
Forgotten Decisions:
The IOC on the Eve of World War I
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On June 13-14, 1914 the IOC met in Paris for its 17th Session combined with the
celebration of the 20th anniversary and the 6th Olympic Congress (“Unification of the
Olympic Sport Programme and Conditions of Participation”, June 15-23). There was
massive participation compared with other IOC meetings - 20 IOC-members and
some 120 delegates representing 29 National Olympic Committees (of a total of 32
that existed at the time).1

The participation rate was the highest up to that time. The newly-founded Inter-
national Amateur Athletics Federation (IAAF) held its first meeting shortly before at
Lyons, France, and many IAAF delegates attended both proceedings. The partici-
pants were wined and dined on the occasion of the 20th anniversary - mainly at the
expense of Coubertin, who found few sponsors to aid with financing the celebration.
The month of June 1914 marked the height of early twentieth century nationalism
which led to the beginning of World War I. On June 28, the same day that many of
the participants left for an excursion to Armiens, a Serbian assassin in Sarajevo shot
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne. A month later the
situation erupted into the First World War. It is not surprising that nationalism was
also one of the key elements of the celebrations. Coubertin presented the newly-cre-
ated Olympic flag for the first time. As well, the Olympic oath entered the lexicon of
Olympic dogma. Further, the question of an official Olympic scoring table, nation by
nation, figured on the agenda.

In spite of the large number of delegates and the importance of the decisions
taken, the official report of the 1914 meeting was never published. A commission
was appointed to assemble the official report in three languages (French, English and
German), the document to be presented at sessions in Germany following the sched-
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uled Berlin Olympic Games of 1916. Because of the Great War, the commission
never met. A short and distorted version of the proceedings was published by Cou-
bertin in a special brochure printed in November 1919.2 Had he published them in
Revue Olympique, the difference between fact and fiction would have been more
obvious.

IOC members, International Sports Federation officials, and NOC delegates at the 1914 Congress

Why did Coubertin never try to publish the true proceedings of the sessions?
What actually happened at the 1914 meetings? Were the decisions forgotten, or did
Coubertin change the IOC policy during or after the war, thus nullifying many of the
conclusions of Paris? I will not go into the details of the 14 banquets held at the occa-
sion, although they might show the difference in spirit between the old IOC and the
new era. The following paper will instead try to reconstruct the decisions that were
resolved at Paris.

Reports

With the massive presence of newspaper journalists in attendance, a significant
amount of information was published during and after the sessions. From a series of
articles in the Australian journal Referee, it becomes obvious that a French report
existed which was translated into English.3 The German delegates also returned
home with their own report - complete as far as deliberations on the Olympic Games
of 1916 were concerned.4 Therefore, it would not have been all that difficult to pub-
lish something better than what Coubertin and the IOC eventually presented.

Preparing the Congress

The IOC had already decided at its 14th session in Budapest in 1911 to organize
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the celebration of the 20th anniversary in combination with the 6th Olympic Congress
in Paris. The Congress was partially designed to showcase Coubertin, who was still
not fully recognised in his native France. The commission to prepare for Paris met
for the first time in Base1 (Switzerland) on March 28, 1912. Members of the prepara-
tory commission were Coubertin, de Blonay (Switzerland), Courcy Laffan (Great
Britain), von Venningen-Ullner (Germany), van Tuyll (Netherlands), and William
Sloane (USA). The commission members made written proposals for the IOC ses-
sion scheduled to take place at the Stockholm Olympics later that same year. In
Stockholm the proposals were received by the IOC Session and dutifully approved.

In convening the Congress, the IOC encountered an unprecedented problem for
which the selection of the preparatory commission proved to be utterly unsuitable:
The National Olympic Committees (now 32) demanded a voice in the proceedings,
and so did the international sports federations (now 10).5 The preparatory commis-
sion had very little to do with problems attendant to the organization and administra-
tion of sports, items which were high on the agenda of the National Olympic
Committees in terms of team selection and the international sports federations respon-
sible for the rules of international sports and which necessarily had to fit the Olympic
Games into established schedules of national and international sporting champion-
ships.

