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1

INTRODUCTION AND  
BACKGROUND

In 1992, I was standing on a street corner in Sydney’s central 
business district at the height of Australia’s Olympic bid fever. 
A bus covered in Sydney 2000 advertising went by while I ate 
a chocolate bar wrapped in the bid logo. A visit to the bid 
office produced a folder of glossy brochures, and a nearby 
department store offered a wide range of Sydney 2000 souve-
nirs and sportswear.

Ten years later, when Vancouver/Whistler was prepar-
ing a bid for the 2010 Winter Olympics, I was looking at 
the bid committee’s display at Whistler Village: an imita-
tion Olympic flame emitting clouds of smelly black smoke 
into the clean mountain air. My complaint to the person 
in charge that this was unlikely to meet the environmental 
standards touted in the bid was received with the equiva-
lent of an eye roll.

These examples capture some of the many contradictions 
within the Olympic industry: surface vs substance, rhetoric 
vs reality.
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BACKGROUND AND APPROACH

In 1990, I was contracted to write a report on the status of 
women in the summer Olympics for the City of Toronto 
Olympic Task Force, a group of politicians, city staff, business 
people, and others who were preparing a bid for the 1996 
Olympics. Like many ‘sports feminists’ of that era, and like 
many in the twenty-first century, I leaned towards a liberal 
analysis, aptly characterised by more radical critics as the 
‘add women and stir’ approach. In short, I focussed on the 
imbalance between men’s and women’s Olympic programmes 
and the underrepresentation of female athletes. I did not cri-
tique sport as a social practice or the Olympics as a sport 
mega-event, with all the negative impacts that these events 
have on host cities and countries.

It was also in the early 1990s that I connected with mem-
bers of the Bread Not Circuses (BNC) coalition that opposed 
Toronto’s 1996 and 2008 Olympic bids. BNC’s analysis of 
the social impacts of the Olympics, summarised on a series 
of hand-folded photocopied flyers, as well as their 1990 Anti-
Bid Book and 2001 People’s Anti-Bid Book, opened my eyes 
to the power of Olympic ideology and the largely hidden 
damage that hosting the games inflicts on disadvantaged peo-
ples and communities. My subsequent participation in BNC 
as well as in other Canadian and Australian anti-Olympic and 
Olympic watchdog groups changed both my analysis and my 
worldview.

Since 1993, I have conducted extensive research in Sydney, 
Vancouver, and Toronto. In addition to my involvement as an 
active participant in Olympic resistance groups in these cit-
ies, I interviewed activists, researchers, retired Olympic ath-
letes, and journalists in US, UK, Canada, and Australia, either  
in person or through video chats. The anonymous retired  
athlete whom I cite in Chapter 6 will be referred to as RA. 



3Introduction and Background 

As well as collecting materials produced by bid and organis-
ing committees, I monitored mainstream social media cov-
erage and commentary. The cutoff point for data collection 
and writing was 1 November 2019. I have not formally inter-
viewed any Olympic industry officials, who have ample means 
at their disposal for publicising their policies and practices.

This book is concerned as much with the impacts of Olym-
pic bids and preparations, and local and global anti-Olympic 
movements, as with the actual sporting competition. Since 
the 1980s, a significant body of research has documented 
the extent of negative political, social, economic, and envi-
ronmental impacts experienced by citizens in host cities and 
countries, particularly those whose lives were already precari-
ous. The last few decades have witnessed unprecedented lev-
els of resistance, including individual athletes’ protests, global 
campaigns for athletes’ rights, international networks of anti-
Olympic groups, coalitions of anti-racist, environmental and 
human rights activists, and non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs), to name a few. The International Olympic Com-
mittee (IOC) and sports governing bodies under its control 
are rightly targeted for their leaders’ continued refusal to 
engage with human rights advocates and other critics. From 
an Olympic industry perspective, ‘Defending the cornerstone 
principles of the specificity and autonomy of sport’ is a top 
priority (ASOIF, 2019). In other words, sport is, and must 
continue to be self-regulating, exempt from national and 
international laws, and firewalled from ‘politics’, includ-
ing the governments of host cities, states, and countries that 
spend public money on this sport mega-event.

