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INTRODUCTION

Studying international sports organisations during
the Cold War
Philippe Vonnarda and Grégory Quinb

aInstitut des sciences de la communication (ISCC), CNRS/Paris-Sorbonne/UPMC, Paris, France;
bInstitut des Sciences du Sport de l’Université de Lausanne, Université de Lausanne, Lausanne,
Switzerland

They were amongst my greatest problems, the political ones. At the time of the
Cold War, I had huge problems with politics.1

With these words, Hans Bangerter, the general secretary of the UEFA (Union
of European Football Associations) from 1960 to 1989, highlights the impact
the Cold War had on European football management, particularly on the
UEFA, at the beginning of his mandate in 1960. Still largely unknown,
these dynamics are thus extremely important both for the history of sport
and, to a greater extent, for the history of international relations. Indeed, if
the existence of ‘Sport in the Cold War’ has been validated by numerous
studies,2 there is still a lot of ground to cover.3 For instance, the influence
that the East–West conflict had on international sports organisations (such
as the International Olympic Committee, IOC), the UEFA or the FIG (Inter-
national Gymnastics Federation) remains a widely unexplored subject, unlike
some symbolic moments of tension or peace (such as the Olympic Games of
1980 and 1984, the ‘Ping-Pong Diplomacy’ in the 1970s, or the ‘Summit
Series’ of 1972). This is a surprising observation for two reasons.

First, since they achieved pioneering works in the 1970s and 1980s, histor-
ians have had an interest in international organisations that has never ceased
growing and has even experienced an important increase following the
research led by Akira Irye on the concept of a ‘global community’.4 Sub-
sequently, we now know that international organisations are major agents
of international relations who actively participate in ‘global diplomacy’.5

This analysis is particularly accurate for international sports organisations
that widely developed their administrations and their prerogatives in the
second half of the twentieth century. Nowadays, in most cases, the number
of member states in these organisations is often as important as the
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number of members in the main UN institutions (the World Health Organ-
isation, WHO) and UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization), or the ITU (International Telecommunications
Union), so that sports competitions such as the Olympic Games or the Foot-
ball World Cup have become, if we believe Maurice Roche’s words, ‘planetary
events’.6 Thus, researchers who study the question of sports diplomacy regu-
larly point out that these organisations play a non-negotiable part in inter-
national relations,7 although such researchers still only use, with caution,
the abundant documentation the organisations keep. Moreover, these
researchers barely ever seek to highlight in detail the effects of diplomatic
transformations and the impact these transformations have on these organis-
ations. Finally, it is rare for the organisations’ structures (in particular the use
of cards, tables or organisation charts) to be explained and studied, or even
questioned, or for the image they want to give themselves on the international
stage to be analysed.

Second, the field of international organisations studies has known impor-
tant theoretical and empirical reworking these past few years. This field was
particularly fertile ground to test the transnational approach,8 especially
including studies on the notion of networks9 or the circulation of ideas.10

Likewise, the method used to study international organisations has been
widely discussed and nowadays these organisations are analysed as platforms
of exchange or confrontation between states,11 or as motors particularly active
in the creation of ‘the international’.12 Finally, authors have also been taking
an interest in the existing links between different organisations that claim a
‘relational approach’ to international organisations studies.13 Some of these
studies directly participated in the renewal of opinion on the Cold War,14

and showed in particular that the two blocs were indeed separated, but not
completely disconnected from one another,15 and probably much less so
than the governments had officially made it appear. As previously indicated,
sports historians have so far largely stayed out of these different develop-
ments, as they do not often take actual part in the various existing networks
pertaining to this theme16 and barely contribute to the publications on the
subject. Here, and despite several researchers’ undeniable interest in a trans-
national approach,17 national traditions remain very significant and the
‘national’ continues to tackle the interest of many more researchers. Thus,
in many countries, works on international sports history still settle for juxta-
posing national cases, without really searching to define international
exchanges or understand the vectors of these connections.

