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‘You can take a rugby player and within half an hour make a soldier out of him’ (General Magnus Malan, cited in Grundlingh 1996:187) [1].

In their book Metaphors we Life By 

In the game of rugby union two metaphors stand out, namely, warfare and the bureaucracy. 

Hence, I was forced to read more widely. Though suggestive, I did not find satisfactory answers to Rod’s questions in the existing academic literature on South African rugby [3]. Authors often focus on the social relationships surrounding rugby, or draw connections between certain aspects of rugby and Afrikaner nationalist politics. The latter includes the subordination of individual interests to the greater good of the team and the inculcation of respect for rules and authority. As bodily practice, rugby is also held to instil moral discipline and celebrate the physical power of Afrikaner men. Archer and Bouillon (1982:72) discern symbolic parallels between the intricacies of rugby and the ‘pioneering spirit’ of Afrikaner men. These include the valorisation of strength, physical endurance and speed, fellowship and a sense of shared effort. One provocative idea is that the scrum is representative of the laager, the circular wagon formation Afrikaners used for protection whilst trekking to the country’s interior (ibid. 1982:66). 

From reading more general literature on the social history and anthropology of sport, I gained two more fruitful analytical points of departure. First, is Elias’ (1986) description of sport as ‘mimetic battle’. Elias argues that sport produces excitement to counteract the stresses of the ordinary routines of social life. Like the arts, it imitates real life situations, but unlike the arts, sport always involves physical contests. It has the excitement of danger and a climax that resolves tensions in the triumph of victory or in the disappointment of defeat. However, sport does not bear the same risks of injury as real combat (p.50). Good contests are also enjoyable, even if one loses. 

Elias (1986) also attempts to relate the development of sport to broader ‘civilising’ processes in Europe. He observes that modern sport developed in 18th century England: a time of pacification, when cycles of violence had broken down, and landholders no longer feared revolt by agrarian lower classes. The Whigs and Tories now competed for office in Parliament through non-violent means, according to mutually agreed upon rules. Skills of debate had replaced the power of the sword, and there was sufficient trust for former rulers to hand over power without fear that rivals might use the resources of government against them. Elias sees certain parallels between the self-control and self-restraint demanded by modern sport and English parliamentary government. Tighter rules developed to regulate sport beyond the local level and sport emerged as non-military combat between nation states.      

Second, I found Handelman (1998) description of sport as a spectacle of bureaucratic society extremely useful. Handelman characterises ‘rituals’ and ‘spectacles’ as different sorts of public events. Rituals, he argues, embody the meta-logic of a ‘model’ that exists as abstraction of social reality in a temporary micro-world. Rituals do not make statements, but attempt to transform people by altering elements of the model. By contrast, the meta-logic of a spectacle is that of a ‘mirror’, that does not act in and of itself. A mirror has representation as its dominant theme: it is a reflexive surface that shows how things are. Handelman sees spectacles as intrinsically connected to a bureaucratic order and to science that aims to make visible everything in the phenomenal world through itemising and categorising. Sporting spectacles such as the Olympic games celebrate bureaucratic order, whist pretending to do something very different. Much like Moscow’s October parade, the games reflect and magnify the state’s taxonomic divisions. This is evident in the march past of nations, the itemisation of events, establishment of hierarchy, and the precise calibration of time, length, height, and distance [4].                                    

Arens’s (1975) and Drummond’s (1986) accounts of American football capture these potentials, showing ‘striking similarities’ between features of this sport and of the society that nourished it. The exclusivity of football to men, and the use of equipment that accentuates the male physique (helmets, shoulder pads and cleats) highlight the salience of masculine domination in the United Sates (Arens 1975:9). The competitiveness, minute specialisation, and complex division of labour in football also accords with the principles that organise American corporate life. ‘Like the corporate executive and worker, the football player is virtually faceless; his individuality has been consumed by the voracious demands of his function’ (Drummond 1986:83). Teams also rely on extremely sophisticated technologies of surveillance and communication. Finally, the enactment of violence through territorial incursions and tactical manoeuvres resonates with the manner in which the United States conducts warfare. 

Based upon these analytical insights, this article suggests that we can best explain rugby’s special appeal to Afrikaner men, by treating the game seriously as a social phenomenon in itself, and by conceptualising it as a peculiar spectacle of war and of bureaucracy. I argue that formulaic elements of rugby resonate strongly with militarism and of governance as prominent themes in the history of Afrikaners [5]. As mimetic combat, rugby accords with contestation between different political factions in a formerly racially exclusive parliament. Moreover, Afrikaner men have actually been key participants in major wars of the 20th century such as the Anglo-Boer War, first and second World Wars; in suppressing black insurrections against the apartheid state, and in the South African Defence Force’s military incursions into Namibia and Angola (Cock & Nathan 1989). Apartheid also implied excessive bureaucratisation. Never comprising more than 4 percent of the country’s population, Afrikaner men effectively dominated and controlled all state institutions (Seegers 1993).   

The proceeding discussion is divided into three parts. I first provide a brief social history of South African rugby, and then outline basic structural features of the sport. Hereafter I draw on the biographies of Francois Pienaar, Gary Teichman and Corné Krige who captained the South African Springboks between 1993 and 2004 [6], to offer a more praxis-orientated account. Written with the assistance of professional journalists, their biographies assume familiarity with intricacies of the game and provide a unique ‘behind the scenes’ view of South African rugby. The latter discussion takes a necessarily step beyond the theme of structure, towards considering the sentiments, dispositions, inclinations and schemes engendered by playing rugby (Light and Kirk 2001). These sources suggest that rugby does not merely represent the logic, but also instils the habits, of war and of bureaucracy.                                                                

South African Rugby: A Brief Social History

According to legend rugby originated when William Ellis of the school Rugby took a football into his arms and ran with it. This innovation was institutionalised at the school, and the sport subsequently became associated with the English elite (Smith 2007). Rugby was first introduced to the prestigious English-medium schools of Cape Town in 1861, and a year later a team of officers of the Eleventh Regiment played a civil service XV in the city (Allen 2003:48). British teams regularly visited the Cape during the latter half of the nineteenth century to cement ties with the colony. Military bands performed at their matches and there were toasts to the Queen, governor, and Cape Ministry.

The bitter Anglo-Boer war of 1899 to 1902 had unexpected effect on the development of rugby. During the war 24,000 Boer soldiers were sent to prisoner-of-war camps in the British enclaves of St. Helena, Ceylon and India. Here, sporting activity was used as a means of biding time and many Afrikaner men were first introduced to the intricacies of the game (Van der Merwe 1992). In the aftermath of the war, rugby became a means of forging unity between English and Afrikaans speakers. In 1906 Paul Roos an Afrikaner, led the national South African team, whom he called the Springboks, on an extremely successful tour of the British Isles. Subsequent teams built on these performances and their regular international victories became a means of celebrating the vigour of the new (white) nation. 

