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In modern historical consciousness the Olympic Games have provided a potent
symbol of the very nature of history itself. Through the cultural symbols produced by
the Olympics, spectators witness depictions of history as a dialogue about change and
continuity bounded by the concepts of tradition and modernity.1 Modern audiences
behold rituals purporting to relate to the ancient Greek Olympics, symbolizing histor-
ical continuity and implying trans-historical universality between present and past. At
the very same time they see athletes marching under national flags compete for patri-
otic glory, representing a change between ancient and modern historical realities and
exemplifying the uniqueness of the contemporary cosmos. The Olympian quest for
records clashes with the claims of the modern Olympian ideal--that taking part mat-
ters more than winning.2 Through such processes modern cultures make both their
sports and their histories.3 In particular, the twentieth-century United States has used
and continues to use the Olympics as a “highway” to make histories exploring the
complex notions of tradition and modernity.4

Since the beginning of the nineteenth century, societies have been confronted
with sweeping global changes engendered by agricultural, industrial, urban, and
demographic revolutions. Beset by these transformations many of the world’s cul-
tures have hoped to use highways between tradition and modernity to select the best
features of each social pattern. Modern societies seem to want the economic abun-
dance and dynamic power produced by modernization while at the same time they
hope to maintain the communal solidarity and comfortable familiarity of more tradi-
tional patterns of life. Highways through the old and new, in politics, economics,
social relations, art, or any other form of human endeavor, are supposed to merge tra-
dition and modernity. First trains, and then automobiles, spurred the development of
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suburbs in which the old and especially Anglo-American dream of a pastoral home in
a sylvan park connected to a job in an urban-industrial place.5 Modern construction
techniques created urban parks preserving the pastoral green spaces of tradition
amidst the urban steel landscapes of modernity.6

As transportation and architectural technologies construct roads that link tradi-
tion and modernity, so does sport. The Uruguayan historian and essayist Eduardo
Galeano explains that the invention of modern association football by the English
linked ancient traditions of ball games with an emerging global popular culture
through “the Esperanto of the ball.”7 Tradition and modernity thus meet in the twen-
tieth century’s global soccer culture.8 Modern societies use sports and recreations to
manufacture highways connecting tradition and modernity. The sporting spectacle of
the Olympic Games, which by the end of the twentieth century has arguably become
the world’s most popular, inhabits such an historical context and illustrates both the
promises and perils of projects to merge modern and traditional societies. Indeed,
historical conceptions of tradition and modernity have everything to with the Olympic
Games--at least those Games that began in Athens in 1896 and have continued
through the twentieth century. The contemporary Olympic spectacle confronts spec-
tators with dramatic images of tradition and modernity.9 Olympic spectacles reveal
the dialectical shackles that bind tradition and modernity together as the fundamental
blueprint for modern historical interpretation. A contemporary example highlights
the dialectic. At the 1994 Centennial Olympic Congress of the International Olympic
Committee held in Paris, a “recurring theme” among Third World delegates was their
vision of athletes as the last remaining exemplars of traditional communal values in
rapidly decaying societies.10

Basic definitions of tradition and modernity illuminate the conjunction. Tradi-
tion and modernity serve as the fundamental archetypes into which historians, anthro-
pologists, sociologists, and other cultural critics have been dividing societies since the
mid-nineteenth century when Ferdinand Tonnies established the model; and Karl
Marx, Friedrich Engels, Max Weber, Louis Henry Morgan, and a myriad of other
thinkers elaborated on the basic paradigm. 11 Modern cultures are dynamic, heteroge-
nous, mobile, complex, progressive, urban, industrial, etc. Traditional societies are
static, homogenous, rooted, simple, conservative, rural, agrarian, etc. Although prac-
tically any student at a modern university can chart these archetypes, the important
thing about them is that they do not exist as separate and discrete entities. They are
conjoined so tightly that one cannot imagine one “type” without the other. They are
symbiotic in the truest sense of the word. If one died, the other would inevitably per-
ish quickly thereafter. It is through this dialectical connection between tradition and
modernity that for at least the last two centuries people have sought to make sense of
their histories. The speed at which people travel from one to another, the acids that
corrode the old and the alloys which create the new, are bounded by ideas of tradition
and modernity.12

Historians use the archetypes of tradition and modernity to organize narratives,
chart directions, explain continuities, mark conflicts, and predict futures. Without the
imagined yardstick of tradition, modernity becomes unmeasurable, and perhaps,
meaningless. Since at least the end of the Enlightenment, the paradigms of gemein-
schaft and gesellschaft have formed the paradoxical poles of historic consciousness.
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In this definition, oddly enough, tradition is not a particularly old concept. In fact, it
does not predate modernity. It only came into existence when people felt compelled
to explain the difference between their modern world and worlds they imagined had
existed in the past.

