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T he steady, one could even say relentless,
stream of criticism and controversy that has
dogged international movements like the Olympics
is part and parcel, | believe, of a widespread attack
on Western moral idedls that purport to double as
cross-cultural idedls, that offer themselves for export
to other cultures both near and far. This spirited
attack, which has become increasingly belligerent in
tone of late, has been orchestrated by essentialy two
well coordinated and vocal groups. the first situated
outside and the second inside the borders of the
West. The outsiders have been led by a group of
postcolonial writers, most hardened nationalists,
who have powerfully railed against Western colo-
nial occupation and its imperiaist notion of Empire,
but who in their contempt for everything Western
have reproved even those vintage Western ideals
like justice (fair social cooperation) that cast the
West's own imperia past in an unflattering and
damming light. The insiders have been headed by
postmodern types and strident multiculturalists, who
in pushing their controversid claim that dl cultures
are of equal worth have spared no opportunity (evi-
dently undaunted by the inconsistency) to skewer
Western culture - - letting it be known to al who care
to listen that “we” would all be better off if therich
demlocracies of the West simply disappeared into the
sea.

What is curious about this full scale assault on
Western moral ideals and their cultural diffusion is
that it has been greeted in the West with a remarkable
silence (save a rogue band of much maligned con-
servative defenders of the canon), a silence which,
no doubt, explains the West's extraordinary inar-
ticulacy regarding its own core ideals and its reti-
cence to defend, let alone recommend, them to
others. The timorous response is owed, | contend,
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partly to the doctrinal commitments and partly to the
sentimenta dispositions of Western liberalism. On
the doctrinal side, those Westerners who call them-
selves “procedura” liberals insist that the state ex-
ercise neutrality regarding questions of the good,
which redound, they argue, to the private delibera-
tions of individuals, and instead focus on the right,
on a system of justice that allows individuals to
pursue their own dreams of the good life deterred
only by the norm of fairness. While there is much
to be said in favor of this procedural liberaism, it
does not make for a lively defense of moral goods
and their constitutive ideals because it banishes all
discussion of such goods and idedls to the margins
of public life. On the sentimental side, those West-
erners who define themselves by their anti-ethno-
centrism, whom Rorty calls “wet” liberas, are
hard-pressed to see any meaningful distinction be-
tween cultural diffusion and cultural imperiaism.
That is why they constantly fret about cultural bias,
about whether even the mere suggestion that the
virtues of liberal democracy might be worth trying
elsewhere is tantamount to shameless proselytizing.
This sentimental liberalism also does not make for a
defense of moral ideals, nor even for the recognition
of being a part of a“great tradition,” since “wet”
liberals have lost their “ capacity for moral indigna-
tion,” have “become so open-minded that [their]
brains have fallen out.”*

It is this peculiar cultura climate, then, by turns
bellicose and diffident, that accounts for the jaun-
diced reception of international movements like the
Olympics. In pointing this out | am not suggesting
that the Olympic movement should be insulated
from criticism, that critics of the Games should be
reproached merely for being critica of them. That
would be an unfortunate, not to mention a dumb,
thing to suggest since many of their objections,
particularly to the Internationa Olympic Commit-
tee's (I0C) well-worn and mind-numbing invoca-
tion of the principle sport and politics do not and
should not mix - - itself a crass political tactic
contrived to abet the spread of Olympism across the
globe by circumventing the troubling moral obsta-
cles that stand in its way (obstacles that bear directly
on questions of cultural sugpron and imperia-
ism), are well founded ones.” But | am suggesting
that the present hostile regard for Olympic interna-
tionalism runs together, in the spirit of the muckrak-
ing times in which we live, two things that ought to
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be kept separate: namely, the failure to live up to its
lofty ideals and the worthiness of those moral idedls
themselves. In other words, what the critics would
have us believe is that the failure to abide Olympic
idealsisitself a sign, indeed the most important sign,
of the intrinsic weakness of those ideals. This is a
half truth at best. For while ideals ought to be held
at least in part accountable for what happens to them
when they make their way into the real world, as
Nozick forcefully writes “if time after time an ided
gets institutionalized and operates in the world a
certain way, then that iswhat it comesto in the
world,” ‘it is too dismissive, not to mention excul-
patory, to hold them completely accountable for
such. This is especially true in the present tenden-
tious age, in which, to reiterate, the tendency to
conflate moral failings with the failure of principled
ideals is dl the rage, and in which, therefore, open
contempt for ideals like Olympic internationalism is
the rule rather than the exception.

It is aso too dismissive, not to mention foolhardy,
to write off the moral precepts of Olympism, its
commitment to international peace and such, given
the precarious state of the present social world. That
state suggests that while the socia universe, like its
physical counterpart, is constantly and simultane-
ously expanding and contracting, it is currently con-
tracting at a much faster rate than it is expanding.
The signs of this powerful contraction are too per-
vasive to miss and too unsettling to ignore. In North
American and Western European countries it is
manifest in the divisive struggles of marginalized
cultural communities for socia recognition and in
some cases political sovereignty (the Basgues and
Catadans in Spain, Northern Ireland in Britain, the
Quebecois and Inuits in Canada, the Flemings in
Belgium, Blacks and Indians in the United States),
in which specia collective ethnic rights vie with
universa individual ones and a radicaly pluralist
and relativist canon contends with a central unifying
one. In Eastern Europe it is manifest in the collapse
of the Russian empire, which resulted, as we all too
well know, in the recrudescence of ethnic national-
ism and genocide.® And in formerly colonial out-
posts like Africa, it is manifest in the exponential
growth of mini-states and tribal factions whose bor-
ders are marked by the blood of those whom they
despise. With the disintegration of former Yugosia-
viaat hand, and with the Ivory coast on the brink of
becoming what Robert Kaplan in his disturbing es-
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say “The Coming Anarchy” calls the next “African
Yugoslavia"® it seems all too apparent that “we,”
in the most inclusive sense that can be mustered for
this plural pronoun, would all be better off if the
international notions of solidarity and mutua re-
spect preached by Olympism and other Western and
nonwestern institutions had greater currency than
they presently have. The idea that we can get by
without such moraly crafted images in these trying
times, that we are not in need of the stretching of our
mora horizons that it is the job of such images to
instigate, is perhaps the ultimate and most dangerous
conceit of those critics we mentioned above who
would sooner have us demean Western ideals like
Olympic internationalism than reflectively redeem
and rework them.

