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ealthy democracy, wise and peaceful interna
tionalism, will penetrate the new stadium and
preserve within it the cult of honour and disinterest-
edness which will enable athletics to help in the tasks
of moral education and social peace as well as of
muscular development.
Pierre de Coubertin, 1896.

|. INTRODUCTION *

The Olympic Games and the Olympic Movement
differ from other sport events and sport organiza-
tions as they are officialy linked to an ideology; to
“... asystematic set of arguments and beliefs used to
justify an existing or desired social order”?. In the
Olympic Charter, the ‘rule book’ of the International
Olympic Committee (10C), the official version of
these arguments and beliefs is articulated in terms of
the ‘fundamental principles of Olympism. Asit is
said in principle 2 and 3:

2. Olympism is a philosophy of life, exalting and
combining in a balanced whole the qudlities of
body, will and mind. Blending sport with culture
and education, Olympism seeks to create a way
of life based on the joy found in effort, the edu-
cationa value of good example and respect for
universal fundamental ethical principles.

3. The goa of Olympism is to place everywhere
sport at the service of the harmonious devel op-
ment of man, with a view to encouraging the
establishment of a peaceful society concerned
with the preservation of human dignity.’

As most ideological declarations, the ‘fundamental
principles’ are general in form. They are vague,
ambiguous and open for interpretation. How can the
principles be better understood? What is their his-
torical background, and how can the ideology of
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Olympism be elaborated and systematicaly ex-
pressed?

This essay attempts to answer these questionsin a
two step procedure. First, an analytic attempt is
made to single out the most important ideas in Olym-
pism and their historical background. Second, a
synthesis is suggested in which the core ideas of the
ideology in its original form are systematized in a
logical and consistent way. Hence, the essay is in-
spired by the perspective of the history of ideas
which by Lovejoy is given the following classica
description:

“By the history of ideas | mean something at once
more specific and less restricted than the history
of philosophy. It is differentiated primarily by the
character of the units with which it concerns
itself. Though it deals in great part with the same
materials as the other branches of history of
thought and depend greatly upon their prior la-
bors, it divides that material in a special way,
brings the parts of it into new groupings and
relations, views it from the standpoint of a dis-
tinctive purpose. Its initial procedure may be said
- though the parallel has its dangers - to be some-
what analogous to that of analytic chemistry. In
dealing with the history of philosophical doc-
trines, for example, it cuts into the hard-and-fast
individual systems and, for its own purposes,
breaks them up into their component elements,
into what may be called their unit-ideas’*

How ought the key term ‘unit-idea’ to be under-
stood here? Lovejoy is reluctant to give a formal
definition and describes unit-ideas in a variety of
ways, as

“..types of categories, thoughts concerning par-
ticular aspects of common experience, implicit or
explicit presuppositions, sacred formulas and
catchwords, specific philosophic theorems, or the
larger hypotheses, generalizations or methodo-
logical assumptions of various sciences.”

Unit-ideas, like the idea of ‘the great chain of
being’ on which Lovejoy wrote his main work, refer
to the more general premises underlying main tradi-
tions of thought and are thus in his view not many
in kind. Differences in philosophical systems and
schools of thought are often due more to differences
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in application and/or logical combinations of exis-
tent ideas than to novel conceptions. The task of the
historian of ideas is therefore:

“...to go behind the superficial appearance of
singleness and identity, to crack the shell that
holds the mass together, if we are to see the rea
units, the effective working ideas, which, in any
given case, are present.”®

This methodological advice is intriguing but by no
means uncontroversial or unproblematic. Before
proceeding, thereis need for afew modifying com-
ments.

First of al: Our aim here is somewhat more re-
stricted than those expressed in Loveoy's general
research program. Our purpose is not to distinguish
and then trace general unit-ideas throughout history,
but rather to examine if and possibly what kind of
unit-ideas can be said to underlie the ideology of
Olympism.

Moreover, Lovejoy’'s characterization of the his-
tory of ideas was first published in 1936. Since then,
the discipline has gone through significant develop-
ments.” Let us briefly mention two of the challenges
which meet its practitioners today.

A first challenge is this: In the attempt to reved
‘hidden’ connections, discover new paths of thought
and synthesize what was previously conceived as
isolated elements and fragments, the efforts of the
historian of ideas “... may easily degenerate into a
species of merely imaginative historical generalizar
tion..."® Our basic premise - that ‘behind the super-
ficial appearance of singleness and identity’ of an
ideology lies present one or a few basic unit-ideas -
may turn into a prejudice leading to neglect of sig-
nificant sources and important information. One
consequence might be that our work turnsinto ide-
ology itself; into the construction of systematic sets
of arguments and beliefs which can be used to justify
particular interests and power structures.

Indeed, this we will attempt to avoid. In our inter-
pretations of source material, and in our reflections
on our own interpretations, we will strive for an
attitude of ‘benevolent skepticism’: of carefulness
but at the same time openness for new possibilities.®
What we offer here, then, is one interpretation
among many possible of the origins and content of
Olympism. Of course, this does not mean that any
interpretation is as good as another. Requirements
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on closeness to sources, soberness in interpretation,
and consistency in argument and conclusion are as
valid here as in historical studies in general.

A second challenge is of particular importance in
this context. With the focus on ‘unit-ideas’, central
intentions and motives of individuals are easily dis-
guised or distorted. Aswe shall see, Olympism was
inits original form to alarge extent the product of
one man’s efforts. Even if the ideas upon which he
built were not new, a decent historical survey can
not ignore the importance of this individua's imagi-
nation and synthetic skills. There will be no attempt
here to justify the mythical ‘great man’-theory of the
origin of Olympism prevalent in the Olympic Move-
ment. On the contrary, through the study of the
intellectual development of its founding father, we
will see that he was the bearer of more general ideas
which permeated the social and cultura milieu in
which he lived.

Let me sum up these introductory remarks with a
few comments on our source material. As Lovejoy
remarks in his description of the discipline, the his-
tory of ideas depends greatly upon labor in other
branches of the history of thought. So does this
essay. The first part (chapters I1-V1) deals with the
historical roots of Olympism. The aim isto give an
overview of current knowledge which necessarily
implies that secondary sources play an important
role.The second part (chapter VI1) presents a
synthesis in terms of a systematization of what is
seen to be the main goals of Olympism and the
unit-idea(s) on which it is built. This part is inspired
by a careful reading of both primary and secondary
sources combined with the synthetic and interpreta-
tive attempts of the author.

Now, then, having clarified our aims and perspec-
tives: Where are we to begin? The 10C provides a
first historical clue in their ‘fundamentd principle
number 1: “Maodern Olympism was conceived by
Pierre de Coubertin, on whose initigtive the Interna-
tiona Athletic Congress of Paris was held in June
1894" M Let us take a closer look at what we may
call ‘The French Connection’.

[l. THE FRENCH CONNECTION

Even if the scholarly literature in some ways con-
siders Coubertin a tragic figure who suffered defeats
and disappointments both in public and private
life,"> no one disputes his originality and organizing
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talent which led to the founding of the I0C in 1894
and to the realization of the first Olympic Gamesin
Athens in 1896. Furthermore, as president of the
|OC from 1896 to 1925, Coubertin played an impor-
tant role in the development of the Movement in the
first decades of this century. The persona factor in
the establishment of Olympism is significant and
can not be overlooked. Who, then, was Pierre de
Coubertin?

