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THE OLYMPIC GAMES AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

Human rights pressures on the Olympic Games have risen dramatically in the last decade. In the 20th 
century, such pressures were largely limited to ensuring nondiscrimination for athletes; now, demands 
extend to host country treatment of minorities, labour laws, freedom of the press, and more. Leading 
human rights organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International now devote 
substantial resources to researching and publicizing human rights issues associated with the Games, 
fueling media interest and public awareness. 

The symposium brings together academics, representatives of sports organizations, and human rights 
advocates to discuss growing human rights concerns in relation to the Olympic Games. Among the 
questions to be discussed are: 

• Should the Olympic Games promote human rights, and if so, which rights matter, for whom, 
and why? 

• Why have the Olympic Games become a target for human rights groups? 
• How has the "Olympic movement" responded to this pressure?  
• What is Australia's responsibility with respect to the human rights issues that affect the 

Olympics?  
• What can we expect to see in the future? 

PROGRAM 

1:30-1:45pm Barbara Keys, The University of Melbourne 
Welcome and Introduction: Human Rights and the Olympic Games since 1936 

1:45-2:15pm Soyoung Kwon, International Sports Relations Foundation 
The “Olympic Legacy” and Human Rights in Asia 

2:15-2:45pm Kristine Toohey, Griffith University 
Human Rights and the Olympic Games: Whose Responsibility and Who Cares? 

2:45-3:00pm AFTERNOON TEA 

3:00-3:30pm 
 
Helen Lenskyj, University of Toronto 
The Human Rights Case Against the Olympic Industry  

3:30-4:00pm 

 
Nicholas Bequelin, Asia Division, Human Rights Watch  
The Human Rights Cost of the Beijing Olympics: An Assessment  
 

4:00-4:30pm 
Patrick Kelly, University of Chicago 
Fighting for the Favela’s Future: Human Rights Advocacy in Rio de Janeiro on the Eve of 
the 2016 Olympics 

4:30-5:00pm General Discussion 

5:00-5:10pm Concluding Remarks  

LOCATION AND CONTACT ADDRESS 

The conference will take place in the Jim Potter Room at the University of Melbourne:  

Old Physics Building 
Entry via Cussonia Court 
The University of Melbourne 
Victoria 3010 

Limited space is available for attendees. If you wish to attend, or for more information, please contact 
Emma Shortis: emma.shortis@unimelb.edu.au 

 
 



 

 

 

PARTICIPANT DETAILS 

 

Nicholas Bequelin, Asia Division, Human Rights Watch  
Nicholas Bequelin is Senior Researcher in the Asia division of Human Rights Watch, based in 
Hong Kong. His work on China has focused on legal, human rights, and ethnic minorities 
issues. Nicholas was the main spokesperson for Human Rights Watch before, during and after 
the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games and is a regular interviewee of major international media on 
human rights and legal developments in China. Nicholas holds a PhD in History from the 
School of Advanced Studies in Social Sciences (EHESS) and is a former visiting scholar at The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong and The China Center at Yale Law School. 

 

Patrick Kelly, University of Chicago 
Patrick Kelly is the author of the forthcoming “On the Poverty and Possibility of Human Rights 
in Latin American History,” in Humanity (December 2014), as well as “The 1973 Chilean 
Coup and the Origins of Transnational Human Rights Activism” in the Journal of Global 
History 8 (2013). His forthcoming University of Chicago dissertation explores the emergence 
of transnational human rights activism in the 1970s through case studies in Brazil, Chile, 
Argentina, and the United States. 

 

Barbara Keys, The University of Melbourne 
Barbara Keys teaches international history at the University of Melbourne and is the author of 
Reclaiming American Virtue: The Human Rights Revolution of the 1970s (Harvard University 
Press, 2014) and Globalizing Sport: National Rivalry and International Community in the 
1930s (Harvard University Press, 2006). 

 

Soyoung Kwon, International Sports Relations Foundation 
Soyoung Kwon is a Board Member of the iSR Foundation and Executive Director of the iSR 
Institute. Dr. Kwon is also a lecturing professor at the Faculty of International Studies at 
Chonbuk National University of Korea. She holds a B.A. in Political Science and Diplomacy 
from Ewha Women's University and a M.Phil and Ph.D. in Political Science from the University 
of Cambridge. Dr. Kwon taught and conducted her research as a fellow at the East Asia 
Institute of the University of Cambridge and at the Asia-Pacific Research Center at Stanford 
University, as a Shorenstein Fellow. She worked as an advisor on the EU-Korea relations at 
the European Parliament in Brussels, then as special advisor to the president of the World 
Taekwondo Federation (WTF) for international affairs. Since 2007, she has been involved in 
various sport-related activities, including sports administration and bidding activities, and 
engaged in collaborative projects in the field of international sports and sports diplomacy. 
She was a co-editor of the book Sports Relations in East Asia (2013) 

 

Helen Lenskyj, University of Toronto 
Helen Lenskyj has published numerous books and articles on the Olympic Games and on 
human rights-related issues at the Games, including Inside the Olympic Industry: Power, 
Politics, and Activism (SUNY Press, 2000), The Best Olympics Ever? Social Impacts of Sydney 
2000 (SUNY Press, 2002), Olympic Industry Resistance: Challenging Olympic Power and 
Propaganda (SUNY Press, 2008), Gender Politics in the Olympic Industry (Palgrave, 2012); 
and Sexual Diversity and the Sochi 2014 Olympics: No More Rainbows (Palgrave Pivot, 
2014). 

