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Introduction 

International sporting events often seem separate from politics, appearing to be stages for fair 

competition and shared global culture. However, during the Cold War, sports often acted as a public 

stage for diplomatic disputes and ideological battles. In Chapter 1 of Diplomatic Games: Sport, 

Statecraft, and International Relations since 1945, Heather L. Dichter discusses how international 

sports roles evolved during the recognition politics between East and West Germany after the Berlin 

Wall was built. Decisions about travel documents, national symbols, and participation in global 

competitions carried real diplomatic significance and reflected broader Cold War tensions.1 

Dichter argues that NATO governments intentionally imposed restrictions on East 

German athletic participation to reinforce their stance of not recognizing the German Democratic 

Republic (GDR). By limiting East German access to competitions hosted in Western countries, 

alliance leaders aimed to prevent the GDR from gaining international legitimacy through the 

public visibility of international sport. Since international competitions required the display of 

national flags, anthems, and official teams, sporting events became highly visible opportunities 

for the GDR to present itself as a sovereign state before a global audience. For NATO 

governments, participation in sports was a diplomatic issue as much as an athletic one, and 

several international competitions in the early 1960s unexpectedly became arenas of Cold War 

diplomacy, where issues of recognition, alliance unity, and national prestige played out in public. 

Sport and the Politics of Recognition 

A key issue in the chapter is the conflict between East and West Germany over 

international recognition. Following World War II, West Germany implemented the Hallstein 

Doctrine, a foreign policy that refused to recognize the German Democratic Republic and sought 

 
1 Heather L. Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey: NATO Restrictions on East German Sport Travel in the Aftermath of the 

Berlin Wall,” in Diplomatic Games: Sport, Statecraft, and International Relations since 1945, ed. Heather L. Dichter 

and Andrew L. Johns (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2014), 19–21. 
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to prevent other nations from acknowledging it as a legitimate state. International sporting events 

quickly became venues where this policy was challenged.2 Since competitions required the 

public display of national symbols like flags, anthems, and official teams, they provided visible 

moments for East Germany to present itself to an international audience as an independent 

nation. 

East German leaders understood the political significance of these opportunities. As 

Dichter explains, the GDR hoped that “through international sport, with its frequent use of flags 

and anthems, it could gain de facto recognition on a large scale.”3 Sporting competitions served 

as highly visible displays of political legitimacy. For West Germany and its NATO allies, 

allowing East German teams to compete openly under their own national symbols risked 

legitimizing Germany's political division. To prevent this, Western governments often pressured 

sporting organizations and host countries to limit East German participation at events held in 

NATO countries.4 These efforts show how Cold War diplomacy extended into unexpected areas 

of international cultural life, including the world of sport. 

Sport, Symbols, and the Geneva Ice Hockey Championship 

The political tensions related to East Germany's participation in international sports 

became especially evident during the 1961 Ice Hockey World Championships in Geneva, 

Switzerland. By this time, disputes over national symbols had already started to complicate 

international competitions. In 1959, East Germany adopted a new national flag that displayed the 

socialist emblem of a hammer and compass. West Germany immediately rejected the flag and 

banned its display within the Federal Republic, arguing that it represented Germany's permanent 

 
2 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 19–20. 
3 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 20. 
4 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 21–22. 
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division. When East German teams appeared in international competitions using this flag and 

anthem, the issue quickly turned into a diplomatic problem. 

The conflict reached a crucial point in Geneva when West Germany and East Germany 

were set to compete. According to standard tournament rules, the winning team’s national flag 

would be raised, and its anthem played during the postgame ceremony. West German officials 

feared that if East Germany won, the ceremony might be seen as acknowledging the GDR as a 

sovereign nation before an international audience. To avoid that, West Germany decided to 

withdraw from the match. As Dichter notes, “rather than chance losing and be forced to 

recognize the East German flag and anthem, West Germany forfeited the game.”5 

The decision quickly drew international attention. Newspapers and commentators across 

Europe debated whether West Germany had defended an important political principle or if it had 

improperly allowed Cold War politics to influence an international sport. East German officials used 

the incident as propaganda, portraying the forfeit as evidence that West Germany let politics interfere 

with athletic competition. The controversy showed how easily sporting events could become 

symbolic battles over legitimacy and recognition. What might have been a routine tournament game 

instead turned into a public display of the political divisions that defined the Cold War. 

