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Abstract

At the confluence between Modern Olympism and Confucian
teachings—nowadays embodied and expressed in East Asian
Confucianisms—there are meaningful overlaps, significant
challenges, and opportunities. This paper examines these. Despite
radically different origins and apparently incommensurate tenets,
we should not assume that the underlying ideals of Modern
Olympism and East Asian Confucianisms cannot benefit mutually.
It is precisely when considering their putative weak points, such as
Modern Olympism’s soft metaphysics or vague ethics or
Confucianism’s bias against physical activity or gender, that we find
educational opportunities (character education, harmony) that
make contributions to a universal humanistic sport education.1,2,3

I. Introduction

Recently, members of the East Asian Society for Sport and Olympic
Studies (EASSOS)4 have expressed growing concern regarding
whether it is necessary to strictly subscribe to Olympism and its West-
ern emphasis on the value of universalism. In contrast, it can be argued
that it is important to develop and incorporate East Asian reflective
perspectives, which may be seen as post-Olympic, into Olympism and
sport studies. In this age of globalization Western domination of
global events has been challenged, particularly since the 2008 Beijing
OlympicGames “placed China in the international spotlight reflecting
its growing global importance.”5 Undeniably, cross-cultural communi-
cation should be endorsed to help promote global peace and harmony.
In fact, Baron Pierre de Coubertin, founder of the Modern Olympic
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Games and the International Olympic Committee (IOC), championed
these values at the end of the nineteenth century.6 Such common goals
make for a promising prospect when examining overlapping values in
and tensions within and between Olympism and East Asian philoso-
phy, specifically Confucian manifestations of the latter.

Modern Olympism here refers to de Coubertin’s views and the
IOC’s current Olympic Charter. In terms of East Asian philosophy,
the most important philosophies that influence East Asia nowadays
are (1) Daoism, which focuses its teachings on finding the right Way,
(2) Confucianism, centered on social harmony,7 and (3) Buddhism,
which seeks a way to transcend suffering. Despite the existence of sev-
eral philosophical strands in China, and due to the mixture of philoso-
phy and religion in, for example, Buddhism and Daoism, it is worth
noting that Confucianism has maintained its popularity and philo-
sophical relevance in East Asia from its origins in the fifth century BCE

until today. As renowned scholar Huang Chun-Chieh’s writes:

East Asian Confucianism embraces the Confucian traditions of
China, Japan, Korea and Vietnam . . . the field of East Asian Confu-
cianism transcends national boundaries; it is a spatial concept, yet it is
also a temporal concept. As a spatial concept, East Asian Confucian-
ism refers to Confucian thought and values in the context of the
development of each region in East Asia. As a temporal concept,
East Asian Confucianism refers to the intellectual responses, trans-
formations and advances over time in the context of interactions
among Confucians in East Asian countries. It is by no means a stiff,
unchanging ideology, abstract and overarching each country’s Confu-
cian tradition. East Asian Confucianism represents a diverse and
mixture of intellectual and spiritual traditions.8

To reflect the rich plurality and complexity of Confucian praxis and
theory in East Asia, contemporary manifestations are presently called
“East Asian Confucianisms.” (This very diversity makes it untenable
to consider these specifically; for this reason the canonical texts and
tenets they share is the focus here.) Such pluralism fits well with the
fact that in the West, as Mike McNamee points out, we can speak of
many accounts of Olympism as a philosophy.9 Sports are often con-
ceptualized as complex social practices,10 and therefore as activities
where interactivity is central. Because sports, and especially theOlym-
pic Movement, are closely connected with values, practices, and com-
munities, it is appropriate to discuss and compare East Asian
Confucianisms—sub specie canonical Confucianism—and Modern
Olympism. The driving issue is that if Modern Olympism really
intends to be a global philosophy, it needs to take into account its com-
patibility with non-Western perspectives, presently East Asian ones.
There is scant cross-cultural scholarship at the intersection of sport
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and philosophy, and this analysis provides the first philosophic com-
parison between Modern Olympic values and Asian philosophy.11

Before delving into an examination of their relationship, it is benefi-
cial to suitably contextualize sport andOlympism.

Accordingly, the next section conducts a critical overview to
explore tensions within Modern Olympism, particularly in relation to
today’s global andmulti-cultural context. A discussion of fundamental
and germane Confucian tenets follows this, which are explored in the
context of virtue ethics in relation to sport. Subsequently, humanism is
discussed as the common ethical ground between Modern Olympism
and Confucianism. Last, contemporary expressions of both are criti-
cally examined in light of the preceding analysis, particularly Modern
Olympism’s soft metaphysics and vague ethics, and East Asian Confu-
cianisms’ bias against gender and physical activity. Ultimately, certain
positive educational implications, for example, character education or
social harmony, can be derived and considered as potential contribu-
tions for a global and communitarian humanistic Olympic education.