What happens on the field of play deserves equal attention, 
and this book, like much of my earlier work (Lenskyj, 2003, 
2013, 2018), examines questions of athletes’ rights and dis-
crimination based on genders, sexualities, and ethnicities. The 
longstanding problems of sexual harassment and abuse in sport, 
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together with the issues of doping and female eligibility, are key 
concerns. Not only does the Olympic industry have the power to 
control athletes’ lives and livelihoods, but also what happens at 
the elite level has significant impacts on all participants in a wide 
range of sport and physical activities, particularly in relation to 
government policy and funding priorities. Furthermore, societal 
attitudes and practices relating to genders and sexualities are 
both embodied and reinforced through media representations 
of sporting masculinities and femininities, with implications for 
all participants in all forms of physical recreation.

On the issue of athletes’ rights as workers and as world 
citizens, the IOC’s 2018 document titled ‘Declaration of Ath-
letes’ Rights and Responsibilities’ captures the arrogance 
and hypocrisy of the myriad organisations that comprise 
the ‘Olympic movement’ (The Athletes’ Declaration, 2018). 
As the following chapters will demonstrate, these so-called 
rights, including ‘Leverage opportunities to generate income’, 
‘Elected athlete representatives’, ‘Privacy’, and ‘Freedom 
of expression’ are largely illusory. The Olympic industry’s 
embrace of sport exceptionalism and the IOC’s self-appointed 
status as ‘supreme authority for world sport’ have for more 
than a century shaped global sporting practices in ways that 
damage human bodies and minds. The following discussion 
focusses on global developments in these areas in the twenty-
first century, providing historical context and chronology. In 
examining a number of important themes and controversies, I 
present analyses of the Olympic industry’s official documents 
and statements, critiques developed by activists, academic 
researchers and athlete advocacy groups, and mainstream 
and independent media coverage.

Insights developed by transnational feminist scholars on 
the related issue of women’s health are relevant to sport. As 
Davis (2007) argued, imposing a western cultural product – 
for example, the American ‘women’s health movement’– on  
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women of the Global South becomes another act of 
American imperialism. A similar critique can be applied to 
the UN/Olympic model of sport, most notably the campaign 
called Sport for Development and Peace, which prioritises 
competitive sport – a western cultural product – over every 
other expression of human movement. Taking a similar 
critical approach, an intersectional analysis emphasises the 
importance of recognising the overlapping identities and 
resultant oppressions flowing from a person’s gender, sexuality, 
ethnicity, ability, socioeconomic status, and geopolitical 
location, all of which are relevant to those impacted by the 
Olympic industry, including residents of host cities/regions/
countries, workers on Olympic-related construction projects, 
and, of course, athletes.

OLYMPIC INDUSTRY, OLYMPIC MYTHOLOGY

The IOC and the modern Olympic Games were products of 
their time, and their nineteenth century colonialist, racist, and 
sexist origins have not been erased. In the late twentieth century 
and into the twenty-first, the IOC and all its subsidiaries, which 
I collectively term the Olympic industry, have made limited 
efforts to respond to broader social and cultural change in order 
to deal with external challenges and to maintain their ‘supreme 
authority’. Whether these changes constitute genuine reform or 
superficial window dressing is open to debate, as are the recent 
innovative attempts to attract more bids in the face of dramati-
cally waning interest in hosting this money-draining spectacle. In 
fact, if there had not been compelling external pressure to join 
the twenty-first century, there is little evidence to suggest that the 
IOC would have initiated any kind of reform.

The concept of Olympic industry is one that I developed 
20 years ago as a result of my ongoing research and activism, 
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in order to move the focus to those aspects of the Olympic 
Games that are routinely obscured from public view. As I 
have documented and analysed in earlier publications, sport 
is merely the tip of the Olympic industry iceberg (e.g. Lenskyj, 
2000, 2002, 2008). Under the surface are the sponsors, cor-
porations, media rights holders, developers, property hold-
ers, hotel and resort owners, and others, all poised to benefit 
financially from hosting the Olympic Games. Since 1960, this 
sport mega-event has been called the ‘Olympic and Paralym-
pic Games’, although the full title is rarely used. ‘Para’ refers 
to ‘parallel’ Olympics. In the following discussion, the sport-
related focus is primarily on the Olympic Games, but, on key 
issues such as bidding, host city preparations, legacies, and 
doping, the analysis is equally relevant to the Paralympics.