Coubertin - Personal Background

As the title indicates, Coubertin was born into the
French middle aristocracy. De Frédys, his family on
his father’s side, were relatively wealthy, conserva-
tive, religious royaists who traced their nobility
back to the 15th Century and their ancestors to
mediaeval Rome. Coming from the noble de
Mirville family from an area close to Bolbec, Nor-
mandie, his mother had a similar background.
Coubertin’s father was a mediocre painter of relig-
ious, historical and patriotic themes, his mother a
pious woman with strong sense for the values and
traditions of the noblesse. In his own words,
Coubertin had a happy childhood in an atmosphere
of ”... constant stimulation and amusement”*®

However, during Coubertin's childhood and
youth, France experienced turbulent times both so-
cidly, economically and politically. As most of con-
temporary noblesse, the Coubertins supported the
royal Bourbon family and had little faith in Bona-
parte’s Second Empire of the 1850s and 1860s or in
the weak Third Republic - “...one of the most con-
fusing and paradoxical polrtrcal regimes’**
which young Pierre grew up. The Franco-Prussran
War in 1871, which led to a humiliating defeat by
technologically and strategically superior Prussian
troops, left Coubertin, as the mgjority of the French,
with little trust in established power structures. As
he later commented: “ Three monarchies, two em-
pires and three republics in less than a century, that
was a lot, even for a people with the recourses of the
French .." "

Coubertin received noblesse oblige, a classica
education in the traditional Jesuit school system. He
was a bright student and excelled in the competitive
system of his College Saint-Ignace. Still, contempo-
rary French education was not left much honour in
Coubertin’s later writings. It was, in his view, unable
to provide the youth with the necessary knowledge
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and skills to cope with the socia and politica chal-
lenges of the day. He criticized the conservative
Jesuits for their repressive and competitive peda-
gogy, he was highly skeptical to their strict disci-
pline, heavy work loads and old fashioned
curriculum in which religion, classical languages
and literature were given priority over modern natu-
ral and social science.*In addition, Coubertin
pointed at what he found to be a total neglect of the
values of physical education and sport:

“InFrance ... physical inertiawas till recently
considered an indispensable assistant to the per-
fecting of intellectual powers. Games were sup-
posed to kill study. Regarding the development
of youthful character, the axiom that a close con-

nection exists between force of will and strength
of body never entered anyone's mind.”*

Coubertin made several attempts to-conform to
what was considered a suitable professional career
for a young man of his class. In 1880, he attended
the highly respected military academy St.-Cyr, but
left the school after only two months. After having
returned from atrip to England in 1884, he made a
last attempt to live up to the expectations of his
family by enrolling in the Faculté de droit to study
law. But the frequent examinations and the formal
atmosphere represented an educational system from
which he had trred to escape, and he quit after only
one month.™®

Young Coubertin split not only with his family’s
expectations in terms of education and career but in
terms of political orientation as well. He had little
respect for the old-fashioned conservative royalism
of the noblesse and reacted on the excessive fin de
siecle life style of both his own class and the upper
bourgeoisie. Their demonstrative weath empha
sized socid inequality - corruption and |rresponS|bIe
political action undermined their status in society.”
According to Mandell, Coubertrn became a con-
vinced republican around 1880.% This gave him
important connections on high levelsin the state
bureaucracy and enabled him to move freely be-
tween the socia classes in contemporary French
society. The relative success of his later ideas on
educational reforms depended, to a certain extent at
least, on his ability to utilize his wide range of
contacts for his own purposes.?*
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Ecole Libre

Disappointed by the traditional school system,
Coubertin was thrilled when he in the early 1880s
discovered what in his view was the only free and
liberal school in contemporary France: Ecole libre
des sciences politiques, which he attended more or
less regularly from 1883 to 1886.

Ecole libre was founded in 1872 by liberal and
republican intellectuals, among them Hippolyte
Taine (1828-1893), who, after the defeat in the
Franco-Prussian War, felt the need for liberal, com-
parative social and political studies in the tradition
of Comte and Tocqueville. By the mid 1880s, école
libre had become a key ingtitution in the education
of young men from the upper social classes to higher
positions in the civil service and the diplomacy.

Both its political and intellectual profile and its
relatively free organizational structure appealed to
Coubertin. In a guest lecture there in the late 1890s,
he described école libre as “... a school where stu-
dents who are not regular students listen to profes-
sors who are not regular professors, and who dare
to lecture on subjects which do not belong to the
regular academic course.” %2 Moreover, the school
strengthened Coubertin's interest in Anglo-Saxon
culture - a favourite subject in its political studies.
In the spirit of Taine's Notes sur I’ Angleterre
(1871), England was admired for its liberal political
traditions and its educationa system, ideas that
were to become important sources of inspiration in
Coubertin's later development of Olympism.

Frédéric Le Play

Even if Coubertin took a life-long interest in his-
tory and social science, the systematic and critical
work of a scholar was not primarily his game. Asa
man of action, he gradualy came under the influence
of a related, but more practically oriented socia and
political movement led by the mine engineer, soci-
ologist and socia philosopher Frédéric Le Play
(1806-1882).

In 1856, Le Play founded Société d' économie so-
ciale with the aim to better understand and deal with
the problems of contemporary society. In several
works from the 1860s and 1870s, Le Play developed
a political/socia philosophy in which, as MacAloon
notes, “... the values of family, property, social
peace, worker security, Catholicism, decentrdiza-
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tion, and personal mordlity,” were held high.?* His
social and political views were ‘paternalistic and
clearly anti-sociaistic: Employers ought to take re-
sponsibility for their workers' well-being by, in
addition to providing them with necessary materia
recourses, offering an education built on classical,
humanistic ideals. On the other hand, the working
class ought to understand and accept itsrolein
society as providers of labour for which workers got
paid. According to Le Play, only cultivation through
education based on traditional values could heal the
wounds caused by industrialism, urbanization and
secularization in society. **

After the war in 1870-71, Le Play felt the need for
a more political organisation, and founded the Un-
ion de la paix sociale as “the propaganda arm” of
the Société 2. Coubertin joined the Union in 1883,
but did not become active until he left école libre in
1886. Among Le Play’s followers, he received
strong support for his thoughts on educationa re-
forms. In 1887, at the age of twenty four, he got his
first article on le pédagogie sportive published in the
journd of the Société La Réforme sociale.

