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ABSTRACT

The so-called “weak thought”, theorized by thei#alpostmodernist philosopher
Gianni Vattimo (born in 1936), considered one oé tmost important Italian
philosophers, has dismantled the main concepts lmohw/Nestern philosophy was
based (that is, the notion of Truth, God, Reasaralzsolute foundation to thought,
etc.). This philosophy, which is inspired by Nieize’s nihilism, by Heidegger, and
by the philosophy of hermeneutics and deconstroctiffers a critical starting point
not only to rethink, in a less rigid way, our Wensteulture, its philosophy, and its
problems, but also the ethical principles and etioical values that guide human
life.

Sport — as a human phenomenon and philosophicalegrocharacterized by the
presence of values, norms, behaviors, and rulasirthialves the action of human
beings who interact and communicate “in” and “bly& tgame — can also be read in
the light of this emerging philosophical theory.

The aim of this study is to demonstrate that wdadught and its fundamental
categories can be used and applied from a theakgimint of view in order to
interpret and understand sport, deconstructinmé&anings and its sociocultural and
educational values.

Using the critical contribution of weak thought,this study we will reflect on and
rethink in a new way some of the main concepts idensd absolute and
fundamental to sport’s logical and philosophicalsture, such as “winning” and
“losing”, “referee” (which embodies the principlef dauthority”), “opponent”,
“freedom” in the game, “rules”, and respect whee phays.

The purpose of this study is to undertake a cfitieflection on the limits of the
concept of sport proposed by the Western tradiod to lay the foundations for a
new model of ethics and education for the sports®future.
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Introduction

In this article, we will proceed as follows. Fisdtall, we will define briefly whaiveak thoughts by
briefly trying to reconstruct its philosophical storical, and cultural matrix. We need this shottaduction
becausaveak thought has never been applied to sport anghitosophical problems. Second, we will show
the possible applications of the principles of wdasught to sport by pointing out the consequernédhis
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potential application to sports education. The psepof this article is to begin a critical reflection the
limits of the concept of sport as conceived in fitaenework of the Western tradition, thereby revaglihe
possibility of a new model for sport ethics.

What is Weak Thought?

Gianni Vattimo (1936), professor emeritus at theversity of Turin, and Pier Aldo Rovatti (1942),
professor at the University of Trieste, are the ttatian professors who coined the term “weak thalig
pensiero debolen Italian — in the 1970s. They are two of the mimsportant theorists of postmodern
philosophy in Europe and in the world. However, kvélought is not just a philosophical and ethical
critigue on modernity. Rather, weak thought alstcizes postmodernism.

Weak thought's starting point is the nihilist stiba in which we are. At the beginning of the
twentieth century, our conception of the world afghilosophy experienced a new change: the didmgnt
of the main concepts upon which they were based, {lhe notion of Truth, God, Reason, an absolute
foundation to thought, etc.), which means the digiivegy of Western society (Vattimo, 1994). Friedric
Nietzsche and Martin Heidegger induced this chamgeriticizing the modern roots of philosophy and
society. In so DOIng, they became the foundersostrmpodern philosophy. Weak thought is thus presente
as a particular form of postmodernism influencedtryse philosophers who initiated an irreversibisis
within the foundation of rationalistic and Cartesigay of thinking and DOIng philosophy.

Weak thought discusses and distorts the paradigmela@ed during modernity. The critique of
modernity has been a hot topic in philosophy intthentieth century. However, weak thought diffeiatets
itself from other postmodernist proposals that gmdraround the 1970s — it is not a negative nihiks the
one defended by most of the French postmoderngaplwers. Thus, weak thought is also a reactiomspai
“strong antimodern thought”.Vattimo strongly criies both Marxism and those Marxist-inspired awhor
like Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze, who embracetx\d, Heidegger’'s, and Nietzsche’s claims against
modern society. According to Vattimo’s weak thoyghese postmodern proposals were too extreme — too
vitalistic and violent. They exaggerated the ngtitiritique on modernity to such an extreme thay tled to
dangerous extreme positions — for instance, Vattmgues that the people who followed those proposal

were too prone to take up arms and talk about “drsetireiggle”, “struggle of classes”, and so on (DdAtini,
2012).