What must be done, then, to obtain greater cur-
rency for moral notions like Olympic international-
ism? The answer, | believe, is to submit them to the
scalpel of critical reflection. It is to make them the
object of what Charles Taylor calls a critical “re-
trieval,”” by which he means a thorough and careful
articulation of the higher ideals they stand for so that
we might come closer to realizing them and to lifting
up from their present debasement the social prac-
tices to which they are attached. In the particular
case of Olympic internationalism, fortunately, this
critical task is made easier by the fact that neither
Coubertin nor his predecessors were “wet” liberals,
which explains their zeal both in defending and
seeking converts to Olympism.? Unfortunately, this
task is made more difficult because neither
Coubertin nor his predecessors, nor for that matter
the Olympic charter that contained and codified their
views - - which, | should add, is a surprisingly
threadbare moral document, were either articulate
expositors or consistent defenders of its core idedls.
Nonetheless, Coubertin at least, particularly in his
early writings, sketched out a preliminary concep-
tion of Olympic internationalism that | will recon-
struct and make the basis of my own extended
interpretation. But in working out this fuller view,
in trying to articulate better the moral substance of
Olympic internationalism, | shall be forced to go
beyond what Coubertin actually said in order to
“retrieve” the moral force of his founding vision of
Olympism. My intent in doing so is to make up for
any loss in (strict) historical precision with a gain in
greater conceptual precision and rigor, a gain, |
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hope, that better renders Coubertin’s original views
of the moral point and import of the modern Games.

Coubertin's Theory of Olympic Internationalism

| argue here that Coubertin's theory of internation-
alism is best regarded as a kind of moral epistemol-
ogy, a high sounding phrase which means that
knowing others (their core beliefs, values, and forms
of life) isthe prerequisite to treating them with
proper moral discernment and respect, to treating
them as they ought to be treated. That would suggest
that the point of seeking an international perspective
on the diverse peoples with whom we share the
planet is to be able to give an undistorted account of
them, an account that captures them in terms of the
very cultural features that make them different from
us, that, at first, but not necessarily last, glance
estrange and alienate them from us. Only in this
way, | interpret Coubertin to be saying, can we
reasonably hope to achieve solidarity with others
without suppressing or deforming their cultural
identity, without, that is, turning them into some-
thing they are not: clones of us.

However, Coubertin was not of the view that just
any international perspective could do the job, could
successfully expand our range of identification with,
and moral respect for, others. That sort of identifi-
cation and moral respect, he argued, could only be
realized by what he called a“true” or “sincere”
internationalism. So we need to distinguish straight-
away, with Coubertin, between two kinds of inter-
nationalism: the first a facile and insincere
simulacrum, the second the genuine and real thing.

This first, facile form actually divides into two
separate variants, both of which trade in a phony and
dangerous cosmopolitanism. The first cosmopoli-
tan variant is a favorite of socidist, revolutionary,
religious, theoretical, and utopian types. What
unites these otherwise disparate folks is a longing
for a world without borders and barriers, a “gigantic
egalitarian world” unmarked, they would say un-
scarred, by ethnic and national differ-
ences.® Coubertin mused, correctly to my mind, that
this sort of cosmopolitan impulse is best suited to
those people who have no country, *° for cosmopoli-
tans only feel at home in unlimited and universal
settings, regarding all particular settings as insuffer-
able and scandalous limitations, as obstacles to be
overcome not to be borne - - and never to be borne

12

Centre for Olympic Studies

cheerfully. Accordingly, universal cosmopolitans
insist that moral discernment cannot be had by ex-
panding our cultural horizons, by making contact
with other cultures different from ours, but only by
annulling al such cultural horizons, by penetrating
beyond all existing cultural perspectives. The idea
is simple enough even if its redlization is not: others
can be seen in the right light and given their just due
if and only if we abandon our situated perspective of
them, how they look to us, in Nagel's words,™* from
the point of view somewhere, in favor of an unsitu-
ated, decontextualized perspective of them, how
they look to us from the point of view nowhere. To
cosmopolitans of this bent, therefore, putting one's
life in some larger, more meaningful perspective,
and extending one’'s moral identification with oth-
ers, is always a matter of turning one’s back on those
cultural differences that distinguish peoples from
one ancther (Germans from Algerians, Algerians
from Americans) so as to identify with something
that is the same, that is coincident with our human-
ness as such, that applies to al human beings once
they are shorn of their cultural particulars.

Coubertin dismissed this yearning and search for
an unrealizable fraternité as a naive and childish
utopian urge, one presumably that can be eradicated
by any proper maturation process worth its sat. But
there are better grounds than this one for dismissing
such undiluted cosmopolitanism, at least two better
grounds to be exact.

The first ground is an epistemological one that
contends that the cosmopolitan seeking after a point
of view from nowhere is an unsupported and unsup-
portable pipe dream, an empty fiction. We have
good reason to reject such a privileged vantage
point, in other words, because there are no good
grounds for believing that such a vantage point
exists. To paraphrase Maclntyre, the best reason for
holding that there is no such cosmopolitan perspec-
tive is of the same type as the best reason we have
for holding that there are no witches or that there are
no unicorns; every effort to give good reasons for
believing there are such things has failed.* To put
the same point yet another way, the belief in the
existence of such transcendent perspectives should
be rejected because it rests on a flawed sociology and
anthropology: a sociology that would have us be-
lieve that the social contexts in which we live out our
lives and the cultural marks that stamp us as the
particular people that we are are accidents that can
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be ignored without loss of meaning or intelligibility,
and an anthropology that would have us believe that
who we really are has nothing important to do with
the social roles that we play, the communities to
which we belong, and the cultural resources they
make available to us. This is a flawed sociology and
anthropology because every time we plumb the
depths of our beings and cultures what we find is not
something natural, a priori, or transcendent, but
something socid, historical, and contingent. That is
to say, what we find is precisely what we ourselves
have put there, nothing more and nothing less.

The second ground for rejecting the search for a
transcendent cosmopolitan perspective is that the
whole enterprise is a fraudulent one. This criticism
follows from the first. For if indeed there is no world
beyond the particular social worlds in which we
reside, and if there is no true self beyond the contin-
gent selves that live in these no less contingent socia
worlds, then it turns out that the effort to secure a
point of view from nowhere is not just a pipe dream
but a bogus exercise, and a cruel one to boot. Itisa
bogus exercise because what is actually going on
here is that one view from somewhere is being
singled out from al the other views from somewhere
and transformed, through the legerdemain of theo-
retical abstraction, into auniversa view. In other
words, what we have here is a disguised ethnocen-
trism that by turning the home understanding and
vocabulary into something it is not, a perspectiveless
vantage point, is able to pass off the knowledge
gained from this alleged privileged position as so
intrinsically compelling that it requires no justifica-
tion. But, of course, there is nothing special about
this knowledge, not at least in terms of the site from
which it was gathered, and certainly nothing specia
about it that qualifies it as indubitable, as exempt
from any epistemological requirement to justify
what it has to say or any mora requirement to defend
what standards of rectitude it aims to impose. What
makes this bogus process a cruel one is that the
particular cultural perspectives selected to serve in
these universd legislative capacities belong - - sur-
prise, surprise - - to the hegemonic cultures of the
world, which means that it is the non-hegemonic,
mostly non-western cultures that are singled out
disproportionately for moral rebuke and censure.

