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“A War Without Weapons”: The Politicization of Sports in America 

In 1979, former Olympic swimmer Andrew Strenk analyzed the relationship between 

sports and politics, primarily focusing on the role of international sports in international 

relations. Strenk argues, “Sport can be a very useful political and diplomatic tool and weapon” 

(p. 128), claiming that the interconnectedness between sports and politics is “not only long-

standing, [but] it is here to stay” (p. 140). Through examples such as sport in Ancient Greece, the 

Munich Massacre of 1972, Olympic tensions during the Cold War, and several others, Strenk 

demonstrates the many ways in which “sports serve as a tool of politics” (p. 129). Though 

Strenk’s analysis provides a strong historical basis, I will argue that the enduring relationship 

between sports and politics has grown even more complex and influential in the digital age. In 

2016 alone, America experienced Colin Kaepernick’s National Anthem controversy, numerous 

political endorsements from athletes, and continued ethical and legal problems surrounding the 

National Football League. Sports and politics’ significant connection cogently impacted the 2016 

presidential election, and it permeates American society today more powerfully than ever. 

           In Strenk’s commentary (1979), he utilizes several historical events to demonstrate the 

positive and negative impacts of the linkage between sports and politics. Strenk names examples 

such as the protest during the 1968 Mexico City Olympics, the murder of Israeli athletes during 

the 1972 Munich Olympics, and the 32-nation boycott of the 1976 Montreal Olympics to display 

the adverse, and often violent, effects of sports on international politics. Conversely, Strenk 

notes, sports has often brought about positive political developments, such as America’s use of 

table tennis to open relations with China, Argentina and Brazil’s use of soccer to improve 

governmental image, and Austria’s use of the Olympics to promote tourism. The list of 

examples, Strenk writes, is “endless” (p. 129). 
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        Not only are the examples abundant, but they have proven to be influential, in a myriad 

of ways. Strenk (1979) asserts that sports can impact politics as, “a means of diplomatic 

recognition or isolation, a vehicle of protest and propaganda, a catalyst of conflict, a way to gain 

prestige or further international cooperation, a vehicle of internal social control, [and] a 

stimulus to modernization and unification” (p. 129). From Olympic controversies in the 1960s to 

the present day, events in sports have repeatedly produced various social and political 

consequences. In his conclusion, Strenk affirms, “The idea of unpolitical sports is, and always 

has been, a myth. Modern sports are, indeed, a ‘war without weapons’” (p. 140). Strenk’s 

proposed metaphorical war, I will argue, has grown increasingly domestic in recent years, and 

therefore has become more influential and consequential in society. This transformation 

developed as a combined result of recent events, social movements, and the rise of social media. 

 The tragedy on September 11, 2001 marked the first event of the 21st century that 

represented the interconnection between sports and politics. In the aftermath of 9/11, New 

York’s teams became a powerful source of healing and strength for the city, as New York, and in 

effect, all of America, rallied around the New York Mets and New York Yankees. The two 

teams presented New Yorkers with a safe haven, a temporary escape from the horrors of the 

time. When their teams took the field, all outside troubles could be forgotten, and fans could 

come together to enjoy a ballgame. The next month, President George W. Bush threw out the 

first pitch in Game 3 of the World Series at Yankee Stadium, and sports affiliation took a back 

seat to American pride and perseverance. As an American, that moment represented more than 

just a ceremony of baseball games; Bush’s act signified the culminating moment in the 

revitalization of American pride and spirit. As Strenk (1979) recognized, sports often functions 

as a “stimulus to… unification” (p. 129). 
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 Sports again displayed its momentous power to bring people together in 2013, following 

the Boston Marathon Bombings. Similarly to the events following 9/11, Bostonians united 

around their sports teams after the shocking terrorist attack at the Boston Marathon, a beloved 

sporting event in its own right. With the “Boston Strong” slogan and the support of the Boston 

Red Sox and Boston Bruins, the entire city came together to heal after a heartbreaking tragedy. 

The Red Sox won the World Series that season, with emotion and pride fueling their 

championship run, as they fought on behalf of their entire city. Social media played an especially 

crucial role in Boston’s physical and emotional recovery, as athletes from all over America took 

to Twitter to voice their support for Boston and bond with fans over their shared pain. 

