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election. If he needs any support,” Kosygin joked, “we will send some people
to vote for him.” ¢!

In regard to hockey, however, he was less jovial. Though Kosygin con-
gratulated the Canadians on their victory the day before, Ford reported that
the Soviet premier was “obviously concerned with roughness of play,” which
he found “upsetting.” Echoing past hockey-ideological polemics, he said he
“had expected professionals to show how to combine a game of strength with
beauty but professionals were not what he had thought they were. He said he
realized their lives depend on how they play ‘unlike our players who are not
professional.’ ** Although Kosygin said his remarks were personal, Ford cabled
Ottawa that they quickly “were fed out to the Soviet press and, although he
was not quoted directly, clearly served official justification for line that CDN
professional hockey was brutal, rough, ruthless and alien to the Soviet system.”

Nevertheless, despite some hard feelings, the frozen ice hockey landscape
had definitely melted. Far from backing off, the Soviets continued to pursue
competition with Canadian professionals for the remainder of the decade,
alongside East-West détente. Two years later, in 1974, in another Summit Series,
the USSR national team defeated all-stars (including Hull) from the upstart
World Hockey Association. In the winter of 1975-1976, two Soviet clubs (CSKA
Moscow and Kryla Sovetov Moscow, known as the Soviet Wings) played a
“Super Series” against NHL teams. This competition' is best remembered for
CSKA's 3-3 tie with the Canadiens at the Montreal Forum on New Year’s Eve,
featuring Vladislav Tretiak’s brilliant goaltending, and an ugly 4-1 army loss to
the defending Stanley Cup champion Philadelphia Flyers, whose rough tactics
prompted a Soviet protest “skate-off” that interrupted play; the contest, once
again, perfectly fit the trope of barbaric capitalist hockey goons. Still, top-level
ice hockey competition between Canadian professionals and Soviet teams be-
came regular occurrences, even after détente collapsed. That elite hockey rivalry
continued through five Canada Cup tournaments, each held before the NHL
season began between 1976 and 1991. In 1986, the IOC finally threw in the towel
and permitted all to compete at the Winter Olympics.

Transcending entrenched Cold War ideological tensions, bureaucratic poli-
tics and self-interest, and various personal and institutional idiosyncrasies, the
sport of international ice hockey had finally been raised to its highest level ever.
It is fair to say that the ice really began to thaw that one night in Vancouver.
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ACTION IN THE ERA OF STAGNATION

Leonid Brezhnev and the Soviet Olympic Dream

Mikhail Prozumenshikov

During the seven decades of Soviet power, sport and politics were insepara-

bly connected. Yet the Soviet people were persistently indoctrinated with the

idea that these two things were absolutely incompatible. In practice, politics

not only actively interfered in sporting matters; it even affected the results of
competitions. This approach to sport was, of course, not the preserve of the
leaders of the USSR; rather, it was found throughout the world. But if one were

- to speak about specific politicians, virtually none can be compared with Leonid

Brezhnev in his attention to sport and in its use for political purposes.

i+ Brezhnev, who led the USSR from 1964 to 1982, was born and raised in
Ukraine, near the city of Dnepropetrovsk. He first studied as a surveyor, then
-worked in a steel plant, and even served for a year-as a tank driver in the Red
| Army. But even before World War IT he had begun a career in the Communist
-Party, becoming third secretary of the Dnepropetrovsk regional party com-
mittee. During that time, Brezhnev had already developed an interest in sport,
especially football. The local team, Steel, did not achieve great success, but it
did enjoy the active support of the local party leadership.

- "After the war, Brezhnev continued to climb the party hierarchy. In 1952,
Joseph Stalin noticed this young, active functionary who was now based in
Moldova. As the leader of the Moldovan Communist Party, Brezhnev arrived
in Moscow at the Nineteenth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU), but after the congress he did net return to Moldova but became
secretary of the CPSU.! After Stalin’s death in 1953, Brezhnev briefly dropped
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from the ranks of principal leaders of the country,® but he soon came to enjoy the
support of Nikita Khrushchev. The two men had worked together in Ukraine,

and when Khrushchev gained power, he remembered his protégé. From this

moment, Brezhnev became one of the top political leaders of the Soviet state,
and the active period of his political life corresponded to the years of the Cold
War when big-time sport became an important instrument in that larger global
confrontation.

