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Abstract 

In the history of the international Olympic movement the Olympic Games were organised in 

the USSR/Russian Federation twice – in Moscow and in Sochi. The IOC entrusted these cities 

with the organisation of the sports event in the atmosphere of international détente. For the politi-

cal elites of the USSR and Russian Federation this fact always had a special meaning, enhancing 

the country’s prestige. The fact is that it was not the local, but the national authorities that organ-

ised the Olympics. The Olympic Games of 1980 and 2014 happened in a completely different, 

tense international situation. It is commonly known what happened to USSR after the Olympic 

Games in Moscow; however, it remains to be seen what will happen with the Russian Federation 

after the Olympics in Sochi.  
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Introduction 

After the World War II, the USSR authorities gradually changed their atti-

tude towards the international Olympic movement and abandoned their politics 

of isolationism. They began to appreciate the propaganda effect of sports victo-

ries, also in the international context. As a consequence of that change, the na-

tional sports sections established sports relations with international federations, 

becoming their full members. On 7th May 1951 during its 45th session the IOC 

recognised the National Olympic Committee of the USSR and accepted 

Constantin Andrianov as one of the IOC members1. All these decisions allowed 

                                                 
1  G. M odzikowski, Olimpiady ery nowo ytnej. Idea i rzeczywisto , wydanie II rozszerzone, 

Warszawa 1984, p. 151; see also:     . 2-e, 

  .    . . ,  1984, p. 177. 
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the representation of the USSR to compete for the first time during the XV 

Olympic Games in Helsinki in 1952, where it ranked second, after the US repre-

sentation, in terms of the number of medals won. The new military and political 

division of the world after the World War II, the superpower ambitions of the 

USSR and the unquestioned international successes of the Soviet sportsmen en-

couraged the USSR authorities to strive for the organisation of the Olympic 

Games. 

Political reasons for choosing Moscow and Sochi as hosts of the 

Olympic Games and the consequences of these decisions for 

international relations 

The USSR National Olympic Committee applied for the first time to organ-

ise the Olympic Games 1976 during the 69th IOC session in Amsterdam. Mos-

cow lost with Montreal in the second stage of the voting procedure. The desired 

success came with the second application in 1974, during the 75th IOC session in 

Vienna. Moscow was chosen to host the 22nd Olympic Games, whereas Kiev, 

Minsk and Tallinn were to host some of the selected disciplines. What convinced 

the members of the IOC were mainly the guarantees of the USSR government 

which committed itself to providing the necessary help and assistance in order to 

ensure the successful organisation of the 1980 Olympic Games2. It should also 

be remembered that the IOC was struggling at that time with serious financial 

and organisational problems of the two host cities of the 1976 Olympic Games – 

Denver and Montreal. As a matter of fact, Denver had to withdraw from organis-

ing the Olympics two years into the preparations due to financial difficulties, and 

the IOC Executive Committee had to apply special procedure and appoint Inns-

bruck as the host of the upcoming Winter Olympics. The state of the internation-

al relations at that time also had a positive influence on Moscow’s victory. The 

leaders of the superpower states – U.S. President Richard Nixon and the General 

Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 

Leonid Brezhnev – initiated the politics of the so-called détente. It was accom-

panied by various favourable factors such as: the end of the war in Vietnam, 

signing of the SALT I agreement in 1972, and above all – signing of the Helsin-

ki Accords as the final act of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Eu-

rope in 1975. Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter, as Richard Nixon’s successors, 

continued the politics of détente. However, at the same time the USSR started 

mass scale armaments, gaining a military upper hand over the U.S. and its allies 

by the end of the 1970s. The second energy crisis of 1978/1979 caused by the 

                                                 
2  S. Popow, A. Sriebnicki, Moskwa stolica XXII Igrzysk Olimpijskich, translated by L. Skinder, 

Warszawa 1980, p. 11. 
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OPEC countries influenced this situation even further. The USSR, using the 

fluctuating increase of oil prices, gained the necessary means for expanding its 

military potential and in terms of international politics – for “exporting the revo-

lution” to Africa and Central America. It was not the first and certainly not the 

last time when oil prices influenced the political international relations on such  

a large scale. The anti-communist attitudes in the USA increased significantly, 

with the issue of the legitimacy of organising the Olympics on the USSR territo-

ry being raised ever so often. By the end of December 1979, the USSR carried 

out the military invasion of Afghanistan, where a coup d’état had taken place. 

