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Introduction
Despite a rapidly changing political environment since the African National Congress (ANC) ascended to power in 1994, rugby in South Africa has by and large  maintained  its particular cultural space and is regarded by the government  as a predominantly white, especially Afrikaner redoubt. The game has received renewed prominence with the 2007 Springbok Rugby World Cup victory, achieved with mainly white players.

It is a fallacy though to regard rugby as historically an exclusively white game. Substantial academic work on the development of black rugby in South Africa has dispelled that notion effectively.
 It has also in a wider sense alerted one to the fact that the character and particular culture of sport is not pre-ordained. Jeremy MacClancy, writing on sport, identity and ethnicity has made the salutary point:

Any particular sport is not intrinsically associated with a particular set of meanings or social values. What it is meant to represent is not laid down like some commandment etched in stone. Rather, a sport is an embodied practice in which meanings are generated, and whose representation and interpretation are open to negotiation and contest. 
 --- Sports and sporting events cannot be comprehended without reference to relations of power: who attempts to control how a sport is to be organised and played, and by whom; how is it to be represented; how is it to be interpreted. 
               
In the South African context it has been argued the prominence of white rugby on the public stage can be related to the particular power configurations which held sway over the country during the late 19th century and throughout most of the 20th century – a constellation of forces which inhibited black rugby to gain the same kind of exposure.
 

Political changes in the country since the 1990’s have not, however, had an appreciable effect in a re-acculturation of the game along markedly different racial lines. Of course it can be claimed that the period was too short to bring about significant change, but beyond that it is necessary to look at the changing dynamics of the game and in particular how a new variable, professionalisation, has affected the situation since 1995.  The impact of professionalistion is also explored in terms of what the process meant for “ordinary” rugby clubs away from the revenue generating urban centres as well as how “player culture” changed from the amateur era.             
 Advent of professionalism

Historically rugby union in South Africa has had an ambiguous relationship with money. While money fed the financial health of provinces and clubs, the most important commodity, the player, was left out of the equation. Danie Craven, the legendary administrator of South African rugby for several decades, took a strong stand against players being paid to play rugby. He regarded money as the “cancer that will kill rugby,” arguing that the “old” values of loyalty and enjoyment of the game would fall along the wayside with the introduction of professionalism.
 

Yet, while Craven’s opposition to rugby as a profession was steadfast, South Africa’s sporting isolation during the 1980’s which led to the so-called “rebel tour” by the New Zealand All Blacks under the name of the Cavaliers in 1986, forced the hand of rugby authorities to countenance the remuneration of players to greater extent than they would have liked to admit at the time.
  Described by some as an “expensively persuaded tour,”
 it placed South Africa well on the way of professionalism. Sporting isolation also aided the process in other ways. In the general absence of international tours in the eighties, apart from the Cavaliers, the country lacked a national rugby identity and the game revolved around the provincial Currie Cup competition. Winning the Currie Cup became all important as it represented the pinnacle of what could be achieved nationally. The result was that financial incentives were used to lure star players across provincial borders.
   The level of care and compensation that the South African players received surprised Rob Andrew, the English flyhalf who visited South Africa in the early nineties.
 This did not necessarily include direct salary payments, but rather payment in the form of houses, cars, jobs and reimbursements.

While a groundswell of local opinion already existed in South Africa that players should be properly and openly compensated for their labours on the field, the final push towards full professionalisation came from abroad. After putting formal apartheid irrevocably behind it, South Africa became more integrally part of wider globalisation trends, including immersion in global media processes with their penchant for centralising control. In 1995 South African rugby was one of the countries in the sights of the Rupert Murdoch News Corporation (NewsCorp), the fifth largest media corporation in the world at the time, which sought to acquire sole television rights for screening a new southern hemisphere competition between provincial franchises in South Africa, Australia and New Zealand as well as tests between these countries. Considerable rivalry with other corporations ensued before NewsCorp was able to clinch a deal worth US$ 555 million over ten years. In South Africa the deal was brokered in the face of other contenders and amidst much cloak and dagger activities which drove some administrators and players apart.