Brezhnev’s name is most often associated

with the 1980 Olympic Games
held in Moscow,

which he managed with considerable difficulty to organize
and run. The idea of holding the Olympic Games in a Communist country first
occurred to Brezhnev as early as the 1950s. In February 1956, after the Twentieth
Congress of the CPSU, where Khrushchev ma,

de his famous “secret speech”
about the cult of Stalin,

Brezhnev was returned to Moscow from his post in
Kazakhstan and appointed secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU.
Two months later the Soviet leadership received a proposal from the USSR State
Sports Committee to organize the Summer Olympic Games of 1964 in Moscow.?
Perhaps the return of Brezhnev and the proposal of the Sports Committee were
just a coincidence. Yet such projects were discussed in the USSR only after a
preliminary reconnaissance at the highest echelons of power,
even then was known as a big supporter of sport. In the difficult
he had regularly found time to visit sports competitions. He supported the
initiative of the Sports Committee and brought up the matter for discussion at
a meeting of the Secretariat of the CPSU Central Committee.*

Brezhnev was not alone in his desire to use sport for the benefit of Socialist
society. In the 1950s, sport began to play an increasingly important role in
Soviet foreign policy. Before World War II, sports competitions in the USSR
were considered a means of training future defenders of
tem, intended primarily for domestic use,

and Brezhnev
postwar years,

the Communist sys-
but after Stalin’s death the situation
changed. The new leadership realized sports victories could successfully ad-

vertise the Soviet way of life and demonstrate the superiority of the Socialist
system. In 1956, the USSR made a brilliant debut at the Winter Olympics in
Italy by winning the team competition. Four years previously, the Soviet Union
had performed no less successfully at its first Summer Olympics in Finland.
In December 1956 the Soviet Olympic team repeated its stellar performance
in Australia. This event took place even though the USSR had broken off dip-
lomatic relations with Australia in 1954 because of a spy scandal, with some
Soviet leaders Opposing participation at Melbourne, They insisted on a number
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of restrictions, demanding that Soviet athletes should not live in th'e Olympi(;
Village but stay aboard the ship Georgia, which was to be anchored 1r.1 thg Eor
" of Melbourne.® Brezhnev was among those who strongl)f fought against't esje
manifestations of a Stalinist closed society, and it was decided that t}.le Qlymplc
Games in Melbourne should witness the complete triumph of Sov1.et at?ﬂetes
and that the whole world would see how beautifully Soviet people lived in the
ictorious Socialism. S
Cou]?:?zr;ri::\icand his allies then raised the idea in the Politburo of holc‘iin‘g the
1964 Gamesin Moscow. On the financial side, the leadership made pr.eh.mlnary
calculations; the estimated cost of 36 million rubles was to be offset by 1:1com'e
from foreign delegations to the tune of almost 420 thous?nd dollars. .Yet it
soon became clear that there were many obstacles to the implementation ‘of
these ambitious plans. Among the objective obstacles was the fact that Soylet _
infrastructure was not yét ready to host such a large-scale event. Mo.scow was
desperately short of new sports arenas. Just built in 1956, the new national stal;
dium at Luzhniki Park would not be sufficient in itself. There were not epm;lg
modern hotels, cafés and restaurants, or transport. The Wor%d Youth F.estlval
in-Moscow, which took place in 1957 and did not compar.e n? scale with the
Olylhpics, only highlighted all of these problem:s. Th? subjective factc')rs 1Wecrle
the product of the Cold War orthodox Stalinist thinking of m.anY. Soviet ga. ;
ers. Despite the beginning of the “thaw” and some democratization of Sovie
society, the uncontrolled access of foreign tourists and the Western press to
Soviet citizens was still considered highly undesirable. Even Wors‘e, the country
that hosted the Games would have to make a commitment to invite all member
countries of the International Olympic Committee (IOC); whether or flOt they
maintained diplomatic relations with the USSR. At the time, the Kremlin couk}
not imagine the flags of such countries as Taiwan, South 'K‘orea, and1 Israf:
hanging in the Soviet capital. As a result, the idea of organizing the Olympic
Games in 1964 in Moscow never got off the ground.

