which Jesse Owens had
been treated exposed the limitations of “good behavior” and “prepara-
tion.” For example, Avery Brundage barred Jesse Owens from compet-
ing as an amateur after he refused a request to tour Europe immediately
after the 1936 Olympics. One of Owens’s most embarrassing moments
occurred at halftime of a soccer game in Havana, Cuba. On December 26,
1936, Owens defeated Julio McCaw, a theroughbred horse, ina 100-yard
race around a wet track in a race promoted by Owens'’s white .PEmn.nw.u
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entertainment agent, Marty Forkin. Years later Owens remarked that the
event made him feel like “a spectacle, a freak” Owens told an interviewer
in 1971, “What was I supposed to do? I had four gold medals. There was
no television, no big advertising, no endorsements then. Not for a black
man, anyway. Given Owens’s experiences with American racism, young
athletes had a difficult time understanding why he attacked their position.
Nonetheless, Owens continued to assert that he did not think that “the
pride which our black athletes have in themselves and their country will
allow them to do anything to embarrass the United States in so conspicu-
ous a world arena™

Black Power advocates derisively labeled those who attacked them as
“Negroes” and argued that they supported the status quo. Harry Edwards,
who had a banner that said “Traitor (Negro) of the Week” with a photo of
Jesse Owens beneath it, said that black athletes had been expected to “play
the role of the responsible Negro, the good Negro, no matter what else was
going on in the black world. The Black athlete was the institutionalized
Tom, the white man’s nigger” On another occasion, Edwards maintained
that Jesse Owens “belongs to another generation, a controlled genera-
tion"* Eldridge Cleaver also challenged dominant interpretations of the
role of black athletes. Cleaver claimed that “whenever a crisis with racial
overtones arises, an entertainer or athlete is trotted out and allowed to
expound a predictable, conciliatory interpretation of what’s happening?”
He termed this phenomenon an effective “technique of Negro control™

Edwards saw the Mexico City Games as an opportunity to signal a
historic shift. Owens, whose four-gold-medal performance at the 1936
Olympic Games made a mockery of Hitler'’s Aryan-supremacy theories,
symbolized the era in which black athletes’ passivity was seen as “a credit
to the race)” Edwards announced that the boycott would end the use of the
success of black athletes “in a fun-and-games [festivity] propagandized
as the epitome of equal rights so long as we are refused those rights in

white society.

Reshaping the International Narrative

As the boycott gained momentur, the OPHR clarified its objectives. The
organization’s goals were “to protest the persistent and systematic violation
of black people’s human rights in the United States; to establish a stan-
dard of political responsibility among black athletes vis-a-vis the needs
and interests of the black cormmunity; and to make the black community
aware of the substantial hidden dynamics and consequences of their sports
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involvement” Harry Edwards sought to put more pressure on athletes to
see that by simply being represented in the sports arena was not enough
to effect racial change. He asked athletes to make their prestige, influence,
and stage a force for the improvement of all African Americans, Argu-
ably, the most important OPHR goal was to expose Americas historical
exploitation of black athletes as political propaganda tools in both the
national and the international arenas.?

Malcolm X, whom Harry Edwards labeled “St. Malcolm?” was clearly
one of the people who had helped shape Edwards’s thinking. Edwards
gleaned five essential directives from Malcolm X. Malcolm preached that
African Americans had to control their community, resources, and institu-
tions; use any means necessary to achieve these goals; develop an ethic that
would unify them and prevent outsiders from assuming control of black
movements and communities; “recognize that their primary enemy was,
is, and has always been the legally established institutions and government
of the United States of America and anyone—~Negro or white—who sup-
ports those institutions or that government in its efforts to maintain the
status quo”; and resist the standards defined by white America. Instead,
black folk needed to define themselves and control their definition of
white America as well *

Malcolm X’s rhetorical style and content were evident in Edwards’s
speeches. When Edwards discussed the global significance of race, he
was parroting the words and tone of Malcolm X. For example, Malcolm’s
influence is obvious in the following passage in which Edwards critigued
U.S. imperialism: “The crackers are losing all over. In Vietnam, Thai-
land, Laos, Balivia, all over. The blue-eyed devil is in trouble. The third-
world power—black, red, yellow, brown—is taking the white man apart
in chunks. We must get the cracker off our backs, by Olympic boycott,
by out-and-out revolution, by whatever means™® Perhaps Malcolm X's
greatest influence upon Edwards was Malcolnys atternpt to dramatize U.S,
racial issues before an international audience.

Malcolm X had traveled throughout Africa in 1964 and had begun to
fuily understand the magnitude of State Department and United States
Information Agency propaganda regarding African American advance-
ment. Malcolm X believed that the U.S. propaganda agencies had waged
a successful campaign to manipulate African perceptions of U.S. race
relations. He maintained that the mission of the USIA was to make “the
Africans think that you and I are living in paradise, that our problems
have been solved, that the Supreme Court desegregation decision put all
of us in school, that the passage of the Civil Rights bill last vear solved all
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of our problems, and that now that Martin Luther King Jr. has gotten the
peace prize, we are on our way to the promised land of integration” He
asserted that African American leaders had made a grave tactical error
by not developing a communications network that would allow African
American leaders to provide African leaders with the latest developments
in American race relations, in an attempt to counter State Department
releases, which were overly positive and implied that injustices faced by
African Americans were rapidly being eliminated.®

