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In July 2001, Beijing was awarded the right to host the 2008 Olympic 
Games. Many Human Rights campaigners across the world expressed 
their surprise as Beijing had been regularly credited with the worst 
human rights violations, particularly since the 1989 bloody crackdown 
on Tiananmen Square. The International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) 
Executive Director, Francois Carrard was quick to defend the choice of 
Beijing. He announced that the Games would be a ‘force for good.’ The 
IOC’s President, Jacques Rogge confirmed: “We are convinced that the 
Olympic Games will improve human rights in China.” Today, six years 
later, the ‘force for good’ has not brought any tangible progress and 
the Games’ spirit seems to be fading day by the day.  
 
Who remembers Pierre de Coubertin, the French baron who believed 
that sports could help create better human beings?  
 
Coubertin had selected three words as the motto of the Olympic 
Games: Citius-Altius-Fortius (faster, higher, stronger). These words, 
along the flag and the flame, reflect the spirit of Olympism and 
humanity’s quest for higher values.  
 
As the symbols of the Olympic Movement, they welcome the visitors at 
the entrance to the Olympic Museum in Lausanne (Switzerland). The 
Olympic flag, decorated with five rings representing the five continents 
and the universality of the movement, is hoisted near the Olympic 
flame perpetually burning in a cauldron on which the three-words are 
engraved.  
 
A year before the games, a question comes immediately to mind: “Do 
these ideals reflect the reality in today’s world?”  
 
It is unfortunate that the spirit which presided over the revival of the 
ancient Olympics Games seems to belong to a bygone era. Wherever 
one looks, Coubertin’s words seem to have been forgotten. It is 
especially true for China which has adopted another motto, Deng 
Xiaoping’s: “To become rich is glorious” as a national program.  
 
Suddenly, “faster, higher, stronger” takes another significance. A 



nation tries to prove to the world that it develops ‘faster’, put the bar 
of material possessions ‘higher’ and is everyday a ‘stronger’ contender 
to military supremacy in Asia. Paradoxically, the man credited with the 
restoration of the Olympic Games remains a famous ‘unknown.’  
 
Pierre de Coubertin was not an ordinary man. He has been described 
as an organizer, a pedagogue, a historian, a sportsman, a writer, an 
esthete, and more than anything else a visionary, a man of action and 
a great humanist.  
 
Born in a French aristocratic family in 1863, as a young man Coubertin 
was already different. When most people from his social background 
tended to support the restoration of a king, he defended the Republic. 
For him, the normal choice would have been a career either in the 
Church, the Army or else in the political arena. However, he decided to 
engage himself in education, the only field where he thought he could 
bring changes for the good of humanity.  
 
One of his biographers described him thus: “Small in stature, with 
lively eyes and a high-pitched and reedy voice, smiling mischievously 
behind his large moustache, Coubertin was an idealist who succeeded 
in putting a great number of his ideas into action. His work as a whole, 
which contains between 12,000 and 15,000 printed pages, comprising 
of 1,350 to 1,400 books, brochures and articles, is completely 
overshadowed by his Olympic achievement.” His far-sighted vision 
prevented him from fitting into ordinary structures of thought and 
action. In every field, he was a pioneer much ahead of his time; he 
even called himself a ‘rebel’.  
 
It is in the realm of sports that he thought to apply his educational 
concepts. For the purpose, he began to travel, to England first and 
then to America. He noted the importance of games in English schools. 
He soon decided to introduce this approach into academic institutions 
in France, which deliberately discouraged personal initiative.  
 
Coubertin was himself an accomplished sportsman. Not only did he 
practise boxing, fencing, riding and rowing, but he saw a relation 
between sports practices and the formation of the character of a man.  
 
Though very few believed in his revolutionary vision, he decided to 
start the process to restore the ancient quadrennial Olympic Games. 
On June 23, 1894, he founded the IOC at a function at the Sorbonne 
University in Paris. Two years later, the first games of the modern era 
were held in Athens. Coubertin was by then the President of the IOC. 



He remained at this post till 1925.  
 
Coubertin was first and foremost a pedagogue. His main objective, 
through the games and other projects was to “build men.”  
 
He considered Olympism as a religion meant “to adhere to an ideal of 
superior life and aspire for perfection.” He spoke of the moral qualities 
of chivalry in a totally egalitarian way and a world truce during the 
quadrennial ‘human spring’; and the games were to glorify beauty.  
 
The only religion which seems to remain today is the one of ‘money’. 
The games have become the colossal business venture. It is probably 
the reason why the hoisting was awarded to Beijing, the fastest 
growing economic power of the planet. “Superior life” or “moral 
chivalry” have been replaced by commercialism and utilitarianism.  
 
Inspired by a sermon given by the Bishop of Pennsylvania, Ethelbert 
Talbot, during the Games of London in 1908, Coubertin selected the 
creed of the Games: “The most important thing in the Olympic Games 
is not to win but to take part, just as the most important thing in life is 
not the triumph but the struggle. The essential thing is not to have 
conquered but to have fought well.”  
 
His idea was to encourage each participant to give his or her best 
during the competition, which he considered as the real victory. For 
him, giving one's best and striving for personal excellence was the 
primary goal not only for the athletes but for each human being in 
every circumstance in life.  
 
In what he called his “unfinished symphony”, Coubertin (at the age of 
69 in 1931) published his Olympic Memoirs in which he emphasized 
the intellectual, moral and philosophical nature of the Olympic 
Movement. His idea was to confer to the IOC a much larger role than 
just a sports events' organiser. Till his death in 1937, Coubertin kept 
faith in man and the future of humanity.  
 
Because the Olympics Charter calls for the promotion of a “peaceful 
society”, the IOC revived the ancient tradition in 1992 to call upon the 
international community to observe an Olympic Truce.  
 
In November 1999, before the Sydney Olympic Games, 180 UN 
member states signed a resolution which urged all nations to “abide by 
the Olympic Truce, individually and collectively, and to pursue, in 
conformity with the purposes and principles of the Charter of the 



United Nations, the peaceful settlement of all international conflicts 
through diplomatic solutions.”  
 
Will Beijing call for a truce? Presently, the Chinese leadership seems to 
interpret a “peaceful Olympics” as being a “silent Olympics”, with all 
public dissent suppressed.  
 
To give a few recent examples in Tibet: journalists will be banned to 
visit the Roof of the World during the Truce, hundreds of websites are 
monitored and blocked, the reincarnation of “Living Buddhas” have to 
get the imprimatur of the Communist Party, all monastic artifacts have 
been nationalized, monks or lay men are being detained for the 
slightest reasons.  
 
For Coubertin, the Olympic Games were part of a larger design to use 
sport as a radical new means of revolutionising education and 
humanity. How many in India, in China or elsewhere remember this 
today? 

 