From such a perspective the ancient Olympics belong not to the world of tradi-
tion but to the alien universe of antiquity. 13 The ancient Greeks and their athletic fes-
tivals are as far removed from modern experiences as the ball games of ancient
MesoAmericans or the lost sporting traditions of pre-literate hunters and gatherers.
The Greeks did not practice traditional Olympics. They played very different
games. 14

The modern Olympics, as the Games begun in 1896 are labeled, came into exist-
ence in the dialectical cosmos bounded by conceptions of tradition and modernity.
As Baron Pierre de Coubertin and the other founders originally planned, the Olympic
Games have used traditional and modern means to achieve traditional and modern
goals. Coubertin wanted to forge a modern France animated by the values of tradi-
tion. He proposed a modern patriotism for France which owed allegiance to tradi-
tional aristocratic models of honor and duty. He believed modern Anglo-American
sports and games would produce traditional community values for a modernizing
nation. He imagined the Olympics creating a modern international army of cosmo-
politan athletes united by traditional chivalric honor. He was a stalwart member of
the late nineteenth-century French Right, a loyalist to the army and the Church; yet he
did not want France to devolve toward the ancien regime but instead to progress
toward a republican future invigorated by industrial progress and urban power.15 Like
the progressives described in James T. Kloppenberg’s trans-Atlantic study of
turn-of-the-century Western political culture, Uncertain victory, Coubertin sought a
via media, a middle way, between the templates of modern and traditional cultures.
Symbiosis, not division, was the goal of Coubertin’s unlikely compatriots in the
struggle to find middle ground in modern times, including Max Weber in Germany,
Leon Bourgeois in France, Leonard Hobhouse in Great Britain, and John Dewey in
the United States.16

Coubertin’s peculiar semi-progressive philosophy of the middle way led him to
propose the Olympics as a site for constructing common ground between the various
“isms” of modernity and the communal fealty of the traditional cosmos. From that
vantage point he proposed the Olympic Games as “a sort of athletic starting-point for
the twentieth century”--a place to begin building the middle passage between the
polar constants of modernity and tradition. Coubertin believed Olympism could
seamlessly merge tradition and modernism. Rotating the Olympic spectacles between
“capitals of the world” rather than constructing a permanent site in Greece became
one of the crucial mechanisms for insuring that the Olympics did not fall prey to stale
nostalgia for bygone days. “We have not been drawn into the error of constructing a
cardboard Stadium to reproduce Pericles, with the hill of Montmarte in the back-
ground to replace the Acropolis,” Coubertin promised, noting that such an approach
would have proved “ridiculous and paltry.”17

Coubertin’s history of the ancient Greek Olympics inaccurately equated the civi-
lizations of antiquity with “tradition” in order to connect them to modernity. The
Baron shared this habit of historical falsification with the vast majority of
turn-of-the-century European and North American thinkers who conceived of the
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classical Greeks as the archetypes of tradition in the modern dialectic rather than
understanding them as cultures alien to modern historical consciousness.18 More
important to Coubertin than historical accuracy was the relation between the ideal
forms--tradition and modernity. That was, perhaps, even more true for American
thinkers who found in sport in general and in the Olympic Games in particular a place
to pave a via media. 19  

Compared to American thinkers who imagined athletic and social utopias manu-
factured from the best features of tradition and modernity, Coubertin was a rank ama-
teur. No other nation in the turn-of-the-century world matched the United States in
the number or quality of ruminations on how sport could harmonize the communal
strengths of traditional cultures with the power of modern urban-industrial structures.
American thinkers had literally invented a new political philosophy in which athletics
became the via media--the cultural highway--which was supposed to connect the best
of modern and traditional political and social values.