Malcolm X’s main mission during his travels throughout Africa was
to get the independent African nations to pressure the United Nations to
censure the United States because of racial oppression. On July 17, 1964,
Malcolm X addressed the First Ordinary Assembly of Heads of State
and Governments at the Organization of African Unity in Cairo, Egypt.
Malcolm X called the independent African heads of state “the shepherds
of all African peoples everywhere” By doing so, he wanted to get the as-
sembled delegates to sce the “African American problem” as an “African
problem.” He declared his intent to internationalize the plight of Afri-
can Americans as a human rights violation, so that it would not merely
be confined to the domestic jurisdiction of the U.S. government, As a
precedent for his intended action, Malcolm X maintained that if South
African racial abuses could be subject to UN action, then the oppression
of African Americans could also be brought before the international
agency. He then issued a plea to the assembled delegates: “We beseech
the independent African states to help us bring our problem before the
United Nations, on the grounds that the United States Government is
morally incapable of protecting the lives and the property of twenty-two
million African-Americans?™

At his first press conference with the American press upon his return to
the States, Malcolm X continued to maintain that African Americans had
a “strong, airtight case to take the United States before the United Nations

on a formal accusation of ‘denial of human rights'-and that if Angola .
and South Africa were precedent cases, then there would be no easy way:

that the U.S. could escape being censured” Malcolm continued to coti

tend that the African American civil rights struggle needed to be elevated”

to an international human rights struggle. “Ei-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz’

one of the most influential chapters from his acclaimed autobiography;-
is dedicated to making a compelling case for the need to internationalize .
the African American struggle. Although convinced of the need for this -
dramatic action, Malcolm X concluded that the “American white man:.
has so thoroughly brainwashed the black man to see himself as onlya:
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domestic ‘civil rights’ problem that it will probably take longer than I
live before the Negro sees that the struggle of the American black man is
international™®

If onelooks closely at Edwards's reasoning behind the preposed boycott,
one can see that Edwards saw himself and the OPHR as frying to pick up
Malcolm X’s mantle. At the November 1967 meeting, Edward made hjs
intentions clear: “This is our way of pointing out that the United States
has no right to set itself up as a leader of the free world. . . . We're going
to put this question before the United Nations. We want to take it out of
the sphere of civil rights and bring it into the sphere of human rights” On
another occasion, Edwards stated, “We want to get this problem into the
world court” Presumably, he was talking about the “court” of international
opinion. In his autobiography, Edwards would Jater write that Smith and
Carlos’s protest “was the only route both accessible to Blacks and prom-
ising an international protest platform, an escalation long advocated by
many of the more militant spokesmen in the Black struggle who saw the
oppression of black Americans, not as a domestic civil rights issue, but as
a violation of international human rights law and principles,” Edwards was
right to point out that many 1960s black spokespeople were interested in
the internationalization of the American race issue Most would attribute
the late-1960s push to draw global attention to the problems in the United
States to Malcolm X initiatives,

‘The OPHR was determined to reconstruct dominant interpretations of
race relations in American culture. The U.S. athletic goodwill exchange
programs helped Harry Edwards deepen his understanding of the politi-
cal nature of black athletic participation in the international arena. “The
United States government has taught us well” he observed. “In the ideo-
logical wars with other world powers, the U.S. State Department has time
and time agzin used athletes—both professional and amateur—as politi-
cal adjuncts”™* The political potential that he saw exemplified by the U.S.
State Department-funded tours illustrated the need for African American
athletes to provide a counternarrative to the State Department propagan-
dization of athletics as representative of a just American social system.

The pattern of using black athletes and coaches as evidence of Ameri-
can democracy was still a matter of official State Department policy in
the mid-1960s. For example, the State Department sent Joe Yanicey on his
sixth department-sponsored trip—an eleven-month goodwill tour of Latin
America—during 1965-66. One department report said that “Yancey is
perhaps the greatest non-salaried globetrotting athletic coach in the workd
today” Another telegram praising Yancey's work enthusiastically declared
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that “Yancey was a superb coach and great ambassador of moﬁ..um é__ .z
task too arduous; no trip too long, he gave of himself unstingily, willin
and with devotion to his craft” Joe Yancey had coached Olympi
from four nations, including Jamaica and the Bahamas. mﬁn 1]

injustices of the sports industry are infamously legendary. .
person wha allows himself to be used in the above manner

that those black people in the ghettoes are there because that
belong or want to be.® :