The intensity of boardroom dramas was ample proof that the tide of the commercialisation of the sport could not be turned back. Henceforth in a professional era greater pressure was to be exerted on administrators as well as players. Although players gradually had to perform to higher levels, it is misleading to claim that they now had to choose between a “love of the game or money”. Joel Stransky (of  drop kick fame in extra time in the 1995 final between South Africa and New Zealand)  explained that the one does not necessarily rule the other out: “You play the game for the love it anyway, just as Tom Cruise goes out on stage or in a movie and acts because he loves doing that ---. And I think that if you run out onto a field and put your body on the line week in and week out --- you deserve to be paid”.
 

The television right for the new competitions were sold to pay–for–view channels which meant that viewership of the games constituted mainly the more affluent who could afford pay television while the mass market was excluded. In comparison to Australia and New Zealand, South Africa’s Supersport TV made the biggest investment in purchasing the rights from NewsCorp. It has also been calculated that by 2004 more than 60% of the income of SA Rugby, the commercial arm of the South African Rugby Football Union, came from broadcasting.
  Politicians dutifully but to no avail demurred about the exclusion of a large number of viewers. It was an early indication that in contrast to the pre-professional era where politicians could readily assert their authority, the advent of professionalism in 1995 meant that powerful competing stakeholders had appeared on the scene.

Professionalism and the politics of transformation

In other rugby playing countries formal national politics may have impinged tangentially on the game, but in South Africa as a country constantly in the throes of transition political pressures weighed far more heavily. It is therefore not possible to gauge the impact of professionalism without taking into account the vagaries of South African politics. The intention is not to provide an account of rugby politics in the country, but more modestly to sketch the interplay between commercialism and the ANC government’s drive to transform the racial composition of the teams and the prevailing white culture of the game.

It is nevertheless a good starting point to emphasise that a hallmark of the politics of South African rugby is its often bewildering gyrations, its byzantine nature and perpetual boardroom machinations. Mark Keohane, a noted sportswriter and former communications officer for the Springbok team, has described the internecine clashes as “ugly” and all that is “consistent within the administration is the infighting, jockeying or positions and political agendas.”
 Give the country’s history of race division, it is not surprising that much of the politics is race based, but opportunistic office bearers have also switch allegiances under the sway of political expediency. 

A salient matter that preoccupies rugby politicians and the press alike is the number of players other than white in the top teams. It would be misguided to see this in its entirety as an issue manufactured by the ANC; it is to a great extent a situation that they have inherited. As one journalist has pointed out: “The notion that race might actually be a consideration in South African team selection is not a new one – it is as old as Springbok teams. Once upon a time, the quota was 100 percent white –never 100 percent of the best rugby players in the country.”
   

While this may be an accurate appraisal of the historical situation, it has to be borne in mind that the ANC’s vision for sport also falls short of the ideal of the “best rugby players irrespective of race.” In line with its general affirmative action policies, representative bodies should aim to reflect the demographics of the country. In theory, if not always in practice, this means that at least 80% of such bodies must consist of people other than white. This is an enduring problem for the government. The Minister of Sport, Makhenkesi Stofile, is even on record stating in parliament in 2005 that the need to win should be made subordinate to the need to transform the racial composition of teams, because if a predominantly white sport team wins, South Africa still loses.
 

It is unlikely that rugby would meet the preferred outcomes of affirmative action policies within any given timeframe. Soccer has a much greater black following than rugby, and although the number of black (the term “black” used here and subsequently includes coloured) rugby players constitutes a sizeable portion in relation to white players, black players are not yet in such numerical preponderance that they could be drafted to fill 80% of the positions in the top teams. In 2001 of the 694 registered professional rugby players in South Africa, 130 or 18.7% were black. All told there were 300 000 senior players in South Africa of whom 120 000 (40%) were black.
 These figures indicate that there is not a big enough pool to satisfy transformation needs of 80%. It is furthermore instructive to note that from 1994 to 2005, in terms of overall Springbok test caps awarded, 149 went to black players and 747 to whites – in terms of percentages it meant that 16.6% were allocated to blacks.
 This figure is very close to the 18.7% black professional rugby players in the country – an indication that in terms of what is available, there is a close alignment. The durability of black players at the top level is also a germane issue. The journalist, Vuyisa Qunta, has drawn attention to the “uncomfortable reality” that some of the black players who have reached the top faded away rapidly afterwards. The reasons for this he claims are “ill-discipline” in the form of “drunken and delinquent behaviour” and a “lack of basic fitness.”
 There may be deep seated explanations for such behaviour and one can also assume that such a lack performance was not restricted to black players only. However, the effect of this was that it further reduced the number of black players in the higher echelons.                    

