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Collective identity and contested allegiance: a case of migrant
professional Fijian rugby players

Yoko Kanemasua* and Gyozo Molnarb

aSchool of Social Sciences, Faculty of Arts, Law and Education, University of the South Pacific,
Laucala Bay, Suva, Fiji; bInstitute of Sports & Exercise Science, University of Worcester, Henwick
Grove, Worcester, WR2 6AJ, UK

Rugby is widely regarded as Fiji’s ‘national’ sport and Fijian athletes are a prominent
global presence in professional rugby today. Despite such prominence of Fijian athletes
in professional rugby and the social, economic and symbolic significance of the sport in
Fiji, there is a near absence of academic research on Fijian rugby migration. As Fiji has
been deeply implicated in the interests and discourses of colonialism, ethno-
nationalism and masculinity, the aim of this study is to explore professional rugby
migration and international competitions as a context for collective identification by
focusing on the interview-generated voices of rugby migrants as well as popular media
discourses. In doing so, we aim to provide an insight into the multiple dimensions of
sport labour migration from the point of view of a developing society that supplies sport
labour across the globe. Our analysis will highlight the complex and contested nature of
rugby migration as it is experienced and viewed by emigrant players and the Fiji public
with a specific focus on the tension between core and periphery dimensions which
surfaces at times of international competition such as the Rugby World Cup.

Introduction

Rugby is widely regarded as Fiji’s ‘national’ sport, although it is often associated almost

exclusively with indigenous Fijian males (in a society in which of the total population the

indigenous people comprise 56.8% and those of Indian descent comprise 37.5%). According

to the Fiji Rugby Union (henceforth FRU), rugby is played by approximately 60,000 senior

players and 20,000 school children, and the country has over 600 rugby clubs.1 It can be

observed that an overwhelming majority of indigenous Fijian men play rugby, given the fact

that there are only about 80,000 indigenous males aged 15–35 years.2 Accordingly, rugby is

the subject of much public attention and debate, and indigenous Fijian (henceforth Fijian) men

and children playing rugby are a common sight in all parts of Fiji. Rugby is said to hold ‘a

special place in the national psyche’3 and at times mobilized as a vehicle for promoting a sense

of national pride and shared identity.4 When the Fiji team won the Rugby World Cup Sevens

in Hong Kong in 2005, for instance, minutes after the final game countless excited people of

all ages and cultural groups took to the streets in jubilation, and a national holiday was

declared subsequently (24 March 2005) to commemorate the achievement.

Fijian athletes are a prominent global presence in professional rugby today. As

observed by a UK rugby writer, ‘just about every second side you encounter these days has

a flying Fijian in its ranks’.5 Indeed, it is estimated that about 450 athletes from this small

island nation are currently scattered across the globe playing rugby, with 249 of them

being contracted by professional clubs.6 Prominent Fijian emigrant players include the

former All Black Josevata Rokocoko, France’s 2006 Player of the Year Rupeni
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Caucaunibuca, the former Wallaby Lote Tuqiri and the rugby sevens legend Waisale

Serevi. Fiji is thus often considered to be a talent supplier in international rugby. In fact, it

can be argued that, from a migratory perspective, Fiji (along with Samoa and Tonga) has

assumed a role in rugby that is similar to Brazil’s role in football.7

Despite such prominence of Fijian athletes in professional rugby and the social and

symbolic significance of the sport in Fiji, there is a near absence of academic research on Fijian

(or wider Pacific Island) rugby migration. A recent MA dissertation by Guinness offers an

exception by investigating Fiji rugby as a medium by which indigenous ideals of

communality, spirituality and masculinity are constructed.8 While highlighting the role of

rugby in constructing masculinity and ethnicity and hence noting its exclusionary and

ideological dimension, Guinness argues that rugby is ‘an important symbol of the modern

Fijian nation, a focus of internal identity making processes, but also a way of projecting this

image to the world. This gives it a social significance which elevates it as a cultural activity’.9

A successful professional rugby career has become what Guinness calls the ‘rugby

dream’, which assumes such local socio-cultural (as well as economic) importance that

even by just pursuing this dream young Fijian men may (although sometimes only

temporarily) find purpose, fulfilment and prestige in their lives. Cattermole similarly

explores rugby’s symbolic role in representations of nationhood with a focus on the

manner in which Fiji’s 2005 World Cup Sevens victory was captured by the state to project

an image of national unity at a time of political tensions.10 Grainger’s work on the

increasing prominence of Pacific Islanders in New Zealand rugby also provides useful

insights into the relationship between rugby migration and collective identity.11 While

paying attention to the structural context within which Pacific Island (especially Samoan)

rugby migration takes place, Grainger argues that this migration is more than an instance

of ‘brawn drain’,12 for it embodies the dislocation between home, citizenship and identity

for Pacific Islanders.13 Rugby is heavily implicated in defining the Otherness of Pacific

peoples in New Zealand; but Polynesian rugby players in New Zealand also present

diasporic resources for cultivating new identities and sense of belonging that exceed

national boundaries. What emerges from these pioneering studies is that while sport labour

migration has often been put to structural analysis, with macro frameworks such as

‘push/pull factors’ and the ‘center–periphery model’,14 a pertinent approach to

understanding Fijian (and Pacific Island) rugby migration would be to study it as a

symbolic site of ongoing and dynamic (national) identity (re)construction.15

While rugby in Fiji has been deeply implicated in the interests and discourses of

colonialism, ethno-nationalism and masculinity16 and hence its status as a ‘national’

symbol is far from uncontested, the aim of this study is to explore professional rugby

migration and international competitions as a context for collective identification by

focusing on the voices of rugby migrants as well as popular media discourses. In doing so,

we aim to gain an insight into the multiple dimensions of sport labour migration from the

point of view of a developing society that supplies sport labour. The key research question

driving this investigation is as follows: What is the significance of international

competitions such as the Rugby World Cup as a site for collective identification in the

context of professional rugby migration?