The connections between rugby and the military are apparent from the experiences of Springbok rugby heroes during the World War I. Jackie Morkel was tragically killed in battle; Billy Millar was severely wounded; and Frank Mellish won the Military Cross (Greyvenstein 1977:63,67) [7].

Afrikaner men came to play a more prominent role in rugby with the development of Afrikaans-medium universities, and with the increase of Afrikaans-speaking civil servants (Nauright 1997:85). As in England, South African rugby had an elective affinity with the middle classes. The University of Stellenbosch became an early centre of the game. Rugby also established a foothold amongst students and government employees in South Africa’s capital city, Pretoria, and became virtually compulsory for schoolboys. 

Until 1939, rugby featured high on the agenda of South Africa’s United Party government. Administrators who favoured participation in World War II, collected money for war funds during rugby fixtures, and South African troops fought Rommel’s Africa Korps under the banner of the ‘Springbok Legion’ (Roos 2005). In 1944 South African and New Zealand inmates of the prisoner-of-war camp at Thorn in Poland organised a test match series. One of the most enthusiastic South African players in the camp was the young Jewish front-ranker, ‘Okey’ Geffin, who later became a most accurate Springbok place kicker (Greyvenstein 1977:132,134).        

The growing Afrikaner Nationalist movement also appreciated rugby’s political potential, and after the National Party came to power in 1948, rugby attained a thinly disguised anti-imperialist message (Grundelingh 1996:187). Afrikaners hailed the Springbok tour of Britain in 1951 - that saw them winning 30 out of 31 games - as symbolic revenge for military defeat during the Anglo-Boer war. In 1955 nearly 100,000 spectators crammed into Ellis Park to watch a match between the Springboks and British Lions. Such interest demonstrates clearly the enormous political potential of rugby: white South Africans who were opposed to the National Party, or had little interest in politics, nonetheless identified with the Springboks [8].

During National Party rule, a monopoly of civil service jobs facilitated increased economic security amongst Afrikaners. Between 1946 and 1977 the percentage of Afrikaners in white-collar occupations increased from 29 to 65% (Giliomee 1979:169). Rugby was an amateur game, and players needed comfortable employment to play the sport for extended periods. A survey of provincial rugby players in the 1970s shows that 72% were professionals or white collar workers, 10% students, 8 farmers, and only 10% blue collar workers (Grundelingh 1996:189). Like government, Springbok Rugby was the preserve of white men. Afrikaners believed that Blacks were more capable of playing football: a less sophisticated game that demanded natural skills (Nauright 1997:94). Black rugby teams nonetheless played in separate leagues, and foreign touring parties to South Africa were not permitted to include black players. In Cape Town Coloured fans were seated separately and usually supported visiting sides. (The massacre of sixty-nine black civilians by policemen at Shapeville shows that combat between white and black South Africans were not mimetic.)

Throughout this period the Afrikaner Broederbond (literally ‘brotherhood’) promoted Afrikaner interests at all levels of rugby. Broederbond members took over key administrative positions and tried to influence Springbok team selection (Wilkens and Strijdom 1980: 236-49, Claassen 1985: 223-33). Captains such as Kobus Louw and Davie De Villiers were members of the Broederbond and later became National Party cabinet ministers. But Afrikaner Nationalist hegemony was never total. ‘Doc’ Danie Craven, a supporter of the United Party, chaired the South African Rugby Board from 1956 until his death in 1993, and a few Springbok captains were well-known Afrikaner liberals or English-speakers. The Broederbond failed to unseat Craven due to his powerful personality and international contacts [9], but carefully monitored his activities. For example, a diplomat warned him not to indulge in too close contact with Maori people whilst on tour in New Zealand (Nauright 1997:89). Some rugby matches also produced unanticipated results. In 1974 the British Lions defeated the Springboks in three successive Test matches, shaking the confidence of white South Africans. 

Since the late 1960s, international opponents of apartheid seized upon rugby to press forward political demands. Protesters disrupted Springbok tours abroad, foreign rugby unions cancelled tours, and South Africa was effectively excluded from international rugby from 1986 until 1992. White South Africans felt under siege and the country became increasingly militarised. Although all white men were conscripted to military service for periods in excess of two years, the permanent force and police service was largely Afrikaans speaking [10]. 

But government gradually began to make concessions. In 1970 Prime Minister B.J. Voster, who was a former rugby administrator, allowed blacks in foreign teams to play in South Africa. A decade later Coloured schoolboys played in the national Craven week; and Errol Tobias became the first black Springbok rugby player. Albert Hertzog and Andries Treurnicht resigned from cabinet in protest against these changes, and established the Reformed National Party and Conservative Party as new right wing political formations.                        

In 1989 the South African Rugby Union joined discussions with the banned African National Congress (ANC) to dismantle apartheid, and the international sport boycott effectively came to an end with the repeal of all racist laws. White rugby spectators initially played the old anthem and waved the old South African flag when test matches resumed. But South Africa’s new national symbols gradually gained ground. In 1995 South Africa hosted and won the third Rugby World Cup. The Springboks played under the slogan, ‘One Team, One Country’ and the South African Rugby Union made 40% of net profits available to develop coaching facilities in black residential areas. Nelson Mandela visited the Springbok training camp, publically called on all black South Africans to support the team, and celebrated South Africa’s dramatic victory dressed in the captain’s No. 6 rugby jersey. The players responded by embracing Mandela as icon, and sometimes wore the number of his old prison cell (46664) on the left sleeve of their jerseys. But attempts to re-imagine the Springboks as symbol of nation building in the post-apartheid era have been marred by the absence of substantial transformation in who is selected to represent the team (Booth 1996, Farquardson and Marjoribanks 2003). Through their contribution to Springbok victories, Afrikaners have dramatised the importance of their contribution as an ethnic minority to the new country.

Following a deal with satellite television stations, and the introduction of new competitions between South African, New Zealand, and Australian teams, rugby has become thoroughly professionalised. Whereas the Springboks were previously amateurs their rugby contracts were now worth in excess of 1 million rand per annum. Despite these changes, and also the explicit attempts by the coach Harry Viljoen to introduce business models to the management of the Springbok team (Keohane 2004:19-33), rugby has not lost its military connotations. Violence is still a prominent theme in South Africa. Gun ownership remains extremely high (Cock 2001). Afrikaner men have also found an important economic niche in the booming security industry (Kirsch 2007) and even in transnational mercenary organisations such as Executive Outcomes.           

Rugby, Bureaucracy and War: A Structural Analysis 

References to warfare are pervasive in the lexicon of rugby. In 1949 the captain, Boy Louw exclaimed: ‘When South Africa plays New Zealand, consider your country at war’ (Dobson 1996:9). The Springboks are referred to as ‘squad’ of ‘warriors’, who engage in ‘campaigns’, go to ‘battle’, ‘attack’, ‘defend’ and secure ‘victories’. They also ‘march’ onto the field, sing the national anthem, confront the New Zealand ‘war challenge’ canned haka, ‘charge’ at the opposition following kick offs, and use ‘codes’ in the line outs. At certain grounds a ‘siren’ sounds the end of play.