This operation caused a global wave of indignation3. On the 14th January 1980, 

the United Nations General Assembly adopted – with a vast majority of votes – 

a resolution calling the Soviet Union to immediately withdraw its troops from 

Afghanistan. The Afghan issue had practically finished the 1970s détente period.  

Jimmy Carter, having the strong argument of the UN resolution from 20th 

January 1980 at his disposal, imposed economic and technological sanctions on 

the USSR and threatened with boycotting the Moscow Olympics should the de-

mands of the United Nations not be fulfilled. Over time, the boycott of the 

Olympic Games grew to become the strongest and most popular propaganda ar-

gument in the political conflict between the U.S. and USSR. President Carter 

used the issue of boycotting the Moscow Olympics for his private purposes as 

well during the presidential campaign when he ran for re-election in 1980. Jim-

my Carter’s initiative was willingly supported by governments and parliaments 

of the majority of Western countries. However, the situation looked quite differ-

ently in the international world of sport. Practically all international sports feder-

ations of the Olympic disciplines, a considerable number of the national Olym-

pic committees, mainly European, and the IOC itself supported both the venue 

and date of the Olympic Games. It is worth emphasising that for some time the 

boycott coalition considered organising “alternative Olympics” (in Montreal or 

Munich), postponing the Olympics or changing the host city. However, the IOC 

President Lord Killanin was the most ardent supporter of organising the Olympic 

Games in Moscow. He emphasised the legality of the agreement signed with the 

Organisational Committee Moscow-80 as well as the principles of the Olympic 

Charter. His resistance and consistent actions in support of the Olympics did not 

originate from personal political preferences (which no one suspected him of) 

but from his sense of responsibility for the continuity of the Olympic Games as 

well as the best of interests of the sportsmen themselves, so that they could be 

part of such a great event. In spite of such a stance of the IOC President and in-

ternational sports federations the boycott of the Moscow Olympics caused a sig-

nificant loss to the Games, especially in terms of the number of national repre-

                                                 
3  D.R. Marples, Historia ZSRR od rewolucji do rozpadu, Wroc aw 2011, p. 273; see also: E. Ac-

ton, Rosja. Dziedzictwo caratu i w adzy radzieckiej, Warszawa 2013, p. 327; see also:  

J.L. Gaddis, Zimna wojna. Historia podzielonego wiata, Kraków 2007, p. 245. 
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sentations. In the end only 81 representations out of the 147 national Olympic 

committees recognised by the IOCparticipated in the event4. The boycott consti-

tuted a form of international humiliation for the USSR authorities, as they had 

engaged significant resources into the organisation of the Olympics. They never 

forgave the Americans nor did they forget it – they avenged themselves four 

years later by not participating in the Olympics in Los Angeles. By that time the 

IOC was led by Juan Antonio Samaranch, but history proved that Lord Killianin 

had been right in the period of the Moscow Olympics. Politics abandoned the 

strategy of interfering in the world of sports through the means of a brutal boy-

cott of the main sports events after XXIV Olympic Games in Seoul 1988. Nei-

ther the boycott of Moscow nor Los Angeles four years later brought any meas-

urable, spectacular benefits to the initiators of such actions. At the same time the 

world of sports, especially the IOC, managed to reform its structures and use the 

available modern communication channels in such a way that the non-

participation or boycotting the Olympics was not a viable option anymore. 

