
As the world watches the Games of the XXX Olympiad, it is timely to reflect on the origins of the modern Olympics. 
Pierre de Frédy, Baron de Coubertin (1863-1937), a French educationalist and historian, is considered the father of the 
modern Olympic Games. Coubertin grew up during a time of profound change in France; the Franco-Prussia War, the 
Paris Commune, and the establishment of the French Third Republic. He attended the Jesuit school Externat de la rue 
de Vienne, which was still under construction when he started, and was among the brightest students in his class. 
Despite some rebelliousness at home, Coubertin enthusiastically took to the aspirations of a Jesuit education and 
sought to make a difference for good in the world.  
 
Coubertin believed that a modern Olympics could have a role in promoting world peace. He was inspired by the idea 
of ekeceiria or “truce” which protected the host territory and participants during the Games period in the Ancient 
Greek Games, that routinely occurred between 776 BC and 393 AD. Coubertin believed athletic competition would 
promote empathy between people and competition between nations, would develop better understanding across 
cultures and, by this means, lessen the dangers of war. He sought to interweave sports, education, and the idea of 
international peace: Wars break out because nations misunderstand each other. We shall not have peace until the 
prejudices which now separate the different races shall have been outlived. To attain this end, what better means than 
to bring the youth of all countries periodically together for amicable trials of muscular strength and agility.  
 
He maintained that theoretical learning had to be accompanied by personal experience. People co-operating together 
in sport could become an instrument to reform society as a whole and a potent factor in securing universal peace. He 
tried to bring about enlightened internationalism by cultivating a non-chauvinistic nationalism. This relationship 
between nationalism and international peace – often regarded as a contradiction in terms – is an integral part of the 
Olympic spirit. This interplay between nations, united by enthusiasm for internationalism, would set a formal 
commitment on their peaceful ambitions. Eighty percent of the honorary members of the International Olympic 
Committee (IOC) founding Congress in Paris in 1894 were members of national peace movements. Five of those later 
won Nobel Peace Prizes. Dimetrius Vikelas, from the host country Greece, was chosen as the first IOC President and 
Coubertin became the second President of the IOC, a role he had from 1896 to 1925. Interestingly, Jacques Rogge, 
president of the IOC since 2001, is an alumni of Jesuit Education, as is Nick Green, Australia’s Chef de Mission.  
 
Coubertin also appreciated that the ancient PanHellenic Games encouraged competition among amateur rather than 
professional athletes. He said: The important thing in life is not the triumph but the struggle, the essential thing is not 
to have conquered but to have fought well. The Pierre de Coubertin Medal inaugurated in 1964 is given by the 
International Olympic Committee to those athletes who demonstrate the spirit of sportsmanship in the Olympic 
Games. It is one of the noblest honours that can be bestowed and is considered by many athletes and spectators to be 
greater than a gold medal 
.  
The Olympic symbol consists of five intertwined circles that represent the unity of the five inhabited continents 
(America, Africa, Asia, Australasia and Europe), and signify peace and international understanding. The colours of the 
rings – blue, yellow, black, green, and red over a white field – were chosen because every nation had at least one of 
these colours in its national flag. The Olympic Charter has strong ideals: The goal of Olympism is to place everywhere 
sport at the service of the harmonious development of humanity, with a view to encouraging the establishment of a 
peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human dignity. To this effect, the Olympic Movement engages, 
alone or in co-operation with other organisations and within the limits of its means, in action to promote peace (Article 
3). The goal of the Olympic Movement is to contribute to building a peaceful and better world by educating youth 
through sport practised without discrimination of any kind and in the Olympic spirit, which requires mutual 
understanding with a spirit of friendship, solidarity and fair play (Article 6).  