The structural aspects of rugby, in turn, exhibit and exaggerate central aspects of modern bureaucratic organisations. These include the meticulous marking of space and time. Rugby is played on a standardised rectangular (battle) ‘field’ that displays the monotonous universal features of ‘non-spaces’ (Augé 1995). The field measures 100 metres in length and 70 metres in width. Touch-lines, five metre- and fifteen-metre lines mark the length of the pitch; and a halfway line, ten metre-, twenty-two metre, goal, and dead-ball lines run across. Flags are planted along the corners of the touchlines. In the middle of each goal line is located an H shaped goal; comprising two uprights of 5.5 metres, and a crossbar of three metres above the ground. 

Time that is so crucial for structuring bureaucratic activities (Elias 1986), and for measuring value in the capitalist economy (Thompson 1967); is also a central to the aesthetics of rugby. A game lasts eighty minutes, divided into two periods of forty minutes, and there is a ten minute break at half time when the teams change ends. The symmetry of time thus reinforces the symmetry of space. Although a large digital clock ticks down the time, the referee is allowed some discretion to freeze time during stoppages for injury, and to add on time at the end. 

The captain who wins a toss of a coin chooses on which side of the field to play. The teams then line up in their respective halves, and a drop kick from the centre starts the game. The object of rugby is to score tries (five points) by grounding the ball in the opponents’ goal area, and goals (two points for converting a try, three for a penalty, and three for a drop goal [11]) by kicking the ball between the opponent’s goal posts, above the crossbar. As in warfare, a team seeks to penetrate the defence of their opponents, invade and occupy their territory. 

In ‘open play’ teams ‘attack’ by passing the ball to players with running space.    Else they kick the ball down the field by means of punts that fly through the air, or grubbers than bounce on the ground. A spinning ball is called a ‘torpedo’ and successive high punts may be referred to as ‘aerial bombardment’. Defence occurs through tackling the opposition players and by bringing them to the ground. 

Scrums, line-outs, rucks and mauls are called set-pieces, and all involve a complex coordination of bodies and tasks. Scrums are used to bring the ball back into play after stoppages. The packs of forwards get into formation and bind, using their arms. The referee then shouts ‘crouch’, ‘touch’, ‘hold’, ‘engage’. The players crouch, keeping their shoulders lower than their hips. When they engage or interlock, no player’s head may be next to the head of any of his team-mates. Packs attempt to gain advantage by shoving their opponents backwards, off the ball. 

Line-outs are used to bring balls that have gone into touch, back into play. The forwards form two parallel lines and the hooker of the team who did not bring the ball into touch throws the ball straight between the lines. The ball must travel 5 metres and players jumping for the ball may be supported above the waist.

Rucks and mauls also restart the game after breakdowns. In a ruck the ball is on the ground, forwards bind, and attempt to heel it back to their scrum-half. The players do not have fixed positions, but must join ‘through the gate’, that is, add themselves to the formation by joining it from the hind most foot of a team mate who is already bound into the ruck. In a maul the forwards retain the ball in their hands, push forward in a rolling formation, and work the ball to the scrum half.        

Rugby involves less specialisation than American football [12], but also has a firmly entrenched division of labour. There are fifteen different positions (offices), each with a specified numbers, tasks and duties (like job descriptions). The positions are named after places in military configurations or technical mechanisms. 

Figure 1: The Positions in Rugby Union
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The basic division is between eight ‘forwards’ and seven ‘backs’. Like blue-collar workers or foot-soldiers, the pack of forwards bear the brunt of heavy contact, and compete for the ball in scrums, line-outs, rucks and mauls. They are typically larger in build and do much hard work behind the scenes. The pack includes a front row of a ‘loose-head prop’ (1), ‘hooker’ (2) and ‘tight-head prop’ (3). They are specialist scummagers with strong shoulder and neck muscles. The props hold up the hooker in the scrum and support the jumpers in the line-outs. The hooker heals the ball from the tunnel of the scrum and throws the ball into the line-outs. The second-row forwards or ‘locks’ (4 and 5) are the tallest members of the team and possess great upper body strength. As ‘engine room’ of the pack, they jump for the ball in the line-outs, lock together the scrum, and rip free the ball from their opponents at mauls. The ‘flankers’ (6 and 7) bind on the side of the scrum and break off as soon as the ball emerges to stuff out attacks by their opponents. They are also expected to win the ball on the ground and to recycle it when their own team attacks. The ‘eighth man’ (8) is a jack-of-all-trades who launches drivers from the rear of the scrums.        

The backs do more visible works, score more points, and are assigned higher numbers. They move swifter across the field, defend by tackling their opponents, and attack by kicking the ball, passing it, and by beating their opponents through pace and tricky running. The ‘scrum-half’ (9) stands nearest to the pack, puts the ball into the scrum, collects it from the pack, and passes it swiftly to the fly-half. The ‘fly-half’ (10) has only a swift second to decide if the team will advance. The ‘centres’ (12 and 13) have more field space when they receive the ball, and attempt to flat-foot opponents by rapidly changing the line of attack. The ‘wings’ (11 and 14) are generally the fastest members of the team, lie near the touchlines and have more space to accelerate, race away and score spectacular tries. As the last line of defence, the fullback (15) often has to field high balls under great pressure. 

In the South African approach to rugby the team as a whole is larger than the sum of its parts, and ‘team spirit’ (spangees in Afrikaans) is the most crucial component of success (Du Plessis 2006:ix). Coaches expect players to take pride and passion in the green and gold Springbok jersey (uniform), and invariably disapprove of prima donnas who attempt to do their own thing. Set pieces also take precedence over open play. South Africa’s most influential coach of the 1970s, Buurman Van Zyl (a Police Brigadier), dismissed a game based on backline running skills as ‘candy floss rugby’. Instead, he advocated an approach called ‘subdue and penetrate’, in which powerful forwards grind down their opponents and fly halves kick the ball great distances down field. 

Like horizontal differentiation, vertical hierarchy is a crucial aspect of the social organisation of bureaucracy and of rugby. Rugby’s hierarchy stretches from junior and senior players to captain, coach, chief executive officer and president of the South African Rugby Football Union (SARFU), and to the International Rugby Board (IRB, the supreme rule-making body). The ‘captain’ (a military rank) leads the players on the field and implements the game plan. 

The coach selects players to the team, motivates them, and devises an appropriate game plan for each match. Coaches now assume greater responsibility than they did in the past and are entitled to appoint assistant coaches (to manage the forwards, backs, and defence), technical advisors, and officials to take care of various other managerial duties. Players are fond of commenting upon and criticising the managerial styles of different coaches, in much the same way as workers caricature and gossip about their bosses. For example, the coach Ian MacIntosh was known as extremely emotional, Kitch Christie as stiff and formal; Andre Markgraaf as inflexible; Carel du Plessis as quiet, thoughtful and intelligent; Nick Mallet as outspoken and competitive; Harry Viljoen as businesslike, and Rudolf Straeuli as a traditional rugby man. Teichmann (2006:210-12) condemns Nick Mallet for losing confidence in his players when the results began to turn against them, and Krige (2006:117) criticised Harry Viljoen for being more interested in sopping than in rugby. Whilst on tour in London, ‘Harry often returned to the hotel in the afternoon bearing shopping bags with labels such as ‘Armani’, ‘Gucci’ and ‘Eden Park’.