American thinkers from the dawn of the twentieth century to its dusk have
insisted that sport can merge the best of features of traditional culture--community
solidarity, the work ethic, devotion to duty, the sentiments of personal connec-
tion--with the best features of modern culture--efficiency, productivity, individual lib-
erty, egalitarianism, corporate power. 2 0 They have connected sport to the emerging
technological systems rationalizing modern society and shrinking time and space, and
to the dream of a restoration of the imagined balance, order, harmony and community
of their histories of the traditional American republic. With the twenty- first century
on the horizon, Americans are energetically building “retro” baseball parks to reclaim
the halcyon days of the national pastime. These technological marvels are wrapped in
a seductive nostalgia that evokes, if not exactly the way things were, then at least the
way many Americans wished things had been.21

Ideas about sport, while firmly embedded in nostalgia for an imagined past, also
play innovative roles in programs designed to reform the modern world.22 For at least
a century American Olympic boosters have created a mythology which asserts that
athletics have been since ancient Greek times related to public virtue.23 American
political thought mandates a virtuous citizenry as the cornerstone of republican gov-
ernment, especially since sovereignty ultimately resides with the people. American
proponents of sport declare that athletic people are moral people. They insist that ath-
letic nations are virtuous nations. Such claims might have struck the founding
fathers, living in an eighteenth-century universe, as odd. After all, Thomas Jefferson
wrote that God had made the “breasts” of farmers, not athletes, the repositories for
“substantial and genuine virtue.”24 Modern Americans have “America’s athletic mis-
sionaries,” as an early twentieth-century journalist labeled United States Olympians,
instead of farmers. “America’s athletic missionaries” are scientifically-trained
daughters and sons of the republic who can run the rest of the globe ragged.25

Yet “America’s athletic missionaries” are never regarded, at least by the Ameri-
can media, as completely mechanical creatures. They are not robots programmed for
athletic conquest. Such epithets are reserved for the bad guys in American Olympic
stories--militaristic Germans, ideologically rigid Russians, joyless Finnish runners,
mechanical Norwegian skiers. 2 6 Many American thinkers clearly understand sport as
a social technology. They do not, however, want to employ it to build a sterile, artifi-
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cial civilization that would bring joy only to technocrats. When, in 1910, the philoso-
pher William James penned “The Moral Equivalent of War,” the fundamental
American gospel depicting sport as the reconciler of tradition and modernity, he
recoiled from technocratic visions of a future in which technology would replace all
human muscle and transmute Homo sapiens into a species of beings with gigantic cra-
nial domes whose sole exertion of energy would be “floods of learned and ingenious
talk.” James revealed that his flesh crept at such a vision. “Fie on such a cattleyard of
a planet,” cursed James, dismissing plans for the domestication of human nature.
Instead he counseled a quest for moral equivalents of war, human-inspired technolo-
gies which merged traditional and modern values and guaranteed progress.” James
wanted less talk and more action. “America’s athletic missionaries” have generally
obliged.

That title for United States Olympians, “America’s athletic missionaries,” reveals
the combination of traditional and modern themes. For most modern Americans, mis-
sionaries are religious figures, belonging to the sacred world of tradition. Athletes are
modern types, belonging to the secular modern world. A brief history of “America’s
athletic missionaries” illuminates how thoroughly the traditional-modern dialectic has
shaped American understandings of the Olympic Games.

One seemingly clear example of an American “missionary” effort to impose tra-
dition on modern Olympic spectacles is the effort to prevent competition on the
Christian Sabbath at the 1900 Olympic Games in Paris. The story is well known.28 In
this early spectacle, held in conjunction with the Parisian universal exposition cele-
brating the birth of the modern century, the American entry was not a unified team in
the contemporary sense of the term but a collection of collegiate squads and athletic
organizations. The American athletic cabal had competed in England at a prestigious
track meet in early July and then crossed the channel for the Olympic contests.
Learning that the opening of the Paris Games had been scheduled for a Sunday, July
15, athletic officials from various agencies, the Amateur Athletic Union, the Ameri-
can Olympic Committee, and the colleges and clubs, sought an agreement with the
French Olympic organizers that Americans would not be required to compete on Sun-
days. American officials engineered an apparent settlement which moved the starting
date to Saturday, July 14.