individual success was an advance for the race were deludin
and contributing to the oppression of African American
one of the 19608 most outspoken critics of the American &.nEm.
scene, agreed with Edwards: “To say thatIam an mxﬁam_n. of th
of the country—that’s not true. Because I feel to be honest withn
with the people I deal with, that 'm an exception.™ Increasi
Americans during the Black Power era came to respect athl
figures such as Russell and Edwards who were involved in thecom
The New York Athletic Club’s track and field Olympic'y £
provided a crucial opportunity to test the OPHRs E.mw. ; 21
tential because the meet was orie.of the most prestigiousi
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States. The NYAC had forced Mal Whitfi
o eld to use the service
wh Mm meMH%M:cM& Mﬁ the m_:v as the first African >SQ.HMNM _MMWW
et of the Sull % movr%, érmnw was annually given to the nation’s best
o the Otym ! ﬁm the club’s custom to give memberships to medalists
in the Ol G,M rack and field events, but Whitfield and other African
ot Mm Wmﬂmﬁm&w denied memberships. Hence, Edwards called
Sinnty that Zn _nm Tuary 1968 meet as a means to “regain some of the
s&oammg ac ﬁr_m»mm.r& compromised” by competing at a club
N mm«w HMHM:MQWQEHQ& to shower. Edwards marked the NYAC
e bk 0 m% age when Afro- American athletes would com-
promise b m.q.:q _n_z. a watch, a television set, a troph
e of competition” ply, or merely
The NYAC decided to hold the meet despi
pite the
WMMHMNMMM MMM UH% 50 percent, as track powerhouses O»MMMMMMM MMMnm”H.
lane O.H ort M @vhnmmcm mngow..m: of the New York high school teams,
Their «.imw_&mﬂmu S\noﬂn.m. Additionally, the Russian team S#rmmns“
pheirwithdrawal was ”mmE.mmm because they were to be the first Wmmmwmm
o %_ cte in the 9.:8& States since a protest against American
mwzw absence of me— HM“WQ.Q Hinde e mﬂe«O—d...—d.W n.?m fonations. <<mm...—.w
o asence o the mﬁmzﬁ team, the meet lost its international creden-
nd oty i s mmTEmmﬂ.mwoSaoiF Performances were mediocre
and on'y pine .EQ:M. American athletes competed: five of them Eﬁ.m
from the Un ersity of Texas-El Paso. UTEP's Bob Beamon warmed u
in the locker nMoB E.‘.n_ made cu_.% one attermnpt in the long-jump com mam
_ummama e nmu N wmﬁmmﬁwa .zam.ﬁ his initial jump would not be Eﬁnrnﬂ cm
bes Zm?n mmn.mwwn ed his bag and left. In the aftermath of the boycott
mcet emerged _m mmm m”“. nﬁwnm_ E.m meet rather than integrate. “The Z,HPO.
sport,” Amy Bass has mﬂmﬂ%% HMMMMMH wmw ey Dolisofrace within
msmmmﬁmﬁ.mmn by African >Eﬂmomz mmurmgmmm SHMM“W_MWW"% scaleboyeott
o Mm M:M%MMMHMM %m &n NYAC boycott took on heightened meaning
because (A ﬁrmﬂmn _03 HM began, the International Olympic Committee
e et vrmbsm to allow South Africa to send a team to Mexico
o oun ! WM._M_.wa ad been vwz.mm from competing in the Olympics in
S aH Moﬁ allow Eﬁmnﬂmnw& competition. Interior Minister
Jan e Ko >¢.—nmmsw M_ mo<m55n=$ position clear when he announced
fhat South Africa ould not w..__.oé nonwhites to represent the nation in
S >Enw.b H_“m .noEwmc:.onm. .%%wﬁ international condemnation
meotingoand policies as mﬂﬁ.ﬁwmnnmm to Olympic values. After several
sits to South Africa, the IOC announced that it SNMWMM
: 5=
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fied with the progress that South Africa had made by allowing African
Americans to represent the country at the Olympic Games, but the couniry
still refused to have integrated Olympic Trials. The condemnation of the
10C decision was swift.”

Within hours of the IOC announcement reinstating South Affica, six
African pations announced that they intended to boycott the Games. The
international boycott movement continued to gain steam as other African
nations announced they would not participate. The Supreme Council for
Sports in Africa, which helped develop continent-wide sports policies for
thirty-two African nations, voiced its support for the boycott. By the time
that the 10C acknowledged that “it would be most unwise for a South
African team fo participate;’ on April 21,1968, in a meeting in Lausanne,
Switzerland, almost forty African nations, the Soviet Union, and several
Middle Eastern nations had announced that they were considering boycot-
ting the Olympics. Emboldened by the success of the NYAC boycott and
the temporary reinstatement of South Africa, Edwards was able to make
impassioned pleas to those who questioned whether the Olympics were
an appropriate venue to challenge racial injustice. However, once South
Africa was barred, the boycott movement lost some of its momentum.®

At the Olympic Trials in Los Angeles, talk of a boycott continued,
but a definitive course of action could not be reached. Only half of the
twenty-six African American male athletes who made the team said that
they would boycott. The boycott idea received & tremendous blow when
Jim Hines and Chatlie Greene said that they planned to compete in the
high-profile mens 1oo-meter dash at the Mexico City Garmes. At the tri-
als, there had been speculation that Greene and Hines might be willing
to support the boycott ;dea because they wore OPHR buttons. However,
Greene made his thoughts regarding the boycott well known: “They're
just buttons. They show sympathy for an idea. They definitely don't mean
a boycott” Greene did adnit that he had the opportunity to speak with
Harry Edwards and had developed an admiration and a level of respect
for him. Nonetheless, Greene's decision to compete was based on his
\dentification as an American citizen. “I am American, and I'm going to
run;” he adamantly maintained.*”

Athletes began to argue that the boycott should be canceled if unanimity
could not be reached, because the lack of unity would be harmful. Ata
meeting of black athletes held at the Olympic Trials, it was decided that the
boycott would be called off. Athletes realized that they would be replaced
by other black athietes who did not stand for the principle of using sports
as a vehicle to highlight the oppression of African Americans. Although




156 CHAPTER FIVE

the boycott was off, a number of black athletes remained committed to
the idea of using the Games to stage some form of protest.*

The athletes began to explore various ways to draw attention to the treat-
ment of African Americans. Some suggested that all of the athletes should
refuse to stand on the victory platform during the playing of the national
anthem to illustrate the systemic exclusion of African Americans from
aspects of American society. Others recommended that the participants
refuse .8 participate in any event after the opening ceremonies. Further-
more, it was proposed that the athietes should deliberately finish last in
every event to embody the “last place” position of blacks in American
society. It was even suggested that the athletes craw! out of the starting
blocks. Although all of these options were rejected, the athletes left with
the agreement that each athlete would “do their own thing

