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HISTORY OF THE OLYMPICS AND THE US 
HIST 342-001/HIST 387-006 

Spring 2023 
3 credit hours 

 
Instructor: Professor Chris Elzey 

Location: Planetary Hall 120 
When: M/W, 1:30-2:45 pm 

Email: celzey@gmu.edu (please use your GMU account when emailing) 
Office: Horizon Hall 3208 

Office Hours: M 12:15-1:15 pm and by appointment 
 

Prerequisites for the course 
None 

 
The Course 

The modern Olympic Games are perhaps the most watched and widely 
recognized sporting event in world history. For more than 125 years, the 

Games have brought people together from around the world. One of the 
more popular misconceptions about the Olympics is that they were (and are) 
purely an athletic event. This course argues that the Games were anything 

but that. From the first modern Games in Athens in 1896 to the 2022 Winter 
Games in Beijing, the Olympics have been a venue in which international 

politics; assumptions about race, gender, ethnicity, and class; global 
economics; and ideas of imperialism and national power have played. To be 

sure, the Games’ athletic events were important. But so too were the 
political, cultural, and social aspects of those events. Much of our time will 

be spent examining these aspects. The Olympics have always been more 
than just sport. In myriad ways, they reflect world history and culture, and 

help shape both. 
 

Learning Objectives 
After taking the course, students will be able to explain: 

• The history of the ancient Olympic Games and their meaning 
• The origins of the modern Olympic Games and their early 

development 
• The biographies of the Games’ early leaders, including Pierre de 

Coubertin 
• Who the most famous Olympians were and why 

• The impact of the Cold War on the Games and vice-versa 
• Geopolitical conflicts in the context of the Games 
• Amateurism and professionalism in the Games 

• The expansion of the modern Olympics 
• The intersection of international politics and the Olympics 

• The commercialization of the Games 
• Terrorism and the modern Games 

• Issues of race, culture, gender, and ethnicity in the Olympics 
• The Olympics in a post-Cold War world 
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Demonstrating effective and clear expression in writing, oral communication, 

and online presentations is another important goal of the course. 
 

In addition, if you are enrolled as a HIST 387-006 student, this course fulfills 
the Mason Core requirement for Global Understanding. Specific attention will 

be given to the following outcomes, as stated on the university’s Mason Core 
Global Understanding webpage: 

• “Demonstrate understanding of how the patterns and processes of 
globalization make visible the interconnections and differences among 

and within contemporary global societies” 
• “Demonstrate the development of intercultural competencies” 

• “Explore individual and collective responsibilities within a global 
society through analytical, practical, or creative responses to 

problems or issues, using resources appropriate to the field” 
For more information on Global Understanding outcomes, see: 

https://masoncore.gmu.edu/global-understanding-2/ 
 

Required Books 
Hoffer, Richard. Something in the Air: American Passion and Defiance in 

the 1968 Mexico City Olympics. New York: Free Press, 2009. 

Large, David Clay. Nazi Games: The Olympics of 1936. New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2007. 

Maraniss, David. Rome 1960: The Olympics That Stirred the World. New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 2008. 

Siegel, Barry. Dreamers and Schemers: How an Improbable Bid for the 
1932 Olympics Transformed Los Angeles from Dusty Outpost to 

Global Metropolis. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2019. (Please note: the book is available as an e-book 

through GMU’s library. The link can be found under the e-
Reserve tab in the Blackboard page for the course). 

 
You are also responsible for reading several articles. All of these are 

available on Blackboard under the e-Reserve tab. The readings are to be 
completed by the deadline in the course schedule (at the end of the 

syllabus). You might be quizzed or tested on each article and be expected to 
include information on the articles in your comments during class discussion. 

 
Carlson, Lew. “Giant Patagonians and Hairy Ainu: Anthropology Days at 

the 1904 St. Louis Olympics.” Journal of American Culture (Fall 
1989): 19-26. 

Joseph, Eaton. “Reconsidering the 1980 Moscow Olympic Boycott: 

American Sports Diplomacy in East Asian Perspective.” Diplomatic 
History (November 2016): 845-864. 

Jinxia, Dong. “The Beijing Games, National Identity and Modernization in 
China.” International Journal of the History of Sport 27 (Nov./Dec. 