In other words, the international Olympic movement and the biggest sports 

federations created some incredibly strong defence instruments against any inter-

ference from the outside. The socio-political changes in Central and Eastern Eu-

rope and the fall of the USSR in 1991 ended the over 40-year period of the 

“Cold War”. The Russian Federation, emerging on the ruins of the Soviet em-

pire, had to face a dramatic period of change. Issues such as the crisis of leader-

ship, general corruption, economic downturn, extreme loss of prestige and sig-

nificance in international politics coincided with the fall of oil prices, which now 

cost 10 USD a barrel. This constituted a catastrophe for a country that gains 

more than 50% of its export income from selling gas and oil. In 1998 the Rus-

sian Federation became practically insolvent5. 

Soon the president of the Russian Federation Boris Yeltsin decided to leave 

politics and appointed the fairly unknown 47-year-old Vladimir Putin, former 

KGB officer who by that time had been prime minister for less than a year, as 

his successor. He was officially elected president in the general elections in 

March 2000. Regaining the superpower status and international respect for the 

country became one of Putin’s main goals. Gradually he gained more and more 

support in the society and most of other countries’ leaders began to treat him 

with respect. In 2007 he was chosen the Man of the Year by the prestigious 

“Time Magazine”. These processes were accompanied by the favourable eco-

nomic situation on the global fuel market. The export of energy resources proved 

to be the most important factor contributing to Russia’s economic growth. The 

price of a barrel increased from 20 to 140 USD. During Putin’s first two tenures 

                                                 
4  W. Maciasz, E. Nowicka, Polityczne uwarunkowania bojkotu Olimpiady w Moskwie, „Sprawy 

Mi dzynarodowe” 1984, nr 4, pp. 128–131. 
5  M. Stuermer, Putin i odrodzenie Rosji, Wroc aw, no date of publication, p. 52. 
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the Russian GDP increased at a fantastic pace6. As a result the currency reserves 

of the Russian Federation exceeded 600 billion USD in 2008, placing it in the 

third position in the world and first place in Europe7. 

In this exceptionally good financial situation Vladimir Putin’s team began  

a global propaganda offensive in the attempt of regaining the leading role in in-

ternational politics and awakening respect and recognition from other countries 

and nations. One of the main directions of such actions was reaching out to or-

ganise grand, prestigious international sports events. Apart from applying to or-

ganise the XXII Winter Olympics in Sochi, the Russians have also secured the 

rights to organise the Summer Universiade in Kazan in 2013, World Football 

Championships in 2018 and the Winter Universiade in Krasnoyarsk in 2019. So-

chi’s biggest rivals for the title of the host of the Winter Olympics 2014 included 

the North Korean Pyeonchang and Salzburg in Austria. The final decision was 

made during the 119th IOC session in July 2007 in Guatemala. The Russians’ 

main goal was to convince the IOC members that it was possible to organise 

winter Olympics in the tropical climate of the Black Sea. Similarly to the situa-

tion over 30 year earlier in case of Moscow, the Russians spared no expense to 

prove things which were practically impossible to prove8. The IOC members 

once again decided that the government guarantees which secured a problem-

free organisation of the Olympics are more important than the provisions of the 

Olympic Charter of awarding the organisation of the event to individual cities, 

not countries. Such was the case both with Moscow and Sochi. It was Vladimir 

Putin’s personal participation in the session that played a decisive role as well as 

his promise, that everything including the necessary sports, hotel and communi-

cation infrastructure would be ready on time and that the price did not count for 

the organisers. This was what indeed happened, even if the entire world was 

amazed at the amount of money being spent. Even if a significant part of the 50 

billion USD landed in the pockets of the Russian oligarchs carrying out the govern-

ment’s orders, the scale of expenses for such a sports event was still unheard of9.  