American traditions, however, soon ran into French traditions. July 14 was
Bastille Day, a national holiday in France. The French had no intention of replacing
Bastille Day with the new spectacle of the Olympics. The agreement over Sunday
competition quickly unraveled, sparking bitter recriminations between French orga-
nizers and American officials and an even more bitter internal wrangle on the Ameri-
can team. In fact, support for the Sabbatarian boycott on the United States team was
hardly universal. The boycott attempt produced a very strange result. Myer Prin-
stein, the world’s best long jumper at the turn-of-the-century, was banned by Syra-
cuse University from competing on the Christian Sabbath--even though Prinstein was
a Jew who celebrated a different Sabbath. When Prinstein challenged the winner,
Penn’s A.C. Kranzlein, a Christian whose university had allowed him to compete on
Sunday, to a jump-off to determine true Olympic superiority, Kranzlein refused. A
brawl was averted only by teammates who pulled the squabbling athletes apart. The
effort to impose traditional sacred practices--at least the sacred practices of some
Christians--appeared to have foundered on the shoals of modern secularism and plu-
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ralism. Modernism triumphed and tradition dissolved. Sabbatarian boycotts became
a thing of the past.

The story is actually considerably more complex. Most of the American media,
in 1900 at least, appear not to have recognized that religious heterogeneity made Sab-
batarian boycotts problematic. Instead, led by the leading sporting journalist of the
era, Caspar Whitney of Outing and Harper’s Weekly, the press defended the effort to
impose sacred culture on secular Olympic spaces through a very modern argu-
ment--that American culture needed to be imposed on the globe to destroy ancient tra-
dition and superstition. Indeed, Whitney and his cohorts frequently gave credit for
American athletic superiority to a very modern faith in the power of athletic science
in the United States. Such paradoxes abound in the history of tradition and modernity
at Olympic venues.29

In fact, the Sabbatarian crusade to ban secular amusements from American Sun-
days was itself not so much a long historic tradition as it was a much more recently
invented past in the minds of many modern Protestants who had come to believe that
their Puritan ancestors never worked on Sundays and spent the entire day in church.
Such imagined pasts are difficult to reconcile with the historic record. Add the twist
that the American Protestant rejection of the so- called “Continental Sabbath” prac-
ticed by Catholics actually marked the Protestants as the “moderns” in the mind of
Max Weber and other progressive proponents of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism school, and the ground between sacred traditionalism and secular modern-
ism becomes even blurrier.30 Indeed, as Nancy Struna has illuminated in her recent
People of Prowess: Sport, Leisure, and Labor in Early Anglo-America, the Sabbatar-
ian crusade to control leisure did not get anywhere until it united with the very mod-
ern desire to discipline labor. Sabbatarianism represented part of the larger campaign
to place work and play in separate compartments under the regulation of modern con-
sciousness.31 As clocks divided time into discrete units and disenchanted the lei-
sure-based cultures of Western antiquity, so too did proscriptions against playing
sports on Sunday mark off labor and leisure in favor of the moderns, changing, as the
anti-modern philosopher Josef Pieper lamented, the “very meaning of human exist-
ence.”32

Sabbatarianism belongs not to the cosmos of ancient and medieval tradition but
to the contemporary universe forged by the modern-traditional dialectic. The brilliant
cinematic work, Chariots of Fire, is part of the modern debate over how to compart-
mentalize time rather than an atavistic ode to Christian tradition. So, too, are the
other Sabbatarian boycotts which continue to intrude sacred concerns on the suppos-
edly secular ground of the modern Olympics. In 1908 at the London Olympics the
American hurdler and divinity student Forrest Smithson supposedly ran to victory in
world-record time in the 110 meter hurdles with a Bible tucked under his arm as a
protest against Sunday competition. A picture of Smithson clearing a hurdle with the
Bible in his hand has become a treasured story in modern American Olympic mythol-
ogy. The photograph, however, was apparently staged since no mention of his
unlikely cargo appears in press accounts of the race.33

Smithson’s intentions, while supposedly representing the intrusion of the old and
sacred on the new and secular, were, in fact, very much a part of the modern Ameri-
can design to employ the Olympics to impose certain cultural patterns both in the
United States and on the rest of the world. The use of modern Olympic Games and
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modern technological media to win culture wars has been a consistent hallmark of
American participation in the Olympics. It has become, by the late 1990s and in the
modern sense, an American tradition.

