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Abstract

Rugby has been a site of competing nationalist tensions in South Africa throughout the
twentieth century. English-speakers, comumitted to British notions of sport as a civilising
endeavour, developed rugby in Scuth Africa in the late nineteenth century. In the 1920s and
1930s Afrikaner nationalists used the game to challenge British cultural imperialism and to
demonstrate their ruggedness, forcefulness endurance and determination. In the 1970s and
1980s South African sporting nationalists, led by supporters of the then banned African
National Congress (ANC), advocated non-racial rugby as a means to promote a united nation
free from racial discrimination and stereotyping. Yet, despite the ANC’s political victory in
1994 at the first post-apartheid election, and its policy of racial reconciliation, non-racial
rugby remains unrealised. Tensions between white sporting nationalists, predominantly
conservative Afrikaners, and black nationalists endure. Compounding these ideological
stresses, are global commercial forces. In privileging economic criteria over ideological
interests, these forces have limited the ANC’s ability, and determination, fo forcibly impose
its non-racial model on the domestic game. This article traces the history of nationalist logic
in South African rugby and analyses and evaluates the potential for non-racial rugby inthe era

of global commercial sport.

When we won the Rugby World Cup in 1995, never once in
the history of [our] country, never for a single moment
before, were the people so solidly united. Never! That was a
remarkable, remarkable moment . . . When [the Springboks]
arrive [in Edinburgh] in November [1997], I can tell you
there is going to be jubilation at home every time they lose,
mak]e no mistake about that. We have lost the moment. It is
sad.

Major international [sporting] events are now a standard part
of ‘boosterist’ policies and development economics in coun-
tries with the infrastructure fo compete on a global scale. . .
many politicians, capitalists and sports administrators have
been drawn towards a cycle of events-driven development as
one way to enhance the prestige and wealth of the new South
Africa. Rugby will certainly play its part.”

The biggest event in South African rugby in 1998 was not the Springboks’
victory in the Tri-Nations Cup. In fact, it did not take place on the field; it was



Louis Luyt’s resignation as president of the South African Rugby Football
Union (SARFU). Luyt’s abdication in May, after six stormy years of reign,
followed & political crisis that included renewed threats to isolate South African
rugby. For the ruling African National Congress (ANC), Luyt’s resignation was
critical to recapturing the nationalist euphoria associated with South Africa’s
victory in the 1995 Rugby World Cup (RWC). Within months of the victory,
Luyt’s ‘white oligarchy’ faced fresh allegations of racism, nepotism, mal-
administration and financial irregularities. Yet, even Luyt’s critics credit him
with ‘bringing business to rugby’ and ‘with building the organisational struc-
ture which made the RWC such a success”.” Moreover, as Black and Nauright
suggest in the epigram above, the ‘business’ of rugby is now a part of South
Africa’s economic development programme. The latter raises important ques-
tions about the effects of global commercial forces on the ‘nationalist logic’ of
South African rugby. In short, will the emerging business of global rugby alter
historic nationalist objectives? This article examines the political and economic
forces at work on post-apartheid rugby.

Rugby and the Afrikaner Nation

‘No nation possesses an ethnic base naturally’, writes Etienne Balibar.
Rather, all states face problems of cohesion and must draw together disparate
political, religious, ethnic and racial interests in a process Balibar calls
‘nationalisation’. States ‘nationalise’ their social formations in the sense that
they ‘represent [them] in the past or in the future as if they formed a natural
community, possessing of itself an identity of oriagins-, culture and interests
which transcends individuals and social conditions’.