2010): 2798-2820. 

https://masoncore.gmu.edu/global-understanding-2/
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Matthews, George. “The Ghost of Plato.” In America’s First Olympics: 
The St. Louis Games of 1904, 40-78. Columbia, MO: University of 

Missouri Press, 2005. 
Wenn, Stephen. “Peter Ueberroth’s Legacy: How the 1984 Los Angeles 

Games Changed the Trajectory of the Olympic Movement.” 
International Journal of the History of Sport 32, 1 (2015): 157-

171. 
 

Exams 
There are two exams. Each covers material presented in the class. The 

exams will consist of identifications, and short answer and essay questions. 
Several weeks before the exam, I will post a study guide that contains a list 

of IDs and essay questions. From that list, I will pick a handful of IDs and an 
essay question that you will respond to. Each exam will count for 25 percent 

of your grade. 
 

Quizzes and Assignments 
Quizzes and out-of-class assignments are also part of the course, and they 

may take different forms: true/false, multiple choice, short answer, or long 
response. At the end of the semester, I will drop your lowest quiz score and 
calculate the average, which is worth 20 percent of your grade. 

 
Short Papers 

You are also expected to write short papers on three of the four required 
books for the class. The paper should be approximately 600 words. The 

papers are meant to provide you with an opportunity to analyze an 
important theme/event/development that is examined in the book and 

connect it to material presented in the course (lecture, readings, films, for 
instance). Do not merely summarize the book. Think about your topic and 

how it relates to American and world history and culture. 
 

You will be graded on content, persuasiveness, grammar, and organization. 
The papers are due by 1:15 pm on the day listed for each book in the 

course schedule (February 15, March 6, April 3, and April 19). Papers 
must be submitted through the submission drop box on Blackboard. No 

papers will be accepted by email. 
 

The scores of the papers will be averaged and count for 20 percent of your 
grade. Please check the course schedule for the due dates of each of the 

papers. You must write on the book your group is presenting (see 
below). 
 

Group Presentation 
The last 10 percent of your grade consists of a presentation, which you are 

to give with several of your classmates. The presentation will cover one of 
the four books we will read this semester. At the start of the term,  

I will assign each of you to a group. The presentation should last no more 
than 25 minutes.  
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In the presentation, you can include background information on the main 
theme and topic of the book, as well as anything else you think is pertinent. 

I would encourage you to use some type of audio-visuals (pictures, films, 
music) and use PowerPoint slides. 

 
After the presentation, you are to lead a brief class discussion on the book. 

Please come prepared with questions (you can include them at the end of 
the PPT presentation). 

 
IMPORTANT: I would strongly suggest that you meet with your group ahead 

of time to discuss how you plan to present the overview, as well as going 
over the questions and discussion responsibilities. 

 
Please note: As a reminder, you must write one of your papers on the book 

that you are presenting. 
 

Grade Breakdown 
Exams (2 exams, each worth 25 percent) 50% 

Quizzes and assignments    20% 
Three shorter papers     20% 
Group presentation     10% 

 
Grading Scale 

A 93-100 B+ 88-89.99 C+ 78-79.99 D 60-69.99 
A- 90-92.99 B 83-87.99 C 73-77.99 F 0-59.99 

  B- 80-82.99 C- 70-72.99 
 

Missed Exams, Quizzes and Assignments 
Make-up exams will only be given if you have official documentation (a 

doctor’s note, for instance) excusing you from class. There will be no make-
up quizzes. Late papers and assignments will be docked 5 points each day 

they are not turned in (that includes Saturdays and Sundays). So, please do 
your work in a timely manner and submit it by the deadline. 

 
Accessing Course Material 

Since a small part of the course will rely on Blackboard access, the operating 
system on your computer should be suitable for the Blackboard platform 

used by the university. If you have questions regarding this matter, email 
Information Technology Services (ITS) at support@gmu.edu or call 703-

993-8870. 
 
To view the Blackboard page for the course, go to 

https://mymasonportal.gmu.edu and log-in. The “Courses” tab will then 
appear. After clicking on the tab, either HIST 342 or HIST 387-006 will 

appear in a list with your other courses. Simply click on the one in which you 
are enrolled.   