That modern tradition is, at this very moment, creating some battles in the culture
wars raging around the site for the 2002 Winter Olympics. Salt Lake City, Utah, is
the capital of the most unique state in the United States. With at least 70% of the
population identifying itself as active members in the Mormon church, Utah is the
most religiously homogenous state in the United States--and one of the most ethni-
cally and racially homogenous states as well. 3 4 Historically, the Olympic Games pro-
vides nations and communities with opportunities to showcase their cultures. They
also provide nations and communities with opportunities to condemn their own, but
mainly other’s, cultures.35

Anyone who reads the newspaper or watches television news in contemporary
Utah understands that fact. The Olympic Games offer a rich storehouse for storytell-
ing, and one that Utah’s cultures are finding particularly attractive. The portent of
“athletic missionaries” has proven to be a siren call in Utah. Indeed, the missionary
impulse in large part explains the desperate pursuit of Olympic status in which Utah’s
Olympic pioneers have zealously engaged since the 1960s. Many Utahns, particu-
larly the elite who acquired these Games from the International Olympic Committee
(IOC), see in the Olympics an opportunity to prove that their “peculiar kingdom” is
not really peculiar at all. They declare Utah as resolutely mainstream. The handful
who admit that peculiarities still exist claim that such oddities merely add charm and
invigorate the state’s business climate.36

Yet the chance for national and international press coverage of Utah’s storytell-
ing efforts is precisely what makes the 2002 Olympics rather dangerous dynamite in
the hands of the Chamber of Commerce functionaries, local and state political hacks,
and Latter-Day Saint Church leaders who hold the power to shape Utah’s Olympic
presentations. It is along religious fault lines that divisions will become most evident.
In 1926 Utah native Bernard DeVoto, writing from the safety of Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, lampooned his native state in the typical 1920s high-brow satirical tradition
which required of all writers who aspired to national stature that they make fun of
their home towns, whether they grew up in Gopher Prairie or Ogden. In DeVoto’s
amusing and otherwise insightful account in the pages of the American Mercury, he
declared that “the ancient color of the State is gone. Mormon and Gentile dwell
together in amity.” Such a startling unifying of ancient hatreds astounds and dismays
DeVoto because the religious strife in his opinion had at least made Utah unique.
“‘We are a peculiar people,’ long Zion’s boast, becomes the plaintive ‘We are no dif-
ferent from other people,”’ concludes DeVoto.37

In the late 1990s DeVoto, if he were not long deceased, might be heartened that
the ancient war has resumed--especially on Utah’s playing fields. While intense
efforts continue to make sure that the IOC and the international media believe that the
dominant local culture is in fact no different from other people, inside the state a dif-
ferent message can be heard. Brigham Young University and the state’s media have
railed against the NCAA’s closing of the so-called BYU exemption that allowed the
Mormon university’s teams to avoid competition on Sundays.38 In Provo, home to
BYU’s campus, political leaders have banned Sunday golf or swimming at city-
owned links and pools.3 9 The Mayor of Centerville has attempted to shut down base-
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ball leagues on “Family Home Evening”--Monday nights that the Mormon church
has decreed as times to be spent at home with one’s family for all “good” Mormons.40

We are once again a peculiar people, proclaim elected officials to the affirmation of
the religious majority and the dismay of religious and non-religious minorities.
‘Shouldn’t the Olympic committee be giving Games vs. the Sabbath some serious
thought?’ jokes Latter-Day humorist Robert Kirby, in a recent edition of the Salt
Lake Tribune. 41 Neither Provo nor Centerville is located deep in the provincial Utah
back country. Both communities are part of the “modern” metropolitan “Wasatch
Front,” as the greater Salt Lake City area is locally known. These are towns that will
host the Salt Lake City Winter Games. That underscores the fact that if Utah’s politi-
cal leaders and the Salt Lake Organizing Committee (SLOC) could figure out how to
engineer such a feat without dissolving any pretense of the illusion that they and their
brethren are in fact no different from other people, the idea would quickly cease to be
the joking matter Kirby portrays it as.