The second cosmopolitan variant of “insincere”
internationalism that Coubertin exposes is a favorite
of the European leisured aristocracy, and increas-
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ingly the favorite of men, and presumably women,
of letters, artists, journalists, and scientists. These
people, Coubertin tells us, have succumbed to the
traveling urge, have become modern-day nomads
wandering al over the world in search of pleasure
and adventure. But Coubertin actually has two types
of nomadic cosmopolitans in mind here. The first
type makes sure that its provincial and petty habits
don’t get disturbed by its gallivanting in foreign
lands by setting up enclaves (hotels, restaurants,
places of amusement) in those lands that cater to,
indeed replicate down to the finest details, the home
culture. This provides, Coubertin sarcastically ob-
serves, the illusion of having visited a distant coun-
try without having left one's own country. The
second type insulates its native beliefs and values
from those of the cultures visited by immersing itself
in the daily habits and conventions of those cultures.
Although this type of cosmopolitan wanderer learns
more about the countries they visit than the first type
(finding out, for example, the places that the locals
frequent to imbibe, eat, and enjoy themselves), what
they learn is hardly revelatory of the core beliefs and
values of these cultures. After al, Coubertin asks,
“what connection can possibly exist between the
fact that Americans drink iced water and et tried
oysters and their methods of government and educa-
tion?’

When dll is said and done, however, it is what these
two types of cosmopolitan travelers share in com-
mon that is most important. And perhaps the most
important thing they share in common is this ten-
dency to stay on the surface of the cultures they come
into contact with, this contentment to gaze at and
mingle with others but not to study or penetrate
them. It is this evident indisposition to do anything
more strenuous, to do little more than accumulate a
storehouse of pleasant memories of places visited,
that calls to mind Baudelaire’s flaneur, whose
“spectator’s posture” captures well the habits of
these restless cosmopolitans.*  But in calling
Baudelaire's flaneur to mind | mean not just to round
out Coubertin’s unflattering portrait of these cosmo-
politan types, but to set up what | regard to be his
decisive rebuff of them. For what he finds repellent
about them and the brand of cosmopolitanism they
practice is precisely what links them to the idle and
strolling manner of the flaneur: their indisposition to
do anything more than skim the surface of the cul-
tures they encounter, an indisposition which gives
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rise, he argues, to “all kinds of dangerous misunder-
standings and illusions.”**In the first case, those
misunderstandings and illusions are owed to the
cosmopolitan’s almost total ignorance of what is
going on outside its well-sealed enclaves; in the
second, they are owed to the cosmopolitan’s failure
to break the crust of the conventions that enshroud
the cultural life of the people they visit. In neither
case, Coubertin sharply observes, is anything of rea
worth learned about these cultures nor is any ground
established for a friendly relation and significant
interaction with them.

If these two kinds of cosmopolitanism and their
sub-types fall short, in Coubertin’s eyes, as exam-
ples of “trug” internationalism, then it may be rea-
sonably asked what does qualify as “true”
internationalism? What perspectives, in short,
make the grade as genuine internationalist ones?
Coubertin’s answer is a detailed and nuanced one
that breaks down roughly into two parts.

The first part of his answer is that a “true” and
“sincere” internationalism must rest upon a no less
“true” and “sincere’ nationalism. This sets up
Coubertin's important distinction between a patri-
otic (true) nationalism and a strident (facile) one.™
Patriotic nationalism, as its name suggests, is rooted
in alove of one’s country. But it would be a mistake
to treat this love of country as a blind instinctual and
emotional one, as somehow incompatible with a
reasoned and principle regard for country. As Igna-
tief argues, and Coubertin would readily concur,
“we can give good grounds for loving our country .
... and we can love it in an open-eyed and disabused
manner, consistent with the . . . commitment to
reason and reflection.”*’It would equally be a
mistake to treat love of country as somehow incom-
patible with a critical reckoning of its main faults
and shortcomings. That is because finding fault
with one's country, being ashamed of what it stands
for when it acts badly toward others, presupposes
that one strongly identifies with one's country not
that one disavows it, that one cares enough about it
to correct its mistakes and make right its mistreat-
ment of others not that one could care less about it :
otherwise shame is likely to give way to conde-
scension and scorn or simple indifference. It would
further be a mistake to treat love of country as
incompatible with an interest in other countries and
cultures, as an obstacle to an internationalist under-
standing and appreciation of such countries and
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cultures. The reason why, argued Coubertin, is that
“internationalism should be the state of mind of
those who love their country above all, who seek to
draw to it the friendship of foreigners by professing
for the countries of those foreigners an intelligent
and enlightened sympathy.”*® In other words, true
patriots treat their love of country not as an abstrac-
tion, not as an empty endorsement of the status quo,
but as an exhortation, as a call to make it a better and
richer place by bringing to its attention and possible
edification the aternative forms of life of different
cultures.

Strident nationalism, by contrast, is rooted in a
hatred of others. This suggests, firstly, that it is
incompatible with a critical regard for country, for
its hatred of others turns on a pernicious misology:
a hatred of enlightenment both about its own inflated
and self-important view of itself as well as its ster-
eotypically deprecatory view of others. It suggests,
secondly, that since strident nationalism espouses a
belief in Volkish essences that equate truth with
blood-lines and racial features, it is incompatible
with shame, with finding fault with the shortcom-
ings of country. It suggests, lastly, that since strident
nationalism trades in what Berlin tellingly refers to
asa " pathological form of self-protectiveresis-
tance,” it is incompatible with “true” internation-
alism. Indeed, it would be more accurate to say that
strident nationalism is contemptuous of “true” in-
ternationalism because it counsels peoples to be
above al ese true to themselves. The message is a
clear one (and, of course, a distressing one) even if
its precise regulative import is not: Germans should
be Germans, Americans should be Americans, the
English should be English; and everyone ought to
resist any urge or suggestion to become second-rate,
inferior versions of anybody else®

In the effort to stem this obstreperous strain of
nationalism and to prevent its sincere strain from
developing in this direction, Coubertin argued that
genuine nationalist sentiments must not only sup-
plant disingenuous ones but must be complemented,
and at times corrected, by genuine internationalist
sentiments.  This, then, is the second part of
Coubertin’s answer as to what constitutes “true”’
internationalism. And what this second part re-
quires is that nations come into contact with other
nations in order to broaden their cultural horizons
and to stretch their moral sensihilities. The aim of
this cross-cultural interchange is to engender mutual
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respect for the nations of the world, a virtue which,
according to Coubertin, lies somewhere between a
begrudging and indifferent acceptance of others (tol-
erance) and a naive and impossible love of others
(fraternité)?*  Since Coubertin’s effort to steer in-
ternationalism away from an impossible love of
others was the basis of his previously discussed
distinction between universal cosmopolitanism and
“true” internationalism, | now want to focus on his
effort to steer it away from mere tolerance of others.
For it is this latter distinction that holds the key to
this second part of his conception of international -
ism.