Pierre de Coubertin at the Congress
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The Congress Assembly of delegates and guests

On the 17th of June the twentieth anniversary of the IOC was formally celebrated.
On this occasion the President of the French Republic, Poincaré, paid a formal visit to
the Congress. Before Poincaré, IOC members, thirty-two ambassadors whose coun-
tries had National Olympic Committees, almost two thousand guests, and the world
press, Coubertin expounded on his Olympic credo.6 The guests of honor included,
among others, the former French President, Emile Lonbert, and General Michel, the
military governor of Paris. When Raymond Poincaré entered the Foyer of the Sor-
bonne, the 2,000 guests started to sing the Marseillese, thus emphasizing the national
pathos of the events. Coubertin’s lecture on Sport and Modern Society can certainly
be seen as a triumph for his political and educational life work. Coubertin firmly
believed that sport played a role in international politics, that the countries which are
best in sports were also the strongest.

The people are learning the great lesson of sport, that hatred without a battle
is not worthy of a man, and that injury without hitting back is not at all
honourable for a man. Sporting pacifism does not at all avoid battle, but
simply makes it possible to collaborate during the intervals which is indis-
pensable for progress.7

Thus spoke Coubertin, who answered his country’s call to arms three weeks later.
Coubertin could never be called a pacifist,8 but he seldom explained so well that for
him sport stood for virility and the readiness to fight for one’s own right and honor
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and that of one’s country. This explains why Coubertin did little to quell the national-
ism that surrounded the Olympic Games from the very beginning. In fact, Coubertin
encouraged it, through symbols and actions.

‘A Call to Arms’

It should not be overlooked, however, that the connection between war and sport
was widespread. Carl Diem, then the newly appointed Secretary General of the
Olympic Organizing Committee for the Berlin Games of 1916 (born in 1882 he was
young enough to be eventually in the same position again in 19369), was just as
enthusiastic for the Olympic idea as was Coubertin. Diem explained:

...what is taking place here on behalf of the Olympic Games is in the best
interest of the army itself... We are aware of the fact that we are not as much
accepted abroad as we deserve. The knowledge of the importance of Ger-
man economic life and industry, and also of Germany’s military power, has
not spread fast enough. The Games of 1916 will be and are supposed to be a
medium to convince the people of our worldwide importance.10
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In spite of his personal triumph in front of the President of the Republic, Couber-
tin - who was chairing the sessions - was quite incapable of handling the proceedings
when he, harbouring his own agenda, was personally involved. There were also diffi-
culties in that formal procedure in the different countries was, and still is, quite differ-
ent. The generally well-informed Italian sports daily La Gazzetta dello Sport even
reported that Coubertin was slightly ill.11 Although Coubertin could read and write
English, his ability to handle a tri-lingual session was severely hampered. Coubertin
claimed in his memoirs that he had no difficulty to “run the show.”12 But, in effect,
the opposite was most often the case. In addition, Coubertin’s handy man, Frantz
Reichel, who could speak German, in addition to French and English, was not con-
firmed as a member of the steering committee - which had only one representative per
country. This capable sports editor of Le Figaro 13 (and secretary general of the
U.S.F.S.A., an office in which Coubertin had preceded him) had helped Coubertin on
other occasions, but there in Paris his task was to report daily for his newspaper.

The Austrian Prince Otto von Windisch-Grätz, the highest ranking nobleman in
the IOC, chaired the opening session. Coubertin (as IOC President), Professor Liard
(Vice-Rector of the Sorbonne), and Count Eugenio Brunetta d’Usseaux (IOC Secre-
tary General), all spoke at the rostrum. Liard opened the proceedings on behalf of the
Sorbonne and Windisch-Grätz, responded with thanks on behalf of the IOC. Every-
thing was run smoothly in French.14

At the sessions the following morning the delegates elected a board for the meet-
ings consisting of Coubertin (chair), Counselor Hornine (Germany), Sir Claude Mac-
Donald (England), Col. Thompson (USA) and Count Clary (France) as
vice-chairmen. Auckenthaler (Switzerland) and Anspach (Belgium) were elected as
Secretaries. This ensured that all interested groups and language areas were repre-
sented, with the two secretaries being tri-lingual.