There is, nevertheless, a perpetual insistence by the government for more blacks, particularly ethnic Africans, to be included in the top teams, especially the Springboks. While South Africa’s 2007 Rugby World Cup victory was hailed by politicians of all stripes, there was also a thinly disguised admonishment that the racial composition of the team on the day which only included two coloured players, left much to be desired.
  Wrapped up in this view is also a need to assert African self-esteem and self-worth, denied to many black people under apartheid. Stofile for example, regards “sport as an instrument to free our people from the inferiority complex instilled by apartheid. It must also free white compatriots from a superiority complex or “baasskap” (“boss –ism”).
 In line with this, Stofile regards it as essential to “kill the myth that---black people cannot play certain sporting codes because they are black.”
 

The government is well positioned to pressurize rugby to conform. Stofile’s brother, Mike, is prominent in the South African rugby hierarchy as deputy president of the union and in Butana Komphela, chairperson of the parliamentary committee on sport, they have an outspoken advocate of transformation in rugby. In mid-2007, legislation was being prepared to render transformation charters for sport legally enforceable.
 While this legislation must still be passed by parliament, it does point towards a more combative stance. The question though is, given the government’s overwhelming power, why it has waited for such a considerable period after 1994 before considering the adoption of more stringent measures. Part of the answer may be that it has regarded “friendly” persuasion as sufficient to have the desirable outcome, but given the fact that in the state bureaucracy and other many other spheres of society, government has not hesitated to impose strict affirmative action codes, there may be some additional dynamic at work as far as rugby is concerned.                                 

Much of the discourse on rugby centres on arguments of race, demographics, power  and the game as historically  representative of a domineering Afrikaner presence under apartheid which in part  is seen to be carried over to the new dispensation. What is significantly absent is a fuller recognition of the impact of professionalism and its wider implications. Although provincial coaches may well be tardy, as is often claimed, to include promising black players as opposed to established white ones in their staring line-up,
 the pressing commercial environment in which they operate should also be taken into account. Writing on global sport sponsorship, T Amis and TB Cornwell have made the pertinent point: “We must get beyond the conceptualisation of sponsorship as simply a neutral exchange process but instead more critically assess some of the broader outcomes that accompany such agreements.”
 In the South African context this implies that the debate about rugby ownership should be realigned to give greater precedence to financial imperatives. 

Sponsors, though they might ostensibly endorse the government’s vision, are more concerned about profits than the number of black players in sporting teams. What concerns them primarily is the need to present rugby as a TV spectacle that would attract viewers, irrespective of the number of black players. This means that it is risky to experiment at the higher echelons of the game with players who for a variety of reasons did not have the necessary exposure at that level. One of the clauses of South Africa’s agreement with NewsCorp stipulates that all the countries must field their best teams. This stems from the apprehension that a sub-standard team might have a negative effect on the entertainment value of TV broadcasts and on spectator attendance at matches.
 A rigid insistence on a fast track selection policy, it has been claimed, might also have a knock-on effect in spurring an exodus of quality white players to go and play abroad. If these players are not replaced by black players who are on par, it may result in a drop in standards of play and a fall-off in TV viewers and sponsorships.
  This argument can perhaps be regarded as self-serving to protect white interests, but it is one which carries considerable weight with sponsors. 