What role did Le Play and Société d’ économie
sociale play in the development of Coubertin's
thought? To a large extent, Coubertin adopted Le
Play’s political and socia views. In the Parnassus
Club at Athensin 1894, he echoed his former teacher
in the following diagnosis:

“If we begin to study the history of our century
we are struck by the mora disorder, produced by
the discoveries of industrial science. Life suffers
an upheaval, people fed the ground tremble con-
tinually under their feet. They have nothing to
hold on to, because everything around themis
shifting and changing: and in their confusion, as
though seeking some counterpoise to the material
powers which rise like Cyclopean ramparts about
them, they grope for whatever elements of mora
strength lie scattered about the world.” %

Not only the diagnosis, but the treatment was in-
spired by Le Play. Coubertin was convinced that
“...most great national questions can be reduced to
educational questions, .7’ The idea of educating
the masses through classical ideals and thus bring
about socia harmony (and international peace) was,
as we shall see later, to become a key thought in
Olympism.?®
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Jules Simon and pére Didon

Through the meetings in the Société, Coubertin
met Jules Simon (1814-1896), a former philosophy
professor at the Sorbonne, republican politician and
educationa reformer. In 1887, Simon gave a speech
at one of their meetings in which he enthusiastically
endorsed English sport and athletics as an important
part of young mens' education. Coubertin saw in
Simon a possible ally who was highly respected and
had influence in society. After having conducted an
investigation of the role of physical education in the
French lycées, Coubertin approached Simon to get
support for his thoughts on educational reform. The
result was Comité Jules Smon (1888) which aimed
at establishing an educational program in which
physical education played a more important part.
Coubertin was the leader by self appointment and
with severa prominent French educators, politi-
cians, scientists, sport leaders and an influential
journalist as members. As MacAloon puts it, in this
way Coubertin”...included prestige as well as con-
viction.”?*

Comité Jules Smon never reached agreement on
any important matters or educationa policies. On
the contrary, conflicts between different views on
physical education became even more apparent.
However, the discussions seem to have matured
Coubertin’s own ideas. After the Dreyfus affair and
the rebirth of right wing nationalism in French poli-
tics, Coubertin distanced himself from the national-
ist and chauvinist ideology promoted by his long
time rival Paschal Grousset.® In addition, he be-
came even more critica of the hygienic ideals of
German and Swedish gymnastics. In the discussion
of the ideals and values of physical education, he
rejected Juvenal’s classical mens sana in corpore
sano referred to by the “hygienists’, and suggested
anew slogan: mensfervidain corpore lacertoso:
“...anardent soul in atrained body”.

In Coubertin’s view, the valuable core of sport was
to be found in its cultivating, mora force. And here,
he found a compassionate ally and close collaborator
in another man who was to exert strong influences
in the development of the Olympic ideology: the
Dominican priest, orator and educator pére Henri-
Martin Didon.*"

Pére Didon (1844-1900) was a man of strong
politica and social engagement and with controver-
sia theological views®  Conservative Catholics ac-
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cused him of socidism and the Church was critical
both of his views on moral issues like divorce and to
his theological understanding of the Trinity. At one
time, Rome sent him on a temporary exile in Corsica
where he wrote a critical book on the background of
the Franco-Prussian war, which pointed at the val-
ues of the German educational system (discipline,
concern for public education with the right blend of
physical and mental activities), and called for edu-
cational reformsin France.

In hislater years, Didon became the head of a
Dominican lycée in Paris. His bdlief in the cultiva-
tion of moral character through bodily activity and
sport inspired Coubertin’s view of human psychol-
ogy, an influence that can be seen in his later devel-
opment of a quasi-scientific sport psychology: le
psychologie de I’ éfort®. Moreover, chiselled in
stone above the entrance of Didon’s lycée in the
heart of Paris, Coubertin found the words that later
were to become the official Olympic motto:

“The whole story of athletics is contained in the
three words spoken by Father Didon in building
up the sporting spirit of his pupils in a football
game: “Citius, altius, fortius! " (Faster, higher,
stronger!).**

[11. THE ANGLO-SAXON CONNECTION

As we have seen, Coubertin’s French background
influenced the ideology of Olympism in severa
ways. His experiences with the school system led to
astrong conviction that, to be able to cope with the
social and political challenges of the day, it was
necessary to reform French education. The idea of
education a la Le Play as a solution to the problems
of society was to become one of the core ideasin
Olympism.®

It may seem strange, however, that a society with
as little interest in sport and physical education as
the French was to foster the founding father of the
Olympic Movement. The explanation is simple:
Coubertin's main ideas of sport were not particularly
French. The most important inspiration in this re-
spect came from England and North America

Coubertin’s fascination with English culture and
educational system had roots in his childhood. At the
age of twelve he read a French trandation of Thomas
Hughes' classic Tom Brown's Schooldays (1857) in
a youth magazine; Journal de la jeunesse. Hughes
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described public school life at Rugby with particular
weight on the educational values of physica educa
tion and sport. As a former student of the legendary
Thomas Arnold (headmaster at Rugby from 1828 to
1842), Hughes portrayed his headmaster with great
respect. The idealized picture of the public schools
and of Arnold became a main source of inspiration
to Coubettin.*®

A few years later, at the age of seventeen, Taine's
Notes sur I'Angleterre (1871), written during
Taine stravelsin England in 1859 and 1862, made
a similarly strong impression. Taine discussed the
English educational system and public school ath-
letics as well, and underlined its value as a prepara-
tion for life in a democratic society.

In 1883, Coubertin went on atrip abroad, a comme
il faut in the upbringing of young men of his class.
In the tradition of anglophilic Frenchmen before him
(Voltaire, Montesquieu, Taine), he crossed the
Channel to England, a voyage he repeated six times
between 1883 and 1887.  He went to educational
institutions like Beaumont, Harrow, Eton and
Rugby and to the universities Oxford and Cam-
bridge. In 1886, as he sat down by Arnold's tomb
stone in the chapel a Rugby, he had a vision of the
blessings le régime Arnoldien and Arnold's thoughts
on ‘muscular Christianity’ would have in the
French educational system. He was, in his own
words,

“... naturally led to consider how well it would be
for France were we to introduce into our school
system some of that physical vitality, some of that
animal spirit, from with our neighbors have de-
rived such incontestable benefits.”**

Coubertin referred to the English public schools as
the bearers of ancient ideals in which “...the muscles
are made to do the same work as a moral educator.”
Through physical education and sport, young boys
could free their bodies from “...disordered passions
to which it was often abandoned under the preten-
sions of individual liberty...”** In this way, sport
and athletics could be used to serve moral develop-
ment. In a Europe marked by Victorian morality,
education aiming at control and discipline over the
passions and desires of the body fit well within the
traditional framework. However, different from
French education, Coubertin’s program did not fo-
cus on bodily repression and neglect as he sought
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mora development through cultivation of the body
in sport:

“..,since the middle ages a sort of discredit has
hovered over bodily qualities and they have been
isolated from qualities of the mind. Recently the
first have been admitted to serve the second, but
they are till treated as daves and made every day
to feel their dependence and inferiority.

This was an immense error whose scientific and
social consequences it is almost impossible to
caculate. After all, Gentlemen, there are not two
parts of a man - body and soul: there are three -
body, soul and character; character is not formed
by the mind, but primarily by the body.”*

The English sport ideology presupposed a certain
attitude among the participants. the amateur spirit of
the sport afficionado expressed most clearly in the
enIi%htened and benevolent sportsman and gentle-
man’". Coubertin wanted to introduce into modern
sport “... the spirit of gay candour, the spirit of
sincere disinterestedness which will revitalise ... and
make collective muscular exercise a true school of
moral perfection.”

Moreover, he saw the English school system not
only as cultivating individual moral qualities, but, as
Taine, as socid training for life in a democratic
society. The public schools were considered to be
ideal liberal meritocracies in which the boys were
rewarded not on inherited privileges or fortune but
on their own talents and efforts. Compared to the
repressive discipline of the French lycées, pupils
were given the possibility to form and organize their
own leisure activities, a practice which strongly
appeaed to Coubertin. There was little doubt in his
mind that an education similar to the English was the
solution for the French as well.

