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Unlike the Olympics, the political incidents of the Pan American Games have not attracted the attention of scholars since the latter are hemispheric and not universal in scope. According to the Pan American Sports Organization (PASO), whose officials support the concept of regional games, the Pan American Games were patterned along the lines of the Olympics and were to do for the hemisphere, what the Olympics were to do for the universe. They were intended to 'strengthen and tighten the bonds of unity and friendship among the peoples of America.' Like the Olympics, however, they too have suffered from the intrusion of political conflicts. These conflicts, engendered by the cold war and nationalism, both political and cultural, have occurred primarily among three countries, the United States, Cuba and Puerto Rico…
Sports as a Tool of Diplomacy: While conflict on the playing field may result from poor interstate relations, states do utilize sports as part of their diplomatic armory to further their interests. Sports teams may be sent abroad as an integral part of a state's cultural diplomacy…  The recognition of sports as an important diplomatic tool encourages states to invest in their athletes and serve as hosts for international games. In spite of Cuba's dire economic straits, it hosted the Pan Am Games (1991) to the tune of $156 million. The Cuban government has also admitted supporting its athletes financially and otherwise. After the Pan Am Games in Indianapolis (1987) Castro confessed: “Our athletes have everything they need. Food, free education, free health care. And when you have all these necessities satisfied, you are happy.”
Friction at the Games It was inevitable that the mixture of ideology and nationalism would spill onto the playing fields since the nature of the Cold War was comprehensive in scope…All conflict post-dated the onset of cold war and did not assume significance at the games until the advent of Castro. Consequently, the first three editions of the games in Buenos Aires (1951), Mexico City (1955), and Chicago (1959) were held without incident. Although Castro was already in La Havana when the games were held in Chicago, they were incident-free because, although Cuba had shot some seventy-four war criminals via revolutionary justice, Castro had no ideology in 1959. By the time the games were held in Sao Paulo(1963) cold war political competition between the United States and Cuba had already begun to express itself in the strongest terms, e.g. Cuban expropriation of land and factories, imposition of the trade embargo on Cuba, the Bay of Pigs invasion, the missile crisis and Cuba's expulsion from the OAS. In hindsight, it is difficult to see how the Cold War competition would not spread to the playing field…
Press Coverage : US newspaper coverage of the Pan Am Games in La Havana (1991), though generally fair, did have its pinpricks and snide asides less readers wandered from the stereotypical view that Cuba was a 'terrible communist place ruled by a ranting tyrant.' From the very outset, when they were making travel arrangements, the consciousness of US athletes were raised when they ran into red tape. “I never had to fill out so many forms before,” groaned a gymnast. “When I asked why they said it was because what was going on between them and us. That made me curious. I'm curious to find out what happened between us.” The red taped even provided an excuse for a star sprinter defeated in the 100m. Andre Cason attributed his defeat, among other reasons, to the fact that his “coach was unable to come because of State Department regulations.” The economic theme was always prominent in press coverage and reference was often drawn to the money spent on the games, $156 million, “at a time when the homes of the masses are crumbling (and) food is in short supply.”  The parlous state of the Cuban economy came to a reporter's observation when he noted: “There are no traffic jams making it very easy to get to the venue of the Pan American Games.” The keen reporter even observed old US cars and 'Soviet Ladas' and mulled on the problem of getting parts for the latter since the “Soviets have their own problem.” No explanation is forthcoming in either but the implied reason for the fragile state of the Cuban economy is so obvious that it could go unstated; namely, the failure of the Communist system. 
Fidel himself did not escape the media's attention with the sardonic headline 'US gets Castro salute with a gold in kayaking.' If there were any doubts about the undertone of the headline, the contents of an article two days later confirmed it: “The President (Castro) has been gracious about congratulating and he has saluted while the American flag was being presented." The inference is the sworn enemy of the US was not expected to salute its flag. Conspicuously absent during the games in La Havana were stories detailing the defection of Cuban athletes to the US which has become a staple in the US media portraying the abject failure of the Communist system. The absence can be only attributed to the fact that the games were being held in Cuba… Not all defections, however, turned out to be victories for freedom, the market economy or the American way of life. In 1980 Roberto Urrutia, a former weightlifting champion in the 1651b class, defected in Mexico where he had gone with a Cuban team to train for the Olympics in Moscow. Seven years later, he was a US citizen and competing at the Pan American Games his adopted country at the Pan Am Games in Indianapolis. Naturally Cuban-Americans were rooting for him especially as he was competing against his former comrades. As fate would have it, he was beaten by two Cubans and finished with the bronze medal. Castro's Cubans collected both gold and silver medals. Obviously, Urretia was past his prime and his loss had nothing to do with the superiority of socialism over democracy, but had the results gone the other way, they would have been interpreted by some as a victory for the superior system. Unfortunately for Urretia's ideological supporters, he confided to some colleagues his regret at having defected. For him the working of the market economy and/or the American way of life had not turned out to be all that it had been built up to be. 