But players more frequently resent the Rugby Union officials who control the financial aspects of the game. They generally described Louis Luyt, the self-made millionaire and former Rugby Union president, as a manipulative dictator, ‘whose word was law’. There were rumours that Luyt guaranteed André Markgraaf the Springbok coaching job if  Markgraaf marshalled support for him from the smaller unions (Pienaar 2000:102). In a meeting, Luyt reportedly told the players’ representative: ‘We will offer the players without contracts a fee of R30,000 per match. That is our final offer! Take it or leave it! If you don’t want it, let us know and we can find some other players!’ (Teichmann 2000:85). Silas Nkanunu, the first black SARFU president, also failed to endear himself to the players. At a match function he reportedly asked the captain, ‘Bob Skinstad’, to say a few words. Skinstad was not even on the tour (Pienaar 2000:96).

Legal domination, based upon a belief in the sanctity of the law, characterises modern bureaucracies (Weber 1968:956-1005) and is another spectacular element of rugby. The game has a ‘labyrinthine set of laws’ (Coetzee 1992:121) that vastly exceed those of any other ball-carrying game, both in terms of their volume and their complexity. The International Rugby Board constantly reformulates these and the latest edition of rugby’s laws runs into 180 pages. 

There are countless typologies and types of transgressions. A ‘forward pass’ occurs when a player intentionally throws a pass forward to another player of his own team, and a ‘knock on’ when he looses possession of the ball and it goes forward. A player is ‘off side’ when he is in front of a team-mate who has the ball or has last played the ball. Being ‘off side’ he is temporarily out of the game and may not play the ball, or move towards opponents waiting to play the ball. A player commits ‘obstruction’ when he charges an opponent running for the ball, or when he shields a member of his own team carrying a ball from an opponent. ‘Foul play’ occurs when a player hacks, trips or strikes an opponent, or tackles him late or dangerously.


Rules cover all aspects of every set-piece. For example, scrums are only allowed inside the field of play, and may not be set closer than five metres from the goal line and five meters from the touchline. No extra players may join the scrum and all players must remain bound till the scrum ends. The player putting the ball into the scrum must stand one metre from the scrum, use both hands in a single forward movement, and must pitch the ball on the ground immediately beyond the nearest player. The hooker may only hook the ball with his foot once it is fairly in the scrum. When the ball is in the scrum no player may raise both feet off the ground at the same time. Players may not deliberately cause the scrum to collapse, lift an opponent outwards, deliberately kick a ball out of the scrum, return the ball once it is out, or convey to opponents that the ball is out of the scrum whist it is still in.        

A referee polices these laws, judges infringements, awards scrums and penalties, cautions players, and punishes transgressors by sending them off the field. He is expected to be impartial, consistent and fair. Two ‘touch judges’ assist the referee by raising flags to show where the ball, or player carrying it, has gone out of play, and by pointing a flag towards the centre of the field to point out incidents of ‘foul play’. They also stand behind the goal posts for kicks and raise their flags if the ball is over. A referee may also communicate to a television match official by microphone, and ask him to review video evidence and adjudicate whether a try had been scored. 

Transgressions are ranked, and the more serious are more severely punished. For a forward pass and knock-on the referee awards a scrum to the opponents, for an infringement a ‘free kick’, and for obstruction a ‘penalty kick’. In the case of foul play, the referee may show the transgressor a yellow card and order him to spend ten minutes off the field in an imaginary ‘sin bin’, or show him a red card and order him to permanently leave the field. A team may cite an opponent if they suspect unpunished foul play, leading to a disciplinary enquiry. Any player who is found guilty will usually have to serve a period of suspension. Spectators eagerly comment on the fairness of these judgements. 

In modern bureaucracies ‘offices’ are clearly distinguished from ‘officials’ and recruitment is based upon the demonstration of specialised competence (Weber 1968:956-1005). These tenets of bureaucratic organisation also find resonance in rugby, and the selections of players and coaches are also more keenly discussed and debated than any other aspect of the game. Experts generally agree that a balance between stability and recruitment is necessary to build a successful rugby team. Good performances demand confidence and experience, and consistency in team selections. But South African rugby is often characterised by a situation of ‘pathological labour turnover’. In the hunt for success, poor results provoke crises and the firing of personnel. For example, after successive losses on a tour to New Zealand, Louis Luyt, proclaimed that the manager and the coach ‘were history’ and dismissed (‘dropped’) eighteen of the thirty-six players who represented the Springboks on tour (Teichmann 2000:141). Players live by their performances, and coaches by the results of their teams [13]. But coaches have also been dismissed for other reasons. In 1997, André Markgraaf was sacked after he used racist language to describe black administrators, and Nick Mallet after he expressed the opinion that ticket prices were too expensive (Krige 2006:141).            

In recent years, rugby has also been a site of contestation about ‘affirmative action’. Transformation in rugby has been slower than in the South African civil service. Though the Springboks have produced exceptionally talented black players, such as Bryan Hanana who was voted international player of 2007, there have never been more than four black players in the team’s starting line up (Desai and Nabbi 2007). Government spokesmen committed to pursuing a ‘black economic empowerment policy’ in government and in industry, often vent their anger at the lack of black Springbok players. Butana Komphela has even gone so far as to suggest that the Springboks should have their passports impounded if the team does not become more representative of the country’s ethnic mix (Mail & Guardian Online 3 April 2007). 


Captains and coaches resent such political interference. They agree that there should be equal opportunities for all and support attempts to develop black talent at the grassroots level. But they fiercely oppose a racial ‘quota system’, insisting that players should be chosen on merit alone (Keohane 2004:49-64, Krige 2006:157). 

With professionalisation and globalisation of the game, several South African rugby players have often sought greener pastures and higher wages abroad. This has generated alarm about the loss of skill, expertise and of knowledge, echoing familiar concerns about the ‘brain drain’ from developing countries. 

Playing the Game: Pienaar, Teichman and Krige 

Total institutions such as boarding schools, university residences and military establishments, that instil respect for rules and for hierarchy, shaped the early lives of the rugby captains Francois Pienaar, Gary Teichmann, and Corné Krige. 

Francois Pienaar’s father worker in the steel industry in Witbank and he qualified as a lawyer at the Rand Afrikaans University in Johannesburg. Pienaar played most of his rugby at the local university club. The Afslaan hostel, where he resided, was structured along a fictitious Roman model. There was a dictator on top, assisted by the magistrum, quaestors, senators and mandators. First years students were instructed not to look the quaestors in the eye (Pienaar 2000:38). 