The Organisational Committee of the Olympics was headed by the deputy 

prime minister of the Russian Federation, Dimitri Kozak. The same management 

model applied to the Olympics in Moscow. Then, the Organisational Committee 

Moscow-80 was led by the first deputy head of the USSR Minister Council 

Ignatij Novikov. It is not a desirable regularity resulting from the Olympic Char-

                                                 
6  C. Ericson, Oligarchowie. Pieni dze i w adza w kapitalistycznej Rosji, Warszawa 2014, pp. 262–263. 
7  Ibidem, p. 265. 
8 Ukraina potrzebuje pieni dzy, nie broni. A conversation with prof. Adamem Rotfeldem by 

Bartosz T. Wieli ski, „Gazeta Wyborcza” 14–15.02.2015; see also: W. Radziwonowicz, Soczi 

Igrzyska Putina, Warszawa 2014, pp. 17–20. 
9  R. Tymi ski, Soczi za ponad 50 mld dolarów. Najdro sze Igrzyska w historii, “Przegl d 

Sportowy” 5.02.2013; see also: M. Bennetts, Dokopa  Kremlowi. Walka nowych rosyjskich 

dysydentów o odsuni cie Putina od w adzy, Warszawa 2014, p. 110. 
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ter, but such a solution increases the chances of a proper organisation of such  

a gigantic event in countries that apply for it, but whose infrastructure has been 

outdated in comparison to others. It also increases the safety of the sportsmen 

and fans in the light of possible terrorist attacks10. In case of Sochi, as well as 

earlier of Moscow, the end justified the means. The final success of the Olym-

pics overrode the issues of respecting human rights, environmental protection or 

the interest of individual citizens and specific society groups. 

Both events were organised with methods which differed from the norms of 

the Western democracies. However, neither Moscow nor Sochi are (at least for 

now) in the West of the European continent. 

For President Putin the success of the Olympic Games in Sochi was a matter 

of personal prestige. It was also supposed to give the Russians a feeling of na-

tional pride and rid them of any complexes resulting from the loss of the super-

power status in the times of Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin. 

The Winter Olympics in Sochi, unlike Moscow, were not boycotted in any 

organised way that would result from political reasons. The few media appeals 

to ignore the event coming, for instance, from the homosexual circles did not 

find further ground. The absence of the main world leaders at the opening cere-

mony went almost unnoticed. Even the Olympic protocol does not settle this is-

sue. Also, it does not seem to have caused Vladimir Putin any embarrassment. 

After all, he was meant to be the main actor in the show anyway; and he un-

doubtedly was. 

What will happen to Russia after Sochi? 

For now, what we know for certain is what happened to the Soviet Union af-

ter the Olympic Games in Moscow. The Olympics was not the direct cause of 

the fall of the USSR, however, one can distinguish a certain influence on the fu-

ture fate of this country and the entire Soviet bloc in connection with the Afghan 

issue and the excessive expenses for the organisation of the Olympics. In case of 

Sochi and its after-effects for the Russian Federation, the situation remains dy-

namic and difficult to predict. Right after the Olympics, Russia annexed Crimea 

and destabilised significant parts of Ukraine through a military conflict. Despite 

the negotiations carried out in Minsk and the signing of appropriate protocols, 

the situation in Ukraine remains uncertain and threatens with further serious mil-

itary consequences. The economic sanctions imposed on the Russian Federation 

by the U.S. and the European Union are becoming harder to deal with not only 

in terms of everyday life of Russian citizens, but above all in terms of the limited 

access to advanced technological solutions that must influence Russia’s further 

                                                 
10 Olimpijska twierdza Soczi, „Przegl d Sportowy” 7.02.2014. 
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development in a negative way. Every year the country loses enormous amounts 

of money due to the drastic fall in oil prices, which currently oscillate around 40 

USD a barrel. In case of Russia, which did not reform its economy and is still 

based mainly on resource export, it may lead to a very dramatic situation. Also 

the Russian rouble is losing its value in relation to the main world currencies, 

and the outflow of capital from Russia is estimated at approx. 130 billion USD. 

