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POLITICS

THE POLITICAL GAMES: AGENTS AND STRATEGIES
IN THE 1992 BARCELONA OLYMPIC GAMES1

JOAN BOTELLA2

An event of the size and impact of the Olympic Games
cannot be considered a politically irrelevant event. Quite fre-
quently it is relevant in terms of international politics (we
only have to recall the alternative absences and presences of
the United States and the Soviet Union in various Games),
but also when dealing with the lesser known dimensión of in-
ternal politics.

Some political impacts are produced in the médium or
long term.The processes of urban change in the organi/.ing
city can bring about, accentuate or delay certain tendencies
of social change; it would be impossible for these changes
not to have a political impact.

Political impacts also come about in the short term. The
economic costs of the preparation of the Games, the involve-
ment of various public administrations, the way in which
these relate to each other and to the prívate sector, or the im-
portance of symbolic elements in the área of sports make the
great Olympic event an opportunity for various political for-
ces, and potentially a terrain for confrontation.

The 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games were a particularly
adequate event for the study of these phenomena. In effect,
four types of specific circumstances gave them the potential
for considerable political impact.

First, the preparation and organization of the Games was
conducted directly by public institutions, in contrast with
Los Angeles 1984, for example, where an essentially prívate
model was opted for.

Second, all of the public administrations were involved in
their organization. In contrast with other cases where the

1. This text is based on a presentation made ¡n the symposium «Impacts
of the Olympic Games», directed by Miquel de Moragas vvithin the courses of
the Menéndez Pelayo International University (Barcelona, July 1993). Due to
its origin, we have reduced to a minumum notes, citations and so on. The aut-
hor wishes to thank the commentaries of participants in the course.

2. Joan Botella Corral. PhD. is Law Professor of Political Science at the
Autonomous University of Barcelona.
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role of the organizing city was almost exclusive, the case of
Barcelona carne closer to the precedents of Munich, Montre-
al or (though in different conditions) Seoul, with a strong in-
fluence of the central government and the government of the
Generalitat de Catalunya, as vvell, obviously, as the local go-
vernment of the organizing city,3 as is natural.

Third, the preparation of the Games occurred in a context
of strong political competition. From the designation of the
Barcelona as organizing city until the Games themselves,
there was one general election, two local elections and two
regional elections; in the period from 1986 to 1992 only in
one year was there no election. This competivity was more
intense in the case of Catalonia than in the rest of Spain: whi-
le in other áreas of the country there was a complete socialist
hegemony (this was especially the case of Andalusia, which
serves as a partial contrast to Barcelona with the Seville Uni-
versal Exposition), this was less the case in Catalonia, where
the regional government is in the hands of a centre-right co-
alition, CiU (Convergence and Union), which increased its
electoral predominance in this period, contrasting with the
socialist administration of Barcelona and the central govern-
ment, also in the hands of the PSOE (Spanish Socialist Wor-
kers Party).

Finally, the specific linguistic and cultural problem of Ca-
talonia uncovered a potentially conflictive situation in an
event as rich in symbolic elements as the Olympic Games.
This symbolic density was even accentuated by the enor-
mous impact of worldwide televisión. The potential linguis-
tic-cultural conflictivity and the perception of the Games as
an «opportunity» for international projection reciprocally
fed conflict and were a part of it, expressed until the closing
moment.

Besides this multiplicity of territories, there was simulta-
neously a diversity of institutional agents involved in the pre-
paration of the Olympic Games, that we can summarize in

3. As is known, ihe Games were not limited to the city of Barcelona.
About twenty other cities had the status of sub-sites, in some cases with im-
portant investments. The Diputació de Barcelona (provincial governmenl) pla-
yed an important role in the preparation and coordination of the network of
sub-sites and the linancing of many of the corresponding installations. Howe-
ver, the leading role of the City of Barcelona, the fact that its Mayor was also
the Presiden! of the Oí gani/.ing Committee (COOB) and the political similarity
in terms of political party of the City of Barcelona, thc Diputada and many
sub-siles, allow us to consider the role of the city of Barcelona only in this con-
text. This is not to undervalue the importance of these other institutions, ñor
minimize ihe relevance of certain concrete conflicts which came about in
some cases.
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three: the City of Barcelona, the government of the Generali-
tat, and the central government.4 Each of these institutional
agents operates as the leader of a wider group of other agents
(political parties, groups of opinión, communication media,
and so on), so that, for example, the reference to the central
government has to be understood as a reference to the PSOE
overall, while the reference to the Government of the Gene-
ralitat is also applicable to organizations as diverse as CiU,
the»Joventut Nacionalista de Catalunya» (Nationalist Youth
of Catalonia), or more occasionally, entities such as the «Cri-
da», or the movement for an independent Catalán Olympic
Committee.