America

The belief in the educational potential of Anglo-
Saxon sport was strengthened during Coubertin’s
five months trip to North America in 1889. The visit
was aresult of an official assignment from the
Ministry of Public Instruction to study American
universities, and, more in Coubertin’s own interest,
the role played there by physical education and
sport. He visited ingtitutions like Amherst, Harvard,
Cornell, Tulane, Johns Hopkins and Princeton.”
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Before returning home, he attended a Physical
Training Conference in Boston with more than two
thousand delegates. Here, he found some of the same
disagreements as he had experienced in Comité
Jules Smon.** The disputes convinced Coubertin
even more of the superiority of the English sport
ideology. In his own speech, he argued emphatically
for le regime Arnoldien and recommended English
sport for young boys between the age of twelve and
eighteen, not onIA)é to train the body, but the character
and will as well.

In the fall of 1893, Coubertin returned to America
as a representative of French Higher Education to
the Chicago World Fair. He stayed for four months
and travelled across the continent to California
where he visited “... the Olympic Club in San Fran-
sisco, with its prophetic name.

What, then, were the influences from America on
Coubertin’s later ideology of Olympism?

Aswith England, Coubertin was by no means
without previous knowledge of the country he vis-
ited. At I'école libre and in the Société, strong
interest was taken in The New World. Moreover, he
most certainly knew the work of Tocqueville (Dela
demacratic en Amérique (1835-40)). In his long
report from his first visit (Universités Transatlan-
tique, 1890), Coubertin gave a characterization of
Americans as being of a strong, innovative spirit and
with admirable intellectual and scientific curiosity.
He praised the American libera democracy and the
role of sport in the university system and returned to
France as a great admirer of ‘the sporting character’
of American life.

More specificaly, the New World gave Coubertin
his first experiences with modern spectator sport. A
certain scepticism to its ‘circus atmosphere’ led him
later to develop his own aesthetic view of the inter-
play between athletes and spectators in the Olympic
Games.”” And last, but not least, during his visits he
met some of the men who were to become his closest
collaborators in the years to come. In New Y ork, he
became acquainted with future president Theodore
Roosevelt. Roosevelt’s strong will, his genera be-
lief in the educational value of sports, his initiative
to start boxing clubs in the poor neighbourhoods in
New York - al this made him one of Coubertin’s
life-long heroes.*® In addition, Coubertin met Co-
lumbia political science professor William Milligan
Sloane who was to become one of the founding
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members of the |IOC and an influential associate of
the Olympic Movement.

Anglo-Saxon Sport: Myth and Reality

How, then, did Coubertin’s picture of the English
sport ideology fit reality? How accurate was his
interpretation of Arnold and Taine? What was 19th
Century English public schoal life redly like?

Coubertin’s image of Arnold was idealized and
built on descriptions of former students who ad-
mired their headmaster and later glorified him. Ar-
nold was a complex man. He saw in his pupils
imperfect, uncultivated human nature which ought
to be disciplined and controlled. Moreover, sport
and athletics were not his primary interest. Mandell
writes:

“Although Arnold was an avid walker, runner,
and horseman, he viewed these activities as en-
tirely apart from his work. He wanted the boys to
be Chrigtians, gentlemen and educated persons -
in that order. In al his writings, he took the
position of a staunch traditionalist, a man rigid in
his prescribed morality, an irascible hater of his
own times and a pessimist about the future.”*

Coubertin’s interpretation of Taine was rather
eclectic as well. Taine's exposition of English cul-
ture was not without critical notes. Whereas he
praised the industry, the work discipline and the
stable, democratic political culture, he was critical
towards class differences, the hard life of the lower
classes in the cities, and towards what he found to
be anti-intellectual and excessive sport practices that
pervaded parts of society and the school system.

Coubertin’s understanding of life in the public
schools was an idealization. Other and probably
more historically correct versions describe public
school life as hard and to a certain extent repres-
sive.” A power hierarchy based upon physica size
and force, and corporal punishment, was the rule
rather than the exception. In fact, in the 1870s
several English commentators raised critiques
against the physical education at the public schools
as “...bloody athleticism gone mad.”

As MacAloon says. “Coubertin was a moralist, not
a scholar, he wished less to study En land than to
transplant a piece of her to France.”** Even if he
argued with intensity and conviction for educational
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reforms, and even if his ideas were discussed with
interest in France in the 1880s and 1890s, there was
no definite bresk-through for the integration of
sports in the school system.> It was Coubertin's
increasing international orientation in the early
1890s and his linking of le pédagogie sportive to
the ancient Olympic mythos that contributed to his
later international success.

V. THE INTERNATIONALIST
CONNECTION

Originaly, Coubertin’s motives for establishing a
sport ideology were, as we have seen, patriotic in
character. At the same time, he was a man open to
new ideas and possibilities, an attitude which had
been cultivated at ecole libre, during his travels
abroad, and, perhaps most important, by the Zeit-
geist of French fin de siecle - atime when “...
change became the nature of life, novelty a part of
the normal diet”, atime of “change for the sake of
change.”54 His patriotism, therefore, never devel-
oped to the hard core chauvinism of contemporary
French right wing nationalism.™ On the contrary, to
Coubertin, the emergence of the European national
states led to an increased awareness of the potential
of international cooperation.”

In his opening speech of the Sorbonne Congress,
he linked the internationalism of the time to sport:

“Modern athletics, gentlemen, show two trends
to which | would draw your attention. It is becom-
ing firstly democratic and secondly international.
The socia revolution already accomplished
among men and perhaps shortly to be accom-
plished among things also, is the explanation of
the first trend; fast transport and easy communi-
cations are the explanation of the second.”®’

This libera internationalism and the strong belief
in ‘the great idea of progress’ of the late decades of
the century were closely related to beliefs in the
possibilities for international peace. The Society for
The Promotion of Permanent and Universal Peace
(also called The London Peace Society) was
founded in London in 1816 by Quakers and sympa-
thizers of the liberal and humanitarian ideas of the
Enlightenment. The Second General Peace Con-
gress, in which Victor Hugo gave the presidential
address and Tocqueville gave a gala reception, and
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of which Coubertin most certainly had heard and
read, was arranged in Parisin 1849. In 1888-89, the
internationa Interparliamentary Union was estab-
lished on the initiative of, among others, Jules Si-
mon. The first of the annual Universal Peace
Congresses took place in Paris in 1889. And, in
1892, a permanent headquarter for peace societies
throughout the world, the International Peace Bu-
reau, was established in Berne, Switzerland.

Although peace societies differed in beliefs and
political orientation, they had in common the basic
idea that, in an enlightened age, conflicts between
nations ought to be settled with reason, not with
weapons. Western civilization was seen to enter an
era of advanced development in which there was no
more need for war. To use a nation’s wealth on
armament and military hostility was considered not
only morally repugnant, but a waste of recourses
leading to economic decline which again increased
the chance for social unrest and revolution.”