| want to argue that Coubertin’s aim of getting the
nations of the world to respect rather than merely to
tolerate one another makes him a maximalist inter-
nationalist as opposed to a minimalist one. What is
the difference? To begin with the second of these,
minimalist internationdists are so caled for three
reasons: first, their main objective is to secure the
survival of cultures; second, in the interest of realiz-
ing this objective they search for values and beliefs
shared by all cultures; third, in the further interest of
protecting these values from being overridden, par-
ticularly by hegemonic nations, they assume a pro-
ceduralist pose prescribing norms of justice, of fair
and impartial conduct, and issuing injunctions
against those who see fit to violate their statutes.??
The first two reasons set limits on the number and
kind of values minimalists trade in; with respect to
number, such values will turn out to be few rather
than many since they must be shared by al cultures;
with respect to kind, such values will turn out to be
thin, abstract, and vital ones since they must be
easily recognized across cultures and must actually
protect the essential interests of all nations (censur-
ing such things as murder, arbitrary imprisonment
abject poverty, torture, homelessness).”

It is the third reason, however, that explains why
minimalists are above al else connoisseurs of toler-
ance. For as proceduralists who deal in norms of
justice that can be prescribed cross-culturally in a
manner that thicker ideals like friendship cannot,?*
they are guided foremost by the aim of talking
nations out of the urge to kill one another off, of
literdly exterminating one another if given haf a
chance. The best way to redlize this regulative aim,
they reason, is to engage the nations of the world in
a dialogue whose point is twofold: first, to get them
to recognize their mutual interests, and second, to
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persuade them to set aside, and so to let rest, those
interests that divide them off from, and often againgt,
one another. The real point of this dialogue, then, is
to ingtill in the nations of the world a tolerance of
one another, for tolerance can be defined jointly as
a matter of recognizing what we hold in common
with others, recognizing as it were our common lot
(which, per necessity, will be a narrow and carefully
delimited set of interests), and agreeing, in effect, to
ignore or a least not to probe those things we don’t
hold in common, those things that distinguish us
from one another and about which their can be no
socia agreement, nor what Rawls calls overlapping
consensus.  While this conception of tolerance may
“not require changing one's own values or adopting
the norms of those tolerated,”” and while it does
counsel against learning anything more about a cul-
ture than is necessary to ensure the goal of mutual
survival, it has, minimdists are keen to point out,
two important things going for it. First, it does
require we exercise genuine mora constraint in our
dealings with other cultures, particularly those on
the brink, and, secondly, it does require that we treat
al nations, even the most destitute and powerless,
as real conversational partners in the endgame of
survival. Considering the gravity of what is at stake
here, it would be churlish to criticize too harshly the
limited conversational setting that tolerance pre-
scribes, to dwell too long on what is willfully ex-
cluded from this conversation in the effort to meet
the demands of tolerance; for surely it is better that
some such conversation take place than none at dl,
and if minimalists are right, this is the only sort of
conversation that has a chance of getting off the
ground in a deeply divided and conflicted world, that
has a chance of having any discernible effect on the
conduct of nations in the fractious international
arena.

While it might be churlish to criticize unduly or to
trivialize the conversational settings that minimal-
ists, in deference to virtues like tolerance, encourage
and privilege, it would not be churlish, from
Coubertin’s standpoint at any rate, to criticize them
for failing to cash in on the pacific potential of more
ambitious, open-ended, and so potentially more con-
tentious conversational settings. In seeking to cash
in on the pacific potential of such conflict-riven
conversations Coubertin’s internationalism falls
into the maximalist category. It does so for three
reasons. first, it seeks the flourishing of nations not
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their mere survival; second, in trying to rejuvenate
and revitalize nations it searches for novel, different,
alternative values not shared ones; third, in the effort
to acquire a larger stock of vaues, beliefs, and forms
of life from nations the world over it takeson a
substantialist cast rather than a proceduralist one, in
which the prescription of cross-cultural standards of
justice takes a second seat to the importation of new
values through intercultural exchange, and in which
the detached coolness and diffidence of tolerance
gives way to the involved and impassioned interest
in the goings-on of others.

The first two reasons remove many of the limits
minimalists place on the number and kind of values
maximalists like Coubertin trade in. With respect to
number, the values exchanged will turn out to be
many rather than few since they traffic in cultural
differences not around them. With respect to kind,
the values traded will turn out to be thick, concrete,
and full-bodied ones rather than thin and abstract
ones since, once again, they will be keyed to the
promotion of cultural differences not their elimina-
tion.

It is the third reason, however, that shows
Coubertin, not to mention his maximalist compatri-
ots, to be a connoisseur of respect. For asatrader in
“full blooded,” substantive values unearthed from
the diverse, and in some cases radically diverse,
cultural resources (beliefs, values, forms of life) of
the nations of the world, Coubertin was of the con-
viction that international order and harmony is con-
tingent upon frequent and intense contact between
nations, that is, on talking nations into having more,
not less, to do with each other. The best way to
accomplish this regulative idea, he thought, was to
engage the nations of the world in a wide-ranging
and probing diaogue regarding their often not easily
recognizable or understandable cultura differences,
to risk conflict and open up the conversation to
dternative points of view that strain the status quo
by sending the conversation off into new directions.
But to open up the cultural conversation in this way,
Coubertin argued, it is necessary that nations respect
rather than merely tolerate one another. That is
because respecting other nations is a matter of en-
larging and deepening our knowledge of them not of
constricting and bracketing such knowledge so that
we might reach agreement with them over a nar-
rowly defined, and antecedently held, set of com-
mon interests; it is a matter of learning more about
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other nations by penetrating their hardened exteriors
and dissembling conventions not of maintaining a
studied indifference to them by remaining on their
surface. The path that must be traversed to respect
another nation is, therefore, the same path that must
be traversed to learn about and from it; in both cases
it is to be negotiated by reversing the home perspec-
tive, by, to paraphrase Coubertin, trying to get out-
side of ourselves by asking how something might
look if we were members of a different culture. For
Coubertin “this manner of forming one's judgment
is the only one which affords any chance of arrivi ng
at the truth and consequently of doing any good.”?

