Our Olympian also-rans
By F.S. Aijazuddin

EVEN Mongolia managed to secure two gold medals and two silver ones in Beijing. What do three million Mongolians have that 1.5bn of us South Asians do not?

Mongolia’s total population is less than Bangalore’s on a busy day or Faisalabad’s on pay-day. The answer must be simpler than body fat compacted from a diet of buuz, khuushuur and bansh.

If anyone should know, it is the three national Olympic committees of Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. But quite obviously they do not. India’s only gold medal was won in air-rifle shooting by Abhinav Bindra, a Sikh BBA who funded his own training and used bullets financed by the Arcelor Mittal Group. The only other medals gained by India were two bronzes in wrestling and in boxing. Pakistan and Bangladesh returned empty-handed. These national committees could do worse than spending the next four years in penitent atonement. It is clear that their nation’s athletes do better without them.

The singular, personal achievement of these athletes echoes the ideals enshrined in Article 6 of the Olympic Charter, which defines the Olympic Games as “competitions between athletes in individual or team events and not between countries.” Just how far the Olympics have moved away from that pristine ideal is best gauged by the subsequent article that reads: “The Olympic symbol, flag, motto, anthem, identifications (,) designations, emblems, flame and torches … belong exclusively to the IOC, including but not limited to the use for any profit-making, commercial or advertising purposes.”

Olympics are now big business. Gone are the days when the marathon could be won by Spiridon Louis, a Greek shepherd turned post office messenger (Athens 1896), or a US long-distance runner disqualified genteelly for riding 11 miles in a motor car instead of running the full length of the marathon (Paris 1900). Gone the open-ended wrestling bouts that could extend up to nine exhausting hours (Stockholm 1912); gone the Aryan racism so pervasive at Hitler’s Games (Berlin 1936); gone the boycott of host countries (Moscow 1980, Los Angeles 1984); and gone the unworldly earnestness of gifted amateurs.

Instead, the only thing remotely Greek left about the Olympics is its Midas touch. Everything associated with modern Olympics is expected to turn into gold. The International Olympics Committee (IOC) runs its affairs like some transnational conglomerate with its eye on the bottom line. Host countries hope that the benefits from a fortnight’s hospitality exceed the costs of such compressed conviviality. The career path of successful competitors leads to the winner’s podium and then onwards to their banks.

This spirited commercialisation of the Olympics occurred during the reign of Senor J.A. Samaranch, the Spanish president of the IOC (1980-2001). During his 21 years, he encouraged the IOC to market itself, permitted professionals to compete, and member countries to pit themselves like early Ionian pugilists with gloveless ferocity against each other in their bids to host prospective Olympic Games. Hosting the sports soon degenerated into a blood sport, with no holds or punches barred.

Bribes were offered and accepted, royal honours solicited and awarded (King Juan Carlos of Spain was rumoured to have been especially liberal before and after Barcelona 1992), nepotism acknowledged and encouraged. One of Samaranch’s last acts as the outgoing president was to nominate his son J.A.S. Salisachs as a member of the IOC. When US Senator John McCain (now the Republican presidential candidate) expressed horror at this undisguised nepotism, Samaranch responded by informing the press that nine other members of the IOC had followed their fathers as delegates. Not surprisingly, the Pakistani member is among them.

Today, the gold medals won by Pakistan’s fabled hockey teams in 1960, 1968 and 1984 gather dust in showcases. Their ribbons are as faded as our hopes of ever making a comeback. Since 1956, apart from hockey, we have won a bronze medal each only in boxing and in wrestling. India and Pakistan seem to share more in common than the gristle of history.

The categories of Olympic events to which we are drawn are symptomatic of our truculent nature. We are instinctively combative rather than competitive. We are loners, preferring to excel individually rather than share success with a team. We believe that sports like politics should begin only after one has reached voting age. Not for us the identification of future Olympians while they are still gamboling in kindergartens. Not for us the rigorous obsessive training that makes Olympic record holders out of childhood champions.

The Chinese, throwing their obligation as hosts to the winds, greedily amassed 100 medals at Beijing, including 51 gold (15 more than the US and twice those of their former ideological comrade Russia). They should be stopped from becoming such an example to the world. The BBC and CNN tried, damning the meticulous organisation by the Chinese with faint praise, always diluting their coverage of the Games with some derogatory remark about China’s human rights record or authoritarianism or air pollution. But China’s spectacular success like its closing fireworks display was visible to everyone everywhere across a wonderstruck world.

We in Pakistan have four years before the next Olympic Games in London. We have enough time to reassess our strengths and to develop our intuitive talents. Instead of dissipating them on team events such as hockey, we should focus on individual events, such as shooting. We are good at it; we do it every day. We can even score a bull’s eye, especially when the target is a fellow Pakistani.
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