The three institutional agents that we will consider here
(and that, I repeat, can be seen as leaders and spokepersons
for a group of political and social movements) interact in the
various áreas defined by the four above-mentioned dimen-
sions. Yet these interactions, this game of alliances and
counterpositions, generates a complex situation that cannot
be reduced to simply being «for» or «against».

We will try to focus in more precisely. Effectively, and be-
yond rhetoric and discourses, what did the various agents
mentioned propose? What were the goals they sought to ful-
fill? I will allow myself to examine what these goals were, in-
troducing a distinction that I hope will be justified by the rest
of the paper: these objectives were both «substantial» (re-
sults to be attained) and of a «procedural» nature (organiza-
tion and ways of participation in the decision-making pro-
cess).

For the central government, the Barcelona Olympic Ga-
mes were a piece within the overall group of events of the
«1992 project». They were not only in coincidence with the
Seville Universal Exposition and the Madrid European Cul-
tural Capital, but in a wider sense, the will of the central go-
vernment was to show the world how Spanish society had
modernized and transformed, and aspired to play an impor-
tant role in the heart of the European Community. The start-
up of the European single market, the inauguration of a high
velocity train or the success of the three above-mentioned
events (in spite of being completely heterogenous realities)
had to lead to the strengthening of the new international
image of Spain as a developed society, free and competitive.

As is logical, given this global perspective, the central go-
vernment aspired to coordínate and supervise the overall
group of events. Yet it wanted to go even further: the extra-

4. See the comment in the above note.
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ordinarily high cost of the projects required an attitude of
watchfulness and constant presence to ensure both adequate
financing and the homogeneous transmission of the image it
wished to project. Thus from a procedural point of view, the
objective of the central government was to assure global con-
trol of the process (understanding by «control», I repeat, not
so much a direct and meticulous direction, as a key role in
financing and a position that would allow it to coordinate
and supervise the group of events, in order to ensure a cer-
tain coherence).

For the government of the Generalitat, and in a wider
sense for various nationalist circles in Catalonia, the Olym-
pic Games were seen simultaneously as an opportunity and
a danger: an opportunity in the sense of the possibilities for
international promotion, and a danger in that Catalán iden-
tity could be dissolved within the wider «1992 project»,
which for its overall Spanish characteristics and its interna-
tional projection could represent a factor in the loss of im-
portance of specifically Catalán elements. If, furthermore,
we recall the element of competition between parties that we
have mentioned, it can be understood that the desire of the
Generalitat to Catalani/.e the Games did not just represent a
goal of a cultural nature, but a desire to establish a differen-
tiating element, which had to permit it to emerge from the
overall «1992 project» and give it its own presence.

This political will meant, from an operational point of
view, being actively present in the financing and in the ma-
chinery of the preparation and organization of the Games.
Weighing the possible risk of being sandwiched between the
preponderant role that the Olympic Charter gives to the or-
ganizing city and the globalizing will of the central govern-
ment, the Generalitat established its procedural interest in
its participation in the mechanism of preparation and orga-
nization of the Games.

For the City of Barcelona the situation was set out in di-
ferent terms. In an explicit way, both City Hall and the orga-
nizers of the Games declared that the Olympic event had an
instrumental character, with the goal of projecting the city
internationally and going ahead with a number of projects
and transformations that would «complete the city».

On the one hand, situating the city on the international
circuit would allow it to welcome enterprises and activites
of a high level, as a response to changes undergone in the
previous fifteen years (the process of de-industrialization,
the demographic decline, and so on), all of which threatened
the city with —in the words of the Mayor himself— a situa-
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tion of «Marseillization». In second place there was the
construction or improvement of a number of infrastructures
that would resolve the traditional deficiencies of the city,
completing its urban identity while respecting (relatively, at
least) the traditional identity of the city and its neighbour-
hoods.

TABLE 1

Agents Goals

Subslantial Procedural

Central Government «1992» Control

Government of Catalanization Participation
the Generalitat of the Carnes

City of Barcelona Urban change Autonomy

Barcelona 1992. Goals of the various institutional agents.
(Source: the author)

Yet this perspective, derived from a strongly urban and not
merely sport-related point of view, would play an important
role in the preparatory process of the Games. The decisions
concerning infrastructures, mechanisms of financing, or af-
fecting urban administration, had to be taken by the local go-
vernment itself, involving other agents without being pulled
in by their behavioural logic. In other words, the procedural
goal of City Hall was to assure that if its role was not one of
leadership, at least it would have autonomy in the processes,
so that it would be a secondary and subservient agent (which
was what happened to the City of Seville in the preparation
of the Universal Exposition).1*

In a very synthetic fashion, Table 1 resumes this analysis
of both the substantial and procedural goals that the various
institutional agents pursued.