In opposition to such extreme proposals, weak thbisgconceived of as a weak postmodernism and a
positive form of nihilism. Vattimo, as a critic afiodern age, shares a set of basic critical clawvhg;h are
referred to the flaws of modernity, with other postlernist proposals. According to this common aalti
point of view, the great philosophies of the modage (derived from the tradition of Greek thoughd a
Judeo-Christian worldviews: rationalism, empiricjsnKantianism, idealism, positivism, Marxism,
historicism, and their latest contemporary develeptsa such as pragmatism, logical positivism, aialyt
philosophy, critical rationalism, and structuraljsane mostly characterized by the following:

1.The subject plays a strong role in terms of botiicetand epistemological knowledge;

2.The concept of “truth” is understood as a self-emidfoundation (Truth exists, there is only onetfiyu
and no other truths are allowed);

3.An underlying optimism about the order is defendElde intrinsic logic and (ultimate) teleology of
history destined to achieve the ultimate fulfillmer its intrinsic purpose (as theorized by Heged a
his dialectics);

4.The scientific distinction (typical of historicisnjetween rational explanation, based on empirical
evidence like in natural scienceg&rklarung), and interpretation erstehunyy which involves
communication and a intersubjective interpretatibthe scientific object.

Weak thought argues that these four main assungpto® mistaken. There is not a transcendental
reality (the “I” the truth, the World) to which wean appeal. The modern interpretation of the wisrdist
one of the possible points of view on reality amtnankind that human beings have proposed throwgh th
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history. However, proponents of modernity canndnagviedge this nihilist claim since the basis afith
interpretation consists in arguing that if individdweason is applied correctly — that is to saya sientific
way — it will be able to grasp thruer representation of the world — of the Being (D’Agjos 2012).

As hermeneutics claims, twentieth-century philogopls unavoidably linguistic philosophy.
Philosophy focuses on practices and communitangergnces of existing human beings and the media
through which they interact: symbols, codes, praigchabits, and traditions. All of them are lingfigally
constituted. Experience is then only possiltkeough language, in languageand after language
(D’'Agostini, 2012) The modern claim, based on Descartes’ famous rsemté think, therefore | am”, that
individuals are able to experience by themselvaesthareby to grasp truth in such a process of iddal
experience is misguided.

Linguistic philosophy induces a new Copernican turmphilosophy (Vattimo, 1985). Humankind is
moved again to an uncertain place in which it is the center of experience. According to Vattims, a
experience is linked to language, truth is builtaim impure way; relationships among subjects citsti
truth in a communitarian — rhetorical — way. Trighno longer something that human beings graspen t
process of interpretation. However, it is such@pss that constitutes truth.

Human beings need common interpretations to sblwehigma that is the world in which we live. As
Nietzsche claims, truth becomes a human tool forigl and emancipation. Human interpretationshaf t
world pursue this basic goal. This notion of trigitounds nihilism and places in question the rationa
foundation of Western society. Therefore, postmoiden, as Adorno and Horkheimer showed in their
Dialectic of Enlightenmenargues that the modern purpose of emancipatiomghroationalizing the world
is doomed to fail.

As a result of this critigue on the modern ide&roth, the notion of difference becomes a key cphce
(Vattimo, 1993). Since our metaphysical conceptionsthe world become, under the aforementioned
linguistic paradigm, diverse ways of human selida@sce, postmodernism admits the possibility of
relativism (fragmented, nonuniqueness, relativitithe world) and the existence of alternativesaditional
scientific methods used by natural sciences (thmomsructionist method, for example). Fragmentation
precariousness, complexity, relativity, and undetyaprevail in history and in the world over théea of
truth as a “foundation” and a “monolith”; it is irapsible to achieve an “objective” and an absolute
understanding of the world and its phenomena.

