
African American Athletes And Cold War
Politics: Breaking Barriers in Sports and
Society
Throughout history, sports have played a significant role in shaping society,
breaking down barriers, and challenging political ideologies. The Cold War era
was no exception, and African American athletes found themselves at the center
of this conflict. Their participation in sports became a powerful tool in the broader
context of the political struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union.

The Impact of African American Athletes in the Cold War Era

During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union competed with each
other in various aspects, including sports. These competitions served as a
battleground for ideologies, often reflecting the political tensions of the time. The
success and dominance of African American athletes helped shape the narrative
of the United States as a land of freedom and equality, countering Soviet claims
of racial discrimination and prejudice.

One of the most iconic moments in sports history occurred during the 1936 Berlin
Olympics, where African American track and field athlete Jesse Owens won four
gold medals, exposing the fallacy of Nazi claims of Aryan superiority. His historic
achievements highlighted the potential of African American athletes on a global
stage and sparked a sense of pride and inspiration within the African American
community, who had long been marginalized and oppressed.
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In the post-World War II era, the United States sought to counter the
Soviet Union's growing influence by presenting itself as a beacon of
democracy and equal opportunity. The success of African American
athletes became a crucial tool in promoting this image, as their
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achievements demonstrated the potential for success and social
mobility within American society, even for those facing racial
prejudice.

However, it is essential to recognize that African American athletes
faced numerous challenges and discrimination in their pursuit of
excellence. Despite their achievements, they often encountered
segregated facilities, racism, and limited opportunities compared to
their white counterparts. Yet, they persevered and used their
platform to break down racial barriers and challenge societal norms.

The Power of African American Athletes in Promoting Racial
Equality

African American athletes greatly contributed to advancing the civil rights
movement during the Cold War. Their presence and success in predominantly
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white sports served as a tangible example of the capabilities and worth of African
Americans, challenging the prevalent racist beliefs.

One of the most influential figures in this struggle was boxer Muhammad Ali. His
refusal to be drafted into the Vietnam War, citing his opposition to racial injustice,
not only shook the sports world but also became a powerful symbol of resistance
and sparked a national conversation about America's racial inequalities.

Another significant achievement in the realm of racial equality was the inclusion
of African American players in Major League Baseball. Breaking the color barrier
in sports, Jackie Robinson, with the support of Branch Rickey, paved the way for
other African American baseball players, ultimately contributing to the broader
civil rights movement.

Furthermore, the impact of African American athletes expanded beyond the
United States, influencing the decolonization movements in Africa. The success
of athletes like Jesse Owens, Wilma Rudolph, and Tommie Smith and John
Carlos, who famously raised their fists in a Black Power salute at the 1968
Olympic Games, inspired a generation of African athletes and ignited a sense of
pride and resistance against colonialism.

Legacy and Continued Struggles

While African American athletes played a crucial role in breaking barriers during
the Cold War, the struggle for racial equality continues. Despite their
accomplishments and the societal progress made, racial disparities and prejudice
persist in sports and society.

Representation of African American athletes in leadership roles, coaching
positions, and ownership remains limited. Additionally, the continued use of racial



stereotypes and discrimination in sports highlights the ongoing need for social
change and equality.

However, the achievements of African American athletes during the Cold War era
remain a testament to their strength, resilience, and ability to challenge societal
norms. Their impact transcends the field of sports, inspiring generations and
contributing to the overall fight for equality and justice.

The involvement of African American athletes in the Cold War era served as a
powerful tool in the political struggles between the United States and the Soviet
Union. Their achievements not only shattered racial barriers and challenged
discriminatory narratives but also played a significant role in promoting the ideals
of equality and freedom.

While progress has been made since the Cold War era, it is crucial to recognize
the ongoing struggles faced by African American athletes and continue the fight
for racial equality in sports and society. By acknowledging their powerful legacy
and advocating for change, we can work towards a future where all athletes,
regardless of their race or background, can thrive and contribute to a more
inclusive and just society.
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Throughout the Cold War, the Soviet Union deplored the treatment of African
Americans by the U.S. government as proof of hypocrisy in the American
promises of freedom and equality. This probing history examines government
attempts to manipulate international perceptions of U.S. race relations during the
Cold War by sending African American athletes abroad on goodwill tours and in
international competitions as cultural ambassadors and visible symbols of
American values. Damion L. Thomas follows the State Department's efforts from
1945 to 1968 to showcase prosperous African American athletes including Jackie
Robinson, Jesse Owens, and the Harlem Globetrotters as the preeminent citizens
of the African Diaspora rather than as victims of racial oppression. With athletes
in baseball, track and field, and basketball, the government relied on figures
whose fame carried the desired message to countries where English was little
understood. However, eventually African American athletes began to provide
counter-narratives to State Department claims of American exceptionalism, most
notably with Tommie Smith and John Carlos's famous black power salute at the
1968 Mexico City Olympics.
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