Teichmann was born in the Rhodesian (now Zimbabwean) town of Gwelo, where his father worked as a stock auctioneer. He lived through ‘a civil war in which more than fifty thousand people would die’ (Teichmann 2000:10). At boarding school, pupils were regularly woken at night, told that there were ‘terrorists’ in the area, and were instructed to sleep in the showers. In 1979 the Teichmann family returned to Natal, where Gary attended the prestigious, Hilton College, where life was strictly regulated and attendance at rugby matches was compulsory (ibid: 15). After school, Teichmann was conscripted to South African Defence Force and was posted to northern Namibia as an intelligence officer, but sat in an office, day after day, and played rugby. He subsequently enrolled in a two-year course at an agricultural college, and played for the Maritzburg University open side.   

Corné Krige grew up on a Zambian farm, but attended boarding school in the Western Cape from the age of only seven. Krige found it hard to accept authority. ‘There were rules to be obeyed and whether you liked it or not, you had to conform’ (Krige 2006:33) As a junior, he had to ‘coo’ like a dove outside the windows of seniors to wake them up gently, bring them tea and coffee, make their beds, and carry their suitcases to class. ‘Eventually, my years at school taught me the principles of hierarchy’ (ibid 35). Krige nonetheless relished the camaraderie of rugby. He enrolled for a business management course, but never wrote his final exams.                    

All three players describe selection for the Springboks as the fulfilment of an over-riding ambition, and an occasion of great pride and excitement. But the moment came sooner for Pienaar and for Krige, who both captained South African junior teams, before becoming Springbok flankers. Teichmann was only selected for the Natal Sharks after the usual eighth man, Andrew Aitken, moved to Cape Town. When he eventually became a Springbok, 780 people called to congratulate his parents (Teichmann 2000:60).         

An initiation ritual marked entry into the world of provincial and international rugby. New players of the Transvaal Lions were stripped to their jockstraps, blindfolded, and told to stand on a chair to tell jokes. The older players then rubbed butter into their hair, poured beer over their bodies, and slapped them whilst they sang the initiation song. Initiation rituals for the Springboks were as brutal. But by the 1990s new players simply recited the Springbok code of honour while touching the actual Springbok cap awarded to Danie Craven in 1933.            

Springbok rugby players are officially on ‘camp’ whilst preparing for matches at home, or undertaking tours (of up to five weeks) abroad. Despite being based in luxury hotels, the conditions in camp resemble those pertaining to ‘total institutions’ (Goffman 1980). The coach reigns supreme, and players are obliged to use formal terms of address. In camp, Cabous Van der Westhuysen called the new coach by his first name “Kitch”, but the coach snapped back, saying ‘You either call me “Coach” of “Mr Christie”, all right!’ (Teichmann 2000:68). Coaches often seek to manage the entire social lives of their players. Kitch Christie dropped two players who arrived late for training, to teach them respect for the coach and for the team (Pienaar 2000:148). Rudolf Straeuli believed that the Springboks had become too soft and often cancelled hotel bookings in favour of more basic accommodation in Police Colleges. He ordered all players to shave, cut their hair to a prescribed length, wear T-shirts of the same colour, and to eat breakfast at the same time (Krige 2006:182-195). Ian MacIntosh followed a waiter into the lift to discover which of his players had ordered two beers on an evening before a game (Teichmann 2000:41). 

There are strict barriers to social intercourse with the outside world. Wives, girlfriends and other family members are kept in the background and the coaches strictly monitor the flow of people and of information, into and from camp. Rudolf Straeuli went so far as to employ a security consultant to record the times that players arrived at camp (Krige 2006:186). Coaches fear that intrusive journalists might generate negative publicity, and stage formal press conferences at which they and their captains gave away as little as possible. Gary Teichmann recalled that being a rugby captain gave him greater appreciation for politicians: ‘It is not as easy as you might think to talk for hours and still say nothing at all’ (Teichmann 2000:100). Another fear is that opponents might attempt to learn about their game plans. Ian MacIntosh was paranoid about spies. In Australia, he once sent a posse of players to hunt for somebody he thought was filming a training sessions for the Wallabies (Pienaar 2000:122). Similarly, the coach Rudolf Straeuli guarded game plans ‘as if they were crown jewels’ and burnt them afterwards (Keohane 2004:83) 

Within camp the barriers ordinarily separating different spheres of social life are broken down, and in contrast to some other spheres of South African society communitas should prevail. Krige recalls that six black players were included in the South Africa’s junior team that toured France. 

‘This meant a lot to the team. In the beginning of the tour this felt a bit uncomfortable, but it did not take a long time before the players mixed and before an excellent team spirit had developed. The black players taught us many of their songs and we sang these on tour’ (2006:50). 

But racism has occasionally been a source of friction. An international scandal occurred when the white lock Geo Cronje, refused to share a room, a shower and toilet with the black lock, Quinton Davids (see Keohane 2004.189-213 and Krige 2006:159-165).

Physical training often resembles military exercises. Kitch Christie made the Springboks do push-ups, sit-ups and bench steps. He [Christy] would say ‘Give me thirty push ups’. We would shout “Why thirty? We can do sixty?” and we would do sixty, counting each push like a brand of army recruits at drill’ (Pienaar 2000: 92). Christie also introduced a ten-kilometre run at seven in the morning, and ordered all other squad members to slap latecomers on the backside. Training for the 1995 World Cup took place at Silvermine military base. (Pienaar 2000:167). Eight years later, Rudolf Straeuli dressed tackling bags with English rugby jerseys with the names of players on them. ‘During practice sessions we [the players] furiously tackled “Jonny Wilkinson” (Krige 2006:138). 

Rugby players have also encountered ‘boot camps’ modelled upon those devised for elite military task forces. To build team spirit the English rugby team regularly carry poles over mud fields and go on night marches at the Exmouth-base of the Royal Marines (Woodward 2004:233-42). In theory these exercises create solidarity and ‘battle proof’ players so that they learn to act under pressure, and endure anything they encounter on the rugby field.  

Before the 2003 World Cup, the entire Springbok squad had to endure a series of strenuous ordeals at Camp Staaldraad (lit. steel wire). They were transported to the bushveld, and told that they would be broken down mentally and physically and reconstructed into a stronger unit. Adriaan Heijns, a former police special task force commander and his guards were in full control, and they told the Springboks that it would be unwise to protest because they bore firearms. Each player was allowed only rugby shorts, a red rugby jersey, T-shirt, two pairs of socks and shoes, a track-suit pants and a toothbrush. Guards searched them for concealed items and confiscated their watches so they did not know the time of day. 