Coubertin's maximalist reading of international-
ism, then, contains its own recipe for international
peace, one that differs in each of its particulars from
the minimalist reading he took pains to distinguish
his conception of internationalism from. The main
ingredient of his recipe, | interpret him to be saying,
is that a concern for the flourishing- of cultures
cannot so easily be dissociated from a concern for
the survival of cultures. It cannot so easily be dis-
sociated because, first of al, cultures that are flour-
ishing are less likely to engage in bellicose
saber-rattling with their neighbors. Secondly, flour-
ishing cultures are, as we have seen, active learning
cultures, cultures that are more interested in finding
out what new things their neighbors might be up to
and what new, exotic beliefs they might hold, than
what things and beliefs they aready share in com-
mon. And with that learning comes the chance, odd
asit may at first seem, to extend the number of things
(beyond simply matters of fair social cooperation)
about which it is possible for nations to reach con-
sensus. And lastly, flourishing cultures are, as we
have also seen, cultures that respect other cultures
for, not in spite of, their differences, that go about
the often arduous task of understanding others by
loading their own mora imaginations and epistemo-
logical stocks of beliefs with the images and beliefs
of the cultures they study. This makes for a more
robust peace, a more vibrant international order,
because it makes the world safe for pluralism by
encouraging its upsurge rather than pluralism safe
for the world by encouraging its enervation

These two elements, then, the conjoining of a
sincere nationalism with a sincere internationalism
(together with the image of world harmony they
project), constitute the core of Coubertin’ theory of
internationalism. But, of course, they do not yet
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condtitute the core of his theory of Olympic interna-
tionalism because they make no mention of the
pivotal role sports, to be precise, symbolically
weighted international sports, play in that theory.
S0 we need to Situate sports in his theory of interna-
tionalism and ask what features they possess that
lend themselves to international understanding and
peace, to the curbing of recreant nationalist stirrings
and the achievement of an international perspective
that packs real moral firepower? This is an impor-
tant question if only because sports are not usually
thought of as international political vehicles because
either they are considered too light a vehicle to carry
such heavy political baggage or too much a vehicle
of nationalist passions to carry enlightened interna-
tiona ones. It is also an important question for
Coubertin himself, since at the time of the writing of
his “Does Cosmopolitan Life Lead to International
Friendship?’ essay at least he argued that the study
of other cultures, particularly of their political histo-
ries, was the “true secret of international friend-
ship.”?’ We are led, then, back to our original
question: what special features do (international)
sports possess that prompted Coubertin to think they
could foster (and | take it from his own Herculean
efforts to revive the games that his firm conviction
was they could do a better job of this than most
anything else) international harmony and solidarity?

His answer, | argue, is that sports contain two such
features that, when properly symbolized and con-
ceptualized, make them ideal vessels of international
goodwill. The first of these features has to do,
Coubertin argues, with the fact that sports provide
an opportunity for “impassioned soaring” that
evinces a “healthy drunkenness of the blood.”
Coubertin doubtless linked this transporting capac-
ity of sports to a “healthy drunkenness’ because it
involves a raising and an intensification of human
experience rather than an obliteration of such expe-
rience, which is a trademark of far too many contem-
porary forms of cultural expression, and because the
intensification of experience it impels is a structur-
ally bounded and carefully regulated one. This
points to the rule governed and perfectionist charac-
ter of sport practices. For sports are structurally
bounded practices because they are rule-derived and
driven ones, and they are perfectionist practices
because their founding rules not only install unam-
biguous standards of excellence but make possible
as well their redization by dlowing practitioners to
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summon al their energy and to focus al their atten-
tion on the accomplishment of sublime athletic feats.
Further, since the standards of excellence set in place
by those rules ask, in fact demand, that athletes do
more, indeed much more, than what is ordinarily
asked of them in everyday life, sports are far more
revelatory of the mores and beliefs of the disparate
peoples that engage in them than other less demand-
ing and more conventional practices. Hence, it is
this telescoping of human effort and this continuous
raising of the stakes of what is expected of athletes,
which isin part reflected in the official Olympic
slogan Citius, Altius, Fortius,” that accounts, in
Coubertin's eyes at any rate, for sports’ “impas-
sioned soaring” and explains how sports played out
on an international stage provide not just an occasion
for mingling with other cultures but for penetrating
their core beliefs and aspirations.®

If sports are to be more than devices for culture-
mingling, however, if they are to be genuine devices
of “impassioned soaring,” then they must also be
able to bring people together in some strong sense
of the word together. For they must not only arouse
people’ s interest in afocal event, after all, thisis
what the mass media does on a daily, uninspired
basis, they must further wed people to that event in
a way that bears directly on their cultural identity as
a people. And this sports do more frequently, and
perhaps more profoundly, than most anything else -
- which is why Coubertin fastened on this bringing-
together capacity of sports as the second feature that
recommends their use as international exchange de-
vices. How €lse are we to explain the fact that
formerly colonia countries like the West Indies
often show more interest in how their home cricket
team is faring than how they are faring economically
and politically as a people, or how in Islamic cultures
like Algeria the remarkable athletic triumphs of
Algerian runners such as woman's gold medal 1500
meter winner Hassiba Boulmerka can unite a deeply
divided country, a feat made al the more remarkable
by her violation of the Muslim practice of purdah
(which decrees the segregation and discrimination
of women and, among other things, the mandatory
veiling of women from head to toe).>* And, of
course, it is not just poor, developing countries that
place such national stock in their athletic repre-
sentatives, that view them as their very own personal
and cultural emissaries, but rich, developed ones as
well. Even in stodgy old and culturally sophisti-
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cated England the failure of the national soccer team
to qualify for the World Cup is often an occasion for
national mourning, not to mention self-incriminat-
ing introspection. And what is true of England is no
less true of its former colony America where sports
are, as is true of these other countries and continents
as well, a'so an occasion for more local forms of
expression. Maya Angelou’s poignant retelling of
her and her friends experiences and feelings while
gathered in her grandmother’s store listening to a
radio broadcast of a Joe Louis fight is a case in point.

Whenever Louis seemed in danger of losing the
match, she relates, “it was not just one black man
against the ropes, it was our people falling. It was
another lynching, yet another black man hanging on
atree. One more woman ambushed and raped. A

black boy whipped and maimed. . . . Wedidn't
hope. We waited.”** When Louis squared off

against the German boxer, and Nazi propaganda
tool, Max Schmeling in 1938 this local expression
of black unity quickly mushroomed into a national

expression of American unity as his white sisters and
brothers joined their black counterpartsin urging
Lewis on, in breathlesdy awaiting his fate.