Furthermore, while government officials may insist that it is a “right” to play sport,
  the professional era has complicated matters. It has been argued that the right to equal access to sport by all members of society can in general terms only apply to amateur sport. Professional sport in contrast, is an industry, based on economic foundations and accordingly it has a different frame of reference pertaining to access of sportspeople. Given the competitive nature of sport and the revenues collected by a winning team, it is not the kind of workplace environment where open access and long learning curves can be accommodated easily.
 

It is clear that that an inherent tension exists between the government’s transformation drive and the financial dictates of the professional game. According to André Markgraaff, former Springbok coach and administrator, the government is “scared” of the sponsors who are not prepared to be hemmed in by government directives.
 Markgraaff has stated his opinion boldly, but he is probably not too far off the mark. The government’s own pronouncements reflect an admixture of circumspection and understanding, even bordering on deference towards sponsors.  Addressing sport sponsors, minister Stofile stated: “We know what your imperatives are about obtaining the maximum exposure for your products and the best return on investment for your marketing or advertising ‘buck.’” He then implored: “But please remember, these things are only possible if there is social cohesion and national pride in a country! Will you please help build those in South Africa.”?
 His predecessor, Ngconde Balfour, was less diplomatic and once in a state of exasperation threatened to reign in sponsors.
  Significantly, it was an empty threat.

The role of powerful businessmen behind the scenes should not be underestimated. A journalist has recounted, albeit somewhat conspiratorially, on the tenor of a meeting between some officials of the rugby hierarchy and a few businessmen on a wine farm outside Stellenbosch in July 2004 to discuss the direction of rugby: 

  All the big names in rugby were there --- and on the face of it the whole exercise seemed perfectly legitimate. What confused me was the presence of one individual, though. --- When I asked why he was present, I was told that he represented a powerful group of businessmen, who were all extremely wealthy and influential. ‘People with money like that’ I was told, ‘hold the real power in South African rugby. They pull the strings.’ Needless to say, whatever, the man asked for at the meeting, he got. All his suggestions were approved without question.

The mysterious person in question was in all likelihood the Stellenbosch based billionaire, Johann Rupert of Rupert International who has some business interest in the game.
  Rupert according to Springbok coach, Jake White, was also instrumental in arranging a meeting of the executives of sponsors such as Absa, Vodacom, Sasol, Ford, and Canterbury in 2006 at his farm to gain support for the beleaguered White who had several clashes with the rugby hierarchy.
 White maintained his position and duly soldiered on to become a victorious Rugby World Cup coach in 2007.        

The age of professionalism meant the repackaging of old provincial loyalties in the form of new franchises with American style brand names such as the Eagles, the Cheetahs and the Bulldogs. The rebranding of existing provinces also held out other possibilities.  The government saw in this a possible solution to its problem of too few black players in the existing higher echelons, by encouraging and endorsing the creation of a new team to play in the expanded Super 14 competition in 2006. This gave rise to a team with the name of the Southern Spears, to be based in Port Elizabeth and comprising players from the southern and eastern Cape where rugby had a long standing tradition and where the most black rugby players are located. Butana Komphela was enchanted with the idea and stated: “no political argument could be made as to why the south-eastern Cape should not be awarded an opportunity to participate in the Super 14.”
 It was also strongly rumoured that the establishment of the Spears was a pre-condition for government’s support for South Africa’s bid (failed as it turned out) to host the 2011 World Cup.
 

Plans for the Spears went ahead; players were contracted, jerseys and kit were designed and the concept was publicly launched in American razzamatazz fashion, replete with cheerleaders, called “Spearleaders.” The Chief Executive Officer, Tony McKeever, made much of what he dubbed the “the rugby demographics” of the Spears. In comparison to the Spears which could boast with 71% of its players as black, other Super 14 outfits in total only had 29 %. 
 SA Rugby pumped R 4.6 million into the concept in the hope that sponsors would soon come on board.

Reality turned out to be different. The team’s performance in training matches buried any hope that it would be competitive in the Super 14 competition, and to cap it charges of financial mismanagement surfaced.
 The idea of a top “people’s team” from the heartland of black rugby players was short-lived. A slightly cynical journalist remarked: “They were never the new South African rugby dream. They were simply a reminder of the nightmarish old South African rugby ways.”
 