Dietrich R. Quanz has argued convincingly for the
impact of the peace movement on Coubertin and on
his later ideology of Olympism.” In the 1880s, Paris
was an international centre for pacifists. In 1896, the
same year as the first modern Olympic Games were
arranged in Athens, a national council to coordinate
peace activities (Bureau Francais de la Paix) was
founded here. Coubertin had extensive contacts with
leading personalities in the movement. According to
Quanz, the list of participants at the 1894 Sorbonne
Conference included “the entire power structure of
the International Peace Bureau” in addition to presi-
dents of the Universal Peace Congressesin 1889,
1890 and 1891. In fact, one third of the participants
at the Sorbonne meeting can be linked to the peace
movement.

What, then, was the main inspiration from the
peace movement on Coubertin? Quanz lists three
important points. First, here Coubertin found organ-
izational models which he later utilized in the estab-
lishment of the 10C: the formation of an
international committee with a permanent secretar-
iat, the arrangement of seminars and conferences,
and the establishment of voluntary organizations in
major cities with links to the secretariat. Second,
Coubertin's ideas of internationalism echo the views
held by the peace movement. He focused on an
‘enlightened patriotism’ which was built on positive
national sentiments and which abstained from dis-
crimination of other countries and from the glorifi-
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cation of war. Coubertin talked frequently about
“...a"civilized humanity” characterized by the pur-
suit for the maturity required by international
peace.”® Third, the peace movement considered
education as an important instrument in the promo-
tion of their ideology. The practice of arranging
annual student conferences with artistic and sport
activitiesis similar to what we find in the later
Olympic Movement.

Coubertin’s internationalism was influenced by
other contemporary events as well. The belief in
progress, internationalism and peace found its per-
haps most distinct expression in the international
expositions which were arranged in the last half of
the 19th Century. Starting with London’s Crystal
Paace in 1851, world expositions grew increasingly
popular and were arranged in France in 1867, 1878,
1889 and 1900. Already in 1851, the British news-
paper The Spectator wrote of Crystal Palace as “this
Olympic Games of Industry...”*'At the 1867 Uni-
versal International Exposition in Paris, 7-8 million
spectators attended. In 1878, the number had in-
creased to 16 million, among them the fifteen year
old Coubertin. The Paris Universal Exposition in
1889, famous for its Eiffel Tower, took place in a
year that marked the centennial of the Revolution
and attracted 32 million visitors. Coubertin’s teacher
Le Play was the commissioner here as he had been
in 1878. Thistime Coubertin took part actively
through a five session programme in which practical
demonstrations of how to utilize sport in the educa-
tional system were given - his first experiences with
gport in an international setting. In fact, in the 1900
Paris exposition, which attracted approximately 100
million people, the second Olympic Games were
included.

The exposition tradition thrilled Coubertin. In the
grandeur of the opening ceremonies, which in 1889
included speeches, singing of the Marseillaise and
military parades, and in the tribute to progress and
international understanding, the expositions had
some of the same characteristics that later were to
become parts of the Olympic Games. In a speech
preceding the Olympic Games in Athens in 1896,
Coubertin said:

“... the great inventions of the age, railroads and
telegraphs, have brought into communications
people of al nationalities. Easier intercourse be-
tween men of all languages has naturally opened
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awider sphere for common interests. Men have
begun to lead less isolated existences, different
races have learnt to know and understand each
other better, they have compared their powers and
achievements in the fields of art, industry and
science, and a noble rivalry has sprung up
amongst them, urging them on to greater accom-
plishments. Universal expositions have collected
together at one point of the globe the products of
its remotest comers. In the domain of science and
literature, assemblies and conferences have
united the most distinguished intellectual labor-
ers of al nations. Could it be otherwise, but that
sportsmen also of diverse nationalities should
begin to meet each other on common ground?’®

Finaly, at the Palais des beaux Art of the 1889
exposition, the architect Victor Laloux presented a
vivid reconstruction of classical Olympia which
most certainly must have drawn the attention of the
classically educated Coubertin. Through providing
the English sport ideology and contemporary inter-
nationalism with a mythical framework inspired by
the ancient Greeks, his Olympism found its final
form.

VI. THE ANCIENT CONNECTION

The Olympic mythos has been a recurrent theme
in European culture since the Renaissance.® The
term ‘Olympia can be found in Latin texts from the
early middle ages and referred to the classical four
year period between the Games. The term olympien
was used of the gods of Mount Olympus in Northern
Greece. Among German classicists such as Lessing,
Goethe, Schiller, Herder, Kant and Humboldt, the
ancient Olympic Games have been known and cher-
ished.** Winckelman's History of the Art of Antig-
uity (1764) emphasized not only the aesthetic beauty
but the mora force in the experience of classicd art,
an art which subsequent ages could do no better than
imitate. Winckelman's work became a significant
source of inspiration in the strong interest taken in
classical antiquity in the 19th century.

During the last decades of the 18th century, several
Northern European travellers visited the Greek town
Elis in search for the location of the old Olympic
sites. In 1766, the English antiquary Richard Chan-
dler found awall and a Doric capita after having
gone through the area with the Roman culturd his-
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torian Pausanias’ description from the second cen-
tury AD at hand. In 1829, the French Morea-expe-
dition partially excavated the temple of Zeus. After
having gained its independence from Turkey in
1830, Greece did not want its cultural heritage ex-
ploited by foreigners, and further excavations were
limited until the last decades of the 19th Century.
Between 1875 and 1881, German archeologist Ernst
Curtius agreed with Greek authorities on conditions
for excavations, and found large parts of the old sites
of archaic Olympia, among them the altis, the sacred
site which had been the centre of the Olympic cult.
Curtius' findings were reported in scientific jour-
nals in Europe and America during the 1880s and
1890s. In 1887, the French historian, former minis-
ter of education and former member of comité Jules
Simon Victor Duruy wrote a larger work on Greek
history. Duruy’s detailed description of the cultic
character of the ancient Games found resonance in
the classicaly educated Coubertin. He later wrote of
the impression the excavations had made on him:

“Nothing in ancient history had given me more
food for thought than Olympia. This dream city,
consecrated through a task strictly human and
material in form, but purified and elevated by the
idea of patriotism which there possessed as it
were afactory of life-force, loomed with its col-
onnades and porticos unceasingly before my ado-
lescent mind... Germany had brought to light
what remained of Olympia; why should not
France succeed in rebuilding its splendors? It was
not far from there to the less dazzling but more
practical and fruitful project of reviving the
Games, particularly since the hour had struck
when international sport seemed destined once
again to play its part in the world.”®

Even if Coubertin first publicly suggested the re-
vival of the ancient Olympic Games in 1892, the idea
was by no means new.” The ‘ Cotswold Games,
initiated by the Catholic English lawyer Robert
Dover in the early 17th Century, also called ‘Olym-
pick Games', were probably the first athletic festi-
vals in modern times to be linked to the ancient
Games. However, other arrangements in other coun-
tries strove to establish connections to these noble
roots as well. In Germany, philanthropic educational
theorists and physical educators of the Enlighten-
ment Guts Muths (1759-1839) and ‘Turnvater’ Jahn
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(1778-1852) suggested the revival of the classica
Olympic Games. In the 1830s, Gustav Schartau, the
successor of Ling as a gymnastic and fencing in-
structor at the University of Lund, took the initiative
to arrange folk festivals called the Olympic Games
in Ramldsa in southwestern Sweden. In the county
of Shropshire, England, the Much-Wenlock Games
had been held regularly as ‘Olympic festivals since
1849. Coubertin personally attended the Much-
Wenlock Games in 1890 on the invitation of their
founder, the local surgeon and judge William P.
Brookes.®” Finally, the Greeks had had their own
Olympic Games in Athens, probably arranged four
times between 1859 and 1889 and initiated by the
wealthy business man Evanghelos Zappas.