What these examples show, and what, no doubt,
countless other examples would also show, is that
Coubertin’s hunch about the representational prow-
ess of sports was right on the mark. What they aso
show is that to the people who so strongly identify
with sports it is not enough to just watch them, to
observe casualy their goings on and outcomes.
Rather, it seems that they must insert themselves into
the action itself; that they must submerge their own
individual identities and socia identity as a people
into their athletic representatives; that they must
measure the worth of their own lives, divine their
meaning, interpret their course, and gauge their ef-
fect dl with an eye to the fortunes of their athletic
heroes on the field. This is powerful stuff, and when
all goesright it makes for a powerful form of inter-
cultural exchange.

But what these examples and countless others also
show, a critic might well retort, is that the “bring-
ing-people-together”  capacity of representational
sportsisalimited one at best, confined for the most
part to the expression of particular, partisan, nationa
interests rather than international ones. This is in-
deed powerful stuff, a critic might continue, but not
for the reason Coubertin suggested, that it might
spark an outpouring of internationalist sentiment
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that draws the nations of the world closer together,
but for the reason his arch rival French nationalist
Charles Maurras suggested, that it might spark an
outpouring of chauvinist sentiment that drives the
nations of the world apart and against one another.
It won't do, in the effort to disarm the critic, to
respond that since internationalist tendencies spring
from nationalist ones the fact that sports bring the
members of particular countries together means that
sooner or later they will do the same for the interna
tional community. The problem with this, as we
have argued, is that only genuine nationalist stirrings
give rise to genuine internationalist ones, and it is at
least an open question as to whether sports stoke this
kind of nationalist feeling or the more virulent and
destructive kind. And even if we can be sure that
sports incite the right kind of nationalism, they must
still be complemented, as we have also argued, by
internationalist elements. The right response to our
hypothetical critic, then, is the one that Coubertin
himself gave, sports must be invested with the
proper political and cultural symbolism if their rep-
resentative power, and indeed their “impassioned
soaring,” is to have the desired international effect,
if they are not to degenerate into crude displays of
nationalistic excess.

But, Coubertin admonishes, it is not just a matter
of knowing what symbols to load sports with to
make them vessels of international good will, it is
also a matter of knowing where to locate those
symbols within the folds of sport practices. This
explains why Coubertin resisted efforts either to
tamper with the competitive character of sports or to
weaken their nationalist connections. For to dimin-
ish the competitive intensity of sports by turning
them into largely bland cooperative affairs, as some
critics of the Games would have us do, would only
undermine, in Coubertin's view, their “impassioned
soaring,” their capacity to draw us out of our every-
day cocoons, in which our daily habits and conven-
tions conspire to conceal from us what we might be
capable of if given a chance to break out from their
stultifying constraints. And to insist that all traces
of nationalism be expunged from the Games, either
by clothing all athletes in a common uniform or by
barring the playing of national anthems and the
display of national flags or by having nationally
mixed teams compete with one another,  would
only succeed, again in Coubertin’'s estimation, in
deadening the nationalist identifications that bona
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fide internationalist ones draw their inspiration and
vitality from. In either case, the outbreak of an
unhealthy drunkenness of the blood would doubtless
be checked, but at the too costly price of stopping up
the lifelines of the Games themselves, of depriving
them of the very blood they need to nourish and
sustain themselves and to actuate their international
commitments.

What sites within the precincts of sport practices,
then, it may fairly be inquired, should these interna-
tionaly tinctured symbols be lashed to? The an-
swer, Coubertin opined, is their beginning and
ending points. And so the idea was hatched of
marking off the opening and closing of each Games,
to include the “closing” (completion) of each ath-
letic competition within the Games, with a carefully
staged and politically inflected symbolic ceremony.
Hence, the Opening Ceremonies are, MacAloon
tells us, “rites of separation” from ordinary life
whose point is not only to signal the special signifi-
cance of the Games but to prepare everyone for the
extraordinary events to follow.* The Opening
Ceremonies also convey, through the mixing of
national and Olympic flags and symbols, the com-
plex and delicate interplay of national and interna-
tional meanings that define the overarching political
point of the Games. Further, the first set of recurring
closing ceremonies, the Victory Ceremonies for the
winners of each athletic event, accent the same in-
terweaving of nationa and international themes fea-
tured in the Opening Ceremonies. In particular, they
honor the winners exemplary accomplishments first
by acknowledging their significance to the larger
Olympic community, through the bestowa of
Olympic medals and olive branches pruned from the
grove of Zeus at Archaia Olympia, and second by
acknowledging the significance of the victors' ac-
complishments to their respective nations, through
the hoisting of the national flags and the playing of
the gold medal winner's national anthem. Finaly,
the second set of closing ceremonies, which com-
memorate the closing of the Games themsdlves, are
“rites of reaggregation” with ordinary life, in which
international symbols pointedly dwarf national
ones. These ceremonies stress the themes of inter-
national friendship and mutual respect and are most
memorably marked by the athletes of the Olympic
nations, some one hundred and ninety by last count,
marching in unison, often hand in hand if not arm in

19

Centre for Olympic Studies

arm, without any placard or flag to indicate their
nationality.

If the above ceremonies supply the Games with the
symbolic boost they need to overcome the centripe-
tal forces of nationalism, we are still left with the
question of how to conceptualize properly the man-
ner in which sports actually serve as cultural bridges
between nations, of how they carry out such difficult
cross-cultural feats. In fact, we are left with two
pressing problems that if they prove to be intractable
would scuttle Coubertin’s efforts to hook up his
theory of internationalism with his theory of sports
as political instruments - - notwithstanding their
“impassioned soaring” and their ability to captivate
the nations of the world over.

There is firstly the straightforward and simpler
problem of how to conceive of sports, which are
bound by their own rule-derived formal rationality
and so evidently preoccupied with the imperatives
that flow from that rationality, as transmitters of
culturally encoded messages. There is secondly the
deeper and thornier question of how to conceive of
sports as offering some way out of, for lack of a
better word, our epistemological predicament: the
fact that we are inescapably tethered to our home
vocabularies and forms of life. For here Coubertin’s
political designs on sports seem to collide with what
| referred to earlier as his mora epistemology, which
stipulated, or so | argued, that our knowledge of and
access to others must be gained by way of particular,
perspective-dependent vantage points (which
would, at first glance at any rate, make them seem
more like semantic monads than not) , rather than
universal (cosmopolitan), perspectiveless vantage
points. In the little time | have remaining, | can do
little more than consider what sorts of difficulties
these problems may or may not pose for Coubertin's
larger theory.