 

Kristine Toohey, Griffith University 
Kristine Toohey AM is Professor of Sport Management at Griffith University. She has 
published extensively on the Olympic Games and has hands-on Olympic experience, having 
worked for four years for the Sydney Organising Committee for the Olympic Games. She has 
also consulted to many Olympic organisations. In 2013 she was awarded the Order of 
Australia for her contribution to sport. 

 

 

 
  



 

 

ABSTRACTS 
 
The Human Rights Cost of the Beijing Olympics: An Assessment  
Nicholas Bequelin, Asia Division, Human Rights Watch  
 
The 2008 Beijing Olympics were a turning point in the history of the Olympic games. The Chinese government invested 
unprecedented resources, financial and symbolic, in preparing and hosting of the games, which were designed to convey 
domestically and internationally the country’s coming of age. China was seeking to project a new image of itself, to put 
behind the dark chapter of the 1989 Beijing massacre, to celebrate its economic achievements and to foster national 
cohesion through a shared sense of pride. The entire state apparatus was mobilised to these ends, resulting in unmatched 
international pageantry and organisational success. But the games also carried a heavy hidden cost: the remodeling of 
Beijing led to mass relocation of residents, often without proper consolation or compensation; critics and dissidents were 
arrested; ethnic unrest in Tibet and Xinjiang peaked before and after the games; decision-making on pressing governance 
issues was systematically delayed; and censorship efforts redoubled as the government tried to suppress information that 
might reflect negatively on the country. More importantly, the security apparatus was able to leverage its role as the 
guarantor of the security of the Games to considerably enhance its overall political influence at the top. Contrary to 
expectation, China’s posture towards the rest of the world did not soften but instead hardened as a result of the Games, 
with a greater emphasis on nationalist and vengeful rhetoric on the need to wash away the “century of humiliation” China 
was subjected to by imperialist powers. This talk will discuss the overall impact of the 2008 Beijing Olympics on the human 
rights situation in the country, on the Chinese political system at large, and on the Olympic movement. 
 
Fighting for the Favela’s Future: Human Rights Advocacy in Rio on the Eve of the 2016 Olympics  
Patrick Kelly, University of Chicago  
 
This talk analyzes how Rio-based human rights activists have been spotlighting socio-economic rights abuses resulting 
from the Brazilian government’s efforts to transform Rio’s favelas, the informal settlements where roughly a quarter of 
Rio’s population lives, in light of the recent 2014 World Cup and in preparation for the 2016 Olympic Games. It highlights 
the plight of favela residents who suffer forced land evictions and “pacification” campaigns aimed at rooting out violent 
elements in the favelas, as well as the strategies and tactics of non-governmental organization Catalytic Communities 
(CatComm) as it pushes for favela integration into the formal Rio economy rather than displacement and removal. It will 
examine CatComm’s use of social media to create an alternative, centralized source of online information that challenges 
the Brazilian government's idea of "progress," as well as the reporting of mainstream media in Brazil and throughout the 
world. Finally, the talk will discuss the increasingly blurred lines between "local" and "transnational" activists in Brazil in the 
context of the evolving relationship between rights groups in the global North and the global South. 
 
The “Olympic Legacy” and Human Rights in Asia  
Soyoung Kwon, International Sports Relations Foundation  
 
With the growing importance of the “Olympic Legacy,” a host city is expected to articulate a vision as to how the Games 
will contribute to positive and long-term development of its citizens, city, and country. By comparing the 1988 Seoul 
Olympic Games and the 2008 Beijing Games, I will pinpoint how relevant and important these issues are for the Olympic 
host country, especially one with a repressive government in need of political freedom and human rights improvement. 
Facing human rights violations linked to Olympics in Beijing and Sochi, the IOC responded that the Olympics should not be 
used as a political platform. Recent change in the IOC discourse on “sports and politics,” brings a new light to the Olympic 
Charter’s promises of “human dignity” and “non-discrimination.” Detailing such changes, I will consider implications for 
future Olympic Games in Asia and new Olympic legacy that will bring lasting benefits to the future generations.  
 
The Human Rights Case Against the Olympic Industry 
Helen Lenskyj, University of Toronto  
 
Olympic industry rhetoric claims that the Olympic "movement" has widespread, positive impacts on participants and 
member countries, most notably the promotion of international understanding and fair play in sport. Yet the historical 
record of the Olympics, as well as recent developments, reveal how issues of human rights are played out in Olympic 
contexts in ways the entrench existing systems of power and privilege, from the global to the local levels. Two case studies 
– the Sochi 2014 Olympics and the IOC's and IAAF's treatment of non-conforming female athletes - demonstrate human 
rights abuses. 
 
Human rights and the Olympic Games: whose responsibility and who cares?  
Kristine Toohey, Griffith University 
 
The Olympic Games are a site of contest and not just on the field of play. Their increasing prominence through global 
media has been both a boon and a curse to the Olympic Movement. The benefits are in terms of financial and status 
capital. Their global popularity has rightly entailed scrutiny and accountability. It has also made them a target for groups 
and individuals seeking to publicise their cause, from terrorism to ambush marketing to human rights. This presentation 
will provide a historical and managerial perspective to the following questions. What exactly are the human rights 
responsibilities of the Olympic Movement? Why does the Olympic Movement have responsibility for human rights? Who in 
the Olympic Movement is responsible for them? Have these responsibilities been met? Why or why not? Should we care? 
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