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Introduction
The Olympic Games combine athletic competition with ceremony, international politics, commercial
media, and claims about peace. Their history begins in ancient Greece, but the modern Olympic
movement is not a simple revival of one unchanged tradition. The ancient festival at Olympia
belonged to a specific religious and political world, while the modern Games emerged in the late
nineteenth century through European education, nationalism, internationalism, and the organizing
work associated with Pierre de Coubertin and others. The Winter Olympics developed later as snow
and ice sports gained international federations and specialized venues (Young, n.d.; International
Olympic Committee, n.d.).

The 2018 Winter Games in Pyeongchang, South Korea, offer a useful case for examining how this
history operates today. The Games took place from February 9 to 25, 2018, with some competition
beginning before the opening ceremony. They brought athletes from more than ninety national
Olympic committees to a region near the Korean Demilitarized Zone. Pyeongchang was promoted
through sport, technology, and regional development, but the event also became a highly visible
moment of inter-Korean diplomacy. Its legacy includes venues, transport, winter-sport programs,
environmental debates, public cost, and the later Gangwon 2024 Winter Youth Olympic Games
(International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

Ancient Olympia and the Modern Revival
The ancient Olympic festival was held at Olympia in honor of Zeus and formed part of a wider
Panhellenic religious culture. Free Greek men competed in events such as running, wrestling, boxing,
chariot racing, and the pentathlon. The Games did not represent modern equality: women’s
participation was restricted, slavery existed, and Greek identity defined membership. The Olympic
truce facilitated travel and ritual but did not end warfare among Greek states (Young, n.d.).

The modern Olympic Games began in Athens in 1896 after the formation of the International Olympic
Committee. Modern organizers borrowed ancient symbols while creating new institutions,
standardized sports, national teams, records, media, and eventually large commercial sponsorships.
Women gradually entered the program despite early resistance, and participation expanded globally
through decolonization and the growth of national Olympic committees. The modern Games have
repeatedly reflected political conflict, including boycotts, propaganda, protest, exclusion, and disputes
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over amateurism (Young, n.d.; International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

The Development of the Winter Olympics
Winter sports initially appeared within or alongside early Olympic programs, but the first event later
recognized as the Olympic Winter Games was held at Chamonix in 1924. Skiing, skating, ice hockey,
bobsleigh, and other sports expanded over time, while equipment and training became more
specialized. The Winter Games were once held in the same year as the Summer Games; beginning in
the 1990s, their schedule shifted so the two events occurred in alternating even-numbered years
(International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

Winter hosting presents distinct challenges. Mountain ecosystems are sensitive, snow conditions can
vary, and venues such as sliding tracks or ski jumps have limited everyday demand. Climate change
is reducing the number of locations able to host reliably without extensive artificial snow. Host
planning therefore requires long-term use, transport, water, energy, and environmental assessment
rather than treating the closing ceremony as the end of responsibility (International Olympic
Committee, n.d.).

Pyeongchang 2018: Program and Participation
Pyeongchang won the right to host after previous bids and became the first South Korean city to
stage the Winter Olympics. It was the third Winter Games in East Asia after Sapporo 1972 and Nagano
1998. The program included 102 medal events across fifteen sports, with new or recently added
disciplines such as snowboard big air, mixed doubles curling, mixed team alpine skiing, and mass-
start speed skating. These changes reflected the IOC’s effort to increase youth appeal, gender
balance, and broadcast variety (International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

Nearly three thousand athletes competed, and several national Olympic committees made Winter
Games debuts. Participation numbers are more than a celebration of scale. Access to winter sport
depends on climate, facilities, wealth, coaching, and equipment. Programs that support athletes from
countries without extensive winter infrastructure can broaden opportunity, but the medal table
remains concentrated among states with established systems (International Olympic Committee,
n.d.).

The Games also raised questions about doping and national representation. Russian athletes
competed under the Olympic Athlete from Russia designation after sanctions connected with
institutional doping. This arrangement attempted to distinguish eligible individuals from state-level
violations, illustrating the difficulty of balancing collective accountability with individual due process
(International Olympic Committee, n.d.).



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3

Inter-Korean Diplomacy and the Limits of Olympic
Peace
Pyeongchang’s location gave the Games unusual diplomatic significance. Athletes from North and
South Korea marched together under a unification flag during the opening ceremony, and a combined
Korean women’s ice hockey team competed. High-level delegations and cultural events created
channels for communication during a period of intense nuclear and security tension. The symbolism
was genuine and helped support a temporary diplomatic opening (International Olympic Committee,
n.d.).