The Berlin Wall and the Expansion of Travel Restrictions 

The tensions in Geneva did not decrease after the tournament. Instead, they grew 

considerably worse after the Berlin Wall was built in August 1961. The Wall changed disputes over 

sports from symbolic conflicts into direct issues regarding travel and mobility between the East and 

West. NATO governments increasingly regarded travel to East Germany as a political matter 

connected to the larger struggle over justice and control in divided Germany. 

These restrictions were managed by the Allied Travel Office in West Berlin, which 

 
5 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 24–25. 
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distributed the temporary travel documents East German citizens needed to enter Western countries. 

After the Berlin Wall crisis, the Allied Travel Office reimposed strict limits on these documents.6 

Travel permissions were mostly halted except for urgent humanitarian reasons, and athletic travel 

was explicitly restricted. In practice, this meant East German teams often could not compete in 

international events held in NATO countries. 

Although these policies appeared to involve technical bureaucratic procedures, their 

consequences were clearly political. Preventing East German athletes from traveling limited the 

GDR's ability to appear on the international stage under its own national symbols. Sporting events 

became one of the most visible arenas where Cold War policies of recognition and nonrecognition 

played out. 

Sporting Controversies in Colorado Springs and Chamonix 

The restrictions placed on East German travel soon created new controversies in 

international sporting events. One of the most visible examples occurred during preparations for 

the 1962 Ice Hockey World Championships scheduled to take place in Colorado Springs, 

Colorado. East German athletes needed travel approval from the Allied Travel Office in West 

Berlin. The GDR team could not easily obtain the documents required to enter the United States. 

American organizers anticipated this problem and quietly relied on the travel restrictions to 

prevent East German participation without placing responsibility directly on the United States 

government.7 Officials emphasized that the issue involved NATO travel policy rather than 

American visa decisions. However, the absence of the East German team soon turned into a 

political issue. 

The controversy grew when several Soviet bloc countries responded by withdrawing their 

 
6 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 23. 
7 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 26. 
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teams from the tournament. Countries like the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Romania, and 

Yugoslavia declined to compete in support of East Germany. Their decision turned what might 

have been a normal international event into a clear Cold War conflict. Instead of showing 

international cooperation through sports, the tournament exposed the deep political divisions that 

shaped relations between Eastern and Western countries during the Cold War. 

A similar conflict arose in France during the 1962 Alpine Ski World Championships in 

Chamonix. French officials, following NATO policy, refused to issue visas to East German athletes. 

However, this decision put the event organizers in a tough spot. International sporting federations 

were worried that excluding East German competitors would undermine the legitimacy of the 

championships. The International Ski Federation responded by threatening to revoke the event’s 

official “World Championship” status if East German athletes were kept out.8 The disagreements 

over East German participation reveal the complicated relationship between governments and 

international sporting institutions. While governments aimed to use sport as a diplomatic tool, 

international federations often resisted political interference to safeguard the credibility of global 

competitions. 

These controversies also revealed tensions within the NATO alliance itself. Some member 

states were concerned that strict travel restrictions could harm their ability to host international 

events and damage their global reputation. Hosting major sporting competitions provided countries 

with valuable opportunities to showcase cultural influence and national significance. However, when 

political policies prevented full participation, those benefits could quickly vanish. Governments had 

to balance diplomatic goals with domestic concerns about reputation, economic stability, and public 

opinion. 

Conclusion 

 
8 Dichter, “A Game of Political Ice Hockey,” 27. 
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What stands out across these conflicts is how thoroughly Cold War politics reshaped the 

meaning of international sport. Decisions about athlete travel, which flags could appear at 

ceremonies, and which teams could enter tournaments became tools for governments to shape 

political legitimacy. The disputes in Geneva, Colorado Springs, and Chamonix each show a different 

version of the same problem: efforts to prevent recognition of the German Democratic Republic 

reached into cultural institutions that most people assumed had nothing to do with diplomacy. In each 

case, governments, athletes, and international federations found themselves answering questions that 

were fundamentally political. 

Public visibility is what gave sports that influence. International competitions displayed 

national symbols to global audiences, and that exposure alone could shift perceptions of legitimacy. 

NATO governments understood this, which is why they worked so hard to keep East German teams 

off the international stage. But the sporting federations and the global press did not simply accept that 

control. They pushed back, insisting that the credibility of international competitions depended on 

open participation, not political convenience. 

Dichter’s chapter makes clear that sport and politics were never separate during the Cold 

War. Sport was one of many arenas where states tried to shape global perceptions of legitimacy, 

identity, and power, and even events designed to promote cooperation became stages for the 

diplomatic struggles that defined the twentieth century. The ice rink, the ski slope, and the travel 

office all turned out to be extensions of the same conflict. 
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