As part of his effort to garner media attention, Edwards was not forth-
coming with the media during press conferences after the track athletes
had overwhelmingly rejected the boycott idea at the Olympic Trials, Ed-
wards announced, “We are going to tell white people nothing about their
Olympic team at this time. . . . At this particular point, our strategy is
chaos” Although the boycott effort had been aborted, it made the plight
of African Americans and the role of black athletes headline news and
stirred debate, and Harry Edwards’s efforts helped lay the foundation for
the subsequent protest gestures that occurred at the 1968 Mexico City
Olympic Games.5

Protests in Mexico City

On October 12, 1968, the Olympic flame was lit in Aztec Stadium. More
.Emb seventy-eight hundred athletes from 119 countries attended the open-
ing ceremonies of the first Olympics to be held in a Latin American na-
.Qoz. On the second day of competition, African American athletes were
involved in protests. The Jamaican sprinter Lennox Miller won the silver
medal in the 100-meter dash; he along with the bronze medal winner
American Charlie Greene, and the gold medalist, American Jim Ew:mm“
whose 9.95 time was the first sub-10.00 time and a new wotld record,
refused to have their medals presented by Avery Brundage. The three
ws.&&mﬂm had asked who was going to present the medals. When they were
informed that it would be Brundage, their indifferent attitude suggested
that an alternative presenter be used, Instead, the medals were presented
by .H.E.m David Burghley of England. Because they had refused to take
their medals from Brundage, attention focused on AmericansJim Hines
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and Charlie Greene at the victory ceremony. As the American national
anthem began, both stood sedately, facing the American flag. Despite their
conformity on the victory stand, their gesture aimed at Brundage inspired
other black American athletes to assert that if they won, they did nat want
the IOC president to present their medals either.* it was Olympic custom
to have members of the IOC board present the medals to winners from
their home nation. Tommie Smith asked his wife, Denise, to purchase
a pair of black gloves, in case he was forced to shake hands with Avery
Brundage on the victory stand. At this point, it was uncertain whether a
mote substantive protest was going to take place.

The competition for the men’s 200-meter dash began on October 15.
Tommie Smith ran a 20.3 in the first qualifying heat, tying the Olympic
record set by Henry Carr four years prior in Tokyo. The record was eclipsed
a few heats later when the relatively unknown Australian Peter Norman
van a career-best 20.2. Then Tommie Smith tied Norman's mark in the next
heat. There was serious doubt whether Smith would be able to compete in
the zo0-meter final the next day because he had pulled an abductor muscle
in his groin during the semifinal, in which he ran an impressive 20.1.

Known for his slow starts, Tommie Smith did not show any discomfort
after emerging from the starting blocks at the finals of the 200-meter dash.
Trailing John Carlos after 60 meters, a burst of speed propelled Smith to
victory in world record time: 19.83. The next two to cross the finish line,
Carlos and Norman, were both clocked at 20.0; however, Norman was
awarded the silver medal and Carlos the bronze.”

Dressed in black stockings but no shoes, a black glove on one hand
each, and Tommie Smith wearing a black scarf around his neck, Smith
and Carlos, the gold and bronze medalists, took their positions on the
award-ceremony dais. With their medals displayed around their necks,
the two athletes, along with Peter Norman, who wore an OPHR badge
on his jacket, turned to face the American and Australian flags. As “The
Star-Spangled Banner” began playing, Smith and Carlos raised their black-
gloved fists and bowed their heads in “silent defiance of Ametican pres-
tige and Olympic protocol”® As the crowd, including twenty thousand
Americans, recognized their gesture, booing and jeering followed. The
booing continued as the two athletes left the stadium, causing Smith and
Carlos to defiantly raise their fists again. S

As Amy Bass has reported, Smith granted sports announcer Howard
Cosell an in-studio interview the following day in which he explained the
significance of the protest gesture. The two black gloves and the arc that
they formed when the two fists were stretched into the sky symbolized
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“the power within black America” and “black unity” Smith’s scarf signi-

fied “blackness” while the black socks, worn without shoes, stressed the

poverty plaguing black America. Later, John Carlos would 2dd that the

bowed heads represented praying for black Americans. When asked ifhe

represented all black athletes, Smith responded, “I can say 1 represented

black America” Cosell pushed Smith further by asking if he was “proud
to be an American” Smith evasively answered, “I'm proud to be a black
American” Despite his elusiveness, Smith made it clear that he believed
his actions increased “black dignity”s*

There were many hostile responses to Smith's and Carlos’s gestures, Jim
Murray thought that the protest was misplaced. He sarcastically noted
that “our secret is out: we got race problems in our country. This will
come as a great astonishment to the reading public of the world, I am
sure.” John Hall, a fellow Los Angeles Times columnist, was hostile: “I'm
sick of Tommie Smith and John Carlos. 'm sick of their whining, mealy-
mouth, shallow view of the world, I'm sick of apologizing and saying they
are trying to improve things” Perhaps the most offensive critique came
from Brent Musburger. “Smith and Carlos” wrote Musburger, “looked
like a couple of black-skinned storm troopers. . .. Carlos ran looking
like a trinket shop, beads and badges and the medallions bouncing as he
dashed toward the finish line””