The failed Spears experiment graphically illustrated the dynamics of the professional era and the difficulties of overcoming sponsorship and performance hurdles. Big business interests allied to major city provincial unions regard the game as a merit based enterprise which will only thrive as a commercial concern if the strongest teams are allowed to develop, filling the stadiums and attracting the viewers. The Spears, weak on and off the field, lacked too many of the essential pre-requisites for prospective sponsors to be interested.
 Under the circumstances the government’s attempts to literally change the complexion of the game at the top level were doomed to failure.

It can be argued that that for more black players to proceed to a higher level, more resources needed be channelled to the development of the game. After the 1995 Rugby World Cup victory, much was made of the need to galvanise the development programme but although the task was taken seriously enough, new obligations ushered in by the professional era militated against the best of intentions. Resources had to be diverted to facilitate and maintain a sharp competitive edge on international level and the structures of the game had to be overhauled to slot in with the new professionalism. In the process the promises that made after the 1995 victory that 40% of the World Cup profits would be used to encourage mass participation in the sport faded away.
 In the ensuing years, after professionalism has been well established, the development programme regained focus but its practical implications and results were less than satisfactory.
 Moreover, attempts by former black players from the pre-1994 anti-apartheid sporting bodies to promote rugby in black schools were met with decided rebuffs from the teachers. Exclusively black schools have produced very few top players; they tend to come from traditional rugby playing schools which are mainly upper class and predominantly white.
      

In an overall assessment it is clear that the government’s vision for the game to encompass an increasing number of black players, especially in the higher echelons, is undermined structurally by the conditions generated by professionalism. If the amateur era had persisted after 1995 there might have been resistance against attempts to wrest ownership of the game away from a predominantly white Afrikaner establishment, but white opposition to such endeavours might have been based on cultural and historical reasons and to a lesser extent on financial considerations as the latter would not have been that prominent.  However, with the switch to professionalism, business imperatives introduced a powerful new dynamic; it took the game to the global stage, but acted as an impediment to radical local change in the racial composition of the top teams. 

Monied interests not only have an impact on the higher levels of the game, but  in certain instances rugby has also become a commercial product on school boy level. This is particularly the case with the Easter weekend tournament of elite private schools in Johannesburg. Large corporations, including banks, act as sponsors or the tournament and in the process turn the game into a commodity with a view on future dividends. The teacher in charge of rugby at one of these schools explained the arrangement: “It is all about business. The school’s accounts are now held with the bank sponsoring them. For every million they spend on school rugby, they probably get back R13 million in business. The kids will likely open accounts with that bank as well.” 
                 

As rugby has become a commodity, the way in which the product is presented to the public becomes equally important. This gave rise to strategic partnerships between SA Rugby as the professional arm of the South African Rugby Football Union and the television channel, Supersport, as well as the print media, under the somewhat misleading name of the Independent Group. Supersport who owns the broadcasting rights of the Tri-nations, the Super 14, the Currie Cup and Vodacom competitions also has an agreement pertaining to access to the Springbok team that only SA Rugby could provide. This had the effect of moderating criticism of the national team and rugby administration. Mark Keohane has clearly outlined the outcome of this agreement:

 “Supersport, the dominant media force in South African rugby, wields the greatest influence on the average punter. Yet they are caught between two worlds: calling the game and selling the game. Their commercial motivation is to sell advertising and satellite decoders. They cannot tell the viewer too often that South African rugby is a circus, as it will have a direct effect on their own product. They have to lure the viewer to the game; rugby is their biggest investment.”
 

Players who refused to be corralled by the twin forces of commercialism and SA Rugby, and who spoke out of turn were quickly brought to heel.
              

