






During the Summer Olympics in 1968, Tommie Smith and 
John Carlos made history. Although they won the gold and bronze 
medals, respectively, in the 200-meter dash, their athletic accom-
plishments were overshadowed by their silent protest during the 
medal ceremony. Images of Smith and Carlos each holding up a 
single, closed, gloved fist have become iconic reminders of the 
Civil Rights movement. What met the two men after their protest 
was criticism from the press, primarily sportswriters. This article 
examines media coverage of the protest and its aftermath, and 
looks at how reporters dealt with Smith’s and Carlos’s political 
and racial statement within the context of the overall coverage of 
the Olympic Games.

On the night of October 16, 1968, at the Olympic 
Games in Mexico City, U.S. sprinter Tommie Smith 
set a world record for the 200-meter dash by finishing 

in 19.8 seconds.1 The gold medal winner celebrated in a joyous 
embrace of fellow Olympian, college team-
mate, and good friend, John Carlos, who won 
the bronze medal. However, Smith and Carlos 
had something other than athletic accolades or 
the spoils of victory on their minds. In the same 
year the Beatles topped the charts with the lyr-
ics, “You say you want a revolution? Well, you 
know, we all want to change the world,” Smith 
and Carlos sought to use their feats on the track 
oval to advance the mission of the Olympic Project for Human 
Rights, a group Smith helped start. The principal driver behind the 
OPHR was sociologist and college professor Harry Edwards, who 
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