How do states nationalise their populations? History shows that they
variously invent traditions, describe conguests within or beyond historical
frontiers, celebrate diversity (by which they encourage their populations to
mutually recognise each other within a common boundary), and impose uni-
form administrative practices. Sport too plays a role. Lincoln Allison regards
sport as ‘one of the most potent of human activities in its capacity to give
meaning to life, to create and interconnect senses of achievement and identity’.
‘Above all’, he adds, ‘sport has a complex and important interaction with
nationality and the phenomenon of natjonalism’.” This interaction oceurs in at
least three ways. First, sport provides ‘a form of symbolic action which states
the case for the nation itself’.* Victories incarnate positive images of national
virtues, strengths and way of life. Similarly, hosts of international sporting
pageants display national wealth, technical expertise and organisational compe-
tence. Second, sporting events provide ‘shared memories’. Occasionally these
may act as ‘tuming points for national history’” and help forge ideas about
‘common destiny’.” And third, the symbols and anthems of representative
teams are signifiers that separate and distinguish nations from each other. South
African rugby illustrates each of these points.
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British immigrants introduced rugby to (black and white) South Afrzcans
in the nineteenth century but Afrikaners appropriated the game as their own.”
Rugby symbolised the ‘convictions, aspirations and dreams’ of Afrikaners:
‘attached to their Voortrekker past, proud of their civilizing mission in a savage
land, perceiving themselves as elected by God to reign on earth, conscious of
their vocation as warriors — not soldiers but freemen under arms — inspired by
faith and an uncompromising moral ethic to defend the cause of their people
and their God, the Afrikaner people . . . conquered the game’ )’

Even before apartheid the different racial groups in South Africa’” rarely
played sport together. Whatever sporting contact took place was ‘essentially
informal and irregular’.'' Barly Springbok rugby teams refused, for example, to
play against black nations; they even insisted that foreign opponents exclude
individual black players. New Zealand’s All Black selectors excluded Maori
champion George Nepia from the 1928 rugby tour of the Union in keeping with
South Africa’s racial traditions."” Apartheid reinforced racial segregation and
took it to new levels. Richard Lapchick argues that apartheid sport shared a
fundamental racial tenet with Nazi sport. Just as the Nazis believed that only
Aryans could represent the German nation, only whites could represent South
Africa.”” This was especially true in rugby, as Prime Minister John Vorster
made clear when he told parliament in 1971 that:

the Springbok rugby team is not representative of the whole of
South Africa. It has never been that. It has never claimed to be
representative of the Whole of South Africa. It is representative of
the whites of South Africa."

Black South Africans affirmed their exclusion from Vorster’s white nation
by vociferously supporting South Africa’s opponents. Australian Wallaby
Barry Macdonald recalled ‘phenomenal support” from black spectators during
the 1969 tour of South Africa: ‘they would always barrack for the Wallabies,
and were very excited when we won — they made us feel that we were playing
for them’. Team mate James Roxburgh remembered that ‘the blacks . . . roared
with exmtement after a try put the Wallabies in front near the end of one
match.'® Black sports people chose their own colours and symbols. Black rugby
players in the Eastern Cape wore an elephant, although, interestingly, the
emblem of the non-racial South African Rugby Union (SARUY} incorporated
two Springbok heads flanking a Protea flower.'®

Under growing pressure from mtematzonai isolation, the apartheid regime

" progressively modified its sports policy.” In 1971, in keeping with its new
policy of multi-nationalism (a grand political scheme that divided South Africa
into ten black ‘nations’), the government allowed black states to compete
against white South Africa in so-called ‘open’ international events. Four years
later it allowed sports to select multi-racial ‘invitation teams’, although the



minister for sport, Piet Koornhof, stressed that invitation sides did not represent
South Africa. The French national rugby team toured the Republic in 1975 and
played an Invitation XV that included two Africans and two Coloureds."” In
1976 Koornhof approved ° mtergroup competztlon at club level: sports associa-
tions and municipal councils could ‘in consultation with the minister, arrange
leagues or matches enabling teams from different racial groups to compete
[against each other]’. " Shortly after the government approved multi-racial
representative teams — chosen by way of racially mixed trials. Despite the
convoluted selection process, blacks i in mixed representative teams could at last
wear the sacred Springbok emblem.”® Twenty-five blacks participated in the
first m;xed trials for the Springbok rugby team in 1977, although none gained
selection.” It was another three years before Errol Tobias became the first black
rugby Springbok.” Tobias played half a dozen games for the Springboks.