National Representation

Let’s have a look at some of the major decisions of the Congress, decisions
which differed from those published. The time before the Great War was a period of
ardent nationalism, reflected in the Olympic Games, in part, by the IOC’s official
point tables to demonstrate the superiority of certain nations over others. After all,
that was one of the reasons why the Olympic Games were organized the way they
were.15 At the meetings in Paris, the IOC maintained these official point tables, and
much discussion went into their proper quantification. Which sports should be
included - to assure that the organizing nation did not manipulate the amount of med-
als? It even was decided that the points won by an athlete later declared ineligible
because of a breach in amateur status should be taken away from the country that the
athlete represented. It also was decided that Olympic Games should not last longer
than three weeks to ensure that the events would not be stretched out endlessly like in
the Games of 1900 and 1904.16 After the Olympic Games of Stockholm; The Times
had argued:

There is also the consideration that the national reputation is more deeply
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involved than perhaps we care to recognize in the demonstration of our abil-
ity to hold our own against other nations in the Olympic contests... Whether
we took the results very seriously ourselves or not it was widely advertised
in other countries as evidence of England’s “decadence.”17

In many countries money was channelled towards programs aimed at doing bet-
ter in the Olympic Games of 1916 in Berlin than in the previous Games. Coubertin
was well aware of this and approved of it. Published in most German newspapers
was the fact that the German government paid for the preparation of their athletes.
The Swedes had invented the state amateur. Many countries around the world were
keen to have an American professional coach.18

Martin Berner, a Berlin journalist who had made a fact finding tour through the
United States, was even more direct:

The Olympic Games are a war, a real war. You can be sure that many partic-
ipants are willing to offer - without hesitation - several years of their life for
a victory of the fatherland.... The Olympic idea of the modern era has given
us a symbol of world war,19 which does not show its military character very
openly, but - for those who can read sports statistics - it gives enough insight
into world ranking.20

In Paris, Coubertin’s Olympic geography was compromised. After a long and
very emotional debate, the Congress voted explicitly that neither Bohemia nor Fin-
land would compete as separate teams in Berlin.2 1 Although the Berlin Organizing
Committee had invited all acknowledged National Olympic Committees, including
Finland and Bohemia, the Russian government had already taken action to ensure that
in 1916 the Finns would win their medals for Russia, and not for their dukedom.22

The Congress also defined the rules for a change in an athlete’s nationality, a
question particularly important for countries with colonies (like Great Britain) and
with a strong immigration policy. It was Coubertin’s handy man Frantz Reichel who
came up with the compromise formula that an athlete who has represented a country
in the Olympic Games cannot represent in subsequent Olympic Games another coun-
try - unless the National Olympic Committee of the first country no longer exists.23

The Congress also voted to limit the amount of competitors a country might enter per
event. While the United States and Germany preferred very large amounts of ath-
letes, the Congress voted on very specific limits, sport by sport, limiting the amount
considerably.24 The Congress also approved the French proposal that there should be
no limits set for the number of events an athlete might participate in.25

The final event of the IOC session was an excursion to Reims. There, the Mar-
quess de Polignac, later to become IOC-member and member of the executive board,
had created a College d’Athlètes in which French athletes were trained and prepared
to participate in the Olympic Games. The athletes who could stay in Reims on full
room and board free of charge, received expert coaching from George Hébert,26 in
perfect training conditions. The purpose was explicitly to demonstrate French superi-
ority in the Games. As the French government had been reluctant to invest public
money into the preparation of its athletes, de Polignac provided industrial sponsor-
ship. He had married into the Pommerey Champagne business, a business which was
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the main sponsor of the College and, of course, also of the final IOC-Session in
Reims.27 Eventually, the Greek Basil Zacharoff, who lived most of the year in Paris
and was owner of the newspaper Excelsior, also donated 500,000 French Francs
(100,000 US) for the preparation of the French team, the exact amount the French
Olympic Committee had asked from the govemment.28 It becomes obvious that Cou-
bertin and the IOC neither disapproved of industrial sponsorship, nor of the prepara-
tion of athletes for the benefit of national representation.