II. Modern Olympism—A Critical Overview

De Coubertin found his inspiration in Ancient Greek ideals that
shaped the Ancient Olympic Games, for instance, aret�e (excellence),
kalokagath�ıa (moral beauty), or ag�on (struggle).12 Along with certain
myths, such as athletes’ amateurism,13 these values and ideals formed
the backbone of a new philosophy that resulted in a Modern Olympic
Games that would grow from “its humble origins in Athens during the
spring of 1986 to the media and athletic extravaganza that spellbinds a
global audience for several weeks during designated Olympic
years. . . .”14

Of the seven Fundamental Principles in the IOC’s Olympic charter,
three are particularly germane (authors’ italics highlight crucial ideas
for this analysis):

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

2. The goal of Olympism is to place sport at the service of the
harmonious development of man, with a view to promoting a
peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human
dignity.
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3. The enjoyment of the rights and freedoms set forth in this
Olympic Charter shall be secured without discrimination of
any kind, such as race, colour, sex, sexual orientation, lan-
guage, religion, political or other opinion, national or social
origin, property, birth or other status.15

The ideas emphasized in the first two principles foreshadow and
align with several tenets central to Confucianism; as to the sixth funda-
mental principle, its interpretation and implementation remain chal-
lenging in the context of our pluralistic globalization. Before
addressing these, however, it is best to confront a charge that has beset
Olympism since its inception: whether it is rigorous enough to count
as (a) genuine philosophy.

Formany, the philosophy of Olympism is too vague and ambiguous,
with multiple interpretations.16 De Coubertin himself, at the end of
his life bemoaned his inability to define Olympism.17 But asMcNamee
states, in virtue of its stable and shared features over time, “Olympism
may be a contested concept [but] it is not an essentially contested
one.”18 Nonetheless, while Segrave and Chu recognize Olympism’s
lofty ideals they avow that “many commentators today remain con-
vinced that a new vision of modern Olympism is necessary to guide
the modern Olympic Games if they are to justify their survival and
emerge form the 20th century intact.”19 Today, the movement faces
important difficulties that, involve, among others, transparency, the
environment, and the need to incorporate a global culture that still
respects the local.

This latter point conjoins underlying contentious issues within the
three fundamental principles with our present interests. How can a
movement that is based on liberal humanism and Eurocentric in origin
provide universal moral and philosophical principles that do not dis-
criminate and are capable of incorporating alternative frameworks,
such as the communitarian one that canonic Confucianism and its con-
temporary East Asian embodiments favor? Moreover, there is a
related and inherent strain in the Olympic Movement that precedes
globalization: Mandel’s “Olympic Paradox.”20 As Toohey and Warn-
ing elucidate, this tension between nationalism and internationalism
evident in the Olympic Rules and Regulations has devolved into a sit-
uation where Olympic competition intensifies “patriotism while con-
currently encouraging internationalism.”21 Much as wuwei would
propose, in these very challenges we find opportunities.

The charge of Eurocentric origins can be set aside, as it commits the
genetic fallacy. What matters is whether Olympism is stillEurocentric.
This is one of the issues under consideration: does or can it accommo-
date other perspectives? Orthodox views in the West, favoring
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deontological or utilitarian universalistic theories are at an impasse to
this day. This means a lack of guidance and applicability for Olymp-
ism. Moreover, traditionally Asia has not favored overarching princi-
ples. One strategy is to find an alternative that can support values
without universalization. Virtue ethics can ground Olympism in an
inclusive manner that incorporates Asian moral practice and theory.
Instead of universal tenets it allows “the particular features of a situa-
tion to play a determining role in what it is best to do and be.”22 This
involves moving from narrow universalism to virtue ethics, particular-
ism, and a multicultural Olympism.

McNamee, relying on Pinkoffs, mounts a defense of virtue based on
character rather than internal goods (contra MacIntyre.)23 Because
sporting virtues are primarily instrumental, those that derive from the
core value of not harming others are “most likely to have a transcul-
tural reach,” he states.24 The precise instantiation of eligible virtues
“in concrete and differing national cultural contexts” remains a chal-
lenge.25 Indeed, even if decidedly sportive virtues (discipline, resil-
ience, courage) are central to Olympism, it is not sensible to draw up a
specific catalogue for each sport. Because of the multiplicity of both
virtues and sports, there should be an open-ended compendium of vir-
tues.26 Given this, the best conception of virtues aligned with Olymp-
ism (and Confucianism) is a particularist one that, being context
sensitive, finds different manifestations of the same virtue. Jim Parry
clarifies how this works in the context of Olympism.