In claiming that the first problem mentioned above
is the simpler of the two problems that Coubertin’s
theory confronts | have aready tipped my hand that
it doesn't seriously jeopardize his theory. To see
why | need only reprise the argument that underpins
this problem. The argument is that since sports are
tightly defined and demarcated practices that lay
down to their practitioners not only what rigorous
perfectionist standards are to be met but how they
are to be met, they simply overwhelm practitioners
with their performance requirements to the point that
they can do little else but direct al their atention to
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trying to meet their stiff requirements. In other
words, the performance constraints of sports are
such that they take up al the conscious effort and
focus of their practitioners, and while this frees up
athletes, as | earlier argued, to exploit their athletic
talents to the fullest, it also deprives them of any
reflective space in which to say something more
about themselves and the nations whence they come.
In aword, they are too busy engaged in action to be
able to tell us anything about themselves that is not
aready apparent from their athletic comportment.
So while sports are luminous sites of action and
interaction they are opaque sites of cultural expres-
sion, blocking the kind of cultural expression re-
qguired by Coubertin’s notion of sincere
internationalism.

The flaw in this argument is not difficult to spot,
and, fortunately, theorists of sports and of Olympic
sports have not succumbed to its specious charm.
The flaw concerns the dubious distinction drawn
between action and narration, a distinction which
would have us believe that narrative expression, or
more simply discourse, is what occurs only after all
action has ceased, that, in other words, discourse is
a specia faculty (traditionally reserved for the fine
arts and other select technical disciplines) that kicks
in only when the dust has settled and the mind (or
whatever one wants to call it) has had the opportu-
nity to absorb and reflect on what has happened and
what it al means. The way to get around this suspi-
ciously narrow rendering of discourse in the case of
action-packed practices like sports was worked out
some time ago by Clifford Geertz in his justly fa-
mous analysis of the Balinesse cockfight.®
Geertz pointed out was that sports do just what
defenders of high filutin discourse claim they cannot
do: provide rich and dramatic occasions for people
to tell stories about themselves. They do so, Geertz
tells us further, not in spite of their action-dominated
features, not, that is, by smuggling in, unbeknownst
to the casual observer, extra-practice reflective mo-
ments to sort out and capture the significance of what
has occurred, but by stylizing the action to suit their
own cultural purposes, demeanor, and meaning (the
rich contrasting styles of play in evidence at the
recent World Cup soccer matches are acase in
point). Sports, in other words, are cultural texts that
speak a language al their own, a language in which,
and this is its distinguishing mark, the telling lies in
the action itself. That is why any distinction be-
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tween action and narration must be abandoned with
regard to performance genres like sports. And this
lesson has not been lost on theorists of Olympic
sports like MacAloon, who have been patiently tell-
ing us for some time now that storytelling is central
to what the Games are all about, that what occurs
every Olympiad is “a feast of storytelling” in which
athletes from al over the world get a chance “to tell
stories about themselves by telling stories about
other peoples.”?

But while Geertz's rendering of sports as cultural
texts explains how they are able to send and receive
culturally encoded messages it leaves unexplained
whether any of those messages say anything mean-
ingful or intelligible once they cross cultural
boundaries. Here we encounter the second problem
discussed previously which implicates Coubertin's
moral epistemology, specificaly, three key implicit
premises that underpin this moral epistemology.
Those premises are, firgt, that there are no privileged
universal/cosmopolitan vantage points from which
to view the world asiit redly is and the peoples that
make it up as they redly are; second, that our under-
standing of othersis always, therefore, skewed and
colored by the standards and beliefs of our home
cultures; third, that we live in a world of, to use
Lyotard’s poignant phrase, “insurmountably di-
verse” cultures. The conclusion that follows from
these premises is the distressing one that the cultures
of the world are inscrutable to one another. They are
inscrutable to one another because they are each
immured in their own ethnocentric crannies, be-
cause the first order beliefs by which they live and
the second order beliefs by which they justify the
way they live both bear the indelible mark of their
particular socialization. That means, therefore, that
we stand to learn nothing form the beliefs and justi-
ficatory practices of other cultures because we have
no way of assessing the rational and normative
worth of their beliefs vis-a&vis our beliefs, no way,
that is, to see how their beliefs play in our language
games and how ours play in theirs.

It is not difficult to see how Coubertin's implicit
moral epistemology, at least as | have interpreted
here, plays havoc with his theory of internationalism
and with his conception of sports as international
political vehicles. For if we lack a common lan-
guage with which to speak intelligibly to one an-
other, with which to understand our differences let
alone to sort them out, then what Coubertin calls
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“sincere internationalism” is, in fact, a sham, a pipe
dream no less utopian than its cosmopolitan variant
insofar as both falsely presume that we can get
outside our own skins to understand and judge oth-
ers. So sincere internationalism turns out to be,
Coubertin’s disclaimer notwithstanding, no more
effective a prescription for international friendship
than cosmopolitanism was, since what it conveys is
not a richer understanding of others but a cacophony
of discordant voices, a, as it were, Babel of tongues.

While this second argument is not without its own
specious alure, it is a more powerful argument than
the first, and so constitutes a more significant threat
to Coubertin’s theory of Olympic internationalism -
- one that to date theorists of Olympic sports have
scarcely noticed let alone taken seriously. Ma-
cAloon is something of an exception here noting
how cultural gaps show up among member nations
even with regard to the official Olympic menu of
sports. As he observes, “the average American can
make just about as much out of judo, team handball,
or biathlon as the average Sri Lankan can out of
baskethall, or the average Kenyan out of gymnastics,
ice hockey, or synchronized swimming.”* But,
alas, the upshot of this second argument is that the
gaps are more far-reaching and deeper than these,
extending even to the meanings of those sports that
are mutually shared and played by Olympic nations,
meanings that also, evidently, do not carry across
cultural borders, not at least without apparent distor-
tion. Hence, if Coubertin’s rendering of the Olym-
pic movement is to attain the genuine international
stature that it aspires to, it must come to grips with
this vexing feature of its moral epistemology.

Concluding Remarks

This completes my reinterpretation of Coubertin’s
theory of Olympic internationdism. In closing, |
want to show that the alternative conception of so-
cial criticism that informs my reinterpretation,
which unlike its muckraking rival contends that
socia criticism is only as good as the moral sources
(ideals) that underpin it (the important corollary of
which is that when those mora sources fail us they
must either be refashioned or a search for new ones
instigated), gives us something genuinely critical to
say about whatever it is called upon to interpret and
scrutinize, be it Coubertin's theory of Olympic in-
ternationalism or any other such theory. For this
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purpose, | want to use Guttmann’s recent criticism
of the Olympics as my point of departure.