Women

One of the questions occurring in discussions relative to “points scored by coun-
tries,” was, of course, which events should be included. This raised the question of
the participation of women. The actual question put before the delegates was: “Ought
women to be admitted to take part in the Olympic Games?’ The matter was simple
for Coubertin and the French: “It was not seemly for women to take part in open con-
tests before the public.” The USA delegates were also against, but gave no reason.
They simply said that their country did not think women should be included, “because
they might try to break records.”29

But Coubertin had not taken into account the opposition of the delegates. Gor-
don Inglis (Australia) proposed and Cap. Wetherell (S. Africa) seconded, that women
be permitted in lawn tennis, swimming, skating, and foils. For this they had the
approval of all of the British contingent present. They lobbied the German delegates,
who agreed, provided that women’s gymnastics be included as a display - not for
points. They also lobbied the Swedish delegates, who said that from practical experi-
ence they would not accept women’s fencing in public. So foils was dropped.30 Cou-
bertin had not expected the collection of so many opposing votes as he had discussed
the matter only with the mighty James Sullivan of the AAU, who had agreed with
him.31 Inglis and Wetherell had formulated their proposal as an amendment to the
original proposal made by Coubertin. The Toronto Evening Telegram ran the head-
line “Suffragettes in Sport: Women at Olympics.”32 For all this, however, the vote
really opened the door for women’s competition just a little bit.

But then the French brought up the question of women again, this time under the
guise of nationalism and social Darwinism. If women were to participate, the French
argued, should their medals have the same weight in the official medal table as the
medals won by men? As swimming included five women’s events, tennis two and
one mixed, skating one and one mixed, 32 the problem was real. The ensuing debate
was as passionate as the first time. But again Coubertin lost, but this time the final
vote was closer, 66-41.34

Coubertin considered this a matter of such importance that he tried to raise the
question a third time. He was willing to resign if he was outvoted and proposed in a
fit of temper that the Australian Gordon Inglis should chair the meeting, and even the
IOC itself, if the Congress so desired. But the conference would not follow him. It
was explained to him that he should accept functional role differentiation. As IOC
president he should accept principles of majority rule; as President of the session he
should run the session according to the rules, while as President of the French Com-
mittee he might debate accordingly. Eventually, Coubertin refrained from pressing
the point further and let the French arguments be made mainly by M. Rosseau, his
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vice-president. The British proposal carried the day. Eventually, only four countries
were against women’s medals, namely France, the USA, Turkey and Japan.

Rights of Sports Federations

The IOC lost some of its mandate rights in 1914 to the international sports feder-
ations, which were responsible for the inclusion or non-inclusion of events on the
sports program. Coubertin had pretty much lost sight of the purpose of the session
and was thus told that he should not worry too much about women’s medals - as the
federations would not include women’s events. This was, indeed, the case. Most fed-
erations did not want women events at that time. No singular sport federation jumped
on the chance to include women when the events were discussed sport by sport.

Coubertin was quite upset about the power of the federations which were about
to spoil “his” Games. Was this why Coubertin referred to sport functionaries as the
“leprosy” of sport?35 Only over those sports that did not as yet have an international
federation, did the IOC maintain full control, and even in those cases, it passed con-
trol over to its own sub-committees (such as boxing) composed of members of the
national Olympic committees interested in such sport.36

There was, however, one major clash of interest between the international sports
federations and the Berlin organizing committee. The German Turners extolled an
exercise called Turner Duo-Decathlon, which included nine events of gymnastics
with apparatus, as well as three track and field events. Turners also practised a Turner
hexathlon, with four gymnastics and two track events. According to international
rules, one international federation should be responsible for only one sport. The Ger-
man Turner Federation was not part of the International Gymnastics Union, as the
scope of Turnen in Germany was much larger, including as it did, mixed competitions
in gymnastics and fencing, swimming, track and field, etc.

To have an opportunity to influence the Olympic program and thus achieve more
medals had been one of the fine points that were discussed between the German Orga-
nizing Committee and the German government, which as we have seen, wanted as
many medals as possible for its Olympic investment. The German Turners prevailed
on the issue. Their point table was adopted, not the international one. Then, too, they
were allowed to organize mixed competition. The IOC also accepted Schlagball (a
form of German baseball), Fistball (a ball game similar to volleyball), Schleuderball
(throwing a ball with a leather string attached), and Korfball (rules similar to basket-
ball for women).37