The distinction between concepts and conceptions is useful here. The
concept of Olympism may be at a high level of generality, although
this does not mean that it will be unclear. What it means is that the
general ideas that make up its meaning will admit of possibly contest-
ing interpretations. Thus, naturally, the concept of Olympism will
find different expressions in time and place, history and geography.27

Thus, “cardinal” or “root” virtues are expressed variously across
diverse contexts: across distinct sports, for example, the gymnast’s
“courage” for a risky dismount off the balance beam or the pugilist’s
to face direct hits to the face, and across different countries and cul-
tures that idiosyncratically express a virtue. Put differently, certain
common and crosscultural virtues have different expressions.

Heather Reid, echoing this, argues that this results in a flexible
metaphysics and ethics that may incorporate a non-discriminating
view of humans and diverse manifestations of ethical virtues that are
expressed differently in accord with their specific cultural basis.28

Elsewhere, she also celebrates the potential for tolerance and cosmo-
politanism, connecting these values to the Ancient Greek Olympics
and the actual ways in which athletes and audiences had to conduct
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themselves to ensure peaceful and smooth competitions: “Olympia
and other Panhellenic festivals seem to have helped diverse groups
tolerate their differences and identify themselves as “Greek.” It is
likely that Olympic-style sport facilitated this unification.”29 Such tol-
erance, suitably adapted, can be adopted nowadays. As Parry
advocates,

In terms of promoting its aims of international understanding and
multiculturalism in a practical way, it is most important that the
Olympic Movement continue to work for a coherent universal repre-
sentation of itself—a concept of Olympism to which each nation can
sincerely commit itself while at the same time finding for the general
idea a form of expression (a conception) that is unique to itself, gen-
erated by its own culture, location, history, tradition, and projected
future.30

A virtue theoretic account is best placed to fulfill this charge. It
bypasses the ineffective attempt to instantiate incommensurable and
divergent universal principles. It also develops a philosophical under-
pinning that is rigorous yet flexible. Further, the last section further
refines how this framework can integrate traditional Confucian views
and its modern expressions. A rapprochement between these and
Olympism is mutually ameliorative: the former help realize this cos-
mopolitan vision while Olympism is a vetting ground to adapt East
Asian communitarian ideals to contemporary and broadly accepted
mores and attitudes regarding gender or physical activity, for instance.

III. Central Ideas of Confucianism—A Virtue
Ethics Perspective

Confucianism refers to the ethical and philosophical system developed
from the teachings of Chinese philosopher Kongzi 孔子 (Latinized as
Confucius) (551–479 BCE). In East Asia, Confucianism is considered to
be on the same level as Platonism in theWest. From the orthodox per-
spective of Western social and ethical ideals, Kongzi’s thinking and its
continuing and broad influence in East Asia may seem perplexing.
But, its presence is widespread, for example, a popular notion in East
Asia among Confucians is that a teacher should continue to educate
students long after the lessons have been imparted (to show the disci-
ples theWay). To this day, Confucian literature is taught in Taiwanese
and Singaporean schools.31 In Japan, Confucian teachings played an
important role from the seventh through the twentieth century.32 Bitt-
man argues that both Confucianism and Buddhism have influenced
Japanese budo and other physical activities:
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. . . the Confucian influence on (Japanese) martial arts is, however,
equally strong. Confucian pedagogy can be seen in teaching and
learning through the imitation of a model . . . Confucianism not only
determined ethical norms in Japanese daily life, but can also be found
in ‘Way-awareness’ too. . . . Throughout history, especially in the
world of the martial arts, courage and loyalty have indeed been mis-
used for many dubious purposes, but other virtues, such as humanity
or propriety, which manifests itself in the performing of the ‘respect-
ful salutation’ (rei) in particular, remain important within the practice
today.33

Confucian values and symbols have had a profound influence on
individual behavior, social interaction, and organizational practices.34

Ethics and politics are at the center of Kongzi’s views. If harmony is
the hub, the wheel is a virtuous education. For Kongzi, the junzi君子,
the superior person, embodies virtue crucially through her or his char-
acter and actions, not birthright, much as athletes prove their worth
through training and competition.35 Of Kongzi’s six central virtues,
three are paramount, ren 仁, yi 義, and li 禮. The other three virtues
are instrumental to these primary ones: wisdom to show the right path
to take, courage to provide the strength of character to follow what
wisdom ascertains, and sincerity to ensure the trust on which social
harmony rests. Given its relevance for Olympism, li takes center stage
after some remarks on ren and yi.