Sport did not resolve the Korean conflict. The unified hockey team was organized quickly, and some
South Korean players and citizens questioned whether political symbolism had displaced fair sporting
preparation. This criticism shows that peace initiatives also involve people whose careers are used to
represent national goals. The Olympic movement can create meetings and images that change
atmosphere, but durable peace depends on negotiation, security guarantees, human rights, and
political decisions beyond the IOC’s authority.

The episode is best understood as limited diplomacy rather than either propaganda or a peace
settlement. Ceremonial cooperation can reduce hostility and make further contact imaginable. It can
also be reversed. The value of the Olympic moment lies in opening a channel, not proving that sport
stands outside politics.

Technology, Broadcasting, and Cultural
Presentation
Pyeongchang presented South Korea as a technologically advanced society through high-speed
communications, digital services, robotics demonstrations, and sophisticated broadcasting. Television
and streaming allowed global audiences to experience sports that depended on precise timing, slow-
motion replay, aerial cameras, and data visualization. Technology improved access but also increased
the power of broadcasters and sponsors to determine schedules and narratives (International Olympic
Committee, n.d.).

The ceremonies combined Korean history, popular culture, music, and national symbolism for a global
audience. Such presentations inevitably select which version of culture becomes visible. They can
create pride and international interest, while reducing complex history to an attractive sequence.
Cultural diplomacy is most credible when it supports artists and communities beyond the event rather
than using them as temporary decoration.
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Cost, Environment, and Legacy
Olympic hosts often justify spending through tourism, infrastructure, urban development, and
international recognition. Pyeongchang benefited from transport investment, including improved rail
connections, and from facilities later used for the Gangwon 2024 Winter Youth Olympics. The IOC has
cited continued use of many Olympic venues as evidence that legacy planning can work (International
Olympic Committee, n.d.).

Legacy should still be examined critically. Construction can affect forests and habitats, specialized
venues may require continuing subsidy, and visitor forecasts may not produce permanent local
income. The appropriate comparison is not whether any benefit occurred, but whether similar benefits
could have been achieved at lower cost and whether burdens were shared fairly. Transparent
budgets, existing venues, temporary facilities, community access, and credible post-Games operators
are essential.

Pyeongchang also shows that legacy can be institutional rather than purely physical. Training
programs, volunteer experience, international networks, and youth participation may continue even
when a venue is not profitable. These benefits are harder to measure and should not be used to
excuse waste, but neither should evaluation focus only on ticket revenue (International Olympic
Committee, n.d.).

Athlete welfare is another part of Olympic history. The modern movement once defended strict
amateurism even while officials and commercial institutions benefited financially. Today elite athletes
can receive sponsorship and professional income, but they still face pressure from national programs,
federations, broadcasters, and social media. Safe sport, mental health, anti-harassment systems, and
independent reporting are therefore central to Olympic legitimacy. The spectacle depends on
athletes, and institutions should not treat medals as more important than the people producing them
(Young, n.d.; International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

Pyeongchang also reflected progress and continuing inequality in gender participation. Mixed events
expanded, women competed across a broad program, and the unified Korean hockey team attracted
global attention. Yet event opportunities, coaching, funding, media coverage, and leadership positions
remain uneven across sports and countries. Numerical participation is an important measure, but
equality also concerns whose events receive desirable schedules, whose stories are promoted, and
who holds decision-making power (International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

The Games’ relationship with nationalism is similarly double-edged. National flags and medal tables
create accessible drama and allow communities to celebrate athletes, but they can make competitors
responsible for government policy or turn defeat into national humiliation. Olympic internationalism is
most convincing when it allows strong national identities to coexist with respect for opponents,
refugee participation, and institutions that protect athletes from political retaliation (Young, n.d.).
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Conclusion
The Olympics have changed from an ancient religious festival for Greek male competitors into a
global movement involving states, athletes, corporations, media, and international institutions. The
Winter Games added specialized sports and environmental challenges to that history. Pyeongchang
2018 represented both continuity and change: elite competition, new events, global broadcasting,
and national display were joined by an extraordinary moment of Korean cooperation (Young, n.d.;
International Olympic Committee, n.d.).

The Games did not create lasting peace or guarantee economic transformation. They did create
sporting achievements, infrastructure, diplomatic contact, and a legacy later connected with
Gangwon 2024. The most responsible way to remember Pyeongchang is neither as pure Olympic
harmony nor as empty spectacle. It was a complex public event whose value depended on athletic
excellence, political context, environmental choices, and whether institutions continued serving
people after the world’s cameras left (International Olympic Committee, n.d.).
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