It isimportant to underline, however, that these
‘pseudo-Olympics were not direct predecessors of
the modern Games. They are best characterized as
local folklore within a neoclassicist framework.
Coubertin’s originality consisted not in reviving the
idea of the Olympic Games, but in using the idea to
establish an international movement with global pre-
tensions.

What, then, are the basic ideas from the ancient
tradition on which Coubertin built? As in the case of
‘the Anglo-Saxon connection’, his views on the
classical Games were based on an idealization.®
Here, he thought he found the very highest of human
ideals. The modern Olympic Movement should, in
Coubertin's view, foster men who had the charac-
teristics of the ancient scholar-athlete with the Aris-
totelian virtue of eutrapelia: “...- an idealized
concept of vitaligy, versatility, and, above al, a sense
of proportion.”® This ancient ideal found its histori-
cal counterpart only in the English sportsman and
gentleman.

Moreover, Coubertin wanted the modern Games
not only to be celebrations of athletic excellence but
cultural events including elements of art and beauty
aswell. In ancient times, extraordinary featsin fair
and equal contests were immortalized through artis-
tic interpretations in terms of sculptures, vase paint-
ings and poetry. In a speech “To The “Trustees’ of
the Olympic Idea’ during the 1908 London Games,
he said:

“The Olympic idea is in our view the conception
of a strong physical culture based in part on the
spirit of chivary, which you so attractively call
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“fair play”, and in part on an aesthetic idea, the
cult of beauty and grace.

Coubertin thought art could elevate and enoble
modern sport. In turn, sport had its own beauty, and
could serve as an inspiration for artists within dl art
disciplines.”""? To emphasize the elements of cult
and beauty, he suggested a framework with ceremo-
nies and rituals. He wanted to give the Games an
overd| expression of the ancient idea of eurythmy,
the classical harmony of proportion:

“It is primarily through the ceremonies that the
Olympiad must distinguish itself from a mere
series of world championships... Nowadays
scarcely any public cult is possible ... Asfor lay
festivals, nobody has anywhere succeeded as yet
in giving them an appearance of true nobility and
eurythmy ... It is their (the restored Olympiads)
function and their lot to unite across the fleeting
hour the things that were and the things which are
to be. They are preeminently the festivals of
youth, beauty and strength. In this key-note we
must seek the secret of the ceremoniesto be
adopted.” "

Finally, Coubertin found the ancient Games to
have been one of the strongest binding forces of
Greek culture. As forthcoming Games were an-
nounced, a sacred truce for a three months period
before and after the Games was declared. The truce
was not based on a (modern) understanding of war
as morally wrong, but rather on pragmatic reasons:
to prevent war from disrupting the Games and
threaten the thousands who travelled to take part in
the cult.” Having evolved in the ancient sociopoli-
tical context of the Greek city states in ongoing
conflict, Coubertin saw a paralel in the emerging
nation states in contemporary Europe. Whereas the
ancient Olympic Games were devoted to a cultic
celebration of the unity of Greekness, Coubertin saw
the new Olympic Games as a possible cult of human
progress, international understanding and peace.

The Coubertinian interpretation of the Olympic
mythos became the last piece of the puzzle which
was now about to be finished: the ideology of Olym-
pism.
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VII. COUBERTIN'S IDEOLOGY OF
OLYMPISM

So far we have attempted to cut into ‘the hard-and-
fast individual system’ of Olympism to give an
account of its basic ideas and their historical roots.
Now, then, it is time for a more systematic discus-
sion of its component elements. the unit-idea(s) on
which Olympism is built.

Thisis by no means an easy task. Coubertin never
organized his ideas into a strict system of norms and
values. On the contrary, in his voluminous writings
on Olympism there are both contradictions and in-
consistencies. Moreover, Coubertin’s ideas devel-
oped over time. At the same time, there are stable
elements such as the view of Olympism as an edu-
cational philosophy of “... religion, peace and
beauty.”™ What follows here, then, is an attempt to
systematize these stable elements in terms of four
main goals and to link Olympism to one centra
unit-idea which seems to found the very basis of the
ideology.

First of al, Olympism builds on a belief in the
possihility of cultivating the individual through edu-
cation of both mind, soul and body. A main goal is

to educate and cultivate the individual through
sport.

The vision of cultivating the individual through
(bodily) education is old - with roots in Greek
antiquity at least - but is in Olympism primarily a
result of Coubertin’s fascination with the English
sport ideology. As a child of his time, he believed
sport to be an arena for men only and for the devel-
opment of traditional masculine virtues:

“Sport plants in the body seeds of physio-psycho-
logical qualities such as coolness, confidence,
decision etc... The educator’s task is to make the
seed bear fruit throughout the organism, to trans-
pose it from a particular circumstance to a whole
array of circumstances, from a special category
of activities to all the individual’s actions.” ™

But Coubertin aimed not primarily at an equilib-
rium ideal. In sport, man transcended his previous
borders. Sport could thus become a paradigmatic
example on one of the predominant ideas of the late
19th century, ‘the great idea of progress :”’




Critical Reflections on Olympic I deology

“The term “Olympic” quite wrongly conjures up
an idea of placid equilibrium, of perfectly com-
pensated forces, of a balance with evenly-
weighted scales. Mens sana ... the old refrain for
prize-day speeches. But look, all that isn't human,
or a least it isn't young. It's an old buffers’ ideal.
Equilibrium occurs in life as a result and not as a
god, as areward and not as a search. It is not
obtained by a piling-on of precautions but by an
aternation of effort. "™

And:

“(Sport) needs the freedom of excess. That is its
essence, its object, and the secret of its moral
worth... Daring for the sake of daring, and with-
out real necessity - it isin this way that our body
rises above its animal nature.””

The sport record played an important part in
Coubertin’s Olympism. In the last paragraph of his
‘Olympic Memoirs' from 1931, Coubertin defended
the idea of record breaking more strongly than ever:

“Thus the athletic record stands inescapably at the
very summit of the sports edifice, like the “eterna
axiom” referred to by the French writer Taine
concerning Newton's law. You cannot hope to
remove it without destroying everything else.
Resign yourself therefore, you partisans of the
unrealistic Utopia of moderation -which is quite
against nature -to seeing us continue to put into
practice the motto Father Didon used to quote to
his students, and which has since become that of
Olympism: CITIUS, ALTIUS, FORTIUS"®

In this way, Coubertin developed a strong elitistic
sport philosophy. The Olympic Movement could
establish top level athletes as ‘a new aristocracy,’

“..whose origin is completely egalitarian, since it
is determined only by the bodily superiority of
the individual and his muscular possibilities,
multiplied to some extent by his will to train.®"

It istempting here to point at one of the more
fundamental contradictions in Coubertin's thought.
His perhaps best known aphorism is really a quote
from the bishop of Pennsylvania who, in a speech
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linked to the 1908 London Games, claimed that
“..the important thing in these Ogmpi ads is less to

win than to take part in them.”™ In other words

Coubertin praised the ethos of excess while a the
same time prescribing participation in sport with the
disinterested attitude of the English gentleman ama
teur.