Admittedly, the IOC has already been the object of numerous studies and
publications, but we still need to emphasise that the majority of researchers
who take interest in the IOC often address the organisation indirectly, and
prefer to focus on themes related to the competitions the institution organises:
the Olympic Games. Consequently, the studies that we could consider
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‘institutional’ are actually lacking; moreover, this statement is even more
amplified when it comes to the topic of the Cold War.18 Concerning other
organisations, the assertion is even more evident as there exist only a few
monographs, in which the ColdWar is often treated laterally.19 Therefore, fol-
lowing a few recent attempts,20 it is a whole part of sports history on an inter-
national level that we now need to explore in order to create concrete bonds
with researchers interested in other fields (culture, science or even technol-
ogy) – an approach that would allow the establishment of possible compari-
sons – and thus really understand the place of sport on the international scale.
Taking into account these considerations, this special issue aims to focus on
the influence of Cold War on several international sports organisations.

Four main questions govern our work. First, what influence did the Cold
War have on international sports organisations? Second, how did their
leaders negotiate this situation? Also, what was the impact of these organis-
ations on the Cold War itself? And thus, were they able to establish exchanges
that contrast with international relations?

This ‘Fifty years War’,21 to use French historian George-Henri Soutou’s
expression, has known a number of phases in which moments of tensions
superseded periods of respite. Thus, after the beginning of the conflict, prob-
ably around 1946–1947 (although historians do not always agree on this tem-
porality22) a first period of peace – called the ‘Thaw’ – can be identified after
Stalin’s death in 1953. Then a new ‘heated period’ started at the beginning of
the 1960s with the construction of the Berlin Wall and the Cuban Missile
Crisis. Globally, an East–West détente occurred in the 1970s, followed by
another period of tension at the beginning of the 1980s, before the epilogue,
which eventually led to the fall of the Soviet Union. The period is thus very
intricate, especially as the viewpoint offered here still relates too much to
USA–USSR relations, and also because, in the wake of global studies on the
Cold War, we need to consider geographical interplays more. As a matter
of fact, postcolonial wars in several African and Asian countries in the
1960s, 1970s and 1980s, or the Chilean coup of 11 September 1973, show
that these ‘heated periods’ do not break out everywhere at the same time,
and remind us in particular that this war was not as cold as its name would
lead us to believe. To study this period, especially with an international
focus, is therefore problematic, which is why we have chosen to address
only one part of the period here. The authors of this issue will thus begin
their studies at the end of the Second World War, when the conflict
started, and end them at the beginning of the 1970s, when the two great
powers agreed to cooperate on nuclear weapons. We choose to follow a div-
ision close to the USA–USSR relations because of the influence those two
States had on most of the organisations studied here. However, it is clear
that other studies will have to be led in the future in order to establish a
‘Sport in the Cold War’ chronology.
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This special issue consists of five articles. The first one is by Nicola Sbetti
and broaches the as yet hardly investigated case of Trieste, a territory divided
between Italy and Yugoslavia after the Second World War that some auth-
orities wanted to see recognised on the international stage. After taking into
consideration the status of sport in international relations during those
post-war years, the author examines how the IOC (International Olympic
Committee), FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) and
the UCI (Union Cycliste Internationale) faced this delicate question.

In the second article, Heather Dichter addresses two events that created
conflict within FIS (the International Ski Federation) in this first part of the
Cold War: the arrival of East Germany at the beginning of the 1940s, and
the non-participation of this country in the Alpine World Ski Championships
in Chamonix in 1962. The author insists on certain States’ use of sport to fight
against the other bloc. In that sense, the FIS is here perceived as a battleground
for the two blocs, and Dichter’s contribution highlights that, despite apolitical
discourses from the main sports leaders, in time of high tension on the inter-
national stage, the Cold War easily infiltrated the sports organisations’ arenas
and tended to get the upper hand.