Jesse Owens, who was a guest of the Mexican government, a radio
commentator for the Mutual Broadcasting Company, and a consultant
for the USOC at the Mexico City Games, was sent by the USOC to talk
with Smith, Carlos, and other black athletes, The meeting between Owens,
twenty-five African American athletes, and a smattering of white athletes
degenerated into hostile accusations, exposing the cultural divide between
the two generations. Owens left the meeting saddened and frustrated. As
the Smith-Carlos incident continued to be front-page news, Jesse Owens
feared that most Americans would think that Smith and Carlos spoke for
the majority of African Americans. After the Games, Owens, along with
ghostwriter Panl Neimark, started work on 2 book, Blackthink, to assert
that most black Americans did not support the “racial anger and disre-
spect of the flag” exemplified by the two track stars. He described Black
Power advocates as “pro-Negro bigots;” “professional haters.” and “soapbox
blackthinkers.” Owens affirmed his belief in the justice and legitimacy
of the American racial order, arguing that “if the Negro doesn't succeed
in today’s America, it is because he has chosen to fail” Although Owens
would retreat from his strong statements a few years later in his follow-
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up book, I Have Changed (1972}, white reviewers, with virtual unanimity,

i lackthink.” .
wﬁuﬂmﬂﬂm;wagm_ Olympic Committee held the United mﬁmﬂn.m Qﬁbﬂn
Committee responsible for the actions of Smith E&. Carlos, &&E.msm ﬂmﬁ
their gestures violated a basic principle of the Olympic .QmE.aw that wo__WnOw
play no part whatsoever.” After a five-hour emergency mmwmwun” the Gw .
issued a formal apology to the IOC for the .danoﬁﬁm%. &_m@_ﬁa ¥y
Smith and Carlos. The USOC decided not to take action mmuE.% mB;.r w:m
Carlos, but warned that a “repetition of such an incident will be viewed
as a willful disregard of Olympic principles.” Unsatisfied, the TOC was
concerned that the USOC did not have control of its team and ﬁrwnmﬁmm.&
to disqualify the entire U.S, team if stronger action was not ﬁmw.ﬁ:. ..mp.m
10C overreacted and multiplied the impact of the protest E.\ forcing their
suspension. Nonetheless, the international body was mwﬁmnﬂzbmm to ensure
that the protest did not lead to a broader demonstration. -

Intense pressure from the IOC forced the USOC to revoke m.m:_“._m
and Carlos’s Olympic credentials and expel them m.noE z..a.o_ﬁs?n Vil-
lage. Had the IOC not demanded such harsh action, the impact of ..Qm
protest probably would have been forgotten in a few days. .H”rm mmws.wm_omw

of the medalists placed the protest at the forefront mm ﬂr.m Sﬁonmmﬁow.m
media, alongside coverage of the possibility of Wsmms: _Emnwgﬁ_o:. in
Vietnam, George Wallace, Apollo 7, and Jacqueline Kennedy's wedding
to Aristotle Onassis. . .
One month before the Games, a group of twenty-one African American
athletes had signed a petition asking for the Hmwwm:mmow of Avery mn::w
age because the athletes thought that Brundage mwan&nm:ﬁ?ﬂmﬁgn.
African American athletes with expulsion from the Olympic Village if
they protested. Brundage clarified his point: “I made a general mﬁwﬂm_ﬁm:h
that demonstrations are not permitted at the Games and that the wor
boycott is not used in Olympic circles and that &mﬁoﬁmﬁﬁoﬂu.oﬂww
nationality would be sent home. This is permanent .Omgﬁn policy” By
insisting upon upholding this policy, Brundage’s actions granted the two
letes “instant martyrdom.”™ .
ﬁrUMmm#m wnczmmmm_mummmam that the Olympics were apolitical, >Bm.5nm
had touted the success of African American athletes as E..;Emﬁmmn of
democracy and testaments to the virtues of >Bm”zn~5. equality. moéﬁ,\nhn
as Doug Hartmann has argued, Olympic symbolism did not .m_.woé. wmni_.-
pants to represent nonnational identities, including race, religion, gender,

ethnicity, and sexual orientation. The racial concerns that Smith me OE., .
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los introduced could not effectively be expressed in accepted individual
and national Olympic identities. Traditionally, African American athletes
were expected to be patriotic, to suppress their grievances in order to but-
tress America’s international prestige and honor. By injecting race into
.mHm Olympic dialogue, Smith and Carlos co-opted the traditional symbaol-
ism associated with the “black athlete” and inserted a new definition for
themselves and the world. The “Black Power salute” denounced America
WWWMHM. mﬁéﬂ.:.E m:M%:nm and offered a new “lasting racial consciousness”
at historian and for i i i
e imona >Qmanm.wﬁn NAACP executive office Julian Bond claims
‘mBEH,m and Carlos’s defiance and subsequent suspensions led to specu-
lation regarding further protest gestures. After their suspension, Lee
Evans, whom one reporter referred to as “the number three EES.R“_ and
who had been one of the most vocal and active supporters of the OPHR,
became the center of attention. Evans heard about the expulsion on Em
way to breakfast on October 18. Evans had considered not running the
final of the men’s 400-meter dash when he heard about the mcmvmbmWOUm
However, one of the last things that John Carlos did before he Jeft »rn.
Olympic Village was to remind Evans of the team’s pledge: “You run, win
mbn— then do your thing, man” After sweeping the race, when the .m:,mn”
African American medalists, Lee Evans, Larry James, and Ron Freeman
took the victory stand, wearing black berets on their heads, and wﬁmmm,
bare black fists into the air, an act of defiance seemed »EEMRE How-
ever, m:w three smiling athletes lowered their fists and took Em:..@m_.ﬁm
o_w as “The Star-Spangled Banner” began to play. The actions of the trio
am“ not mwmé the wrath of the USOC. The New York Times ran a photo
of Evans, James, and Fre i is wi ion “
e James ,Enm.adngms. on the victory dais with the caption “Not
. After the victory ceremony, Evans said that they donned black berets
simply because it had rained. He explained away the clenched fist as “just
w salute. Some do it like this, some do it like that. This is our way of mhnﬂa
ing” The gold medalist said, “T won it for ail the black people in America’
When asked if he had won it for some white people, he acquiescin _.
acknowledged, “I have a lot of white friends at San Jose State and a _onm&m
over the world. This was for them too” However, to questions regardin
the suspension of Smith and Carlos, Evans answered, “No comment” ﬁ_m
USOC was appeased by Evans’s explanation. Douglas Roby n—mmni_un.a the
ceremony as “perfectly all right.””® Evans’s behavior helped further isolate
Smith and Carlos’s protest as gestures by two individuals rather than a
statement representative of a larger community.
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Harry Edwards contemptuously condemned Evans for taking the vic-
tory stand, “waving and smiling. There was no sign of protest. Evans had
disappointed his people” Even after winning a second gold medal as a
member of the men’s 1,600-meter relay team, Lee Evans did not make a
bold statement against racial oppression. “Evans tried to do the impos-
sible” Edwards maintained. “He attempted to stand up and be counted on
both sides of the fence at once. Because this is a straggle for black survival
in which there is no middle ground, he failed on both accounts.”