The question of Turner rules and the impact that they would have on German
Olympic results had been one of the points raised by von Stein, the responsible civil
servant in the Imperial Ministry of the Interior, when he was writing confidentially to
get the support of the Emperor:

Germany has not had a position in these international championships which
it should have considering the ability of its youth... We should do better as
the Deutsche Turnerschaft has not taken part yet... As organizers we have the
possibility to influence the rules according to German practice.38

On the other hand the International Cycling Federation was sufficiently strong to
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exclude the German and Austrian game of bicycle polo, which the organizers tried to
include into the Games. Just as in Stockholm, every team had to use the Swedish
army regulation rifle to participate in the shooting events. For the Berlin Games, the
German rifle was to be used. This rule was considered a gross advantage for the host
nation and was only abolished after the war when competitors were permitted to bring
their own rifles.39

On the whole, the international federations insisted that their rules be followed.
Similarly, too, that their judges be accepted as head judges. The IAAF decided, e.g.,
that for walking, the Australian rules be accepted as the international ones, and that
the Australian Richard Coombes be invited by the Berlin organizers as head judge for
the walking events.40 This may just have been another ploy to assure that IAAF board
members have their way to the Games paid by the Olympic Organizing Committee.
But, it ensured that in sports which were difficult to judge, the best people would have
been available in Berlin,

Again, it is doubtful whether Coubertin was aware of the implications for “his”
Olympics as a result of legislation concerning the international sports federations.
Twenty years prior he had warned the sports world of German Turnen, that a gymnas-
tics movement had its roots in warfare. 4 1 But in Paris he seemed to be happy that the
Berlin organizing committee had a well prepared plan in place for all of the events, a
plan which was only moderately changed at the IOC session.

In terms of amateur rules, the international federations also gained in strength. If
an athlete was declared a professional in one sport, he was declared a professional for
all sports. A reinstated amateur was not permitted at the Olympic Games, a fact that
was particularly embarrassing for countries with a flourishing professional sports
scene. As this was a time when it was still possible for top athletes to be active on a
high international level in more than one sport, it strengthened the power of the feder-
ations at the expense of the individual athlete.42

Winter Games

It seems to have been forgotten by historians that the Olympic Winter Games
were to be started on the Feldberg in the Black Forest in February 1916. As there
were difficulties between the Winter Sports Federations and the IOC, the IOC stipu-
lated that in each event six nations had to be represented in order to make the event an
Olympic competition, and that any nation may not enter more than eight competitors
per event.4 3 Neither Coubertin nor the traditionalists approved of Winter Games. To
them, Winter Games were obviously an invented tradition, having nothing to do with
the classical Greek example.44 But the Winter Games were good business from the
beginning, a point which neither Coubertin nor the rest of the IOC could eventually
resist.45

Conclusion

The IOC Session and Congress of 1914 took place at a turning point in the his-
tory of the Olympic Games. Coubertin, who went to war just as eagerly as the rest of
his generation, came back a different person. When he went, he was the rich host of
the IOC, paying for most of the proceedings and festivals out of his own pocket.
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When the war was over, his investment in Czarist bonds proved to be disastrous for
his financial condition. Coubertin was broke and had to live on a meager pocket
money allowance his wife provided. The “Artisan of French Energy” about whom
his friend Ernest Seilière had written,46 necessarily had to move to Lausanne. The
noble Swiss city provided him with free accommodation and guaranteed the neutral-
ity of the IOC, thus safeguarding the Olympic Movement against the nationalism
Coubertin himself had been so much a part. 4 7 The IOC subsequently abolished the
official national point tables, and gave way in many instances to the organizing com-
mittees and the international sports federations. The IOC also allowed the Olympic
Games to come under the influence of state governments, as well as private sponsor-
ship in an infant form of what we observe only too well today.48

The IOC Congress of 1914 tried to solve the problems of the future of the IOC.
By the time the proceedings were partially published, it became obvious that the IOC
itself was in the process of change, that the Congress of 1914 had been the last
attempt to look at the future through the eyes of European nobility. During the Great
War the lights went out in Europe. The result was a less splendid and much more
democratic Europe, in civil life as in sports. The face of the IOC changed too; follow-
ing the war the amount of nobility in the IOC drastically declined, reflecting the dra-
matic changes in early 20h Century Europe.49
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