Coubertin tried, more or less successfully, to over-
come this contradiction and to combine an litistic
outlook with democratic concern for individual de-
velopment among ordinary men :

“Formerly the practice of sport was the occa
sional pastime of the rich and idle youth. | have
|abored for thirty years to make it the habitual
pleasure of the lower middle class. It is now
necessary for this pleasure to enter the lives of the
adolescent proletariat.... All forms of sport for
everyone; that is no doubt a formula which is
going to be criticised as madly utopian, | do not
care. | have weighed and examined it for along
time; | know it is accurate and possible.”®

According to Lucas, however, Coubertin’s harmo-
nizing attempts were not particularly successful. He
was never able to distinguish between the Olympic
Movement as a new twentieth-century humanistic
“sport for al”-movement and the movement behind
“the world’s most important competitive, and there-
fore, exclusive sporting event - the Olympic
Games.”®

The first goal on cultivation of the individual leads
towards a second main goal in Olympism. As his
teacher Frederic Le Play, Coubertin was a firm be-
liever in the possibility of reforming society through
individual education. If sport could cultivate the
individual, Coubertin’'s rather simplistic under-
standing of the dynamics of social development
pointed towards a further goal:

to cultivate the relation between men in society.
Coubertin found sport to be an efficient means in the
democratic education of the masses:

“Inequality in sport is based on justice, because
the individual owes what success he obtains only
to his natural qualities multiplied with his will
power... These are the interesting data for De-
mocracy...Thus the sportsman has before his eyes
a permanently-valid lesson in the necessity to
command, control and unity, while the very na-
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ture of comradeship around him obliges him to
see in his comrades both collaborators and rivals
- which from the philosophic angle seems to be
the idea principle of any democratic society. If
we add to this that the practice of sport creates an
atmosphere of absolute frankness, since it isim-
possible to falsify results which are more or less
numerical and whose only value lies in being
open to genera scrutiny (even with himself a
sportsman cannot cheat successfully), we shall
reach the conclusion that the little republic of
sport is a sort of miniature of the model demo-
cratic state®™”

A third goal expresses even more genera aims. If
sport can develop the individual and society, it
should have a cultivating potential in the relation-
ship between societies and nations as well.
Coubertin wanted the Olympic Games to become a
universal language which took no account of social,
economical, national or cultural bordersand in
which all nations could communicate and under-
stand each other. Inspired by internationalist and
pacifist thoughts and the idea of a sacred truce in the
ancient Games, Coubertin included in Olympism the
goal to use sport

to promote international understanding and
peace.

“... the revived Olympic Games must give the
youth of all the world a chance of a happy and
brotherly encounter, which will gradually efface
the people's ignorance of things which concern
them all, an ignorance which feeds hatreds, accu-
mulates misunderstandings and hurtles events
annng barbarous path towards a merciless con-
flict.”

Coubertin’s specia blend of patriotism, peace and
international understanding merged into what he
called “internationaism,” “... 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.”®" During the Games,
“... national sentiments must be ... suspended, so to
speak sent on a temporary holiday.”®

These goals are underlined in what is seen as a very
important aesthetic framework consisting of sym-
bols, rituals and ceremonies.® Whereas the Ancient
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Games were part of a cult to the honour of Zeus, a
key goal in their modern version ought to be
to worship human greatness and possibility.

“The first essential characteristics of ancient and
of modern Olympism is that of being a religion.
By chiselling his body with exercise as a sculptor
chisels a statue the athlete of antiquity was “hon-
oring the gods’. In doing likewise the modern
athlete exalts his country, his race, his flag. |
therefore think | was right to recreate from the
outset, around the renewed Olympism, a religious
sentiment transformed and widened by the Inter-
nationalism and Democracy which distinguish
the present age, but still the same as that which
led the young Greeks, ambitious for the triumph
of their muscles, to the foot of the altar of Zeus”*

The ‘new aristocracy’ of top level athletes could
serve as ideals for the masses and as a motivating
force to more sport activity and thus moral develop-
ment of individuals in all layers of society. Hence,
the Olympic Games could become the most impor-
tant cult in what Coubertin called a religio athletae,
anew humanistic religion for the 20th Century.**

Is it now, from what is said above, possible to sum
up the content of the ideology in terms of one or a
few unit-ideas? Is it possible to link Olympism to
other and more general traditions of thought?
Clearly, | believe the answer is yes. Through the
widening of perspectives in the goals of Olympism
from individua development to visions of universal
happiness and peace, we find variations over the
central theme in what is sometimes called ‘the great
humanist tradition of the West."* With roots in
antiquity and with its congtitutive period in the Ren-
aissance, the humanist tradition offers an aternative
to theological views which see human beings as a
parts of a divine order, and to scientific outlooksin
which humans are parts of a natural order. It repre-
sents an alternative to authoritarianism and intoler-
ance and offers a non-reductionist and
non-determinist view on the individual human be-
ing. The basic assumption of the humanist tradition
isthat it is possible to mould human persondlity by
(classical) education, and that, through such educa-
tion, human beings can realize their potential of
being free and thus able to shape their own destiny
and history. This again opens the possibility of what
the Renaissance humanists called a regnum hominis;
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a future kingdom ruled by the belief in the autotelic
worth and infinite possibilities of each individual
human being.”

In other words, through the four goals of Olym-
pism formulated above, we have suggested an inter-
pretation of its basic unit-idea: humanism.
Coubertin is, of course, not among the strongest
representatives of the humanist tradition. For exam-
ple, his philosophical anthropology never comes
close to vitdists like Nietzsche or Bergson, his sim-
plistic political and social analysis are far removed
from the originality and deep understanding found
in the works of his contemporaries Durkheim and
Weber. Nevertheless, due to his pioneering role in
the revival of the modern Olympic Games,
Coubertin is perhaps one of the humanist ‘thinkers
who has had the greatest impact on the lives of
ordinary men and women in the 20th century.

VIIl. CONCLUDING REMARKS

From the perspective of the history of ideas, we
have tried to answer the questions posed initidly on
the origins and content of the ideology of Olympism.
Our aim has been to provide a better understanding
of the ideology both in terms of content and histori-
cal roots. A final, critical question could be this: Is
our perspective of relevance in the understanding of
the current status of the Olympic Movement and the
Olympic Games? Does knowledge of the origins and
basic ‘unit-idea’ of Olympism provide any impor-
tant insights to the understanding of the enormous
growth and popularity of the Olympic Movement in
our century?

