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The modern Olympic Games have become a global phenomenon, attracting
millions of athletes and spectators from around the world. But how did it all
begin? The answer lies with a visionary named Pierre de Coubertin, a French
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educator and historian who revived the ancient tradition of the Olympic Games
and transformed them into the international sporting event we know today.

The Early Life of Pierre de Coubertin

Pierre de Coubertin was born on January 1, 1863, in Paris, France. As a child, he
displayed a keen interest in physical education and sports, particularly track and
field events. This passion for sports stayed with him throughout his life and
eventually led him to pursue a career in promoting physical education and healthy
competition.
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De Coubertin was deeply influenced by the writings of philosopher Henri Didon,
who believed that sports could contribute to individual and societal development.
Inspired by these ideas, de Coubertin worked tirelessly to promote physical
education in schools and universities, advocating for the inclusion of sports as an
essential part of the curriculum.
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The Olympic Revival

De Coubertin was fascinated by the ancient Greek tradition of the Olympic
Games, which had been discontinued in the 4th century AD. He believed that
reviving the Olympics would not only promote physical health but also foster
international understanding and peace.

After years of research and planning, de Coubertin presented his ideas for the
revival of the Olympic Games at the International Congress of Paris on June 23,
1894. This historic event laid the foundations for the modern Olympic Games and
marked the beginning of an international movement that would unite athletes from
diverse backgrounds and cultures.

The First Modern Olympics

The inaugural edition of the modern Olympic Games took place in Athens,
Greece, in 1896. More than 200 athletes from 14 countries participated in the
event, competing in nine different sports. De Coubertin's vision had become a
reality, and the world witnessed the rebirth of the ancient tradition on a global
scale.

The success of the first modern Olympics inspired de Coubertin to establish the
International Olympic Committee (IOC) in 1894, with the mission to oversee and
organize the Games. He became the first president of the IOC and held the
position for 29 years, during which he played a crucial role in shaping the future
of the Olympics.

The Legacy of Pierre de Coubertin

Pierre de Coubertin's contributions to the Olympic movement extend far beyond
the revival of the Games. He introduced various revolutionary ideas that have



become integral to the modern Olympics, such as the Olympic Oath, the Olympic
Flag, and the concept of the Olympic Torch Relay.

De Coubertin believed that participation in sports should be based on fair play
and mutual respect. He emphasized the importance of sportsmanship and the
spirit of the Olympic Games, valuing the joy of participation above mere victory.
His ideals continue to shape the Olympic movement, reminding athletes and
spectators alike of the true meaning of the Games.

The Continuation of the Modern Olympic Games

Since its revival, the Olympic Games have grown in scale and significance,
transcending borders and cultures. The Games have witnessed numerous
historic moments, record-breaking performances, and inspiring stories of triumph
and perseverance.

Today, the Olympics symbolize much more than a sporting event. They represent
a celebration of unity, diversity, and human potential. Every four years, athletes
from around the globe gather to showcase their talents, overcome challenges,
and inspire millions of people with their extraordinary achievements.

Pierre de Coubertin's vision and dedication laid the foundation for the modern
Olympic Games. His belief in the power of sports to bring people together and
promote peace has shaped the history and legacy of the Games. As we continue
to witness its evolution, let us remember the origins of this extraordinary event
and celebrate the spirit of Olympism that Pierre de Coubertin worked so hard to
foster.
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This Great Symbol is the definitive study of the origins of the modern Olympic
Games and of their founder, Pierre de Coubertin, whose ideological stamp the
Olympics still bear. Behind this fascinating blend of biography and history lies an
impressive framework of cultural, social, and psychological theories skilfully
employed to interpret the creation and symbolism of the modern Olympic Games.
Hailed as both a classic in sport history and as a paradigmatic study in the
anthropology of the past, This Great Symbol helped launch the new collaboration
between historians and cultural anthropologists that continues to mark the human
sciences worldwide. For this 25  anniversary edition, Professor MacAloon adds a
new preface evaluating subsequent scholarship on Coubertin and the Olympic
origins and a highly personal afterword describing the impact of This Great
Symbol on his own subsequent career as an Olympic anthropologist and cultural
performance theory.

This book was published as a special issue of the International Journal of the
History of Sport.
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