One should not believe that the US received any better coverage in the Cuban press. As Julie Marie Bunck has observed, “Cuban newspapers inundate the population with anti-American sports  propaganda. Whenever Cuba prevailed over the US, it was not unusual to read, The imperialists have once again suffered a humiliating defeat.” Nor was the press reluctant to print the bold headline 'Cuba: 7.5 medals per million inhabitants, USA 0.70,' after the Cubans excelled at Indianapolis in 1987.
Conflict at the Institutional Level: The first clash pitted the International Olympic Organization (IOC) against the Cuban government and it came at the games in Sao Paulo (1963) when relations between the US and Cuba were already deteriorating: The IOC was headed by a US citizen, Avery Brundage, whose organization subscribed to the idea that politics should be kept out of sports. In contravention of this view, the Cubans had characterized sports as political activities and Brundage asked the IOC representative in Sao Paulo to deny the Cuban Committee recognition unless a satisfactory reply was received. There is no doubt that the IOC's chief was acting properly but Castro countered that the US was using illegal tactics to keep Cuba away from the games It took the intervention of Mexican sports officials to prevent Cuba's threatened withdrawal from the games.  Under cold war circumstances Cuba would later withdraw from international athletic competition at the Olympic Games at Los Angeles (1984) and Seoul (1988). 
A potential source of conflict between the US and Cuba was avoided when Jose Ramon Fernandez, Vice President of the Council of Ministers, was granted a visa to attend the closing ceremonies of the games in Indianapolis. The Vice-President became the highest ranking Cuban to enter the US since Fidel Castro in the early 60's. The decision to grant the visa must have been closely debated by US authorities since there were plausible reasons against granting a visa. Open confrontation between Cuban exiles and Cuban athletes at the games had tensed the atmosphere and the fact that Vice President Fernandez had been the commander of the victorious troops at the Bay of Pigs invasion heightened the tension. US authorities could have decided that the Cuban Vice-President presented a security risk and deny him a visa. But the counter-argument for the visa-approval had to be persuasive, namely, that the US as host of the games, could not disallow the granting of a visa to an official whose country was to be the next host of the games. Such a decision would have been seen as patently political. Non-Institutional 

Conflict at the Games : A constant of all confrontations was the involvement of the United States with Cuba…In the games in Puerto Rico (1979), Cuban exiles booed the Cuban Olympic champion Alberto Juantorena, as he lined up for his event..  In 1959 when the games were held on US soil (Chicago), Castro was just settling in La Havana and Cubans were beginning their trek to the United States to become Cuban-Americans. Twenty-eight years later, having fully settled in the United States, especially Florida and New Jersey, Cuban-Americans were fully organized and prepared to carry on their anti-Castro struggle. Two Miami based groups, the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) and Cuba Independientey Democratica (CID) launched a frontal attack on the Cuban team. At the Games' opening ceremonies, CANF arranged for an airplane with a banner, telephone number duly inscribed, to fly over the stadium. The telephone number encouraged Cuban athletes to defect. For those Cuban athletes who missed the plane, CANF presented them with another opportunity. At the stadium, the organization distributed Spanish language cards, reading 'Cuban brothers, welcome to the land of freedom,' and carrying both police and immigration telephone numbers which potential defectors could contact. CID, not to be outdone by CANF, appeared at various events waving Cuban flags and carrying literature claiming abuses under Fidel Castro… From the very outset the Cuban delegation complained to the Games' organizing committee about the harassment of these groups. It was no surprise when some members of the Cuban boxing team and officials got into a scuffle with some of the CID supporters. Fear of more fisticuffs (outside of the ring) forced the Indianapolis police and games security officials to provide protection for Cuban team members for the rest of that evening's proceedings…

Conclusion: In the true spirit of Olympism, the purpose of the Pan American Games is 'to strengthen and tighten the bonds of unity and friendship among the peoples of America.' But like the Olympics themselves, the games were often dogged by political conflict that  stemmed from ideology (cold war) and nationalism. 