The third article is the fruit of Claire Nicolas, Georgia Cervin, Sylvain
Dufraisse, Anaïs Bohon and Grégory Quin’s collaboration. They seek to
reveal through their analyses the first elements of governance of a still
widely unknown institution (the FIG – Fédération Internationale de Gymnas-
tique), whose protagonists, successful gymnasts and various competitions
were largely affected by the Cold War. This contribution also aims to offer
a ‘modern’ approach of institutional history, insisting on different aspects
related to the structure and the governance of the organisation and on the
manner through which its leaders have tried to neutralise the impact of the
Cold War.

Along the same lines, but exploring another facet of these organisations,
Jürgen Mittag and Philippe Vonnard address the case of UEFA. By analysing
the organisation’s official publications (the Bulletin officiel and the secretary’s
report), in particular the vocabulary used, the subjects covered and the photo-
graphs published, the two authors highlight the way UEFA, an organisation
involving countries coming from both blocs, wishes to appear as a panEuro-
pean organisation. This contribution allows for a reflexion on the motivations
of the Union’s main leaders and calls for future research to investigate the
leaders’ incentives to engage in sport on an international level.

By contrast, Florys Castan-Vicente deals with the case of an organisation
that did not transcend the Cold War. The author broaches the case of a
little known entity: the International Association of Physical Education and
Sport for Girls and Women (IAPESGW). Castan-Vicente explains the
reasons behind this organisation’s creation and its first developments. More-
over, she shows that its first leaders were indeed motivated by the idea of
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creating international exchanges, but their anticommunism, without a doubt,
prevented countries from the Eastern bloc from joining the organisation. In
this sense, this entity highlights how cultural, scientific but also sports organ-
isations were used as weapons by each bloc.

These contributions have the advantage of presenting different situations
and thus seriously prepare the ground for the topic of the Cold War’s influ-
ence on international organisations. Indeed, various grounds are dealt with in
this issue, since the objects of study are international and European sports fed-
erations (Sbetti, Dichter, Quin et al., Mittag and Vonnard) and a parastatal
organisation (Castan-Vicente). In addition, the contributors also develop
several approaches here, whether it be the manner the Cold War-related
cases are negotiated within one (Dichter) or several federations (Sbetti); the
development of an organisation’s governance despite a disadvantageous
context (Quin et al.); the organisation’s care to offer an image that aims to
transcend this particular context (Mittag and Vonnard); or else the impossi-
bility, or unwillingness, to overcome this context until the political setting
allows it (Castan-Vicente).

Thus, these various studies continue to show the complexity of the sports
field on the international stage, sometimes as a tool of soft power,23 sometimes
as a means for collaboration between States.24 In addition, these studies
confirm that these States are not the only ones to invest in this field, as inter-
national organisations are also increasingly present and definitely have their
say, thus creating sometimes unprecedented exchanges between politically
divided countries. Among the lessons in this special issue, we must also high-
light the empirical research that the contributors carried out, as it emphasises
the importance that this type of research must be carried out in the insti-
tutions’ archives, whether or not these archives are kept by the federations
themselves, and that private foundations can help shed a light on the func-
tioning of these institutions.

In this sense, these studies allow going deeper into the idea that Barbara
Keys expressed of an international sports community.25 If we are convinced
of this community’s existence, we now need to carry out finer analyses and
question its possible unity, which will then allow us to really understand its
significance on the international stage, and especially during such a time as
the Cold War. In addition, it will also be necessary in the future to establish
detailed biographies of these various organisations’ leaders (elites and subor-
dinates), as this will allow for a better understanding of the reasons behind
commitment of the leaders, and also help us understand how their vision
of the connections between sports and politics permeates their organisation.
From this viewpoint, the question of sports apoliticism26 in particular will
have to be the main concern.

Consequently, we hope that this project will help research into the insti-
tutional history of sports organisations be (finally) at the heart of sports
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historians’ preoccupations and that we will hereafter be able to highlight even
more the important part played by sport on the international stage since the
interwar period.
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