What happened when these different strategies entered
into contact? How did they act with one another? These
questions are important to be able to read the results of the
Games for the various agents in terms of success and failure.

5. As is shown bv the study of Seville carried out by G. Roulland, «L'ex-
position Universelle de Seville (1992). Elude du Systéme local de Decisión»,
Bordeaux (Les Cahiers du Cerul), n° 1, 1991.
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It should be said that this contrasting is not simple, since
from the very moment that the city was designated in Octo-
ber of 1986 until the days the Games themselves were held,
the preparation was involved in a multitude of conflicts and
polemics, during which the positions of each agent were not
necessarily coherent. On the other hand, the multiplicity of
subjects of conflict partially altered the «visibility» of the res-
pective positions. Yet we can try to conduct an exercise of re-
constructing the woods without letting the trees obstruct us.
We might deal with the question in the following terms: what
was the attitude of each public administration (and by ex-
tensión, of the «constellation» of political and social forces
that each represented) when faced with the goals of the other
agents?

For the central government, the overall operation of 1992
was the key element. Yet for its global role in the coordina-
tion and supervisión of all the projects, it could prefer a po-
sition of not opposing itself to the objectives of other agents.
Thus, in spite of the extreme tone that the claims for a Cata-
lanization of the Games often took on, the government adop-
ted quite systematically a position of reducing conflict, no-
tably underplaying its positions, even though it did show
itself to be uncomfortable upon occasion (we might think of
the polemic over the Olympic mascot, the famous Cobi; the
scandal over the opening of the Olympic Stadium upon the
occasion of the World Track and Field Championship in Sep-
tember 1989; or the long polemic over the use of Catalán or
the presence of the Catalán flag in the Olympic ceremonies).
In the same way (though with greater enthusiasm and a fi-
nancial commitment of the first degree) the government was
sensitive to the aspirations of City Hall, both from a substan-
tial and a procedural point of view, accepting the desire of
the Mayor to preside the organizing committee, or the na-
ming of Santiago Roldan, an economist, and an oíd friend
and university colleague of the Mayor, as the head of govern-
mental participation in financing.

If the Generalitat put its emphasis on the «Catalanizing»
aspect of the Games, that did not necessarily mean that it
enthusiastically accepted the «1992 project». Just the opposi-
te was true: until the last moment it took up positions to alert
everyone of the risks of «Spanishization» that the Olympic
event could have, and the risk of seeing the presence of Cata-
lonia as a differentiated reality dissolved. Less negative, ho-
wever, was the perception of urban change; the Generalitat
was deeply involved in some of the elements of the urban
process, even though maintaining strong disagreements
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(over questions of financing, urban planning licenses, the ho-
tel plan, and others).

For City Hall, the insertion of the Games in the overall set
of operations of 1992 was a key question. Instead of a visión
of competition with the events that took place in Madrid or
Seville, the City of Barcelona chose to sitúate itself in the
front row, calculating (probably rightly) that a global success
would make the success of Barcelona greater and that the
Olympic Games would probably provide the best results of
the three events. In his closing speech for the Games, the Ma-
yor affirmed that «Spain is Barcelona» (and not the opposi-
te, as would seem to be required from a logical point of
view). Nothing demonstrated better the desire to be at the
heart of the «1992 project» than to tell the world that the cha-
racteristics that it had seen in Barcelona for 15 days (a great
spectacle, a permanent popular festival, organizational ri-
gour down to the last detail) were characteristics of the new
Spain.

Perhaps it is more interesting to state that the City Hall
also participated in an active way in the project to Catalani-
ze the Games. Here two different elements coincided: first,
the wide acceptance of Catalanizing positions amongst the
Catalán political élite (something not always understood in
the rest of Spain, where the tendency is to interpret Catalan-
ism in terms of political parties); second, this position allo-
wed City Hall to sepárate itself, albeit slightly, from the posi-
tions of the central government, given that party identity
could easily have dissolved the positions of the Catalán so-
cialists into those of the PSOE) and come closer to, or at le-
ast reduce the potential conflict with, the positions of the go-
vernment of the Generalitat.

In effect, as Table 2 shows, the real conflict was much
smaller than could have been expected. Conflict was in fact
quite small, limited to the persistent reticence of the executi-
ve of the Generalitat with regards to the strategy of globality
that hovered over the overall plans for 1992.

Readers should not come to the conclusión, however,
that the process of the preparation and organization of the
Games was a bed of roses. Two important stages can be iden-
tified: the first, from 1986 to 1989, was marked essentially by
debates and confrontation between the different agents,
where one notes a visible effort by all sides involved to posi-
tion themselves in the process and acquire the most relevant
positions possible. This is where the debates over the organi-
zation of the Games carne from, as well as the debated presi-
dency of the Organizing Committee by the Mayor of the city,
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or the problem of how to incorpórate the prívate sector into
decision-making bodies.