Additionally, athletes, teams, and other organizations helped to spread publicity for One Fund 

Boston, the monetary relief fund set up to help those impacted by the tragedy. Without such 

publicity, the organization surely would not have raised its nearly $80 million. Overall, the 

Boston Strong movement represents the power sports holds to mobilize a city and nation, and 

instill a feeling of national pride and unity. Few other cultural institutions warrant such influence. 

In the years since 2013, sports has frequently served American politics as a “vehicle of 

internal social control” (Strenk, 1979, p. 129), or rather, social change. As Alyssa Rosenberg 

(2016) notes in the Washington Post, “Professional sports leagues are places where we work out 

big, complex social issues.” These issues, however, often only appear pressing to the public once 

they surface in sports. For example, many more Americans became invested in the issue of 

domestic violence once the NFL placed it on America’s center stage through the controversies of 

Ray Rice, Greg Hardy, and others. After disturbing stories, images, and videos of Rice and 

Hardy’s alleged crimes appeared, national dialogue intensified. As the NFL’s cases have 

mounted, fans have become increasingly angry and disgusted at the league’s handling of such 



 4 

serious matters. Furthermore, discussions on these issues have become increasingly complex. 

Rosenberg argues, “Leagues’ decisions about how to handle domestic violence and sexual 

assault...make stark statements about what kind of behavior fans will excuse from the players 

they love.” Few would disagree that domestic violence is objectively wrong. But when one’s 

favorite athlete or team is dragged into the debate, complications abound. When a fan’s favorite 

player (or, say, Presidential candidate) falls under scrutiny, standards of decency tend to retreat. 

In this way, ethical conversations in sports can drive the dialogue on social and legal issues in the 

country as a whole. 

In the most recent political controversy in the arena of sports, San Francisco 49ers 

quarterback Colin Kaepernick personifies Strenk’s interpretation (1979) of sports “as a vehicle of 

protest and propaganda” (p. 129). Starting in the 2016 NFL preseason, Kaepernick began sitting–

and later kneeling–during the pre-game National Anthem. When initially pressed on the issue, 

Kaepernick defended his protest. He said, “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for 

a country that oppresses black people and people of color. To me, this is bigger than football...” 

(Sandritter, 2016). As the season progressed, several other players took part in Kaepernick’s 

protest in various forms–by kneeling, sitting, locking arms, and raising fists during and after the 

Anthem. Across the country, a heated debate ensued. This debate, however, was not a new one. 

With the rise of movements such as Black Lives Matter, the inequalities and injustices facing 

American society were by no means hidden or ignored prior to Kaepernick kneeling during the 

Star-Spangled Banner every Sunday. Kaepernick merely used his image and reputation as a 

national figure to reignite a debate that has raged for decades. As Rosenberg (2016) contends, 

“Athletes like Kaepernick aren’t injecting politics into sports. Rather, they’re joining a series of 

conversations already in progress...” So while Kaepernick did not initiate the national discourse 
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on black rights, he did use his influence as a famous athlete to galvanize an existing nationwide 

debate about race, injustice, and free speech. 

           As with many debates that dominate national news coverage and dialogue, social media 

played a crucial role in the spread of the Kaepernick controversy. If it were not for Twitter, his 

refusal to stand may have even gone unnoticed in the first place. Once newspapers and television 

stations picked up the story, a national debate was all but inevitable. The internet became 

inundated with images and videos of athletes from the NFL, high schools, and colleges from 

across the country performing all different forms of protest during the Anthem. Many politicians 

also voiced their opinions on the topic, including President Barack Obama, then-Presidential 

candidate Donald Trump, both Vice-Presidential candidates, and many other prominent figures 

in government. Perhaps more than any other single event in the last several years, this particular 

controversy epitomizes the power sports has in influencing public opinion and discussion on 

matters with serious political weight and consequence. 