In many ways, it is remarkable that a narrowly defined 
set of sporting events, rewarding only faster/higher/stronger 
performances, has accumulated so much social and cultural 
capital, as well as enduring, with a few glitches, for almost 
125 years. The pseudo-religious language of the Olympic 
Charter and the Olympic industry propaganda machine con-
tribute to its relatively untouchable status. The Olympics are 
framed not only as the pinnacle of world sporting competi-
tion, but also as a global social movement and a catalyst for 
world peace and harmony. Terms such as Olympism, Olym-
pic spirit, Olympic family, and Olympic values effectively 
elevate human physical achievement to a higher, almost spir-
itual realm, and transform Olympic athletes into moral exem-
plars, regardless of merit. In one notable exception, Olympic 
‘role models’ accused of doping experience a speedy public 
shaming, often without regard for their innocence or guilt. 
‘Clean sport’ rhetoric and mandatory interviews with indig-
nant ‘clean athletes’ invariably accompany media reports of 
doping. In a 2017 example, when two Beijing 2008 Olympic 
medallists were subsequently disqualified for doping and UK 
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runner Kelly Sotherton was retroactively awarded bronze, 
she told reporters that she would reject the actual ‘dirty and 
tainted’ medal because it had touched the body of a doping 
athlete (Kelly Sotherton, 2017).

Beyond the lure of elite sporting competition, Olympic 
mythology is a powerful force in the public imagination. The 
symbolism and rituals surrounding the torch relay, lighting 
of the cauldron, medal awards, and opening and closing cer-
emonies add to the mystique. In July 2019, a Guardian sports 
writer celebrated three spectacular sporting events held in the 
UK the preceding weekend: the Cricket World Cup, Wim-
bledon tennis, and the British Grand Prix. Calling July 14 
‘a glorious day’, he pointed to the London Olympics as ‘the 
comparison that came to mind while observing the joy of the 
crowds’. The opening ceremony in July 2012, he explained, 
‘brilliantly reacquainted us with our history, our diversity 
and our moral assets … we had recognized our better selves, 
despite the austerity imposed on British lives …’ (Williams, 
2019). On the same theme, UK MP Chuka Umunna invoked 
the opening ceremony as a vision of ‘a country at ease with 
itself, not only proud of our history but proud of what we 
have become – open, humorous, decent, confident and mod-
ern’ (Umunna, 2019). Perhaps one cannot blame Williams 
and Umunna for grasping at sports straws at that chaotic 
moment in UK politics.

One saner voice identified the ‘misplaced nostalgia’ around 
London 2012’s opening ceremony that was surfacing in 
media commentary and politicians’ rhetoric in 2019. Paddy 
Bettington, who had helped produce the event, argued that 
‘the spirit of 2012 is no antidote to Brexit Britain’ (Bettington, 
2019). He pointed out the hypocrisy of the opening 
ceremony segment celebrating the Windrush generation 
when, two months earlier, Home Secretary Theresa May had 
announced her ‘hostile environment’ immigration policy,  
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promoted by warnings displayed on the Home Office’s 
infamous ‘go home’ vans: ‘In the UK illegally? Go home or face 
arrest’. Bettington also noted the duplicity that saw £9.3bn 
spent on the games in the face of austerity measures that 
the chancellor, George Osborne, presented as ‘a necessity’– 
austerity for some, it seems, but not others.

Over two decades of research (e.g. Lenskyj, 2000, 2002, 
2008) reveals that, of the countless promises and rationales 
that the Olympic industry promotes to bid and host city resi-
dents, four key points routinely make an appearance:

1. The ‘ticking clock’ requires construction to be 
completed on time. Development applications, social 
and environmental impact studies, and community 
consultation must be fast-tracked or ignored in order to 
meet the Olympic timetable.

2. ‘The eyes of the world’ will be on the Olympic city/state/
country, and the image circulated through global media 
must be flawless. Street sweeps and draconian bylaws 
that criminalise poverty are necessary to ensure that 
image by rendering poor and homeless people invisible.

3. Politicians will be able to leverage the system to fund 
infrastructure, housing and sporting facilities, that is, an 
Olympic legacy that all residents will enjoy for decades 
to come.

4. Intangible benefits will flow from the Olympics: patriotic 
fervour, civic pride, and once-in-a-lifetime opportunities = 
‘priceless’.

For their part, politicians who support Olympic bids enjoy 
promoting their association with and perceived influence over 
the world’s sporting elite, most notably members of the IOC, 
heads of international federations (IFs) and national Olym-
pic committees (NOCs), as well as world-class athletes. They 
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