   Professionalism in South African rugby followed, as indicated, a particular trajectory which was to some extent divorced from the government’s agenda for sport. In a sense though, it is ironic that professionalism can be viewed as retarding the process of societal transformation as envisaged by the ANC. If the seismographic political shifts of the early 1990’s had not occurred and the ANC not been elevated to a major political player, South Africa’s sporting ban might well have continued and in the absence of credible international competition the introduction of full and open professionalism in its current form in the country would have been difficult if not impossible to achieve. Yet the ANC, as one of the important protagonists in reversing the political order, has been unable to stamp its imprint on a game which is more likely to be swayed by financial considerations than political directives emanating from the government. It would not, however, behove the government to cry foul as the ANC government’s market orientated economic policies structurally created the very conditions which allowed commercialisation of the game to flourish, from the top national team to certain sectors of school rugby as well as to the nature of media control over the game.
  Nevertheless, the government’s drive for transformation must not be underestimated. It will keep on pushing and is likely to view the momentum of the 2007 Rugby World Cup success as creating the space for greater experimentation and an opportunity to stake the claim for transformation more assertively.    

Clubs, players and professionalism

If commercialisation had become the new cement that bonded the superstructure of the grand mansion of rugby, the question arises whether the supply of cement was sufficient to provide the outbuildings with at least one layer. In particular this applies to rugby in the South African “platteland” (countryside). Under the amateur code and under the influence of the legendary Danie Craven, rugby on the “platteland” was nurtured as a possible breeding ground for future Springboks.
  In the post 1995 dispensation, amateur rugby has remained fairly healthy in urban and semi-urban areas, but in more outlying areas the game has lost much of its former allure as a cohesive local force.

Amongst the white inhabitants of South Africa’s far flung “dorpe” (villages) rugby in the pre-professional era used to be one of the elements which added significantly to a sense of community. As one journalist explained: “The pride and joy of wearing the jersey and socks of the dorp’s rugby team, the selection squabbles, the dusty fields, the women on the committees, the transport arrangements and the struggle to find referees, were all part of a strong foundation ---.
 The game on the “platteland” had its own rituals and time-honoured peculiarities: 

“the sound of aluminium studs on a cement floor, an eigthman with a sweatband, Olympic boots with --- points, the red chord of a referee’s whistle, the smell of cinnamon sugar, a Ford 20 M on the touch line sounding its hooter, a knee guard that has sagged down to a calf, someone shouting from the pavilion: “Take his life, take his life”
 

Many of the rugby strands that were woven into the fabric of small towns started to unravel rapidly with the advent of professionalism. Admittedly other factors such as on–going urbanisation also played their part, but the process was accelerated by professionalism. In some areas like the Northern Cape and the Karoo, provincial units were disbanded as being commercially unviable and this removed the incentive for club players to aspire to higher honours. In other areas promising club players were lured by professional provincial teams and promising schoolboys were contracted before they even started playing club rugby. The stars and crowd-pullers in the local teams became fewer. Moreover, it became more difficult to find coaches and administrators who were prepared to become involved in the game without payment.
 Finally, at times the local “dorp” team had to vie for attention on Saturdays with top level games broadcasted on television and it was only the most die-hard club supporter who was prepared to exchange the comfort of his or her TV lounge to venture out and watch a struggling team in wintry conditions. 

A similar trend can be discerned in so-called coloured areas where rugby clubs under the banner of the anti-apartheid South African Council of Sport thrived before 1995. Talented players tend to gravitate to clubs with more money and superior playing fields and better overall facilities.
 Many clubs, it has been claimed, “with long and rich histories of social struggle were compelled to collapse or combined to form hybrid mergers to ensure survival. This contributed to the devaluation, and sometimes demise of the history, ethos, traditions and contributions they had made to the fight for emancipation.”
  Developments such as these also gave rise to nostalgic recollections of a rugby culture of a bygone era and a hankering for a lost sense of community.
 The pattern was not restricted to the Western Cape; it is also evident in the Eastern Cape where black clubs with long histories had to merge in an effort to constitute more viable units in an increasing competitive environment.
   