 Finally, the sports world and American politics again converged throughout the 2016 

Presidential election. Several athletes endorsed candidates throughout the campaign, and 

analyses have shown that such actions can hold legitimate, albeit small, effects. In their 2005 

study on the topic, David J. Jackson and Thomas I. A. Darrow conclude, 

Celebrities strengthen support among those already predisposed toward a position. 

Causes and candidates would be advised to use celebrities to strengthen support among 

their followers, mobilize voters, and raise funds. The research also shows that there may 

be some persuasive power of celebrities to make unpopular causes, candidates, or ideas 

slightly more palatable (p. 94). 
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As in Kaepernick’s instance, movements or beliefs often hold more clout when 

celebrities vocalize support or interest. Jackson and Darrow (2005) also analyze a 2004 post-

election study done by Harvard University, in which it was found that first-time voters were 

“more likely to say they became interested [in the election] ‘because so many celebrities were 

encouraging people to vote’” (p. 81). Though the numbers are small, Jackson and Darrow affirm 

that “it is clear increased celebrity involvement may have had something to do with the increase 

in voter turnout among American youth in the 2004 election” (p. 81). Even with slightly outdated 

statistics, the trend is clear. And with the powerful rise of social media between 2004 and 2016, 

it is likely that the results of such a study would be even higher today. 

As Jackson and Darrow’s study (2005) proves, the trend of athletes endorsing political 

candidates is well-established. As public figures with social influence, athletes often take 

advantage of their spotlights to voice political opinions. In 2016, one of America’s biggest sports 

stars, LeBron James, did just that by endorsing Hillary Clinton for President. Former MLB 

pitcher and current media personality Curt Schilling did the same for Donald Trump. What set 

2016 apart, however, was Trump’s use of athletic support to seek increased popularity on the 

campaign trail.  

At a New Hampshire rally on the eve of Election Day, Trump announced that New 

England Patriots star quarterback Tom Brady had called to inform Trump that he had voted for 

him, and encouraged Trump to share the news with supporters. Trump also claimed that Patriots 

head coach Bill Belichick had written him a letter to voice support. Throughout the election 

season, fans and journalists pressed Brady about his friendship with Trump, but Brady 

consistently dodged questions about his political affiliations, only granting that he voted, but not 

for whom he voted. Belichick did admit that he wrote Trump a letter, but would not discuss 
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whether he expressed political support. Regardless, Trump’s use of Brady and Belichick, two 

unconfirmed supporters, as political ploys in a New England swing state one day before the 

election shows an unprecedented intersection between sports and politics. It appears the lines 

between sport and politics, celebrity and politician, have been completely blurred.  

How fans feel about the blurring of these lines has yet to be examined on a grand scale. 

However, as the relationship between sports and politics continues to deepen, there are sure to be 

ramifications for those who engage in the dialogue, whether that be athletes, politicians, or 

members of the media. Many sports fans would argue that not every aspect of American society 

needs to be politicized. As Chad Finn of The Boston Globe notes,  

Sports are supposed to offer escapism from the harsher realities of the world, and 

sometimes–most times–fans find annoyance in unexpectedly running headlong into a 

favorite beat reporter’s take on the presidential election when all they wanted was some 

fresh information on the American League MVP race (Finn, 2016).  

When Boston Red Sox icon David Ortiz addressed the Fenway Park crowd on April 20, 

2013, the first home game since the bombings, he was more than a baseball player. His famous 

speech represented something much more profound; his words embodied the spirit and will of all 

of Boston. In that moment, Ortiz and the Red Sox transcended sports. He provided strength and 

love for a city in need, a function typically fulfilled by politicians. Ortiz’s moment is but one of 

many that exemplify the true power sports holds in American culture. 

From 9/11 to Tom Brady and Donald Trump’s controversial friendship, and every 

instance in between, it is clear that sports and politics share an intrinsic connection in today’s 

society. Factors such as social trends, elections, and social media have all bolstered this 

significant relationship in recent years, triggering a departure from Strenk’s (1979) solely 
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international interpretation. How the link between sports and politics continues to grow and 

transform over the coming years and decades is unclear, but what is indisputable, is that any so-

called “separation of athletic church and fan state” (Ryan, 2016) seems increasingly impossible 

in today’s society. 
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