 
  

mailto:support@gmu.edu
https://mymasonportal.gmu.edu/
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Policies of the University 
Please familiarize yourself with the policies of the university and do your 

utmost to adhere to them. They can be found at: 
https://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/. 

 
Communicating with Instructor 

Email is the best way to contact me. I ask that you include either HIST 342 
or HIST 387-006 in the subject line in all messages. Also, please use your 

GMU account. If you email from a different account, I will ask you to resend 
the message through your GMU account. 

 
Before emailing, please review the syllabus. It could be that the answer to 

your question is contained there. Also, your classmates are a good source of 
information. They may know the answer to your question. You might want 

to consider asking your peers before emailing. 
 

I will do my best to respond to your email as quickly as possible. However, I 
might not be able to do it immediately. You can expect a reply within a day. 

I’d like you to abide by that expectation too. If I email you, please respond 
within twenty-four hours. 
 

I expect you to check your GMU account daily. 
 

Academic Integrity 
Students who violate the Honor Code will be dealt with severely and may 

receive a sanction that results in a grade of F (or worse) for a paper, quiz, 
assignment, or exam. Your adherence to the Honor Code is applicable to all 

the work you do in the course. It is your responsibility to understand fully 
what is expected of you. You are required to do your own work and 

any copying or using chatbot-generated answers to questions on 
assignments will warrant a possible zero for the assignment and 

intervention of the Office of Academic Integrity. If you have questions 
about the Honor Code, information can be found on the website for the 

Office of Academic Integrity: https://oai.gmu.edu/. 
 

Students with Disabilities 
Accommodations for students with disabilities are available. However, it is 

necessary that you contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) first. For 
more information, see the webpage of the Office of Disability Services at: 

https://ds.gmu.edu/. You can also call 993-2474 or visit the ODS office in 
SUB I, rm. 4205. 
 

Diversity 
The course adheres to GMU’s Diversity Statement: “George Mason 

University promotes a living and learning environment for outstanding 
growth and productivity among its students, faculty and staff. Through its 

curriculum, programs, policies, procedures, services and resources, Mason 

https://universitypolicy.gmu.edu/
https://oai.gmu.edu/
https://ds.gmu.edu/
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strives to maintain a quality environment for work, study and personal 
growth.” For more, see 

https://stearnscenter.gmu.edu/purpose-and-mission/mason-diversity-
statement/. 

 
Student Privacy 

Maintaining student privacy through their educational records is a matter 
taken seriously in the course. And it’s the law. The Family Educational Rights 

and Privacy Act (FERPA) mandates the safeguarding of educational records, 
among other things. To learn more about FERPA, see 

https://registrar.gmu.edu/ferpa/. 
 

Student Support and Advocacy Center 
The Student Support and Advocacy Center (SSAC) is an important resource. 

You can learn more about SSAC here: https://ssac.gmu.edu/. 
 

Important Drop/Withdrawal Dates 
• February 6 is the last day you can withdraw from the course without a 

financial charge 
• April 3 is the final day of the selective withdrawal process 

 

Schedule 
Week 1: The Meaning of the Modern Olympic Games and Their Origins 

January 23: 
Introduction 

Lecture (recording accessible under week #1 module): What Were the 
Ancient Olympic Games? 

January 25: 
Lecture: William Penny Brookes, Pierre de Coubertin, and the Beginning 

of the Modern Games 
Read: Matthews, “The Ghost of Plato” 

 
Week 2: The Early Games and Western Imperialism 

January 30: 
Lecture: Setting the Pattern: the 1896 Games in Athens 

Read: Siegel, Dreamers and Schemers 
February 1: 

Lecture: From Paris to St. Louis to London: World’s Fairs and the 
Olympics 

Read: Carlson, “Giant Patagonians and Hairy Ainu” 
Read: Siegel, Dreamers and Schemers 

 

Week 3: The Olympics, Western Imperialism, and Athletic Superstardom 
February 6: 

Lecture: The Spat between the US and the UK: the 1908 London Games 
Read: Siegel, Dreamers and Schemers 