Over a period of four days and cold winter nights, the Springboks were almost totally deprived of sleep and hardly ate. The guards forced them to march carrying extraordinarily heavy poles, unbalanced tractor tyres, and ammunition trunks filled with cement. If anyone dropped an item, the guards would punish all players by forcing them to do push ups, or to crawl through the bush on their bare stomachs. Early one morning the guards marched the entire squad to a lake, told them to undress [14], get into the icy water, and to fill deflated rugby balls half with water and half with air. There were only three pumps and the players must have spent two hours in the water. Corné Krige found it extremely difficult to survive the cold: his entire body cramped, his lips became blue, and he rapidly lost body heat. When he led some of the players out of the lake, the guards screamed at them, ‘Did we give you permission to climb out of the water? What the hell are you doing?’ The next moment he heard gunshots and bullets flew to the right and left of them, into the water (Krige 2006:115). On another occasion the guards issued pairs of players with boxing gloves, and told them to fight each other. Gcobani Bobo flattened the much smaller, Louis Koen, no fewer than three times. The players also spent an entire night, sitting naked in a mud pit. The guards shone torch-lights in their eyes, squirted them with water, and repeatedly played the New Zealand haha over loudspeakers. They were also forced to jog, singing continuously like American marines, to push abandoned trucks, negotiate obstacle courses, climb mountains, engage in paint ball fights, and to jump twenty metres into icy lake water from a military helicopter. 

Krige (2006) describes Camp Staaldraad as a humiliating experience that served absolutely no positive purpose. The metaphor had become a reality. ‘If you had been a member of a special task team this type of training might have enabled you to bond, but hell, we were not on our way to war’ (Krige 2006:119). In retrospect, he feels that he let down his team by not leading them out of the lake. But Krige also observes that players of the Blue Bulls, who were typical Afrikaners, easily endured the ordeal. Joost Van der Westhuysen apparently thought that such camps were good for the players and ‘enjoyed this sort of thing’ (ibid.116). [15] 

The treatment of rugby players as soldiers is also apparent in the motivation of the players. On a Friday night before playing New Zealand, the Springboks watched the film, The Rock. In the story a military commander, played by Sean Connery, leads his troops to Alcatraz. At one highly charged moment, Connery barks questions at his troops. ‘Are you ready?’ ‘Are we going to survive out there? ‘Yes sir’, the soldiers shouted back, in unison. ‘Are we going to be defeated?’ ‘No sir!’ Francois Pienaar asked the same questions in the changing room ‘and the guys responded exactly as the soldiers had done in the film…I don’t think I have ever seen a team so motivated and pumped up’ (Teichmann 2000:95).  

Springbok rugby relies upon central planning by coaches who devise ‘game plans’ in a similar manner as generals might devise ‘battle plans’. Ian MacIntosh reportedly spent hours in his office at King’s Park. ‘There, surrounded by wall charts and instructional posters, he would plot the next training session, the next game plan’ (Teichmann 2000:143). Before playing France, he told his players to run the ball up the middle of the field using Tiaan Strauss to play off the centres, with the aim of creating situations where our forwards would be running on their backs and our backs would be running on their forwards’ (Pienaar 2000:115).         

Pienaar (2000) attributes the successes of the Springboks during the 1995 World Cup to Kitch Christie’s clever strategies. Before the opening game, his 

‘assistant coach and technical assistants analysed every Australian player in terms of his strengths and weaknesses, and all this information was then processed to produce our game plan… His strategy to defeat Australia centred on applying real pressure on two Wallabies: the scrum half George Gregan and David Campese, the legendary winger, and on winning possession from the restarts (Pienaar 2000:170).


 Against Canada, Christy instructed the scrum half to punt the ball deep into their half all night long, and to allow the Springboks to conserve energy. In the final match against New Zealand, he devised a plan to put the ball behind the back three of his opponents and ‘smother them with pressure’ (ibid: 178,184,190). 

The Springboks also execute centrally planned tactics. By moving the ball around, they seek to wear down heavy packs, unaccustomed to playing at altitude. A move called ‘the pincher’ is implemented from the back of an attacking scrum. The eighth man picks up the ball and passed it to the scrum half fanning wide: who then flips it through to the fly-half, bursting through on the inside. By wrong-footing the defence the fly half will have a clear run to the line (Pienaar 2000:81).

Captains had to ensure that each player fulfilled his role. Francois Pienaar became extremely upset when James Small got in the way of an Australian kicker and conceded a penalty. ‘Come on James get back’, I shouted. ‘*** off’, came the reply. I took the unique wing aside and explained to him that he would never again swear at me on the field’ (Pienaar 2000:123).    

Rugby, especially at Test level, demands physical intimidation. As in American football, violence is enacted through the idiom of specialised work. The Springboks invariably aim to set their opponents in their heels with a physical onslaught in the scrums, rucks, and mauls, and to hit them back in tackles. The lock Kobus Wiese personified this physical approach when he ‘led a rampant charge [against the French] …thundering into every maul, demanding the ball’ (Teichmann 2000:115). Body are deployed as weapons (Messnel 1980) and strong players are sometimes described as ‘heavy artillery’ (Pienaar 2000:106, 109). The Springbok fly half, Henry Honiball’s tackling was so lethal that it earned him the nickname, ‘Blade’ (lem in Afrikaans). The coach, Harry Viljoen called the fast and mobile open side flank - which would go for the fly half during the set pieces - ‘a missile’ (Teichmann 2000:158). 

In rugby, as in bureaucratic societies, there is a clear distinction between legitimate and illegitimate violence. Players are expected to show restraint, even under extreme physical provocation. Henri Honiball personified this approach. He never lifted his frown, although he once came close to it after a late tackle (Teichmann 2000:155). However, tempers often fray. During the infamous ‘battle of Tucaman’ in Argentina the match erupted into a wild and prolonged fist-fight involving almost every player on the field (Teichmann 2000:63). Another ‘punch-up’ occurred during the 1995 World Cup, after a Canadian player manhandled a Springbok at the billboards. A Disciplinary Committee suspended James Dalton and Pieter Hendricks from playing for having ‘taken the law into their own hands’.  

During the game players literally ‘put their bodies on the line’ for their team and country, and injuries incurred in this processes are seen as sacrifices for the greater good. Sacrifice, as Moodie (1975), amongst others shows, is a key concept in Afrikaner nationalist ideology. Krige writes that Springboks have to give absolutely everything for their team. Test matches demand heroic courage, mental and physical bravery, fearlessness, and total commitment without once thinking about on own safety. ‘I have said many times in my life that I would rather die than to loose a game’ (Krige 2006:xiv). 

Pienaar (2000:134) recalls that after the game against France in the 1995 World Cup, Kobus Wiese was icing his knee, Ruben Kruger could not lift his arm above his shoulder, Mark Andrews was suffering from chest pains, Joost van der Westhuysen had been struck on the throat, James Small had a sore hamstring, Joel Stansky’s eye was only starting to open, and Andre Joubert was nursing a broken hand that was operated upon and stabilised with metal pin. He, himself, was badly concussed during a Test match in Cape Town, strapped to a stretcher, and taken by ambulance to hospital (ibid. 262). In 1998 Corné Krige ruptured a cross-ligament of his knee, and the injury ruled him out of rugby for eight months (Krige 2006:14).                

A team’s ability to play within the rules of the game is crucial for their success as the numbers of penalties conceded often determines who wins and loses. On 23 November 2002, the Springboks scored two tries, but lost the game against France in Marseilles, 10-30. Krige (2006:94) comments ‘we gave away hopelessly too many penalties – an accusation against our discipline – and to rub salt into our wound Bakkies Botha received two yellow cards’. The referee, Tappe Henning, was subsequently called to assist the Springboks to reduce the penalty count. ‘The players wrote law exams so that Henning could know which players struggled with which areas of the game’ (Keohane 2004:96).     