Logically, integrated representative sport defined South Aftrica as a mulii-
racial nation. In reality, integrated sport failed to nationalise black peoples. At
best it gave a handful of exceptionally talented black athletes temporary respite,
be it for ten seconds, fifteen rounds or eighty minutes, from apartheid. While
those who wore the Springbok greatly valued it, the emblem remained purely a
symbol of sporting excellence; black Springboks suffered no illusions about
their inclusion in the nation. Tobias, for example, says that it was not until the
Republic’s first fully ﬂedged democratic election in April 1994 that he felt like
a real South African.”

Rugby and the National Transition

In 1990 state president F. W. de Klerk announced the end of apartheid: the
deracialisation, democratisation and nationalisation of South- Africa began.
Subsequent events, however, including the collapse of multi-party negotiations
at the Conventzon f01 a Democratic South Africa, massacres in Boiphatong and
Bisho,™ endless killings on the Bast Rand and in Natal, several suspensions of
official political negotlatzons and the assassination of ANC and Communist
Pariy leader Chris Hani,” illustrated the magnitude of the task. Nor was sport
immune from the turbuience of transition.

In the 1970s and 1980s the anti-apartheid movement and the international
sporting community imposed a boycott on South Africa. In 1991 they de-
manded that South Africa meet four conditions before returning to international
competition: a single controlling association in each code, the removal of
apartheid rules and practices, the activation of development programs in the
townships to redress inequalities caused by apartheid, and new flags, anthems,
colours and emblems.

The demand for a single controlling association in each code required
negotiations, or unity talks, between officials from the non-racial movement
and the apartheid establishment.*® Talks had in fact commenced during the
preceding twelve months but progress varied. In some sports, notably. rugby,
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the Springbok emblem was a major source of division. Mluleka George,
p1es;dent of the anti-apartheid National Sports Congress (NSC)” and a key
figure in rugby unity talks who later became vice-president of SAR§U said
that there ‘was no way we will compromise’ on apartheid symbols.” The rugby
sports establishment and Afrikaner nationalists were equally determined. While
the world knew nearly all South African representative teams (and soldiers) as
Springboks (popularly shortened to Boks in English and Bokke in Afrikaans),
rugby developed a special affinity with the name. Danie Craven, president of
the estabhshment South African Rugby Board (SARB), declared the Springbok
‘non- negomable ? Right-wing Afrikaner nationalists warned that black com-
munists and white hberals wanted to remove the Springbok because it repre-
sented Christian values.” Daan Nolte, the Conservative Party’s spokesperson
on sport, accused non-racial leaders of forcing South African sports people to
represent a foreign nation:

they will . . . represent Azania, and they will stand to attention
while the ANC’s national anthem, Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika [God
Bless Africa] is played. The flying Springbok will obviously be
replaced with an emblem more fitting . . . of [the]l new South
Africa — a sinking banana on a red flag.”’

The English and Afrikaans press rallied behind the Springbok. Several
papers ran polls which they said ‘proved overwhelming support’ for the
Springbok. A telephone poll conducted by the Sunday iixmes recorded more
than 12,000 calls in favour of retention and just 304 agamst ? Not surpnsmgly,
the black press painted a different picture. Cify Press 1an 1eiephone poll in
which ‘more than 90 per cent of callers rejected the Springbok’.”> Columnist
Jon Qwelane summed up general black sentiments: ‘those who hanker after the
Springbok are reliving past glories; but, sadly, those glories were gamed
the expense of locking other South Africans out because of their race’.

The non-racial SARU and the establishment SARB agreed to amalgamate
as SARFU in 1991 and the Springboks returned to the world stage. But
amalgamation did not resolve the emblem issue. In March 1992 the NSC took
unilateral action and announced that the Protea would replace the Springbok in
all sports. Although an NSC affiliate, SARFU refused to accept the decision.
Matters came to a head in August 1992 during a rugby Test against New
Zealand at Ellis Park (Johannesburg). Several white spectators taunted the
ANC's spokesperson on sport and current minister, Steve Tshwete, by extend-
ing the apartheid flag for his autograph. Before the kick-off Louis Luyt, then
vice-president of SARFU, instructed the announcer to play the national anthem
~ Die Stem van Suid Afrika (The Voice of South Africa). It was a deliberate
breach of a pledge not to promote apartheid symbols. The crowd sang as one. In
the furore that followed, the Afrikaans Sunday newspaper Rapport waxed
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