 
The Games have grown in scale to the point that nearly every nation is represented. Two hundred and four nations 
are competing in London this year. Some 10,500 athletes participate in over 300 events and 26 sports. There have 
been certainly been challenges. The 1916, 1940 and 1944 Games were cancelled due to World Wars. There was a 
terrorist attack during the 1972 Munich games, and boycotts during the Soviet-US Cold War. There have been 



incidents of doping, bribery and corruption. Commercialism and professional payments have changed Coubertin’s 
ideal. Still the commitment to the spirit of the Olympic ideal has continued. Kofi Annan, General Secretary of the 
United Nations at the time of the Sydney Olympics, said: Olympic ideals are also United Nations ideals: tolerance, 
equality, fair play and, most of all, peace together. But the contest will not be won easily. War, intolerance and 
deprivation continue to stalk the earth. We must fight back. Just as athletes strive for world records, so must we strive 
for world peace.  
 
The Olympic spirit is constructed around three core values: “Excellence, Friendship and Respect”.  Excellence is about 
giving of one’s best, on the field of play or in life, without over-emphasising comparative performance yet still being 
determined to reach one’s personal objectives. It is not just about winning, but rather participating, making progress 
against personal goals, striving to be and to do our best in our daily lives and benefiting from the healthy combination 
of a strong body, mind and will. Friendship refers to the men and women at the centre of the Olympic movement, 
which encourages links and mutual understanding between people. This value encourages us to build a peaceful and 
better world through solidarity, team spirit, joy and optimism in sport. The Olympic Games inspire people to 
overcome political, economic, gender, racial or religious differences and forge friendships in spite of those differences. 
For athletes, this means forming life-long bonds with their team-mates, as well as their opponents. Significantly, for 
the first time in Olympic history, this year all the participating teams will have female athletes. Respect is the principle 
which should inspire all those who take part in Olympic programmes. Respect for oneself and one’s body, respect for 
one another, for the rules as well as for the environment. It refers to the fair-play attitude that athletes should have, 
and to their commitment to avoid taking unfair advantages.  
Sometimes athletes show us clearly the spirit of excellence, friendship and respect. There was a famous incident 
during the running of the mile at the Australian National Championships in 1956. Ron Clarke (a future multi world 
record breaker) had been leading the race but fell in the third lap after his heel was clipped by another runner. As 
John Landy, the world record holder at the time, leapt over him, his spike caught Clarke and injured him. Landy 
stopped mid race and doubled back to see if Clarke was all right. On ascertaining he was fine, Landy continued 
running. Incredibly, Landy made up a large deficit to claim victory. Experts are in no doubt that Landy would have 
broken his own record that day except for the seconds taken up in helping Clarke. It is one of the great examples of 
sportsmanship in Australian history. Harry Gordon, a journalist for Melbourne’s Sun, wrote: You sacrificed your chance 
of a world record to go to the aid of a fallen rival. And, in pulling up, trotting back to Ron Clarke, muttering ‘Sorry’ and 
deciding to chase the field, you achieved so much more than any world record.  
 

 
 

 
Ron Clarke went on to set seventeen world records but he never won Olympic Gold. In 1966, at the invitation of his 
friend Emil Zatopek, he competed at an event in Czechoslovakia. Zatopek, one of the greatest runners ever, training 
incredibly hard with innovative methods, had won four Olympic gold medals. As Clarke was boarding his plane to 
depart Prague for Heathrow, Zatopek handed him a small box saying: Here, take this ... you deserve it. A bewildered 
Clarke was left wondering if he had been asked to smuggle something out of the country. When he later opened the 
poorly wrapped box, in brown paper with a single string around it, he unveiled an Olympic Gold medal. For Emil 
Zatopek friendship meant more than medals: Great is the victory, but the friendship of all is greater!  
 
Zatopek won his first gold at the London Olympics in 1948 and achieved the unrivalled feat of the 5000m, 10,000m 
and marathon triple at the 1952 Helsinki Olympics. Regarded as the greatest athlete of his time, he was always willing 
to spend his preparation time during the Olympics talking with others, sharing and demonstrating his training 
strategies. Interestingly, one of the beneficiaries of this advice was a young and inexperienced John Landy.  Landy 
recalls Zatopek telling him: That is what an Olympic Games is all about: sharing, learning from each other. It makes us 
better athletes, and it makes us better people. Zatopek’s character went beyond the track. In the uprising against the 
Soviet invasion in 1968, he was captured on film rebuking the soldiers in the tanks, and broadcasting on clandestine 
radio before being caught. 