Already, the cry of “Utah values” (which for the religious super-majority means
Latter-Day Saint values) has been enlisted in a campaign to attempt to persuade or
coerce Olympic megasponsor Anheuser-Busch into pretending it does not actually
sell beer.42 Brigham Young University supports the effort to eradicate beer while at
the same time turning down a request for support from a women’s rights organization
which wants to display tee-shirts made by rape and abuse victims as a part of a
national “clothesline” project.4 3 One of the state’s two major newspapers, the one
owned by the Mormon Church, condemns the practice of including a couple of bottles
of beer in sample bags provided to the world press corps gathered for an advance
scouting trip to the 2002 Olympic site.4 4 In the wake of the 1998 Winter Games hys-
teria, the state’s enormously popular governor declared that the campaign to recruit
Olympic volunteers should be run in some fashion through the Mormon Church.45

As a March 1998 headline in The Deseret News, the Mormon church-owned
newspaper, noted, the 2002 Winter Games create “A Chance to tell Utah’s Story.”
The headline writer cogently added, “But Which One?”46 That headline gets to the
heart of the matter. Olympic Games, in American history, have always provided
chances to tell stories. Those stories usually mix tradition and modernity in interest-
ing ways.

Examining the religious conflicts developing around the 2002 Olympics solely in
terms of “traditional” Mormons versus the rest of the “modern” world, misses some
important components of the story. Mormonism, as religious historians such as Mar-
tin Marty have revealed, is a very modern religion.4 7 It dates only to the 1820s and
its roots are entwined with the processes of modernization in the United States.
While nineteenth-century Mormon communalism represents an anti-modern reaction
to a changing economic order, the contemporary Mormon church manifests a very
modern organizational structure which shares much in common with modern eco-
nomic corporations.48 The popular image of a “pioneer Utah” populated exclusively
by Latter-Day Saints is very much an “invented tradition.” Mormon culture uses
images of tradition to chart its own via media in modernity. Indeed, contemporary
Utah, dominated by self-described “traditionalists,” is among the most urban and
technological societies in the late-twentieth century world.49

In order to win the 2002 Olympics, however, Utah has traded on its place in tra-
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ditional American mythology rather than in embracing its urban modern reality. Just
as the religious conflicts created by the Olympics are embedded in the traditional and
modern symbols that form contemporary historical consciousness, so, too, does the
marketing of the Salt Lake City Games create conflicts around the traditional versus
modern dialectic. Salt Lake Olympic boosters continue to sell Utah to the world as
the heartland of the American West, home of awesome pioneers, stunning vistas, and
the frontier spirit.5 0 The “welcome to Salt Lake” episode at Nagano’s 1998 Winter
Olympic closing ceremonies featured American West landscapes and cowboys twirl-
ing lariats. No “Indians” popped into the fandango, however. That fact angered lead-
ers of Native American groups in Utah. 5 1 Members of Utah tribes helped win the
Olympic bid for Salt Lake City by performing songs and dances to celebrate Utah’s
diverse heritage for IOC members and providing gifts of Indian beadwork for Olym-
pic potentates.52

Those contributions, however, were forgotten by the image-makers who showed
Utah to the world at Nagano. In fact, the mayor of Salt Lake City, Dee Dee Corradini,
apparently forgot that anyone even lived in Utah before Mormon settlers showed up
in the 1840s. Impressed by the antiquity of Japanese history at Nagano, Corradini
gushed, “I don’t know what we’re going to do. We only have 150 years of history.”
That chronology was news to the descendants of Utah’s indigenous peoples who have
been in the Salt Lake basin for at least 12,000 years. Corradini later claimed that her
comments had been taken out of context, and that she had simply meant that Salt
Lake City was 150 years old.53

Yet Corradini’s mistake is all too common, in the United States and especially in
Utah. The myth that history began with the arrival of people of European descent
represents a rather common historical mistake in popular American history. Too
often American history begins with Columbus, ignoring indigenous cultures and civi-
lizations. In Utah’s Mormon culture this Eurocentric blindness takes on a peculiar
shade, filtered as it is through the nineteenth-century racism of Joseph Smith’s Book
of Mormon. The Book of Mormon depicts pre-Columbian American history as a war
between light-skinned “good guys” of European blood who are a “lost tribe” of Israel
(Nephites) and dark-skinned “bad guys” of Native American blood (Lamanites). All
of the great architectural monuments of classical American archaeology from the
Anazasi cliff- dwellings of southern Utah to the pyramids of Mexico and Peru, are, in
the orthodox Mormon view, the products of Western civilization. They were built by
the Nephites who brought Western science with them to the “new world.” The
Lamanites are pure savages, responsible for nothing civilized, not even the great cere-
monial mounds which dot the Mississippi River’s watershed.54