  The impact of professionalism on predominantly white provincial unions favoured those in the bigger cities: Western Province in Cape Town, the Sharks in Durban, the Lions in Johannesburg, the Blue Bulls in Pretoria. These franchises had turnovers of more than R 100 million per year in 2004, in comparison to the smaller unions like the Border Bulldogs in East London with R 11.3 million and the Boland Cavaliers with R 6.7 million per year.
 In the absence of a player capping mechanism, limiting the number of players a province can contract, richer provinces tend to monopolise the available players and in addition siphon off players, particularly promising black ones from smaller unions to fulfil their quota requirements.
 The result is that the less well endowed unions are continuously at a disadvantage. Not surprisingly, there are huge discrepancies in player remuneration. A relatively small province such as the South Western Districts Eagles for example, have 12 of their top 20 players in the R   60 000  to R 100 000 per annum bracket. In contrast larger provinces like the Bulls and the Free State Cheetahs have only one player each of their top 26 players in that category with the majority coming in at over R 400 000 per annum.
       
The relationship between spectator and team under professionalism is another dimension worth looking at. The larger unions attract the crowds and experience saturation TV coverage, but much of this depends on winning. Blind provincial loyalty, regardless of performance, cannot automatically be assumed. A big union on a losing streak is likely to see attendance figures falling.

A corollary of this is the degree of identification of spectators with individuals in the team. In the amateur era players were associated with provincial unions for a longer period of time than in the professional dispensation where the transfers of players take place rapidly and routinely. The effect of this is noticeable in the growing absence of nicknames assigned to players. In the pre-professional period nicknames were a common practice as players stayed long enough in a province as to endear them to the crowds and “earn” a nickname.
  In the professional era, with a few exceptions, players have become birds of a passage; in the first place they now belong to the union and only in a distant second place to the spectators. 

Professionalisation of the game has not only brought an internal transfer market, but South African players now also ply their trade abroad in increasing numbers. In 2006 there were 300 South Africans in different leagues around the world in comparison with almost 700 in the country itself. Reasonable calibre provincial players are snapped by overseas clubs for R 1.1 million and good players for up to R 1. 53 million. The best super 14 player only stands to earn a little over half of that in South Africa.
 The favourable overseas exchange rate to the rand makes rugby abroad an attractive proposition. It has, however, been argued that the South African race quota system has also forced outstanding white South African players to continue their careers abroad. 
 While this may have been the case in some instances, it is unlikely to be the norm given the fact that there are relatively few black players in the top teams. Somewhat lower down the order though, many provincial players, justifiably or not, believe that the quota system may influence their careers negatively.
 
In comparison to the amateur era, the interactions between rugby players have become qualitatively different. Professional players are more circumspect about socialising than was the case with players in the amateur era. In the pre-1995 dispensation rugby incorporated a greater deal of male bonhomie; beers, “braais”, (barbeques) and late nights were not unusual. Under professionalism and the added commercial interest and public exposure the focus has shifted to regeneration, rehydration, ice baths and massages.
 Players hardly get to know their opponents off the field. “These days”, a provincial player lamented, “the visiting teams just get into their buses and speed off into the night.”
 Keith Andrews, a former Springbok front rower who had experienced both eras elaborated on the way social side of rugby has changed: “’Ja, (yes), I reckon a problem these days is that the guys are not mates. --- I’d play and enjoy a few good drinks afterwards; it was part of playing rugby. --- But the youngsters now have all bought nice houses and now have to pay the bonds. They must play to get the bucks. They don’t go out for a few drinks and build some spirit – they go home and sleep.”
  

The texture and experience of international tours have changed likewise. Tours in the professional era are about achievement to the exclusion of much else, including imbibing the local culture. Week in and week out a “monstrous must-win clash” awaits the professional player, a brief period of rest and then a repeat and often improved performance is expected. This is in contradistinction to a somewhat more relaxed attitude during international tours in the amateur era where greater space existed for interaction with the local population, a fuller sense of camaraderie developed and more occasions arose for merrymaking and participation in what has been described as “pure unadulterated fun”.
   