Ren, a term very difficult to translate—having been interpreted as
benevolence, humaneness, love, kindness, and compassion, among
others—emphasizes the essential duty of loving others.36 Fung Yu-
Lan says, “the father acts according to the way a father should act
who loves his son; the son acts according the way a son should act
who loves his father.”37 This means we are to act in consideration of
others; the man who loves another compassionately and benevo-
lently is able to perform his duties in society. As we read in the
Lunyu, “Fan Chi asked about Goodness. The Master replied, “Care
for others.”38 Edward Slingerland clarifies that this passage is the
first and only hint of ren as benevolence and not moral excellence.39

Given its societal application, this facet process apposite for
Olympism.

Yi 義, righteousness or justice, entails the “oughtness” of a situa-
tion.40 It can also refer to rightful duty in a political context, Slinger-
land explains, but primarily it concerns a cultivated sense of what is
right and morally proper.41 For Kongzi, an action resulting from non-
moral considerations is no longer a righteous one deductively. There-
fore, he resolutely rejects acting for profit: Yi and li利, profit, are dia-
metrically opposed terms in Confucianism.42 The Lunyu’s writings
underscore this notion: “The gentleman understands rightness,
whereas the petty person understands profit.”43 For Kongzi, this
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means doing what ought to be done regardless of consequences:
whether we succeed or not should not matter since we can only control
what we intend not how things turn out (in this sense it is closer to
deontological rather than utilitarian views).

As for li 禮, not利, it is concerned with rites and ritual propriety.
These rites and ceremonies, often described as a ritual to pay respect
to ancestors, also encompass etiquette and manners of dress, eating,
and so forth. Far from being merely ancillary, li is essential to facilitate
a harmonious society, as these rituals and rites are the vehicles that
transmit the values ren and yi embrace. As Slingerland states, ritually
acquired virtue is the only proper way to rule the world.44 To wit,
Kongzi said, “If those above love ritual, then the common people will
be easy to manage.”45 Elsewhere, Slingerland argues that the Lunyu
acts as a soteriological vehicle for self-cultivation as craft that is
accomplished through learning (xu學) and ritual practice.46Li’s foun-
dational basis for virtue is clear. But it is how li is embodied that sets it
apart for this analysis and fruitfully connects it with sports andOlymp-
ism. Reid helps explain,

Kongzi identified ritual as the primary means for cultivating appro-
priate dispositions and the Olympic Games are already rich in mean-
ingful rituals, such as the athletes’ and official’s oaths, the lighting of
the flame, or even the informal tradition of mixing different national-
ities together in the closing ceremony.47

But, the connection goes deeper than the fact that sports and the
Olympics involve complex rituals. Kongzi says, “Find inspiration in
the Odes, take your place through ritual, and achieve perfection
with music.”48 Ostensively about music, this readily applies to sport
or any other performative practice.49 Clearer overlap is found in the
case of archery, one of the cultural arts, and which Confucius highly
praised in the Lunyu explicitly50 or implicitly.51 Li, Susan Brownell
clarifies discussing pre-Communist theory of ritual in China, is an
embodied expression of what is right (in reference to Legge’s trans-
lation of the Li ji) that further is a matter of being performed and
not merely uttered.52 Just as playing an instrument requires move-
ment and reshaping of habits and our body, training for athletes
plays the same role. Rituals as habits of bodily performance regi-
ment and regulate the very framework of mores within sporting and
Olympic communities. Further, as Roger Ames contends, this
bodily and intuitive aspect is grounded in li since rituals formalize
the psychosomatic dispositions.53 Put differently, li—bestowed pat-
terns of action—are fundamental to realize the excellences that
Olympism extols and from which the good life benefits. The body’s
role is vital in this process.
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The Chinese and East Asian view on the body, centered on xin 心,
or heart-mind, is a holistically integrated “bodymind.”54 Even if these
connotations and developments are more obvious in Laozi55 and
Zhuangzi,56 Confucian virtue theory is rooted in a rich conception of
the bodymind. Bongrae Seok contends that Confucian moral philoso-
phy has a “strong orientation towards the embodied moral mind.”57

We feel immediately and bodily the compassionate pull to save a
drowning child without running benefit-cost analyses or considering
its appropriateness to specific rules. A Confucian framework is well
suited to Olympism in virtue of the centrality it gives to embodiment
and cultivated movement. For French anthropologist Marcel Mauss
our habits and individualized way of moving and performing—how we
eat, or march as soldiers (all ritualized practices)—are never our own
but arise from our community.58

For Kongzi virtue grows within a community of which the family
is the basic and central building block. Hence, ren takes its richer
meaning from this communitarian context. Thus, East Asia presents
the biggest challenge to Western individualistic views and their lib-
eral democracies. Because of their Confucian values, family and the
communal prevail over the individual. As Daniel Bell argues, con-
temporary East Asian theorists successfully point “to particular
non-liberal practices and institutions that may be appropriate for
the contemporary world.”59 If they succeed in providing viable
political alternatives, their Achilles’ heel is their emphasis on patri-
archal values.60 Coupling them with the values of Olympism proves
fruitful on account of their endorsement of gender equality and con-
cern with the broader Olympic community. A communitarian ethos
then can act as a multicultural platform for a truly global Olympism
flexible enough to accommodate the local. Education will be crucial
to effect this.