It remains to be hoped that Russia will not resolve to any desperate moves – it 

must not be forgotten that its nuclear arsenal equals the one of the United States. 

And not so long ago the Russian Duma changed the Russian military doctrine al-

lowing the use of a nuclear attack as a preventive measure. 

Conclusions 

Despite the 30 year time gap between the 22nd Summer Olympics in Moscow 

and the 22nd Winter Olympics in Sochi, significant geopolitical changes that 

happened in this period both in Europe and globally as well as the changes of the 

political system in Russia after the fall of the USSR, one can find many common 

features that characterise both of these events. First of all, the very fact of the 

IOC choosing the venues happened in the favourable periods of détente in inter-

national relations. The closer to the actual event, the tenser the situation became. 

In 1979 it was Afghanistan, in 2013 – Ukraine. Only this in itself brought its 

own consequences – in case of Moscow it was the Western world’s organised 

boycott of the Olympics, in case of Sochi – a far-reaching restraint and careful 

scrutiny of any developments in the Russian Federation and in eastern Ukraine. 

Although today we do know what happened after the Moscow Olympics, it is 

difficult to predict the future of international relations after the Olympic Games 

in Sochi. The price fluctuations of oil and other resources as well as the effec-

tiveness of the economic sanctions imposed by the West on the Russian Federa-

tion will play a key role. Despite the significant position or Leonid Brezhnev, the 

period of the Moscow Olympics was characterised by collective leadership of 

the Soviet Union by the Political Office of the Central Committee of the Com-

munist Party11. From 2000 until now the Russian Federation has been under the 

authoritarian, practically uncontrolled single-handed rule of Vladimir Putin12. 

One cannot determine what kind of influence it might have for the future fate of 

this country. 

Both editions of the described Olympics were in fact awarded – with the 

IOC’s approval – to government authorities rather than municipalities or NGOs. 

The efforts of the national and sports authorities of both the USSR and Russian 

                                                 
11  M. McCauley, Narodziny i upadek Zwi zku Radzieckiego, Warszawa 2010, p. 392. 
12 Od cara do Putina. Z prof. Richardem Pipesem rozmawia Maciej Nowicki, “Newsweek 

Historia” 2015, no. 1. 
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Federation could count on the significant support of the leaders of the Olympic 

movement. In case of Moscow it was Lord Killanin who showed great support; 

when it comes to Sochi many people point to the significant role of Juan Anto-

nio Samaranch, by then the honorary President of the IOC who nevertheless 

maintained great influence on the IOC members13. The organisational commit-

tees were led by deputy prime ministers of the USSR/Russian Federation. Such  

a solution in these concrete cases brought in the end an organisational and infra-

structural success. For the Russian authorities the Olympic Games both in Mos-

cow and Sochi carried an exceptionally prestigious significance and were sup-

posed to consolidate the society around its leader. The plan failed in case of 

Moscow, in Sochi – quite the opposite. The majority of the Russian population 

sympathises with Vladimir Putin’s decisions and fully supports him. It is known 

for certain that sports and infrastructural constructions built at a great expense 

have not transformed Sochi into “Russian Davos”. In this context they did not 

constitute the best investment. In terms of international politics the world al-

ready considers those Olympic Games as part of history. The tense international 

situation originating (among others) from the military actions in Ukraine, the 

West fighting against the so-called Islamic State, the unimaginable exodus of 

hundreds of thousands of people from Africa to Europe, force a necessary 

change of perspective as well as priority-setting that concern the media and soci-

eties of the world. Despite all this, bilateral relations between the United States 

and Russian Federation remain of key importance in terms of securing relative 

peace and international order. It cannot be ruled out that both of these countries 

might soon be forced to cooperate in order to neutralise the “fighting Islam” in 

the world. And the Olympic Games which are organised in countries such as 

Russia always carry with themselves significant consequences for international 

political relations. 

Warsaw, August 2015  
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