There is an art to breaking the rules and getting away with it, or to playing the game as narrowly as possible on the border of the law. Ian MacIntosh used substitutes before they were formally legalised. The Natal Sharks team had three props of international standing. After sixty minutes one prop would fake an injury, enabling a third prop to bring fresh legs to his team’s performance (Teichmann 2000:151). Teichmann comments about the All Blacks:   

These guys will elbow you in the lineout, tug at your jersey in the loose and accidentally push your face into the ground when they stand up from a tackle… but they will always be completely in control. They will be subtle enough not to concede penalties (ibid.51).     

Players have to accept the verdict of the referee as sacrosanct. The referee’s decisions are final and no referee had ever changed his mind on account of players complaining (Pienaar 2000:198). In rugby players learn to accept injustice, such as when the referee wrongly awarded New Zealand a penalty during 1981, enabling them to win a crucial test series.    

Like bureaucrats, rugby players frequently contend with the pressure of time, and play ‘against the clock’ in the dying moments of a game. Teichmann recalls how time ran out in the third Test against the on the New Zealand tour of South Africa. With only ten minutes remaining, New Zealand led 33-26, and South Africa only needed a try and conversion to win the match.              

Time after time we drove for the line. Time after time our path would be blocked…I watched every minute tick down on the electric clock. I saw the number reach 0, and then start dipping into injury time: -1, -2 (Teichmann 2006:105).         

But against France, South Africa beat the clock and clung to a precarious 13-12 lead, under the most intense pressure, until the final whistle (Teichmann 2006:118).  

Rugby players are subject to excessive surveillance. Coaches, journalists, match officials, spectators and television viewers carefully assess their performance. Nick Mallet and his coaching staff meticulously scrutinised video material of each game, and handed each player a typed report, indicating what he had done right and what he had done wrong (Krige 2006:172) [16]. Harry Viljoen introduced a R500 bonus for the player who made the best tackle, and a R10,000 bonus for the ‘man of the match’. Incidents of ‘foul play’ provoke the greatest attention and players frequently complain that the media, especially the tabloid press, ‘have an appetite for scandal as intense as Dracula’s appetite for blood’ (Krige 2006:102-3). In 1993 a disciplinary tribunal banned the prop, Johan le Roux, from playing rugby for seventeen months after a television camera showed him biting Sean Fritzpatrick’s ear. ‘Humiliation upon humiliation was heaped upon Johan: he was forced to arrange his own legal defence, and denied the right to wear a Springbok jersey on the flight home (Pienaar 2000:40). 

The manner in which players mourn defeat and celebrate of victory also resonates with warfare. Francois Pienaar recalls that, after England unexpectedly defeated South Africa 32-15 on home soil in 1994, 

‘….the atmosphere in the changing room was worse than any funeral I attended…men sit silent among the steaming kit and despair. Nobody talks and nobody catches anyone else’s eye’ (Pienaar 2000:13).            

Teichmann described the stillness in the Springbok dressing room (after suffering defeat in Buenos Aires) as ‘a candidate for the greatest silence on the planet’.     

‘There is a stunned silence, of big men staring blankly at the ever increasing pile of dirty kit. There is a sense of desolation, as if each individual is contemplating the disappointment of his friends and his family back home. The Springboks…feel defeat not only as a personal disappointment, but also as a cause of national shame…(Teichmann 2006:62).

By contrast, Pienaar recalls the memorable day when his team won the 1995 World Cup, as follows:      

‘We had won and in a surge of emotion, I sunk to my knees. The players gathered in a tight circle and, with bedlam breaking out around the stadium and around the country, we quietly gave thanks to God for our victory… The bear-hug and tears that followed remained a blur… The atmosphere, the pride, the knowledge that the entire nation was in a state of celebration combined to create an unforgettable mood…Somehow the emotion within the stadium and throughout the country went far beyond sport. It represented the unification, however brief, of a country once so cruelly divided…There was a wonderful serene atmosphere of waving flags and people trying to take every ounce of the occasion…We were hailed memorably by 200,000 people on the streets of Johannesburg during a ticker-tape parade. President Mandela invited the entire squad to receive medals at a special banquet in Pretoria’ (Pienaar 2000:202).  

But however bitter the taste of defeat and sweet the smell of victory, rugby players are admonished to lose with dignity, and be humble in victory. There was much criticism when the All Blacks blamed their defeat in 1995 on a bout of food poisoning (Pienaar 2000:205). Krige resented playing against England, because the English players had an arrogant disposition, and were never good winners (Krige 2000:103).

Players, nonetheless, find it hard to maintain their composure when controversial coaching decisions bring a premature end to their careers. Fifteen months after winning the 1995 World Cup, the coach Andre Markgraaf ‘dropped’ Francois Pienaar from the Springbok squad in favour of a virtually unknown player [17]. Gary Teichmann led South Africa to seventeen successive victories, but was omitted him from the 1999 World Cup squad. Both players were devastated, but had no option but to ‘take the news on the chin’. 

Corne Krige retired after South Africa’s unsuccessful 2003 World Cup campaign, and after he had heard that the new coach, Jake White, wanted John Smit to be the new captain. 

‘After the loss against New Zealand in Melbourne, Victor Matfield looked at me and asked, ‘What are you going to do now?’ ‘Retire’, I said…I decided to jump before I was pushed…. I once saw Jake White walking down the passage at the SARFU-offices at Newlands. Without saying a word, I walked right past him…This was the last time that I saw Jake White, or had the chance to speak with him…my conduct was possibly childish’ (Krige 2006:148,149).            

Conclusions

We can only answer Rod MacIntosh’s questions about the special appeal of rugby to Afrikaners, by taking the game seriously as a social phenomenon in itself, and by investigating both the structural features of the game as well as the sentiments engendered by playing it. Drawing on diverse theorists such as Elias (1986) and Handelman (1998) I was able to show how formulaic elements of rugby provide a spectacle of warfare and of bureaucracy. At a broader structural level, these include the lexicon of the game, the organisation of space and time, the invasion of territory, the coordination of effort in various set pieces, horizontal differentiation of positions, vertical hierarchy, the dramatisations of law, policing and punishment, as well the distinction between office and incumbent. The biographies of Springbok rugby captains show additional elements of rugby at the level of practice that inculcate the habits of bureaucracy and war. These include the experiences of being on ‘camp’; subjection to military like training regimes; excessive surveillance; playing according to centrally devised game plans; uncritically accepting the rulings and decisions of referees; laying one’s body on the line for the greater good of the team; celebrating victory; and mourning defeat.       