These are Vattimo’s postmodern and nihilist ideeswe claimed before, weak thought proposes a
positive version of nihilism. So it tries to behirtl way situated in a place between antinihilistd@rnism
and the negative nihilism of postmodernism. Acaogdio Vattimo, the postmodern and nihilist devatrat
of the highest values and the death of God haveghtoa defense of other “truer values”. If postnrodsm
is conceived in this way, then it is a repetitidnnoodern metaphysics; it is stijostmetaphysicsThus,
postmodernism turns into another example of thengtthought that negates the main purpose of simhili
turning philosophy into a constant task of inteatigg ourselves about who and what we are.

The main purpose of Vattimo’s proposal is to findlace in between the strong proposals of modern
and postmodern authors. His opposition to use gtpoimciples to build his theory is one of the waswhy
his proposal is called “weak”. However, there atieeo reasons. For instance, there is an ethicabrea
metaphysics defend the existence of a foundatiomsw/lincontrovertible evidence no longer admitshient
enquiry. Metaphysical knowledge becomes an authdndt keeps things quiet and takes violent cordfol
the issue without explanation (Vattimo, 1997, p. 31

Vattimo is against such types of “violent thinkingased on truer representations of the world. He
avoids extreme positions and aims to dissolve fomasalisms of every kind. So, instead of recovering
notions of identity, philosophy should embraceaeti#ce, change, movement, and weakness as a dbance
emancipation (Vattimo, 1997, p. 40). “Weak” meaimecdmplete” and “pluralistic”. There are many trsith
texts, and interpretations, and moreover, nonaearhtis complete or definitive.
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Although weak thought is essentially linked to plism, contingency, and incompleteness, Vattimo
claims that it is not relativistic. Rather, he agguhat weak thought has a critical consciousfdssfact that
weak thought is not linked to transcendental pples, but to impure conditions does not mean thatks
critical resources. As far as weak thought is lthke such an impure reality, it has an “empiricistiture
(D’Agostini, 2012). This impure reality can alscopide critical tools to evaluate the interpretasiaf the
world that we create.

According to Vattimo, such a reality is everydafe l{(D’Agostini, 2012). Weak thought links its
critical consciousness to pragmatics and convesitipndrawing on the primary fact of human existence
Individuals are “being-there” constituted by lingti¢ rules, traditions, and values, accepted fpew@od of
time. Human beingsre being-there with otherso their interactions are always mediated by finde
horizon of possibilities.

The recognition of the existence of the infiniteaibon of possibilities that mediate our interacton
embraces an attitude toward the world, which isjast a theoretical attitude, but an ethical ongéchSan
attitude is listening to others, to the world. Thireedom and reciprocal respect emerge as twialrit
criteria that point at the way social beings shaoeiibt; political animals, using Aristotle’s terntsave to
know the language rules, associations, professiissiplines, and the like, and make an effortrioto
understand and talk to them. In so DOIng, “diatttiand “difference” become the two key terms irale
thought. The relationship that Vattimo establislhhetween them creates a positive dialectic thahés t
identifying mark of weak thought (Vattimo, 1985).

Positive dialectic does not avoid talking abouthrun fact, Vattimo claims that weak thought is
related to truth, but to a particular conceptiortrath. As mentioned before, truth is a matter efspasion
for Vattimo (D’Agostini, 2012). However, we need appeal to some shared assumptions and to a shared
situation to persuade others to accept a partiaotarpretation of the world. Those shared elemenés
grounded in the history of Being. So, although Maats conception of truth defends pluralism and
difference, it is also linked to a certain “logittiat is there.

As being-there in a particular situation, we inharparticular interpretation of the world. The istg
in which we grow up transmits it to us. But we dut endorse it completely, we rethink it we buildwne
interpretations over what we have inherited. Thisans that we should be capable of tracing lines of
continuity in the history of the being by identifig those elements that remain at the bottom of our
interpretations. Moreover, it looks like it is sug@maining elements that provide the criteria toidke which
interpretations persuade others (Vattimo, 2004).