Education for Kongzi was primarily a moral endeavour with
teaching by example being most effective. The goal of moral educa-
tion is not to issue moral commands but to stimulate a person’s
moral sentiments so as to become virtuous.61 This kind of moral
education can be highly complex and situationally specific. When
implementing virtue-based educational programmes, practitioners
should consider that “there is a necessary diversity of good charac-
ters, moral goodness, and therefore the aims of moral education,
both in general and in sport should be conceived broadly rather than
narrowly.”62 This parallels the previous admonition for a particular-
ist and open-ended cross-cultural ethics. Next, the focus falls on the
comparison between Modern Olympism and East Asian Confucian-
isms on the basis of a “broad and global” moral educational
perspective.
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IV. Modern Olympism and Confucianism: “Humanism” as
Common Ethical and Philosophical Ground

Kidd draws two interrelated points from de Coubertin.63 First, he
developed his proposals for the modern Games in response to trou-
bling social conditions in a divided, uncertain world. Secondly, the
touchstone of his strategy of reform, which came to be called the phi-
losophy of Olympism, was education; sport provided the means.
Indeed, Segrave and Chu argue that the essence of Olympism is edu-
cation.64 This clearly correlates to the importance that Kongzi attrib-
uted to education. But, how sport is understood has important
consequences regarding its pedagogical role.

Given the competitive spirit of the Olympic motto, “Citius, Altius,
Fortius” (faster, higher, stronger),65 may suggest that Confucianism
and Modern Olympism are irreconcilable. There seems to be a philo-
sophical incompatibility between key tenets of the two philosophies—
that is, harmony and competition, respectively. For instance, Yuwrites
that, “the athleticism of ancient Greece or gladiatorial games of the
Roman Empire would not be appreciated by Chinese society.”66 This
is attributable to the Confucianism’s influence on Chinese society,
which favors harmony rather than competition. Truly, competition
lies at the center ofWestern sport and is an inseparable element of the
ancient and modern Olympic Games. Should competition bring dis-
harmony to human societies, then the Games’ inherently competitive
philosophy contravenes Confucianism. If Kongzi seemingly denigrates
competition, why wouldn’t he repudiateOlympic competition?

A closer look at de Coubertin’s and Kongzi’s philosophies shows
several similarities in spite of the very different historical context and
objectives. De Coubertin’s ideals concerning Modern Olympism are
considered first to demonstrate, from an educational perspective, that
these are not contrary to Confucianism (nor contemporary East Asian
Confucianisms). At the heart of Olympism lies the belief that training
body and mind is an essential requirement to fulfill human potential.
This already marks a point of rapprochement between Olympism and
Confucian views on li, bodymind, and virtuous education. De Couber-
tin also expected the revived Modern Games’ athletes to become
“ambassadors of peace” such that they could meaningfully contribute
to society. His 1935 seminal article The Philosophic Foundation of
Modern Olympism delineated the eight essential characteristics of
Olympism:67 (1) a religion of sport (the religio athletae); (2) an aristoc-
racy, which, if elitist, was also egalitarian and meritocratic; (3) chiv-
alry; (4) truce—a temporary cessation of conflicts, wars, and
misunderstandings among nations; (5) rhythm, the Olympiad or four-
year cycle between Games; (6) the young adult male individual; (7)
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beauty (art); and (8) peace, which mutual respect based on shared
understanding promotes.

Subsequently, Olympic researchers have adopted most of Couber-
tin’s characteristics—apart from the second and sixth characteristics,
no longer appreciated from a current global-democratic context.
Accordingly, the following “universal” values of Modern Olympism
have been formulated: (1) Respect for others, fair play and friendship;
(2) character development; (3) tolerance and non-discrimination; (4)
striving to do one’s best while emphasizing participation; (5) rhythm;
and (6) truce. The Olympic Charter also endorses these values in
accordance with the Fundamental Principles of Olympism.68

The contentiousness of a “strong” universality acknowledged, a
comparison of the philosophical stances of Confucianism and Olymp-
ism shows how several Olympic values can be found in Confucian edu-
cational philosophy, specifically in relation to East Asian Confucian
humanism and its ideal of world harmony. According to Huang Chun-
chieh,

East Asian Confucian humanism, with the perfectibility of the human
person as its core, exhibits four salient aspects: a continuum between
mind and body, harmony between oneself and others, the unity of
heaven and humanity, and a deep historical consciousness. Taken
together, these four aspects form its concomitant worldview, charac-
terized asHarmoniaMundi: world harmony.69

It is evident that the aspect of “harmony between oneself and oth-
ers” best fits Modern Olympism. Fittingly, an examination of the
Lunyu shows further similarities.70 The six Modern Olympic charac-
teristics just enumerated help examine this (rhythm and truce, proce-
durally interrelated, are discussed concurrently).