In this respect rugby mirrors the position of that Afrikaners assumed in for half a century in the highly militarised and bureaucratised society that was apartheid South Africa. But the game of rugby does more than reflect. In the micro-world of training camps and rugby fields, the practice also inculcates dispositions that are congruent with participation in this order. Seegers (1993) has commented on the elective affinity between other Afrikaner institutions - such as strong patriarchal families, rule making parents, conformist religious worship in Dutch reformed churches, and hierarchical pupil teacher relations in education – and participation in this social order. Rugby plays a complementary role, alongside these institutions, towards instilling not only the logic and also the habits of war and of bureaucracy.                

In their study of Australian independent schools, Light and Kirk (2001) argue that rugby produces social advantage, enabling former players to rise to positions of power in the corporate world. They assert that ‘physical capital’ is gained from dominating opponents in situations of physical contact, and from establishing social connections through shared participation in the game. The information presented in this paper shows their view to be rather one-sided. The experience of playing Springbok rugby, foregrounds acceptance as much as domination, and involves humiliation as much as the celebration of victory. The novelist J.M. Coetzee argues that games involve a creative phase in which rules and forms of play are composed and worked out, and a less creative phase in which the game is played. In contrast, players play sports such as rugby according to well defined codes of rules, and are excluded from playing ‘the game of rules’. 

‘The child who submits to the code… is therefore re-enacting a profoundly important moment of culture: the moment at which the Oedipal compromise is made, the moment at which the knee is bent to government’ (Coetzee 1992:125). 

This element of subservience creates a potential for the acceptance of the new South Africa. As the biographies of Pienaar, Teichmann and Krige shows, the largely Afrikaans-speaking Springbok team can serve the new order in much the same manner as rugby teams of the past had served the old one. As ‘rainbow warriors’, Springbok rugby players have put their bodies on the line for, a democratic country, ruled by black politicians. Current disquiet by certain African nationalist politicians about the racial composition of the rugby team perhaps reflects ambiguity about the direction of the loyalty of the Springboks: about the fact that it is geared more broadly towards South Africa as a country, than towards its state and ruling party. 

Notes

I presented an earlier version of this paper as an Anthropology seminar at Brunel University in January 2008. I wish to thank my colleagues and students for input, as well as Erik Bähre, Rod Gordon, Don Handelman, Peta Katz, Simon Kuper, Jimmy Pieterse and Paul Thiel. 

1. General Magnus Malan was head of the South African Defence Force and became South Africa’ Minister of Defence. His brother, Avril Malan, was a famous Springbok rugby captain.

2. Afrikaner men have made an enormous contribution to the international development of rugby. South Africa’s national rugby team, known as the Springboks, did not loose a single test series between 1906 and 1956, and won the Rugby World Cup in 1995 and in 2007. Eleven of the fifteen players in the starting line-up of the team for the final in 1995 were Afrikaans-speakers, and ten of the players in the starting line up of the team for the 2007 final. Like many other commentators, Desai and Nabbi (2007) question why there are so few black players in the national team, but neglect to consider the sociologically more interesting question, namely why there are so many Afrikaners.      

3. Much of the critical literature, written by proponents of the international sports boycott against South Africa, showed how rugby was interconnected with apartheid (Archer and Bouillon 1982 and Jarvie 1985). Though politically astute, these writings do not capture the complexities of the sport. For this reason, I find the works by Allen (2003), Van der Merwe (1991), Grundlingh (1996), Morrell (1996), Nauright (1997), Coetzee (1992, 2002) and Desai and Nabbi (2007) somewhat more satisfactory. 

4. See MacAloon (1984) for an earlier and more extensive discussion of the Olympic games as a modern spectacle. Herzveld (2001) has criticized Handelman for drawing the distinction between ‘model’ and ‘mirror’ too starkly, and for excluding the possibility of critical performance genres (such as theatre and opera). This criticism qualifies, rather than negates, the usefulness of Handelman’s model as a framework for the analysis of South African rugby.  

5. See Moodie (1975), De Klerk (1975), O’ Meara (1983) and Giliomee (2003) for excellent social histories of Afrikaners.    

6. Francois Pienaar, Gary Teichmann and Corné Krige were the dominant Springbok rugby players of this decade. Pienaar played 29 tests between 1993 and 1996 (all as captain), Gary Teichman 42 test between 1996 and 1999 (36 as captain), and Corné Krige played 39 tests between 1999 and 2003 (18 as captain).        

7. As a teenager Frank Mellish joined the Cape Town Highlanders and fought in German West Africa and in France during World War I. He attained the rank of Colonel in World War II and did a ‘magnificent job’ as manager of the Springbok touring team to Britain and France in 1951-52 (Greyvenstein 1977:65,67). 

8. Cohen (1979) argues that rituals dealing with problems of human destiny such as death often have greater potential for political mobilisation, than rituals dealing explicitly with sectarian political issues. This is because people with diverse and inconsistent beliefs identify with the former type of ritual.              

9. Craven reportedly possessed a letter from the English Rugby Board, saying ‘Touch Craven and South Africa is out of the International Board’ (Clayton and Greyvenstein 1995:135). 

10. During the 1970s the permanent force of the army was 85 percent Afrikaans-speaking (Enloe 1980:85). In 1991, 95 percent of white recruits to the police force undergoing basic training were Afrikaans-speaking (Cawthra 1994:76).

11. After a try has been scored, the scorer’s team attempts to add a goal called a ‘conversion’ worth two points. A place kick is taken for the conversion from any point on a line through the point where the try was awarded. A ‘drop’ goal is scored when a player propels the ball over his opponent’s goal; by means of a drop kick. It can be scored from any point in the field of play and is worth three points (see Griffith 2007:14, 16).  

12. Unlike in rugby, American football is divided into offensive, defensive and special units that take the field at different times. Hence, the very idea of a team is a rather abstract entity (Arens 1975).      

13. The South African Rugby Union employed seven coaches between 1993 and 2003: Ian MacIntosh, Kitch Christie, André Markgraaf, Carel du Plessis, Nick Mallet, Harry Viljoen and Rudolf Straeuli. 

14. A great deal of criticism of Camp Staaldraad focused on the anomalous image of naked Springbok rugby players. National heroes were made to appear as neophytes, stripped of all trappings of status.  

15. News of Camp Staaldraad soon leaked out to the press. It emerged that Rian Oberholzer, the CEO of South African Rugby had made R250,000 available for the project, and that the coach Rudolf Straeuli, knew beforehand exactly what would happen. 

16.  In 2002 the Springbok squad hired a video analyst, Dale McDermot. His job was to cut videos for analysis both in team context and in a private capacity for the players. (Keohane 2004:93). This method of analysis pales in comparison to the English Prozone system. Operated by a sensor the system was installed at Twikenham to offer an extensive breakdown of player performance. The sensor tracks every player’s movements for eighty minutes, even when off the ball, and enables coaches to determine their work rate (Woodward 2004:332-3). England is policed more extensively by CCTV cameras than any other country on earth.

17. The Sunday Times subsequently held a telephone poll, asking whether Pienaar or Markgraaf should be dropped from the tour party. More than 60,000 people called, and 95% of them supported the former captain (Pienaar 2000:266). 
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