The figure leading the country, Nikita Khrushchev, represe.nted. anot?er
subjective obstacle to hosting the Olympics in the USSR. Desplt-e h-1sdea}r1 ier
support for Brezhnev, he was not interested in sports and.con31de1Te them
frivolous. Nonetheless, Khrushchev was forced to put up w1t1:1 sporting c0fn—
petitions being organized in the Soviet Union because they raised the prestlge
of the country. Khrushchev also suppressed the attempt to hol'd the Olympic
Games in the USSR in 1968. Before discussing this question in the Cent'ral
Committee, Khrushchev read the note of the Propaganda Department, which
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stated that the 1960 Olympics in Rome incurred losses of about 2.5 billion lire.
The Soviet economy was suffering from very-serious difficulties at the time,
and the note, prepared by party specialists who knew Khrushchev’s attitude

to sport, achieved its negative goal. Khrushchev, who was skeptical about the

idea of holding the Games, became angry. How, he asked, could you spend so
much effort and money on the organization of sports competitions when the
country was facing more important and complex tasks?

It may seem like a coincidence, but the fact remains. Khrushchev’s negative
reaction to the Olympics proposal coincided with his idea to remove Brezhnev
from the post of chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR, which he had
occupied since 1960.” Although he was essentially a figurehead in the Soviet
nomenklatura system, it afforded a good opportunity to visit different countries
and establish contacts with various individuals and organizations, including
international sports committees. Brezhnev, as the nominal head of the Soviet
state, opened the 1962 session of the IOC that took place for the first time in
Moscow. He organized the reception of heads of international sports federations

and discussed with them the problems of the world sports movement. All of

these ties would later prove very useful when Moscow submitted an official bid
to host the Olympics, but in 1963 Khrushchev, who was generally supported
by Brezhnev, believed that his protégé should work more for the benefit of the
party and not engage in such “nonsense” as sport.? A'year later, Brezhnev was
removed from the post of chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR.® This
move may well have played a role in Brezhnev’s decision to join the 1964 plot
by members of the Presidium of the CPSU Central Committee that ended
Khrushchev’s time in power. They also resolved that in the future, one person
should not occupy two posts simultaneously—that s, leader of the party and
head of the government. Accordingly, Brezhnev was elected first secretary of
the CPSU Central Committee, and Alexei Kosygm was elected chairman of
the USSR Council of Ministers.

The politics of the Cold War had a tremendous influence not only on sports
competitions themselves but also on the choice of Olympic host cities and
the internal organization of the Soviet Olympic Movement. In addition to the
actual sporting confrontation between the United States and the USSR, the
Soviet leadership was well aware of an earlier statement by the new US attor-
ney general, Robert Kennedy, that the prestige of a country is determined by
both missiles and Olympic gold medals. The Games quickly became a place of
political struggle. In one case, it seemed the Olympics of 1968 in Mexico City
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might not take place at all because early that year the IOC reversed its position

nd allowed South Africa, which had previously been excluded from most

international sports federations, to take part. It seemed the Soviet Union and

ther Socialist states would join the African countries in boycotting the 1968

Games because the USSR had always acted as a “consistent fighter against the
 apartheid regime.” Yet Moscow was not interested in splitting the Olympic
Movement in which the USSR had come to play a leading role. So the Kremlin

laced quite a difficult task before its sports functionaries within the IOC. They

“ were to take the line that the Olympic Games should still be held in Mexico
© City, that the USSR should take part in the Olympics, and at the same time
* that relations with African countries should not be spoiled. Not surprisingly,
- the Soviets could come up with no answer of their own, and the problem was
“resolved only when the IOC reversed its own decision and South Africa was
- again excluded from the Olympic Movement. The Soviet Union received par-
 ticular appreciation from the leadership of Mexico. As noted in a Committee
- for State Security (KGB) secret paper prepared for the highest Soviet leaders,

the Mexican president “said in the circle of his closest associates that he feels

- a great sense of gratitude to the Soviet Union for its strong support of Mexico
- on the issue of the XIX Olympic Games, and he is ready to show the Russians
that Mexico can appreciate the friendly support.”