We can grasp a certain idea of an adequation fogic" in Vattimo’s proposal. However, such an
idea does not consist in artistic praxis — or am#th values — that convince others. “Adequatioafeh
consists more in “satisfying” certain conditionye in our being-there (Vattimo, 2012). Thus, darta
interpretations “go better” than others with ouvegi situation. For Vattimo, “goes better” meanst tha
certain interpretation of the world fits with theherited cultural messages that belong to the ryistb
Being. Thus, the Being is something that “there Imit it is only given in history. So, although tbeteria
that we inherit in our situation might try to praséhemselves as definitive, philosophers shoulakithat
they are not. However, until somebody proves thay tare mistaken, they are the criteria that wetase
evaluate the “adequacy” of our interpretationshefworld.

As some critiqgues of hermeneutic philosophy claimak thought might be linked to “anything goes”
at some point (D’Agostini, 2012). However, Vattimggues that it is linked to a nonrelativizable 1@rsof
it. There are two reasons why this is so. Firstalweys inherit several criteria from the societyvhich we
are part. Second, we can trace lines of continoitye history of Being, so we can grasp that thtmag the
being is. According to Vattimo, such lines showttbath emancipation and living better with others —
charity — are two basic criteria that have alwagsrbthere in the history of Being. The ethical asé
Vattimo’'s theory emerges again. Theoretical intetgion is always a practical matter. Something is
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required for our being-there. There is no clear-digtinction between theory and praxis; they are
intrinsically linked.

Weak Thought as a way to rethink sport

Weak thought develops some implications of Niete&hihilism, of Heidegger’s existentialism, and
of the philosophy of hermeneutics and deconstradtiat can provide sport philosophers with crititwadls
not only to rethink, in a less rigid way, Westemitare and philosophy itself, but also the ethiaad
educational values that orient human life (Isid2€10). Sport — as a human phenomenon and philesdph
problem characterized by the presence of valugmsidehaviors, and rules that involve the intéoactf
human beings — can also be read in light of thisrging philosophical theory. The question we shadkl
at this point is “How can we really apply the fungantal categories of weak thought to sport in otder
better deconstruct its educational meanings arekpand the possibilities for human beings to beagad
in?”

The contributions that weak thought can make toddeonstruction of sport and its values fall into
four main categories:

- ethical,

- epistemological,

- methodological, and
- metaphysical.

Here we will focus on levels a and d (that is, @hand metaphysical levels). In order to do so, we
will first summarize some basic concepts from weahkught that can have an impact on sport’s
interpretation and deconstruction. These conceptisbe useful in revising our conception of sportaas
cultural and social practice in the light of posttam philosophical paradigms.

1.“Modernity (which was identified with certain valsief the Enlightenment and nineteenth-century
culture) is over”. We live after the end of modéynin the postmodern era (or hypermodernity, as
some have claimed), which is an age, accordinhped=rench philosopher Lyotard, characterized by
the end of the big Western narratives (trustinghefreligions of state, churches, science, theirecl
of ideologies, etc.). This is the era of the “deatiGod” (which does not mean the death of religiou
feeling, but the contrary), in an era when suclcepts as homeland or nation no longer make sense;

2.We must be aware that every position we take towledworld and the events that happen in its
framework is always relative; we cannot accept ithusion of a single “true” point of view, the
“monologue” of an individual speech. This relativigosition, which is strongly criticized by the
Catholic Church today (I think because of a misusidading), affirms that, on the one hand, in the
name of the relativity of all perspectives, “theseo truth”; while on the other hand, still in thame
of this relativity, one can accept the idea thpeesson may be persuaded that only one truth extgts
still respect her or him in the name of tolerance;

3.Weak thought does not recognize any principle thaimposed by authority; it does not recognize
hierarchies of power and force without any previnagotiation and agreement among individuals. At
the same time, it does not accept violence, opyaressnd discrimination of any kind.