  

https://stearnscenter.gmu.edu/purpose-and-mission/mason-diversity-statement/
https://stearnscenter.gmu.edu/purpose-and-mission/mason-diversity-statement/
https://registrar.gmu.edu/ferpa/
https://ssac.gmu.edu/
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February 8: 
Lecture: The Jazz Age Olympics and the Making of American Megastars 

Read: Siegel, Dreamers and Schemers 
 

Week 4: The Golden Games: Los Angeles 1932 
February 13: 

Lecture/Screening: The Olympics and Film 
Read: Large, Nazi Games 

February 15: 
Discussion: Dreamers and Schemers 

*****Papers Due at 1:15 pm 
 

Week 5: The Games on the Silver Screen 
February 20: 

Screening/Discussion: The 1924 Paris Games and Chariots of Fire 
Read: Large, Nazi Games 

February 22: 
Screening/Discussion (cont.) 

Read: Large, Nazi Games 
 
Week 6: Politics and Hard Choices: The 1936 Berlin Olympics 

February 27: The Great Debate over United States Participation in the 1936 
Berlin Games 

Read: Large, Nazi Games 
March 1: 

Lecture/Discussion: Leni Riefenstahl, Olympia, and the 1936 Berlin 
Games 

Read: Large, Nazi Games 
 

Week 7: The 1936 Winter and Summer Olympics in Germany 
March 6: 

Discussion: Nazi Games 
*****Papers Due at 1:15 pm 

March 8: 
Exam #1 (in class) 

 
Week 8 (SPRING BREAK) 

March 13: (NO CLASS) 
March 15: (NO CLASS) 

 
Week 9: Dawn of the Cold War Olympics 
March 20: 

Lecture: The Soviets Are Coming, the Soviets Are Coming: The 1952 
Helsinki Games and the Beginning of an Olympic Rivalry 

Read: Maraniss, Rome 1960 
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March 22: 
Lecture/Screening: A Bloody Pool: The Hungarian Uprising and the 1956 

Games in Melbourne 
Read: Maraniss, Rome 1960 

 
Week 10: Decolonization, Civil Rights, and America’s Quest for Gold 

March 27:  
Lecture/Discussion: South Africa, Marching to Freedom, and the 1964 

Tokyo Olympics 
Read: Maraniss, Rome 1960 

March 29: 
Screening/Discussion: South Africa and the Olympics  

Read: Maraniss, Rome 1960 
 

Week 11: Amateurism and the International Olympic Committee 
April 3: 

Discussion: Rome 1960 
***Papers Due at 1:15 pm 

Read: Hoffer, Something in the Air 
April 5: 

Lecture: Professionalism and the Stodgy IOC 

Read: Hoffer, Something in the Air 
 

Week 12: The Challenges of the Summer Olympics of 1968 and 1972 
April 10: 

Lecture: Mexico City Welcomes the World: Preparation for the 1968 
Summer Games 

Read: Hoffer, Something in the Air 
April 12: 

Lecture: The Meaning of the 1972 Munich Olympics 
Read: Hoffer, Something in the Air 

 
Week 13: The Munich Tragedy and an Olympic Boycott 

April 17: 
Lecture/Screening: “They’re All Gone”: Tragedy Visits the Games 

Read: Hoffer, Something in the Air 
Read: Eaton, “Reconsidering the 1980 Moscow Olympic Boycott” 

April 19: 
Discussion: Something in the Air 

***Paper Due at 1:15 pm 
 
Week 14: Doping, the Fall of the Wall, and a Remade Olympic Games 

April 24: 
Lecture/Screening: A Red Mountain of Pills: The East German Olympic 

Powerhouse 
April 26:  

Discussion/Screening: Sympathy for Ben Johnson? 
Read: Wenn, “Peter Ueberroth’s Legacy” 
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Week 15: Commercialism and the Games of the New Millennium 
May 1: 

Lecture: In the Wake of Ben Johnson: The 1992 Barcelona Games 
May 3: 

Lecture: America’s Troubled Games: Atlanta 1996 and Salt Lake City 
2002; concluding remarks 

Read: Jinxia, “The Beijing Games, National Identity and Modernization in 
China” 

 
Week 16: Exam #2 

May 10:  
Exam #2: Submit exam online by 11:59 pm (exam will become 

available at 9:00 am on May 10) 
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