Following the logic of their policy, the Soviets turned a blind eye when the

- Mexican authorities brutally suppressed the massive student protest that took

place on the eve of the Games, saying that it was an internal matter for the coun-
try. Moscow itself faced serious sporting and political problems during these
Games. The Mexican climate forced the organizers to hold the Summer Games
in‘the fall, meaning that the Olympics of 1968 began two months after Soviet
froops had entered Czechoslovakia and crushed the Prague Spring. Asa result,
as at the Summer Games of 1956 and the Winter Games of 1980, which took
place in the wake of the Hungarian uprising and the invasion of Afghanistan,
respectively, Soviet athletes became hostages of Kremlin policy. They were
exposed to criticism and accusations, and the Czechoslovakian athletes de-
monstratively refused to communicate with their so-called Soviet friends. In
these circumstances, the Soviets fell back on the timeworn slogan of “sport out
of politics” and constantly appealed to the representatives of the IOC, which
supported the USSR in this matter. However, in contrast to their actions in the
case of the African American athletes Tommie Smith and John Carlos; who
famously expressed political protest in Mexico City and were banned from the
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Games, the IOC decided not to disqualify the famous silver-medal winner,
Czechoslovakian gymnast Vera Caslavska, for her behavior during the medal
ceremony. Standing on the podium, Caslavska turned in the opposite direction
when the Soviet anthem sounded. The new Czechoslovakian leadership that had :

come to power with the Soviet army subsequently corrected the IOC’s “mistake”
by banning Caslavska from foreign travel for several years.

In the second half of the 1960s the USSR Sports Committee tried once again
to apply to host the Games in Moscow in 1972. It was expected that Brezhney;

now general secretary of the party, would support this issue, but at the time the

leader had to strengthen his position in power and was not up to dealing with

matters of sport. Once again, the application of the Sports Committee sank in 1
the bureaucratic corridors of the Kremlin. Interestingly, the main domestic

opponent of bringing the 1972 Olympics to Moscow was the future Soviet am-
bassador to Canada and one of the closest associates of Mikhail Gorbacheyv,

Alexander Yakovlev. At the end of the 1960s, he was the deputy head of the

Agitation and Propaganda Department of the Central Committee and acted
as one of the more ideological fighters in the party.

Yakovlev, who in the 1960s was an ordinary party official, strongly opposed
the Olympics in the USSR, not for economic or other reasons but solely on
ideological principle. He was deeply aware that Brezhnev’s desire to host the
great sports festival completely contradicted the embérgo on inviting athletes
from the “forbidden” countries to Moscow. These included some with whom
the USSR had no contact, and inviting them to Moscow would seriously dam-
age the ideological principles advocated by the Soviet Union and that Yakovley
actively defended in those years. Moreover, Yakovlev was among those who were
most active in the preparation of the well-known resolution of the Politburo
of the CPSU Central Committee in 1968, in which Soviet scientific, cultural,
and sports organizations were strictly forbidden to have any contact with a
number of countries.

Despite the USSR’s decision not to bid for the 1972 Olympics, the Cold War
made the choice of who should host that event an unexpected headache for
the Soviet leadership. The main contenders were Munich and Madrid. Munich
caused a nervous reaction in the Socialist German Democratic Republic (GDR),
which saw it as “a political provocation of the West,” with the leaders of East
Germany begging Brezhnev to use all his influence to prevent the Games going
to Munich.” Yet the Soviets did not want to vote for Madrid, as they had not
maintained diplomatic relations with the Franco regime since the Spanish Civil
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r. Ultimately, the pressure from East Berlin was so great that the Soviet
eadership decided to vote for Madrid. For the Soviet Union at that time such a
ecision could only be called sensational, and it is not surprising that the docu-
ent-revealing the CPSU Central Committee’s resolution was hidden behind
umerous secret classifications for many years. It is unknown what arguments
ere used, but even the leader of the clandestine Spanish Communist Party
olores Ibarruri made clear that “the Communist Party of Spain had no objec-
jon:to the Games in Madrid.”? - .