A. Respect for Others, Fair Play, and Friendship

In his teachings, Kongzi frequently alludes to values that are consis-
tent with Olympic ones, such as friendship, respect, and tolerance. He
said, “there is no contention between gentlemen. The nearest to it is,
perhaps, archery. In archery they bow and make way for another as
they go up and on coming down they drink together. Even the way
they contend is gentlemanly.”71 This statement clarifies the impor-
tance of mutual respecting within the context of a traditional cultural
art, archery. It is of note that archery, beyond its value as ritual and
art, was also a competitive sporting discipline. Nonetheless, it was con-
ducted in the fashion of cooperative self-cultivation not the agonic
Greek way of victory or shame. Since Kongzi places friendship and
respect above winning, this is positively related to de Coubertin’s ideas
on chivalry and harmony.
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B. Character Development

The Lunyu also sanctions other Olympic values aimed at develop-
ing our moral character. Kongzi stresses the importance of moral self-
cultivation. For example, he states that “to practice humanity (ren仁)
depends upon oneself, and not on others.”72 And, the following state-
ment illustrates how Kongzi also supports the Olympic ideals of
“exercising with perseverance” and “doing your best”: “The Master
instructs under four heads: culture, moral conducts, doing one’s best
and being trustworthy in what one says.”73

Re-contextualizing the Olympic motto, it may primarily refer to the
spirit of setting out to beat records, but Naul emphasizes that “de Cou-
bertin is not referring to the continual escalation of records in Olympic
disciplines but to the individual athlete’s duty to continually develop
his or her own abilities . . . to strive for individual fulfilment in his or
her personal holistic and harmonious education.”74 In this context, de
Coubertin’s “elitism” acquires educational and moral value, thereby
conforming to Confucian teachings. Kongzi said “can you love anyone
without making him work hard? Can you do your best for anyone
without educating him?”75 Olympic athletes’ disposition to strive
makes of them ideal candidates for a simultaneous athletic and moral
education styled after Kongzi’s vision. Indeed, Hans Lenk, the first
modern philosopher to be an Olympic champion, argued that Olym-
pians should be educated and educators—invested equally in the con-
cepts of honor and sportsmanship as equally as they are in the
development of their skills and physiques.76

C. Tolerance and Non-Discrimination

Another similarity is found regarding non-discrimination. Kongzi
stated, “Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire.”77

This indicates that human beings should treat one another equally,
fairly, and without discrimination. A superordinate term of tolerance
in Confucianism is benevolence. In theLunyu it is mentioned that five
things are necessary to become a benevolent person “respectfulness,
tolerance, trustworthiness in word, quickness and generosity . . . if he
is quick, he will achieve results. . . .”78 The philosophy of Olympism is
clear and explicit concerning tolerance, respect, and non-
discrimination. As just shown, Kongzi’s work explicitly reflects this.

D. Striving to Do One’s Best while Emphasizing Participation

De Coubertin’s philosophy focuses inter alia on the notion that not
just the elite athlete, but everyone may participate. Logically, this
means that no one should be excluded, neither the weak nor the
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strong. Kongzi again agrees with the Olympic ideas. Plainly embracing
participation in accordance with one’s talents, he states that “in
archery, the point lies not in piercing the hide for the reason that
strength varies fromman toman.”79

E. Rhythm and Truce

Rhythm stands for the four-yearly cycle of the Olympic Games
(Olympiad), and marks the start of the truce. From the athletes’ point
of view, de Coubertin’s notions can be understood as a period of prep-
aration that precedes and is needed to take part in the moment of
truce. This kind of physical preparation is also indispensable for
Kongzi, who said, “after a good man has trained the common people
for seven years, they should be ready to take up arms,” as well as, “To
send the common people to war untrained is to throw them away.”80

Living during a particularly violent period, Kongzi speaks of war here,
yet what matters is not the martial facet but the coincidence in prepa-
ration before confronting either competition or conflict.