Guttmann argues that the “root difficulty” of the
Games “is that modern sports, like the universdistic
political idedls institutionalized in the Olympic
Games, are themselves a product of Western civili-
zation. Paradoxically, the success of the baron’s
dream is one of the things that prevents the dream’s
full and complete realization.”* | think that
Guttmann is on to something important here, but |
want to offer a dlightly different reading of what that
something is in order to bring out its critical impor-
tance. | would rephrase Guttmann’s criticism to
read that the “root difficulty” of the Olympics is not
that the political ideals that lie behind them are
Western but that the sports that make them up are
(meaning not just that most of those sports were
minted in the West, which is true enough, but that
all of them were and are framed and conceptualized
in Western terms). My version of Guttmann'’s criti-
cism differs from his in that it endeavors to separate
more cleanly the moral precepts of Olympism from
the practice of passing off Western sports as quin-
tessential Olympic ones, which | regard to be a clear
and direct violation of those precepts. | think it is
important to separate these two things because the
political ideals of Olympism have an internationa
resonance to them that its official program of sports
do not. That iswhy | regard the Western derivation
of those ideals to be unproblematic, for what counts
here is not the historical lineage of those idedls, to
insist on this is to take us precariously close to the
ideal-bashing genre of social criticism | decry, but
whether those ideals speak to cultural differences,
whether they recognize them and provide for their
flourishing. And it is because | have contended that
Olympic ideals speak to those cultural differences
more persuasively and more forcefully than its main
postcolonial, postmodern, multicultural rivals, that |
have stressed thelr international salience.

But | can draw the point more sharply than this and
in a way that better underscores the critical promise
of the brand of social criticism | espouse here. For
| now want to say that it is the very political ideals
of the Games that warrant our criticism of their
exclusive use of Western sports in the first place, that
justify our contention that this conflation of Olympic
sports with Western sports is not only misguided but
politically and morally wrongheaded. The reason
why isas obvious asit is powerful. If the point of
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staging international athletic encounters between
the peoples of the world is as these ideal's suggest, to
foster international friendship and solidarity, then it
can scarcely be denied that excluding the indigenous
sporting cultures of nonwestern nations from those
encounters contravenes that political aim. Absent
this ideal then, or something else very much like it,
we would be hard pressed to say that the heavy
Western dlant of Olympic sports is politically and
morally troublesome.

But it cuts even deeper than this. For absent this
ideal or something closely resembling it we would
be hard pressed to offer any remedy for this self-de-
feating Western bias - - assuming, per impossible,
that we recognized it as a bias to begin with. That
is because the discrepancy between Olympic ideal
and practice evident here not only serves as a kind
of diagnostic tool that tell us what is wrong with
slighting nonwestern sports in such international
contexts, but provides us with a ready and effective
remedy. And that remedy isthat if Coubertin’s
maximalist brand of athletic internationalism is to
succeed, which prescribes closer and more intense
contact between nations and their characteristic
thick practices and ways of life than that alowed by
the thin, procedura constraints of tolerance, then it
must be inclusive of the moral minimum even if it
need not be continuous with or derived from it. In
other words, if the idea of risking more open-ended
conversational settings is to send the culturd con-
versation off into heretofore uncharted territory then
minimalist concerns about fairness, that each dis-
cussant in the conversation have a voice and that that
voice be heard with sympathetic ears, cannot and
should not be ignored even if their counsel to avoid
such risks and agree to disagree about cultural dif-
ferences can and should be ignored.

On this particular minimalist score then, the Olym-
pics have been, despite a few notable exceptions,”
adismal failure. Their failure is a dismal one be-
cause it goes well beyond their dubious champion-
ing of Western sports and extends to the decidedly
undemoacratic style of governance and operation of
their ruling body, the International Olympic Com-
mittee. The problem here, to put it bluntly, is that
the 10OC is disproportionately made up of white,
male North Americans and Europeans who are sub-
ject to little if any democratic oversight or scrutiny,
and whose decision-making, therefore, is largely
unchecked by democratic constraints. But, | hasten
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to add, thisfailure is not owed to the Games maxi-
malist political and moral ideals, but, contrarily, to
their transgression of those ideals. More particu-
larly, it stems from afailure of moral vision and
articulation, afailure to see that political and moral
maximalism has a vested, even if a carefully delim-
ited, interest in political and moral minimalism, in
matters of basic justice and fairness. That is why |
remain convinced that it is those who encourage
such myopic thinking (and here the debunkers who
delight in tearing down moral idedls at the first sign
of trouble are joined by the charlatans who disdain
the moral ideals they hide behind), and not the ideals
that are the object of their derision, that deserve our
contempt and reproach. For they would have us turn
our backs on the moral sources that enliven social
practices and ingtitutions like the Olympics at the
same time that they open them up to telling socia
criticism. We can do without these naysayers and
hypocrites, but we cannot do without-these moral
idedls.

Footnotes:

1. | should further note that this attack on the moral
resourcefulness of the West has a so been made by
its friends, by those who proudly proclaim them-
selves to be Westerners, even quintessential West-
erners. | have in mind here no-nonsense pragmatic
types, or more simply technological pragmatists,
who pride themselves on their redlism and on their
ability to get immediate results, and who see an
incontrovertible connection between their realism
(anti-idealism) and their technical knack for satisfy-
ing needs. Such pragmatists, who view their tech-
nical cunning and daring, their willingness to do
things in new ways, as the only kind of adaptability
needed to deal with people different from them-
selves (and so as superior in this respect at least to
nebulous moral values like tolerance of others), need
no convincing, then, that they can get along fa-
mously without the benefit of moral ideals. That is
why they would not dream of passing on to other
cultures anything other that their technical know-
how and can-do spirit.

2. Richard Rorty, Objectivity, Relativism, and
Truth (New York: Cambridge University Press,
1991), p. 203.

3. | should mention, however, that even the most
severe critics of this hypocritical doctrine of the
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absolute separation of sport and politics concede that
if the Games were to become mere pawns of re-
apolitik they would be irreparably damaged. The
sad plight of Youssef Nagui Assad, a shot putter
from Cairo, is a powerful symbol of such base
politization of Olympic sports. In 1968, at the age
of twenty-three, he missed qualifying for the Egyp-
tian national team by two centimeters. In 1972, he
made the team only to be called home to show
common cause with the Palestinians. In 1976, he
again qualified and traveled to Montreal, but this
time was summoned home to protest New Zealand's
rugby ties to South Africa. And in 1980, now thirty-
five years of age, he made the team but was barred
from competing in Moscow because Egypt boy-
cotted the games to protest Russia's invasion of
Afghanistan. | owe this point to Allen Guttmann’'s
fine book The Olympics: A History of the Modern
Games (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois
Press, 1992), p. 141.

4. Robert Nozick, The Examined Life (New York:
Simon & Schuster Inc., 1989), p. 279.

5. Isaiah Berlin referred to the collapse of the
Russian empire, correctly to my mind, as the last act
of deconstruction of the Enlightenment ideals of
unity [and] universality. See histhe Return of the
Volkgeist, New Perspective Quarterly (Fall, 1991),
p. 6.

6. Robert Kaplan, The Coming Anarchy, The
Atlantic Monthly (February, 1994), p. 49.

7. Charles Taylor, The Ethics of Authenticity
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