Harry Edwards did not attend the Games in Mexico City. On different
occasions, Edwards has claimed that he was turned away at the border
and that death threats kept him away. His ctitics maintain that he made
only a token attempt to get to the Games. Others have offered different
speculative possibilities: he was threatened with imprisonment in Mexico,
he accepted a bribe from the CIA, he opted to concentrate on his stud-
jes, he was fearful of violence, or he realized that his boycott movement
was dead. Notwithstanding his criticism of Lee Evans, where was Harry
Edwards? At the crifical juncture when the African American athletes
in Mexico City could have benefited from his guidance and perspective,
Edwards remained in the United States.”

Smith’s and Carloss raised fists became the “high-water mark in the
liberation efforts of black youth during the 1960s” Their defiant actions
became the defining moment of the XIXth Olympiad. “Smith and Carlos
were banished for having committed the ultimate black transgression in
a white supremacist’s society,” argued Harry Edwards. “They dared to
become visible, to stand up for the dignity of Black people, to protest from
an international platform the racist inhumanity of American society.”
Young African Americans loved the duo for their courage; they returned
home heroes.

Stateside, Tommie Smith and John Carlos immediately began a na-
tional speaking tour that began at Howard University, a historically black
university, At the rally, Stokely Carmichael noted, “We are letiing white
America and everybody else know we will pick our own heroes. Quir he-

roes are not those who will bow down to white America, but those who -
will stand up for our people”® Thousands of telegrams and acknowledg-
ments from African Americans, including black leaders Adam Clayton

Powell Jr., Elijah Muhammad, and H. Rap Brown, were sent. Receptions
in their honor were hosted by black African nations. The defianice d..m.mq._m.
two American Olympic champions signaled the end of the “accommiodat--

ing.” soft-spoken athlete as heroic in the African American. community: -
Edwards likened the “New Black Athlete” to the generation’to ‘which: .
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Malcolm X had alluded—*a i i
generation to which bl igni
more than individual Negro ‘gains™ ek ignity meant

Gauging the Response to Mexico City

International attention placed on U.S, race relations had been instrumental .

1n previous instances of civil rights reform. The drive to desegregate the
Emnmﬂx the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, the GMA Civil
Rights Act, and the 1965 Voting Rights Act were all implemented because
of @o geopolitical implications of continued racial oppression upon th
United States” effort to win the Cold War. However, by the 1968 %H m mm
_u.woﬂnmr the impetus to reform the US. system waned within moﬁswﬁw M
n:&wm. There are several reasons for this: most important mo..\m_.::gn”n
ommn_m_m began to realize that U.S, racial policies were no Honwﬂ. as severe a
hindrance to U8, foreign policy as had been the case since the beginnin
of the Cold War. The international response to the violence at mm:ﬁ i
1965 vm&. marked a significant shift for State Pepartment officials o
mmn@ in the morning on Sunday, March , 1965, six hundred %Enmnm
American gathered outside Brown Chapel African Methodist Episcopal
.QEH? to prepare for a march through Selma, leading to the mﬂmﬁw ca m_”o_
in Koﬂmoﬂﬁ.ﬁ King had favored delaying this march until Hcmmm.mm
hoping :wmﬁ federal judge Frank Johnson would overturn the ban Ew.w
Alabama’s governor, George Wallace, had ordered against the march
Nonetheless, with grassroots organizer Hosea Williams and the St .
dent Nonviolent Ocon&:ma:w Committee’s John Lewis at the helm, z“
marchers approached the Edmund Pettus Bridge, where sheriff’s cm.ﬂunnwm
on wo%o.gnw and state troopers wearing gas masks waited on the other
mm_am. Major F_E Cloud, the spokesman for the state troopers, warned
the approaching marchers: “Turn around and 80 back to your church?
The assembled masses refused, and the troopers charged. John Lewis a m
oﬂrmﬁn. stood their ground. Struck by a fierce blow, Lewis’s skull was m,m”.-
E.Hnm in the same place where he had been assaulted during the Freedo
wﬁmm. Vicious billy-club swings sent other innocent citizens to the grou M
ér;.m sotne white onlookers cheered. Notwithstanding the braver m& ucﬂa
Lewis, most ran as the baton-swinging officers approached. _.Noéﬁa_.
numerous marchers were unable to outrun the brutish law m:moh.nﬁbgm
agents. By the end of the savage beating, seventy African Americans we
.ro.mmunmzwmm, including five women who were found unconscious at mmm
initial site of the attack. Other bloody, bruised, and limping march .
sought relief in the black community surrounding Brown QHM@& 3 -
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The violence at Selma moved President Johnson to address a joint ses-
sion of Congress. On Monday evening, March 15, the president entered
the House of Representatives to make his case for a powerful civil rights
bill focusing on voting rights. If the United States did not resolve its civil
rights issue, he said, “then we will have failed as a people and as a nation”
He likened Selma to other turning points in American history: Lexington,
Concord, and Appomattox, Johnson told the members of Congress and
the national television audience that “the effort of American Negroes to
secure themselves the full blessings of American life . . . must be our cause,
too. Because it is not just Negroes, but really alt of us who must overcome
the crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice” In a speech punctuated with
nearly forty ovations from the floor of Congress, President Johnson con-
cluded with a pledge and battle cry that brought tears to the eyes of Martin
Luther King: “We shall . . . overcome™