More amenably to the Olympic spirit of the truce, Kongzi claims
that to be a junzi one has to start by “cultivating oneself with rever-
ence” and end by “cultivating oneself and thereby bringing peace and
security to others, including one’s fellow men and the people.”81 The
central legacy of Confucianism is the value of harmony, which is
viewed “as fundamental to the relationship between humans and
nature, as well as between the individual, the family, and society.”82

This echoes Olympism’s second Fundamental Principle “to place
sport at the service of the harmonious development of man, with a
view to promoting a peaceful society concerned with the preservation
of human dignity.”83 This can hardly be called Eurocentric or even dis-
tinctivelyWestern.

V. Revaluating Modern Olympism and Confucianism

In his early study on “Confucianism and development in East Asia,”
Chan stated, “contemporary scholars seem to have gone beyond the
debate of text vs. context, but are more concerned with using the past
to justify the present.”84 The current cross-cultural and global context
requires examination and vetting of both de Coubertin’s Modern
Olympism and Confucianism.

As discussed, for some theorists Modern Olympism is philosophi-
cally thin and ethically vague. Moreover, it does not define the ideal
Olympic human being, contrary to the very specific notion of human-
ity that Confucianism sets out, i.e., junzi and attendant virtues. But,
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such flexibility and openness proves fruitful and complementary to
the limitations that Confucianism and its modern East Asian expres-
sions face nowadays, particularly in the context of globalization.

Canonical and, to some extent, contemporary Confucian views on
gender equality, class hierarchy, and their narrow paternalism are
problematic today.85 This is especially so with regard to the West’s
promotion of “gender equality” and “sports for all.” For brevity, the
former is the focus—similar and parallel analyses can be carried out
with regard to class hierarchy and paternalism.

According to Yu and Bairner, “it has also been argued that the gen-
dered character of the Confucian attitude towards education, and by
extension towards physical culture, has impacted theway inwhichwomen
are viewed in Taiwan.”86 For example, and to reflect Tsai’s research on
Confucianism andWomen’s leisure (sporting activities) in Taiwan:

In terms of the social factors, Confucian ideology is an extremely fer-
tile domain for the assertion and legitimation of male power and lei-
sure appears to be a vehicle for such assertion. . . . In Confucian
society, women are expected to play a passive, submissive, and sub-
servient role. Such suppression of women as dictated by Confucian-
ism is in turn manifested in women’s poor level of participation in
leisure in Taiwan.87

One female respondent to Tsai’s interviews stated: “I am interested
in baseball. I once asked if I could go to a baseball game with my elder
brother, he refused to take me because he thinks is a boy’s sport and I
will not be able to understand the game.”88 This shows how a gender
bias negatively affects attitudes of female participation in sports and
related activities. The nefarious consequences are compounded by the
fact that, as, Yu writes, a “Confucian-inspired attitude rendered physi-
cal exercise trivial compared to academic study.”89 This statement,
representative of Confucianism and East Asia’s prevalent views on
exercise, sets in stark contrast the radically different views between
Modern Olympism and the West’s “sport for all.” Thus, this may also
explain why sports or physical exercise in Taiwan or other regions in
East Asia are less important than educational activities or academic
study, something Yu, and Bairner, expound upon.90

While this Confucian legacy so critical of leisure and physical activ-
ity has been challenged elsewhere in East Asia, the prevalence of aca-
demic achievement remains strong in Singapore, Korea, Japan, and
the People’s Republic of China. All these regions still exhibit a hardly
positive attitude toward physical culture. Historically, we see how the
political culture of Confucianism and the civil service examination
foreclosed certain physically demanding activities.

Kongzi was very familiar with martial arts like archery, as we have
seen, and was well aware of their association with sports and physical

LEO HSU AND JES �US ILUND �AIN-AGURRUZA116



training. But, he did not think these were necessary to become a supe-
rior person.91 In this he differed greatly from Plato and de Coubertin.
This poses a problem to Confucian stances in East Asia today: should
we abandon such perspectives in order to embrace “sports for all” and
gender equality? Is there a way to promote the importance of educa-
tional values of and through sports in contemporary East Asia? A pos-
itive answer requires rethinking how, in practice, it may be possible to
learn from these “ideal” philosophies such that they apply to our day-
to-day experience within our local environment (particularly vis-�a-vis
globalization). For this, it is crucial to show how Confucian educa-
tional values (particularly ethical ones) can contribute to the future
Olympic education movement.

Three closing points address this: (a) the respective suitability of
sports and martial arts for moral education, (b) mutual respect in a
global world, and (c) how both philosophies can jointly handle the per-
ils of globalization such that they turn challenges into opportunities.