We can use these principles as a means to deconswme traditionally unquestioned concepts

related to the structure of sport:

- winning and losing,

- the authority of the referee,

- opponents,

- respect,

- freedom in play and games, and

- the nature of sports.
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Used as a hermeneutical tool, weak thought inuiges$o rethink the fundamental structure of sport,
revealing the possibility of many cultural challesg This rethinking of sport may involve the foliog
points:

1.Weak thought cannot accept competitive sport erdjagey nations. We have seen how concepts
such as homeland and nation, born with the birtmodlern society, no longer have meaning in light
of the postmodern and post-Enlightenment societyhiich we live. In the name of God, fatherland,
and nation, men have fought and are still fightimg worst and most destructive and fratricidal wars
which have destroyed civilizations and are perpétgaberrant crimes and violence. Therefore, why
should we accept, on the one hand, the end ofodalted big narratives in the history of humankind
and at the same time, on the other end, acceptauaea of sport as it is conceived in contemporar
culture and society?
Why would rejecting such concepts as homeland, tcpuand nation have such a radical impact on
contemporary sport? These are the concepts thatagerthe worst violence among fans who perceive
themselves both as adversaries and enemies. Ta@id®tions, still present in contemporary sport,
brings us back to the big nationalistic battleshef wars that have caused so much destructiorein th
history of Europe and of the world.
Weak thought wants a sport conceived without nati@mthems and teams identified in nations; in
short, it wants a competitive spirit without opgimsi, because it wants a sport that recognizes the
common root and original strain of humankind amésstes a concept of competition conceived not
only as friendship but also as “co-opetition”.

2.Weak thought also rejects a sport divided by genetdnicity/race, or religion. Nowadays, sport can
generate dangerous speeches about race and rétwisogh discourse about genetic predispositions to
sporting success or failure of athletes based e thembership in certain ethnic groups). Spoe is
physical and cultural practice influenced by nurosroultural, educational, social, psychologicat] an
historical factors, and the differences among etignbups cannot be regarded as so influentialantsp
and physical activity as to justify any form of clisnination. Moreover, weak thought cannot accept
the concept of a weaker predisposition of womensfmrt and the idea that there should be separate
sports for males and females, etc. It does notpaamorts competitions or physical activity in whic
the genders are differentiated.
Because of not accepting any sex or gender distaimoin, weak thought believes that sport should be
practiced by integrating the genders. In the naftelerance and respect for sexual differencelsiv a
accepts transgenderism, transexualism, and homalitgxno sport;

3.Weak thought recognizes the diversity of cultumssports, and of their intrinsic cultural valudl (a
sports are an expression of human creativity ardegual in dignity), and it uses the multicultural
nature of sport as a tool and resource for inctysio

4.Weak thought does not have a contra-(op)positiveeption of sport but a confrontational one. The
opponent is not amad-versus a person that is hostile and against me, babraversus a friend,
another human being with whom | converse and witlorw together | aspire to a common purpose,
that is playing the same play/game and respediegame rules;

5.Weak thought assumes that the voluntary conseendiy the player to the rules of the game, which
is always freely negotiated, involves the posgipitif an ethics of respect and self-judgment of the
final results of the game. For this reason, weakught thinks of a sport without referees, because
those who play are able to judge by themselvesdantbt need any control outside their thinking;

6.Weak thought banishes violence in play and spognasxpression of strong categories (the winning
and losing). It abhors the concept of victory agmpression of power that the weak thought seés in
real Latin root in the sense of “having the podisjband ability to” (prove their value) and not ihe
sense of oppression, domination, and destructioheobther;

7.Weak thought looks at the pleasure of playing asthin essence of sport. In short, the “weak sport”
is a sport without a winner and a loser. This kofdthinking does not deny the concept of sport
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conceived both as play and game, or as a recrehtamivity characterized by the rules that can
include the traditional idea of victory and defdait it tends to sum it up in the essence of aiag,
of a creative and intrinsic satisfaction and pleasu