The United States Information Agency tracked press coverage of the
Selma incident; despite its brutality, Selma was not fron¢-page news. One
foreign newspaper argued that President Johnson's speech marked “the
end of official United States indifference, hypocrisy and passivity toward
the position of African Americans.” The agency gleefully reported that the
world recognized that in “one year the United States has moved rapidly
toward a new phase of race relations based upon the Civil Rights Bill” of
1964. “The world,” the report concluded, “is seeing that African Americans
are winning their struggle with the support of the United States govern-
ment and the support of most Americans” Editorials continued to be
critical of the violence, but rather than condemning the United States for
permitting the violence, foreign nations began to assert that the United
States was doing its best to make sure all Americans could exercise their
constitutional rights, the report suggested %

Selma signaled a major shift: a sharp distinction was made between
the actions of the American government and “racial bigots.” Before the
passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, that distinction had not been widely
made, Worldwide, there was a general acceptance of the notion that the
violence of Selma was part of the evolutionary process toward equality
that the majority of Americans favored; the violence was interpreted as
a “sign of the tension when integrating a national minority. The United
States could be seen as good, even when racism was abhorrent” Therefore,
racial discrimination was increasingly interpreted as a sectional issue that
was moving toward eradication, according to the State Department report.
Editorials in Tunisia, Nigeria, and Kenya expressed confidence that the
American federal government would take the necessary course of action
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to ensure i i
e OonﬁMWMM ”gmﬂn.wﬂ.\wamﬁnmum were afforded the rights guaranteed by
. . is notion was strength
the Lon : otion gthened when Congress
™ BmM k anwwwm“m %MMMEQMN E_mva Act of 1965, which ocmmwmm a “MMMW
: : use ocal a i
O mcases that were <2me o nd state governments to disenfran-
A widely ci :
oty mﬂaﬁwﬁ“nwmmnm& G.mm .Gm; report, “Racial Issues in the U.S.: Som
Policy and b g MMH Fm..nmﬂo:m of Research;” revealed that msﬁmwn.n.;. M
conde vomnwnw M A Muaﬁnwb EMm relations had been replaced by nnE_MME
S. nam as the principal th i
e ; pal threat to U.S. infl i
wond. MMMMw&nmmwﬁmmﬁbm around the world continued to MMMMM“J. .
roval” of U.S. race relations. Th ion
relfeved dis : ons. The report noted that i
to U3 Eﬁn“.ﬂ_mﬂwc%“_nam. nuuﬂ:cﬁ& to be an aspect of .}anmnm:nmwmﬂb
. opinion was “universally ad ,
e o y adverse .. . [and] st
mﬁwbm : MaMM,MMH w@mﬂw& mw_.:: the “unfavorable view is SMSHMWW
1, ¥ Yet it also made the vi i ,
Srong nt.” Yet e vifally important ob i
thatinst Humnmw of mmm_mw justice appeared “to be more nommvmnncﬁmwummw "
Hmnominoum w .ﬂw..ﬂ an as a problem for our influence” This was a nw .M.”
s a.pﬁm mm :#E. a u‘_ccbmum obstacle, “Racial Issues in the MMW 7
et son con BESm international condemnation of U.S. 1a s
ot bmmm. smmaznpmnﬁ. wmmn_&m more “than the facts warrant” .?.anm_ﬂ:
while nation were nMEnm_ of the treatment and living nonmwmoum %Mm.
ricans, it did not mean tha ial di il o
: t racial iminati i
?Mwumnnm to U.S. foreign policy objectives.” discrimination was sill
ate De i .
e D mw““g“mi officials had worked hard to portray the Afric
. ggle as a story of progress. “Racial Issues in the U.S” 5
gesed Em:. goal had been achieved because there was a bmﬁt.. . msmm
oo o aﬂwmwm_wwqmmmwwmmn&v will continue to change, and ﬁwwﬂ_wﬂpo
er; e report maintai :
changels : . intained that the 1964 Civil Ri
Actand: NMW “\Mﬁm wﬂmwﬁm Act had caused foreign m:&mnﬂmw ﬁoﬂﬂwwmﬂm
race moﬁEEmamMer &m,mnnwﬂ philosophical lenses. Increasingly, Hrm.
o perceived as being in full u
of m‘o_ﬁn& and social rights for >m1nm:m>5mlnw_w_mvon ofthe extension
ermin, i i :
i M M”M M-MS {foreign attitudes about U.S. race relations a “wat
Sive programmin mn wanﬂw M:mmﬂm"mn_ a change in policy. Instead of wsﬁMMH
r at counteractin i i i
She program : g potential hostile at
ater MC iy “Q%ﬁﬂ_wm the 1968 Mexico Olympic protest, ..w»&m&n HHHMnm
i the 1.5 mew mm” nm. that the government should allow the issues to mMm
outin the public edia. Rather than responding “dramatically to d s
hwass mmﬂmmm m that the best action that the U.S. State Um_umnw ol
o ailow the public to draw their own conclusions NMMMM.‘.M&M
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racial injustice. Because foreign andiences Wete now more willing to se€

instances of racial confrontation as representative of progress, and no
longer as “chameful exposures of a static and evil situation,” the report
effectively minimized the importance of foreign condemnation of US.
racism as a consideration that should preoccapy the State Department.
y was that the Jeverage that civil rights