(a) Given the meaningful overlaps and points of congruence
elaborated upon already, it is ill-advised to assume that the
educational ideals of Olympism and Confucianism are
incompatible either practically or theoretically. Judo pro-
vides a clear and concrete example of how these come
together (taekwondo or karate are also applicable). Judo
has long been successfully included in the modern Olympic
Movement, something Allan B€ack discusses:

Influenced by these European as well as by his own Japanese tradi-
tions, Jigaro [sic.] Kano [Jigoro; also the first East Asian IOC mem-
ber] founded judo. As this view of sport harmonizes with Confucian
ideals of virtue (te), it is understandable how other Oriental martial
arts, like taekwondo, have come to embrace this modern, Olympic
ideal.92

B€ack, however, argues that, “it is dubious that practicing sport pro-
motes moral virtue more than other activities.”93 For him, the prob-
lem of modern sport (in particular serious and elite level sport) lies on
the disproportionate emphasis on winning. This could easily be
“bound up with hatred, jealousy, boastfulness, disregard of all rules
and sadistic pleasure in witnessing violence.”94 To redress this, B€ack
offers an alternative “Way” to acquire the sort of virtues often attrib-
uted to sports: the idea is not to play sports at all but instead practice a
martial art. For him,

. . . the martial arts tradition offers a promising way to eliminate the
violence and dominance (although not necessarily the risks) over
others in the very process of fighting and competition . . . practicing a
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traditional martial art does produce a good moral character indeed,
just in the ways that are often claimed for sports.95

For him, a scope broader than results and victory narrowly con-
strued needs to be taken into account.

The point to take home, independently of the controversial analysis
of sport, is that to be a good person, one must act well in one’s life as a
whole and not merely in the arena of sport or competition.96 Based on
this, it seems fair to stress that sport and/or physical education can also
be considered alternative ways to develop moral virtues should they
be properly and carefully conceived, organized, and designed, for
example, with qualified educators aware of modern sport’s problems.
Lenk’s ideas, for instance, point in this direction.

Based on the foregoing, and in consonance with Huang’s97 and
Sun’s98 research on common humanistic values, it is possible to draw
the following conclusions for a globalized Olympic Education:

i. Confucian educational philosophy contains a holistic
approach to character education: it stresses human dignity
and inner peace and “teaching through examples.” That is,
educators’ model behaviour, which is embodied as Confucian
views espouse. Accordingly, physical education and sports
teachers, coaches, athletes, referees, and audiences can learn
according to this method and tenets, mindful of the impor-
tant educational roles they play in the Olympic movement.

ii. Confucian philosophy entails a humanistic and harmonious
stance toward all humans and nature. This is crucial to
offer alternative ways to promote the Modern Olympic
movement when it comes to organizing the Olympic
Games in a balanced fashion that respects the environment
and our own nature. Thus, it should avoid commercializa-
tion, and overemphasizing victory and competition to the
exclusion of other more educational and humanistic values.

(b) A Confucian humanistic view believes that “conflict
between the ‘self’ and ‘others’ could be resolved and that
these relationships could be made harmonious by appeal to
common shared cultural values.”99 From a global context,
this view is endorsed by properly balancing “academic
culture” and “physical culture” (hence also embracing com-
mon humanistic sporting-cultural values) together with a
belief that “the enlightened practice of modern sport may
develop a more universal kind of virtue; thereby providing
common ground upon which to heal the East-West split in a
way characterized by mutual respect and emphasizing our
common humanity.”100 This would encourage strengthening
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and deepening the common ethical and philosophical
ground among diverse cultures in this age of globalization.

(c) In the context of globalization it is possible to bring Modern
Olympism and Confucianism together precisely through
their purported weaknesses. Scheuerman writes that, “As
the possibility of a clear division between domestic and for-
eign affairs dissipates, the traditional tendency to picture
the domestic arena as a privileged site for the realization of
normative ideals and principles becomes problematic as
well.”101 Said differently, globalization is a threat to the pro-
posed “broadly” universalist and cross-cultural stance that is
sensitive to local mores yet able to embrace common core
values. Olympism’s soft metaphysics and vague ethics are an
advantage also because they open the way to non-partisan
politics on an international scale. Since no specific idea of
human being nor class or hierarchy is endorsed, and because
there is a variety of culturally sensitive expression of virtues,
this allows for the promotion of equality of treatment while
appreciating differences. This “demands de Coubertin’s
notion of a sincere internationalism, which embraces cul-
tural differences while seeking common ground, rather than
the paradigm of hegemonic cosmopolitanism, which seeks to
impose a single “superior” culture to all.”102 This is also
congruent with the communitarian but non-liberal practices
and institutions of East Asia and its core Confucian values.

In sum, the disparity betweenModernOlympism and Confucianism
is less pervasive than assumed. There are deep ties that bring them
together in mutually beneficial ways, with the former balancing basic
issues of fairness (gender, class, or paternalism), and the latter provid-
ing a thick, flexible, and virtuous perspective.
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