‘At the last minute, however, when the Soviet delegation was already par-
icipating in the IOC session in Rome, it received fresh instructions from
he Kremlin to vote for Munich. The archival documents suggest that this
180-degree turn was made by Brezhnev, who had his own plans in this regard.
The USSR received considerable dividends from this decision. For Bonn it was
xtremely important to hold the Games in the new Germany, especially during
he negotiations on the German problem in the early 1970s. West Germany’s
aders remembered Soviet support for the candidacy of Munich and expressed
their sincere gratitude to Brezhnev." The Soviet team in Munich was greeted
withunusual warmth and hospitality. Brezhnev’s peace-loving policy contrib-
uted to the signing of a peace treaty with Germany. That atmosphere extended
to the playing fields, with the Soviet secret service reporting to the Kremlin,
West German fans more often supported Soviet than American athletes.™ In
esponse to the wishes of the Soviet Union, the organizers concluded a secret
‘agreement with the anti-Soviet radio station Radio Free Europe, located in West
‘Germany. In return for accreditation to the Games the representatives of the
station pledged “not to interview any of the participants from Eastern Europe.”
“The Soviet Union justified its decision to-vote for Munich by saying that it was a
‘part of a larger compromise agreement, which, with all its limitations, opened
the path to formal international recognition for East Germany. East Berlin
was well aware of all this but still expressed its displeasure and made various
‘demands on Moscow. In particular, the ambassador of the GDR to the Soviet
~Union refused to let the traditional Olympic torch relay go through his nation.”
International sports competitions during the late 1960s and early 1970s
-demonstrated a new political line pursued by Brezhnev. Soviet policy became
more flexible and less ideological. There was a military coup in Greece that
brought a military junta to power in 1967. Moscow condemned the regime of the
~ “black colonels” but did not cut either diplomatic or sporting ties with Greece.®
Competitions with Greek teams continued, but if they took place in the USSR,
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they were not held in Moscow. These events were staged in the provinces, and
almost nothing was reported in the Soviet press.” It is, however, true that the
entire Soviet leadership did not share the general secretary’s views on sports.

. When the World Cup in Athletics was held in Athens in 1969, a large number

of international organizations (including Communists) made an appeal to boy-
cott the competitions. Soviet leaders decided to discuss this issue at a Politburo
meeting, where Brezhnev’s point of view won, and a special decree approved
by the Politburo repeated the 1968 slogan “sport out of politics.” The Politburo
noted that the Soviet athletes would go to the event in Greece because this is an
“International rather than a national event,” and the victory of Soviet athletes
would cause a favorable international response and “provide moral support for
democratic forces in Greece.”?

These and similar actions of the Soviet leadership were ultimately aimed
at removing the long-standing obstacle to bringing the Olympic Games to the
USSR—the obligation to invite all members of the Olympic Movement regard-
less of their political relationship (or lack thereof) with the Soviet Union. At
the same time, Brezhnev tried to convince the orthodox forces in the Central
Committee and his international allies to sacrifice old principles. No steps
along this path were easy. Israel was invited to the 1973 University Games in
the Soviet Union, a decision that led to protests from many Arab countries. A
year later, also for the first time, a team from Taiwan came to the Soviet Union
to participate in the Biathlon World Cup. Information about this visit was kept
to a minimum. The event was held in the Belarusian town of Raubichi, near
Minsk, rather than Moscow. Yet it was a secret only for the majority of Soviet
citizens. Outside the USSR, the topic of Taiwanese biathletes in the Soviet Union
occupied the headlines of the sports pages for a long time. Mainland Chinese
propaganda paid special attention to this matter with sharp anti-Soviet com-
ments. At this time too, various teams from South Korea began to arrive in
the Soviet Union for international competitions, which provoked protests from
their northern Socialist neighbors. All of these athletes came to the USSR to
participate in large international rather than dual competitions. Nevertheless,
a precedent was created. These countries still had no diplomatic relations with
the Soviet Union, and the invitations were clearly a rehearsal for a Moscow
Olympics. . :