8. Weak thought does not deny the religious, transeetnar spiritual dimension of sport. Weak thought
assumes that sport is a physical experience thaisr®d® something more than a merely material and
bodily experience. It sees in the religious dimensan intimate experience that every human being
has as a manifestation and a gift from God andamaspenness to the possibility of understanding
other meanings of life. This God, to whom the spgrexperience can lead, is the God that would be
too reductive to define as “Christian” becauses ithe God of mystical experience, the God of Love
(that is, a total gift of ourselves to others), thed of friendship and agape among men and women
who are engaged in sports and play through thaiielsoand movement as an expression of their
spirituality.

Pedagogical implications of Weak Thought for the elas of sport

From what we have claimed above, we think thammémes clearly that weak thought always has its
primary focus on the ethical dimension of sport amds to defend humankind from all the practices of
alienation, commodification, oppression, and cdnt®@ we can conclude that weak thought is primail
socioethical thought that, by using critical-dedanstive and hermeneutic methodology to decompose a
recompose sport's paradoxes, ambiguities, contiads; and aporias, aims to show the deeper staucti
sport as a human practice.

At this point, a question to be posed is “Can wikight lead us to imagine sport as ‘weak’ because
it is characterized by an active nihilism and, la¢ same time, as ‘strong’ in terms of its critieaid
transformative power?” We believe that sport shautdv reconsider some of its founding assumptions
(those mentioned at the beginning of this papecabse it is one of the last big narratives of moitiethat
must be rethought in light of the changes of thodight happened in the postmodern and complextyocie

The idea of a “weak sport” thought in the way of theak thought seems to be a utopia, due to the
interests, ideologies, prejudices, and beliefs $oastrongly characterize sport in contemporaryetpcBut
it is precisely this utopian character of weak giftuthat gives it its pedagogical value (there évar
education without a form of utopia). Weak thoughplaed to sport renders it highly educational beeau

1.Weak thought changes sports ethics into an authantl not a fake ethics of tolerance and peace;

2.Weak thought changes sport into a philosophicalcatidal-pedagogical exercise for all people amd i
all the phases of life. In fact, weak thought leadgo rethink sport in its structure, showing a/wa
deconstruct its fundamental and complex meaninghput taking anything for granted, especially in
the case of values, of which weak thought revealsamly the relativity but also the complexity
(historical and sociocultural) of their structure;

3.Weak thought suggests the development of new foomsreative, experimental, and original
alternatives to “play” sport that are pluralistiotercultural, nondiscriminatory, and respectful of
nature, the environment, and differences among Ipedpis third point, as you can imagine, has
significant implications from the point of view pkdagogy, school, and sports centers and brings up
the possibility of teaching sport as a practicamsoe project in the form of weak thought.

Conclusion: a deconstructed sport

One can feel free to accept or reject weak thosghpportunity for or “ways” of rethinking sport.
Some of them, as we have claimed, may seem to &gaurably utopian, but we do not think so. In any
event, just the stress and tension caused by thlcaton of weak thought's principles to sportdatie
“deconstruction of the foundations” on which it waslt, would have significant implications for eziion.
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The places where sport is taught (schools and rgifies as well as community-based sports) are
privileged places where these changes can be ineplieth and these ideas developed.

The application of weak thought to sport suggdstsidea of a strong and continued commitment to
the individual realization of human values, whittdetects, analyzes, and puts into practice inyeday
(Vattimo, 2010). So we need to educate young peipialue “weak sport”, teaching them to rethinkvne
possibilities for sport and physical activities andegin thinking critically about their practice.

This is not only an obligation but a postmoderncador's duty in sport, if we really want sport to
develop into a truly human practice respectful wétsprinciples as tolerance and fairness, upon twiie
like to think the foundation of contemporary ethic®ur society is based.
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