In the first years of professionalism, some players in the lower ranks combined an occupation with playing professional rugby.
 As the demands of the game intensified, it was no longer a feasible proposition. In order to play competitive rugby, one had to regard it as fulltime occupation. Because of the structure of South African rugby with 14 provincial unions and various cup games, the country has a relatively high number of professional players. For many of these players it is an insecure high risk work environment. Apart from rather modest starting salaries for the majority of players and the ever present threat of injuries which may damage or end a career, the demands of the game are such that the development of life and occupational skills, besides playing rugby, are underdeveloped or even completely absent. It has been remarked that too many “schoolboys see rugby as a ‘quick financial fix’” and that there are too many “punch drunk journeymen seeking out sponsorship and endorsement under the guise of professional rugby. Our working-force does not need any more failed rugby players turned fax-machine salesmen at the age of thirty.”
 

For some players who have come to the end of their careers the thought of life without rugby can be a daunting one. One player who has played provincial rugby for a less glamorous province for twelve years and made 161 appearances, admitted to a journalist that “he knows that he’ll have to find a job but he’s not sure what” and that “at night he lies awake, wondering what will happen to him once it’s all over.”
 Closely aligned to this is the need to adjust socially in world removed from the excitement of rugby. As a retired player explained: “For ten years you train twice a day and suddenly it is all gone”. Others find it “difficult to sit at home suddenly without the ‘rush’ of rugby.” 
 

The “afterlife” of a professional rugby player can clearly be problematical. In 2006 Mark Irwin, the New Zealand prop forward of 1956 has described the contrast between the amateur and professional eras in terms which may just as well apply to the situation in South Africa: 

“Today it is rugby 24/7 and I would not have liked that. There is no opportunity to play a summer sport ---. Worse than that, there is no opportunity to get out into the world and prepare one for the future. I couldn’t have trained to be a doctor, as I did then, in today’s rugby world. So there were much wider horizons in our day, you could live life not just play rugby.”
 

 In South Africa there is some concern in administrative circles about rugby players being contracted at a very young age and then not developed properly, nor acquiring any other skills. It is claimed that they may train a bit, but never appear in games and then just drink and while away their time in front of the television.
 

Although this may indeed be the case, for the fairly successful player, exposure on the rugby field may also open up networks and opportunities in the wider world. Furthermore, some of the concerns and interests of the players were taken into consideration with the formation of the South African Rugby Players’ Association. Standard contracts were negotiated and every player had access to full medical cover and was able to contribute to a pension fund.
  Given the increased physical demands of the game and the risks involved, a players’ association was a necessary corollary of professionalisation and presented another departure from the amateur era where players had no official representation. The association is of course not a perfect safety net in the volatile sporting environment nor is “player power” as yet sufficiently developed to move beyond threats of strikes to actual strikes. In a way strikes would be the logical outcome of full professionalism and should this occur one of the last vestiges of the amateur ethos of loyalty to the game would be finally buried.  
Conclusion

In the literature on sport and society the inherent heterogeneous nature of sport is often emphasised; sport is a commodity that can be consumed by the public, commerce, administrators, politicians and players alike.
  All of these stakeholders have their own interests in the game and this can vary over time. John Nauright has also commented on another form of ambivalence: 
Sport remains a highly contradictory enterprise that, on the one hand, brings people and communities together, albeit for sport periods of time ---. On the other, it divides people through its very nature of having winners and losers. --- The question that we must continually examine is who are the winners and who are the losers when big-time sport comes to or leaves town ---.”
 
It is, however, no that easy to determine the winners and losers. In the South African context commercialisation of rugby since 1995 has opened up opportunities for advancement and wealth for a number of top players, but contributed to the demise of more community orientated rugby clubs particularly in the countryside. It has also injected a powerful dynamic into the media representation of the game and the structure of its competitions, and above all in the need to provide triumphant teams even if it means that the composition of the top teams may not conform to the government’s wishes. Ultimately nominating a winner or loser will be a political choice; all this chapter has done is to identify and outline the effect of the forces unleashed by the professionalisation of the game.         
.  

I am indebted to Alana Bolligelo for excellent research assistance and to Sandra Swart and Hermann Giliomee for critical comments on draft versions of this chapter.  
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