Undoubtably the end of the stage carne with a concrete
event: the inauguration, in September of 1989 of the emble-
matic Montjuíc stadium as the venue of the World Track and
Field Championship. Under a spectacular storm, it was seen
that the building, the darling of the Barcelonan architectural
élite, had leaks, and that there were organized nuclei that
could organize noisy protests against the monarch and the
Spanish flag. The events of the opening of the stadium, in ot-
her words, indicated that the Olympic Games could come
across badly, both from an organizational and a political
point of view.

TABLE 2

«1992» Catalani- Urban
zation Change

Central government +

Government of the +
Generalitat

City of Barcelona + + +

Symbols used:

+ signifies a positive perceplion of each goal, either as a central goal for the
respective agent, or by its participaron in goals sought by another agent.

• denotes an attilude of passive participation, of tolerance wíth regards to a
goal sought by another agent.

- denotes an attitude of opposition to a goal sought by another of the agents
involved.

Attitude of institutional agents towards different goals
(Source: the author)

•

The consequence was immediate. lf the Seoul Olympic
Games (which had been visited by a large group of Barcelo-
na Olympic officials) had been impressive for the demons-
tration of strong cooperation between different administra-
tions, the events of the inauguration of the stadium had a
visible effect on the positions of the various public adminis-
trations involved in the Barcelona Games, who opted to de-
activate the conflict, not enter into reciprocal quarrels, and,
more in the long term, actively set out to ensure the success
of the Games. In other words, the perception aróse that to
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ensure the success of the Games they had to be « Everybody's
Games», so that no political forcé ñor administration could
hope to capitalize on them to the detriment of others.

As for general reasons, the participation of the central go-
vernment and the government of the city in the organization
of the Games were two obvious elements, that did not do
anything but ensure the involvement of the Generalitat and
other Catalán nationalists in the Olympic event. In spite of a
multitude of previously threatening signs, neither the «Cri-
da» ñor ERC (Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya) develo-
ped actions against it, ñor did the proposal to créate a Cata-
lán Olympic committee receive significant support from the
Generalitat (something that was bitterly noted later on by the
promoters of the admission of Catalonia into the IOC).

This had a result in pubic opinión. As various surveys
showed before and after the Games, the financial contribu-
tion and international projection of the Generalitat was eva-
luated higher than that of the central government (when in
financial terms the proportion was 3 to 1 in favour of the lat-
ter). Thus in a survey of residents of Catalonia published in
La Vanguardia (July 19, 1992), it was seen that a third of
those asked (32.8%) put the contribution of the City of Bar-
celona highest; 15.4% pointed to the contribution of the Ge-
neralitat, while only 6.7% mentioned the contribution of the
central government as the most important.

TABLE 3

Juan Carlos I, King of Spain 8.6
Pasqual Maragall (Mayor of Barcelona) 8.6
Juan Antonio Samaranch (Presiden! of the IOC) 8.5
Jordi Pujol (President of the Generalitat) 7.3
Narcís Serra (Deputy Prime Minister) 6.5
Felipe González (Prime Minister) 5.6

Evaluation of the role of various personalities in the celebration of the
Olympic Games (scale from a minumum of 0 to a máximum of 10)

(Source: OPINA survey for La Vanguardia, 11/8/92, from a sample of
800 residents of Catalonia).

The same phenomenon was seen in the evaluation of the
role of various Spanish personalities in the Games. If we
wish, we might easily understand the role of the Monarch gi-
ven his presence throughout the Games and the participa-

147



tion of the Prince of Asturias in the Spanish team. In the
same way the high evaluation for the president of the IOC,
Mr. Samaranch, could seem obvious. But the fact that the
President of the Generalitat could be higher than the Prime
Minister of the Spanish Government, or its deputy Prime Mi-
nister, former city mayor, Mr. Serra, is a sign of the percep-
tion of the relative role played by the various public institu-
tions. A survey after the Games asked those surveyed to
evalúate from 0 to 10 the participation of various Spanish
personalities in the celebration of the Games. The results are
seen in Table 3.

Even still, there is another side to the coin. There were
few images as symbolic as the football final in the stadium of
Football Club Barcelona, which is charged with Catalanist
symbolism. The visión of Nou Camp presided by the King,
full of Spanish flags, watching the Spanish team win the gold
medal, showed in the clearest way possible that the Games
had meant an enormously significant shift in the integration
of Catalonia into Spain, without at all denigrating its own
symbols of cultural and social identity.

148