Brezhnev’s time in power could also be called a golden age for Soviet ath-
letes. As the general secretary of the CPSU Central Committee and leader of the
largest Socialist state, Brezhnev dealt with a huge number of foreign and domes-
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olitical problems. Nevertheless, he did not neglect sports.” During his rule,
Soviet athletes received maximum support from the state, new stadiums were
b'ﬁilt, and numerous national and international sports events were organized.
Brezhnev himself appeared at many competitions, especially ice hockey. Despite
the sensational defeat of the so-called Red Machine at the Winter Olympic
Games of 1980 in Lake Placid (the “Miracle on Ice”), Brezhnev insisted that the
Soviet players be awarded governmental medals.” The main task of elite Soviet
sport, to advertise the Soviet way of life with the help of victories and medals,
continued. Yet much also changed. Under Brezhnev, losing athletes did not
suffer repressive consequences as in the past, when teams were disbanded and
defeat in sports was regarded almost as state treason. Instead, different levers of
influence were deployed, including administrative resources. After the Summer
and Winter Olympic Games of 1968, when Soviet athletes were unsuccessful,
occupying only second place, the Central Committee mobilized ministries,
departments, and public organizations to work in the field of sport. All of these
bodies were supposed to report on a monthly basis to the Soviet leadership on
~ the preparations for the next Games, and thanks to these measures, the USSR
-was the top-ranked nation at both the Winter and Summer Olympics of 1972.
- Inlate 1969, the Politburo finally decided to proceed with the official nomi-
nation-of Moscow to host the Games of the XXI Olympiad in 1976. The letter
addressed to IOC president Avery Brundage contained the key phrase that “all
participants of the Games, representatives of international sports federations,
the press, radio, television and all those involved in the organization of the
Olympic Games, will be provided with free entry to the USSR.”> However,
despite the great work done over the next six months, the Soviet bid failed,
as did a rival one from Los Angeles. Instead, at the IOC session in May 1970
in Amsterdam, Montreal was chosen as a compromise candidate. After that
defeat, Brezhnev had to fight yet again for his Olympic dream, this time with
his internal opponents. Some members of the Soviet leadership regarded the
results of the voting in Amsterdam as a “capitalist conspiracy against the Soviet
Union.” Accordingly, the Soviet leader began to receive such radical proposals
as the elimination of the IOC or the organization of the so-called Spartakiads
of workers instead of the Olympic Games.? In the early 1970s, these proposals
appeared absurd, but Brezhnev and his supporters had to work hard to dampen
emotions and start a new pre-Olympic campaign, which this time led to win-
ning the Moscow Games of 1980. In the conditions of the Soviet authoritarian
system, this success became possible largely because there was a man at the
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head of the Soviet state who was personally interested in having the Olympic .
Games take place in his country. .
At the end of 1975, when Moscow had already been named host of the 1980
Games, Brezhnev was working on a summary report for the upcoming Twenty:
Fifth Congress of the CPSU. For this report, he and his assistants received broad
and extensive information on the country’s situation, which led many to con-
clude that the economy of the Soviet Union was on the verge of serious crisis.
After reading these documents, Brezhnev took an unexpected action. While
he had always dreamed about the Olympics in Moscow, he wrote a note to his
closest colleague, Konstantin Chernenko, inviting him to consider rejecting the-
Games. “It was,” he wrote, “not too late,” noting that the main argument would
be the. “enormous cost” the Soviet state would have to bear. In conclusion he
proposed discussing the issue at a meeting of the Politburo.? This note remains
the only documentary evidence of Brezhnev’s doubts about the correctness of
his Moscow decision. These doubts were never again raised or discussed, and
preparation for the Moscow Games picked up momentum rapidly.

Some scholars, however, refer to the memoirs of Anatoly Chernyaev, who
was one of Brezhnev’s assistants and who describes the heated discussion on this
issue among Soviet leaders at the dacha in Zavidovo in early 1976.26 With all due
respect to memoirs, one should treat the entries made in them with a certain
degree of caution because of their specifics, especially when it is impossible to
verify exactly when they were created and whether any changes or additions
were made'to them subsequently. Still, there is a difference between the records,
for example, made by Vladimir Malin, head of the general department of the
Central Committee of the CPSU during the time of Khrushchev, and the notes
byChernyaev. The former were stored in the archive from the very moment they
were created, it is easy to verify their authorship and the terms of their creation,
and there is an official document recording their provenance. That cannot be
said with certainty about Chernyaev’s memoirs. Moreover, no other archival
document mentions that this problem was discussed at one of the meetings of
the Politburo of the CPSU Central Committee (as Brezhnev insisted).