A consequence of the new polic
activists and Black Power proponents had successfully used to force the

United States to work toward solving America’s domestic civil rights prob-

lems dwindled.®
The Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs’ budget cuts seem 10
support the conclusions of “Racial Issues in the U.S” The bureau’s reduced

appropriations after 1964 were in part because the government did not
Wm:gmﬁrmﬁ»WwwSmBBm

were as essential to US. efforts to win the Cold
War in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, areas where the racial issae had
caused the most damage. The bureau was allocated $2,869,241 for fiscal
year 1964. Then the budget fell to 2,000,000 for1

965 and 1966. Because
of budgetary reductions by the administration and then by Congress in
1967, the Burean of Educational and Cultural Affairs was forced to cancel
approximately one-third of the rusical, athletic, and other cultural fours
proposed. Because of fixed commitments to SOME phases of the bureau’s
program, such as the academic and leadership exchanges, the cuts fell

sful aspects of the

heaviest upon the smallest but one of the mOSst SUCTES

@Homnmﬁi?a presentation abroad of American cultural and athletic
able funds dropped to around $1,000,000 at the

achievements. The avail

dose of the Johnson administration, Given the declining significance
of race as a foreign policy concern, the areas of concentration shrank
to just the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. With a few exceptions,
the State Department completely sponsored tours that were sent to the

Soviet sphere of influence. In order o reach other parts of the world,
gly relied upon the practice of extending and

the department increasin;
supplementing privately sponsored trips arranged for Africa, Asia, Latin

America, and other regions.”
The legacy of the 1968 Mexico City Olympic protest is that it helped
spotlight American ractal abuses. Decades later Tommie Smith main-

hat hurt—an agonizing hurt—for old heart of America

tained that “w
was everybody saw ;i—the entire world saw it "The editorial comments

that the profest engendered bespeak the ways in which Americans who
supported Srith and Carlos and those who opposed them both saw the
protest gesture as potentially harmful for the United States’ world image-
However, there Is 00 evidence that the USIA or the State Department tried
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to assess the international implications of the Smith and Carlos actions,
as it had in other high-profile instances prior to the 1966 publication of
“Ractial Issues in the U.S” Given the lack of State Department records
regarding Mexico City, it appears that the protest gestures of Smith and
Carlos did not spark the concern of the federal government. The specu-
lative claims that the State Department may have been instrumental in
the forced suspension of Smith and Carlos cannot be substantiated with
declassified State Department records.

Certainly, the image of Smith and Catlos on the dais is one of the most
iconic moments in sports history. Their bravery and commitment to social
justice continue to serve as a model for past athletes and contemporary
sports figures. By no means am I suggesting that their protest was unfruit-
ful or counterproductive. However, it must be acknowledged that Smith
and Carlos achieved only a partial victory. Indeed, their protest served to
highlight U.S. race relations abroad. However, their actions did not lead
the U.S. government to aggressively work to solve civil rights problems.

Conclusion

The raised fists of Tommie Smith and John Carlos are the enduring sym-
bols of the co-optation of the symbolic meaning of African American
athletes. The notion that docility and acquiescence in the face of racial
discrimination would be a benefit to the struggle for equal rights became
associated with “Uncle Tomism” Coupled with political protests by Mu-
hammad Ali, economic ventures by Jim Brown and the Negro Economic
Industrial Union, and the massive protests on college campuses invalving
African American athletes, the Mexico City Games were the high point
of the struggle to place the athletic world at the center of efforts to fight
racial oppression, under terms set by African Americans.

Epilogue

Theuse of sport as a tool of US. foreign policy did not end after the Mexico
City Olympic protests. The United States as well as other global powers
continued to utilize sport as a means to solidify friendships, antagonize
rivals, and advance claims about the viability of their political, social, and
economic systems. Two of the most widely used tactics to express displea-
sure with other nations were boycotts and the denial of visas for poten-
tial competitors. Conversely, sport continued to be viewed as a means to
initiate and foster positive relationships. In this regard, some of the most
widely employed strategies included sports exchanges, training assistance,
and facility construction. Hence, sport remained a venue through which
nations articulated political alliances, battleground issues, and counter-
narratives that frequently went unnoticed by the general public when
expressed through traditional diplomatic channels.'

Arguably, the two most high-profile Cold War-related incidents that
involved the United States after the Mexico City protests were the visit
of the United States Table Tennis Team to Beijing, China, to participate
in a series of matches dubbed “Ping-Pong Diplomacy” and the U.S.-led
boycott of the 1980 Summer Olympic Games held in the Soviet Union.
Diplomatic relations between the United States and the Peoples Republic
of China had been virtually nonexistent since a Communist government
rose to power in China in 1949. However, both President Nixon and Chair-
man Mao had made public pronouncemenits that signaled their desire to
improve Sine-U.S, relations in the late 1960s.

Table tennis provided an opening through which both nations could
interact with each other in a public yet nonthreatening environment. At