Given that “peculiar” version of history and archeology it is perhaps a relief that
no “Lamanites” appeared among the cowboy frolic in Nagano. Still, Utah’s original
inhabitants have not given up trying to tell some of their stories at the Olympics.
Local tribes, including the Goshutes, Utes, Dine (Navajo), Shoshoni, and Pauite, are
seeking Native American inclusion in the SLOC’s planning process. Utah’s gover-
nor, Salt Lake’s mayor and the SLOC, have rebuffed those requests. However, the
SLOC has unveiled a very modern proposal for including Native American cultures
in the Salt Lake Games. They plan to open an Olympic “superstore” to sell, among
other things, “traditional Indian” crafts. The commerce in Native American heritage
is a thriving business in the modern American West. The archeological monuments
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of the Anasazi and other cultures attract millions of visitors every year to Utah and
surrounding regions. “Authentic” Indian art commands a global market, competing
against pastel and neon “howling coyotes” in the world’s imagination as symbols of
the American Southwest. Utah’s economy makes millions of dollars a year on this
very modern trading in traditional artifacts--regardless of the archaeological and his-
torical beliefs of Latter-Day culture. Given the marketability of Amerind cultures, it
should come as no surprise that while Native Americans still have not found even
token representation in Utah’s Olympic power structure, the SLOC is interested in lit-
erally selling Indian cultures by offering Native American artwork as “official”
Olympic trinkets in 2002.55

The organizers of the Salt Lake Olympics will not be the first American Olympic
boosters to use Native American images to sell the civilization of the United States.
The original creators of “America’s athletic missionaries,” the American press at the
beginning of the twentieth century, also employed “Indians” in that fashion. The
media assured American readers that Sac and Fox Indian Jim Thorpe’s gold medals in
Stockholm in 1912 stood as proof that the United States had no racial barriers in ath-
letics--an assertion contradicted by a myriad of social realities, but embraced, never-
theless, by many reporters. Lewis Tewanima was a Hopi Indian from Arizona who
was also one of the United States’ premier distance runners in the 1908 and 1912
Olympic Games. In 1908 in an archetypical photograph in the New York Times, the
press made Tewanima a symbol of a supposedly race-blind society as the runner
danced a Fourth-of-July jig for his teammates as the United States Olympic team
steamed across the Atlantic to the London Olympics. Among turn-of-the-century
mainstream media depictions of Native American dancing--from the superstition of
“rain dances” to the subversion of Ghost Dancing--Tewanima’s sport transformed tra-
ditional ritual into a modern rite for American patriotism. The press transformed tra-
ditional symbols into vehicles for selling modern visions.56

In much the same fashion, the Salt Lake Olympic boosters, the American press,
and the IOC will use Native American images to sell a twenty-first century Olympic
Games. Lewis Tewanima spent his earliest years on the sacred mesas of the Hopi
Nation, mesas that encompass Delicate Arch. A strange inflatable copy of that natu-
ral red rock icon appeared prominently in Salt Lake City’s commercial to lure the
world to the 2002 Winter Games, beamed around the globe to television audiences
watching the closing ceremonies from Nagano. The message beckoned the world’s
spectators to come to Utah to see the modern Olympics and the ancient landscapes.

In the contemporary global media culture, the road to Salt Lake City intersects
with the folk highways Americans have built between their visions of traditional and
modern societies. Paradoxically, the ancient red rock shape of Delicate Arch pro-
vides both a traditional and a modern signpost at this intersection. It evokes the solid
image of tradition for both European and Native American peoples--albeit very dif-
ferent historical traditions. At the very same time Delicate Arch belongs to the “West
of the imagination”57--the seemingly infinite catalog of images that members of mod-
ern societies can access and consume. In Sierra Club calendars or in Edward Abbey’s
novel The Monkey Wrench Gang, Delicate Arch evokes modern desires to save and
protect traditional places.5 8 It is not a rock on the plain at Olympia but it has become
an Olympic rock. Recognizable exotic landscapes, traditional stereotyped cowboys,
modern technological cities, and the complex debates over Sabbatarianism present
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spectators with a peculiar combination. In Utah, modernity and tradition set the
parameters for the debate over which Olympic story to tell the world. Frames for
contemporary historical consciousness continue to be manufactured at Olympic sites.
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2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.
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