It is important to emphasize that to the end of his life Brezhnev remained a
principled opponent of political boycotts of sports competitions. On such rare
occasions when boycotts did happen during his leadership—for example, the
refusal of the USSR’s football team to play a World Cup qualifying game in Chile
two months after the military coup in 1973, a stance that ultimately disqualified
the USSR from the 1974 finals in West Germany—he regretted the necessity of

‘observing certain rules in sports and politics during the Cold War. One can
E(,nly imagine how the history of the Olympic Games might have worked out
if Brezhnev had not died in 1982. So far we have not found any document in
‘which Brezhnev officially or unofficially talked about a possible boycott of the
‘Olympic Games in Los Angeles. Despite the boycott organized by the Western
countries during the Moscow Olympics, it appears Brezhnev was prepared to
allow athletes from the Soviet Union and other Socialist countries to travel to
the United States in 1984.

Of course, it would be wrong to make one person responsible for everything
(even if he was at the summit of Soviet power for eighteen years). But the Soviet
Union had its own specific power structures. As is well known, since the time
of Stalin a political system developed in which the head of the party not only
‘was the leader of the country but also determined its general policy by his
actions, habits, and preferences. The leader’s closest circle tried to please him,
copying his habits or interests, and then things snowballed throughout the
country. Sometimes it was useful; sometimes it was base stupidity. Khrushchev
liked corn, for instance, so corn was grown immediately in all regions of the
‘country, even in the north. However, Khrushchev tried to fight with the party
bureaucrats and invented the Committee of People’s Control for this purpose.
Accordingly, the officials had to create branches of this committee through-
out the country. Party functionaries were not fond of these committees, since
they acted largely independently and could also control the activities of the
party leadership. However, while Khrushchev was in power, they were forced
to tolerate these organizations and to praise them at every opportunity. When
Khrushchev was removed from office, party functionaries immediately liqui-
dated these committees.

It was the same with Brezhnev. Wanting to please the leader of the country,
party and state officials tried to'play on his weaknesses and preferences. He
was very proud of his active participation in World War II, for instance, so as
soon as he came to power, the military theme began to prevail in the USSR:
the annual celebration of Victory Day, increased care for war veterans, new
awards, and so on. The general attitude to sport also changed, as everyone
knew that Brezhnev was a fan (his diaries published in 2016 record the many
times he attended sporting events and watched football and hockey matches
on television, for example). Accordingly, in this situation Soviet officials also
tried to show their love of sport. A great deal of money was allocated to the
construction of new stadiums; athletes began to receive much larger salaries
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(by Soviet standards), new apartments, and cars; the most famous athletes
were constantly awarded state orders and medals; and athletes could make
requests that party bosses, worried for their careers, found hard to turn down.
Therefore, in the Soviet Union, love (or vice versa, the indifferent attitude) of
the party leader to sports was of great importance for the development of sport
and the athletes themselves.

SOCCER ARTISTRY AND
THE SECRET POLICE

Georgian Football in the Multiethnic Soviet Empire

Erik R. Scoit

An official fan guide published for Dinamo Tbilisi in 1960 depicted the stars
~ of Soviet Georgid’s leading soccer team in stylized sketches that showed them
singing while engaged in acrobatic leaps toward the ball. The guide’s illustrators
knowingly linked Georgian football to the explosive, colorful, and competitive
style of male folk dancing that the small republic was famous for throughout
the Soviet Union. On one page, Avtandil Ghoghoberidze, the team’s striker, was
depicted performing the kartuli—a Georgian wedding dance—with his hands
while balancing on the ball. Throughout, the guide implied that the dazzling
~ techniques of Georgian football and the ethnically distinctive movements of
Georgian dance were facets of the same national repertoire of body culture.!
The intimate association of football and dance worked both ways. Around the
same time that the guide was published, the Georgian State Dance Ensemble
introduced a piece whose playful choreography included passes of a ball made
between the dancers.?

Football was the most popular sport in the USSR, and it reflected and some-
times reinforced social and national divisions in the multiethnic Socialist state.
Although the game received government sponsorship, it presented Soviet citi-
zens with a diverse array of competing imagined communities, each with its
own symbols, heroes, myths, and grievances. Separate communities formed
around Moscow’s strong club teams, the largest rivalry being between Dinamo
Moscow; patronized by the secret police and state functionaries, and Spartak
Moscow, supported by trade unions and large segments of Moscow’s working
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