At first glance, Olympism and its history seems
rather unimportant. The founders of the Olympic
Movement are sometimes described as “... congen-
ial, well-meaning, second-ranked intellectuals, aca-
demians and bureaucrats,”* who sought stability
and social peace in a changing world they did not
realy understand. In less than a decennium, the
Olympic Games have grown to be one of the most
popular products on the international entertainment
market. In today’s commerciaized and profession-
alized world of international top level sport, Olym-
pism appears as an anachronism. Its ‘fundamental
principles’ provide little action guiding force, incon-
sistencies and contradictions reduce its value as a
system of ideas. Critics even argue that Olympism
is the false, manipulative ideology of a movement
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whose driving force is the search for power, prestige
and profit. Its main ideas, its ceremonies and ritu-
als are al blendwork. Hoberman characterizes the
Olympic Movement as based on an ‘amoral univer-
salism’ which “... strives for globa participation at
al costs, even sacrificing rudimentary moral stand-
ards.”%

A brief look at Olympic history supports such
claims. Olympic athletes seem to be highly special-
ized entertainment artists to whom prestige and
commercial pay-offs are more important than fair
play and moral development. The values of friend-
ship and mutual respect seem unimportant in the
all-consuming quest for victory. Moreover, the
Games have been an arena for political and nation-
aligtic struggle from the very beginning. Hence, its
peace-promoting functions can indeed be ques-
tioned. One could argue that the globa success of
the Olympic Games is easier to explain by the spread
of the aggressive Western market economy on all
continents than by increased international under-
standing and harmony.”

On the other hand, even if such critique is to the
point, it provides no deeper understanding of our
culture’s fascination with the Games. On the con-
trary, one is sometimes left wondering on how what
is described as a destructive and degenerated move-
ment can survive and grow at all. Here, then,
Coubertin more or less intuitively offers clues to
understanding which might be more to the point than
his critics like to admit. In a modern society charac-
terized by secularization and rationdization; by die
Entzauberung der Welt, to use Weber's description
of the process, the Olympic Movement represents an
dternative. Every fourth year, it offers to a world-
wide audience strong and deep experiences in a
setting of rituals and ceremonies in which human
possibility and freedom, at least in a symbolic form,
is celebrated and cherished. As cultural perform-
ances, the Games are, in John MacAloon’s words

“... more than pure entertainment, more than di-
dactive or persuasive formulations, and more
than cathartic indulgences. They are occasions in
which as a culture or a society we repeat upon and
define ourselves, dramatize our collective myths
and history, present ourselves with aternatives,
and eventually change in some ways while re-
maining the same in others.”®
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This is why, from my point view, Coubertin’s
Olympism is an interesting ideology. And thisis
why knowledge of its basic ideas and their history
has an important role to play in the understanding of
development of the Olympic Movement in the 20th
Century.
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27. op. cit.
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abut are “... the representatives of Olympians in their
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29. MacAloon., 1981, p.103.
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reforming the French school system, and later, of the
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much of his life.
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37. Lucas

38. Coubertin (1896) 1967, p.11.

39. op.cit.

40. Coubertin (1894) 1967, pp. 6-7

41. The question of amateurism has been a recur-
ring topic of discussion in the Olympic Movement
and has at times been given a rigid interpretation,
particularly during the presidency of Avery Brun-
dage (1952 72). For an exposition of the history of
amateurism, see Glader 1978. Coubertin seems to
have had a less rigid attitude to amateurism than
many of his colleagues. As he wrote in 1931 ( 1979,
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specialisation. Those who went for jumping, de-
spised rowing, fencers were against cyclists, marks-
men looked down on lawn tennis players, even
amongst the adepts in one and the same sport there
existed no more harmony. The admirers of German
gymnastics denied all merits to

the Swedish method, and American football rules
seemed to the English player devoid all common
sense.” (Coubertin (1896) 1967, p. 12). Thereviva
of the Olympic Games, then, could demonstrate to
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45. MacAloon 1981, pp. 115 ff, Lucas 1988, p. 92.

46. Coubertin (1931) 1979, p. 10.

47. Sandblad 1985, pp. 234-235.

48. MacAloon 1981, p. 127, Sandblad 1985,p.215

49. Mandell 1976, p. 60
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51. Lucas 1976, p. 33.
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53. See Weber 1986, pp. 213 ff for a sketch of the
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In 1896, Coubertin himself offered a more optimis-
tic picture of the situation: “The task of doing so
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54. Weber 1986, p. 6.
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Maurice Barrés' Action francais, Charles Maurras,
and in terms of physical education; Paschal
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56. According to Boulonge (1976, pp. 90-91), up
to 1914 Coubertin still held racist and imperialist
views. He regarded the developed European powers
as being natural leadersin the world and with the
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right to colonialize and rule Africa, Asia and the far
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he published in 1915, he advocated to treat al cul-
tures and societies with the same respect. France
ought to show its superiority through cultura per-
formances, not through colonialization and war. The
sincerity of Coubertin’s democratic and pacifist con-
viction is doubted by some of his biographers.
Hoberman (1986, p. 35) regards Coubertin as a
cultural conservative who was a democrat who
listed the triumph of democracy as one of four
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57. Coubertin 1894 (1967), p. 9.

58. For informative introductions and a collection
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fist movements of the 19th century, see Cooper
1976.

59. Quanz 1993, pp. 1-23

60. Quanz 1993, p. 10.

61. Quoted in MacAloon 1981, p. 131.
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68. See Young (1984, pp. 57 75) who argues
convincingly against Coubertin's “Olympic myth of
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69. Lucas, 1976, p. 27.

70. Coubertin (1908) 1967, p. 19.

71. The IOC agreed upon having art competitions
as parts of the Games, and in Stockholm in 1912 “the
penthathlon of the Muses’ was introduced for the
first time. The arts festivals were to include architec-
ture, dramatic art, dance and choreography, decora-
tions, literature, music, poetry, painting and
sculpture. Coubertin himself won the first prize in
the poetry competition with his “Ode to Sport”,
written under the pseudonym “G. Hohrod and M.
Eschbach”. For a discussion of the history of the
Olympic art festivals, see Bandy (1988, pp. 163-
169).

72. As Sandblad (1985, pp. 234 235) points out,
Coubertin vision of the role of the artis was inspired
not only by classical ideals, by the British philoso-
pher John Ruskin, a cultural critic who regarded art
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73. Coubertin (1910) 1967, p. 34.

74. Finley and Pleket 1976, p. 98.

75. Lucas 1978, p. 78.

76. Coubertin (1918( 1967, p. 4.

77. Thisview fits well within Coubertin’s more
general anthropology: “Man has aways been pas-
sionate and heaven preserve us from a society in
which there were no excess, and in which the expres-
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too-narrow confines of decorum.” (Coubertin
(1908) 1967, p. 19).

78. Coubertin (1918) 1967, p. 48.

79. Coubertin (1924) 1967, p. 96.

80. Coubertin (1931) 1979, p. 139.

81. Coubertin (1935) 1967, p. 131.

82. Coubertin (1908) 1967, p. 20.

83. Coubertin (1919) 1967, p. 60.
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86. Coubertin (1894) 1967, p. 9.

87. Coubertin 1898, quoted in Segrave 1988, p.
153.

43

Centre for Olympic Studies

88. Coubertin (1935) 1967, p. 132.

89. The grand opening ceremony and rituals
around the celebration of winners have been part of
the Games since their very beginning in Athensin
1896. The Olympic Oath, in which one athlete
promise on the behalf of dl to take part in the Games
with respect for the rules and with good sporting
spirit, was introduced by Coubertin in 1920. The
Olympic torch, first lit in Berlin in 1936, symbolizes
the peace and harmony in which the arrangements
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94. Mandell 1976, p. x.
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96. Hoberman 1986, p. 2.
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mercialism, see Coubertin (1920) 1967, p. 83. On
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99. On the promotion of peace and international
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