Our analysis will highlight the complex and contested nature of rugby migration as it is

experienced and viewed by emigrant players and the Fiji public. We will focus on two rival

discourses: one that underscores the structural conditions of international professional

rugby and situates rugby migration in the disempowerment of the players and people of Fiji;

and the other that views rugby migration as a symbolic vehicle for Fijians to resist the

conventional definition of their society and to assert their autonomy, agency and alternative
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self-definition. Underlying both is the historical inequity between the ‘core’/‘metropolitan’

and ‘peripheral’/‘satellite’ countries discussed by world-systems theory,17 which is

replicated in the disparity between the so-called Tier 1 and (some of the) Tier 2 (also often

referred to as ‘minnow’) countries in today’s international rugby world.18 We will

investigate the tension between core and periphery dimensions which surfaces at times of

international competition such as the Rugby World Cup when national allegiance and the

politico-economic logic of international rugby assume added significance.

Methods

The methodological strategy employed here is qualitative, with an aim of arriving at an

in-depth understanding of the dynamics and complexities of Fijian rugby migration in the

context of international relations and competitions. The data for this study were obtained

from both primary and secondary sources. Primary data were collected between May 2010

and October 2011 through semi-structured interviews with nine Fiji-born rugby union

players who had migrated to England, France, Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia and

Japan to take up professional club contracts as well as with three coaches and one fitness

trainer who had worked with migrant players.19 The interviewees were identified and

recruited by the snowballing method,20 and all but one interview (in the UK) was

conducted in Fiji in English. The interviewees were contacted mostly via the first author’s

social network.21 In particular, many of the players were approached with assistance from

a coach of a local rugby club where they trained and played. Given the nature of the study,

a qualitative, semi-structured interview format was employed in informal settings.

A thematic approach was adopted in the analysis of the interview data with a focus on the

key research questions identified above as well as on newly emerging information.22

This study also relied on the collection and analysis of secondary data, especially

online materials and other media contents, which were found particularly useful in

understanding popular perceptions and media representations of rugby migration and

migrants in Fiji as well as obtaining general information on Fijian rugby migration that is

often not available elsewhere. Guided by the chief research question,23 a progressively

extending search for digital, online and printed literature was carried out by tracing the

references used in existing studies as well as using search engines such as Google Scholar

and the University of the South Pacific Library Catalogue. The media sources used include

Fijian, Pacific regional, British, Australian and New Zealand online news websites;

British, Australian, New Zealand and Canadian sports websites; and Fijian magazines and

national newspaper articles (dated between 2003 and 2011).

In the following sections, we will give a brief account of the history and the current status

of Fijian rugby migration, followed by a discussion of the politico-economic dynamics of

international rugby that shape the choices and careers of athletes. We will then briefly explore

what rugby migration means to the athletes themselves, especially on a symbolic level, before

delving further into the complexities of rugby migration by examining the tension between the

symbolic value of rugby migration and the structural forces of international rugby, which

often becomes amplified in international arenas and debates surrounding the question of

national allegiance in competitions such as the Rugby World Cup.

Fijian rugby migration: the making of a talent supplier

Fiji is a nation consisting of over 300 islands in the Pacific Ocean. The island group was

under British colonial rule from 1874 to 1970, which saw the introduction of a sugar
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industry, the Christianization of the indigenous population and the arrival of indentured

labourers from India, among other things. Its present economy relies mainly on tourism

and sugar exports for foreign exchange. Although considered to be one of the most

developed economies in the Pacific region, Fiji is on the periphery in terms of global socio-

economic standing, ranked 155th in the International Monetary Fund’s GDP ranking.24 Its

Human Development Index ranking has declined over the years, from 44th in 1996 and

72nd in 2002 to 86th in 2010.25 The country has also experienced periods of political

instability due to two military coups d’état in 1987 and a civilian-led coup in 2000 and has

been under military rule since the latest coup in 2006, which abrogated the constitution

and dissolved the parliament. The current political situation has had a significant impact on

the FRU’s participation in the 2011 Rugby World Cup, which we will examine more

closely later.

Rugby was first introduced to Fiji by foreign soldiers and policemen during the

colonial era, with the first recorded match being played in 1884 by European and Fijian

soldiers of the Native Constabulary. The first club competition, though played mostly by

expatriates, began in 1904, and the Fiji Rugby Football Union was established in 1913

(renamed Fiji Rugby Union in 1963).26 Fiji’s national team began to play against the

neighbouring countries of Tonga and Samoa in the 1920s and toured New Zealand for the

first time in 1939, Australia in 1952 and Europe in 1964. By 1971, approximately 750

clubs and 10,000 Fijians played the sport.27 Today, there are approximately 60,000 senior

players, of whom 23,000 are registered with the FRU.28

The origins of professional rugby-related migration can be traced back at least as far as

the early 1960s. The pioneering emigrant players include Jo Levula, Laitia Ravouvou and

other rugby league players who signed with Rochdale Hornets in the 1960s29 and Pio

Bosco Tikoisuva who played for the English rugby union team Harlequins in the 1970s. In

1995, Ilivasi Tabua became the first Fijian to represent Australia in the Rugby World Cup,

while Patiliai Tuidraki was the first to join Japan’s national team in 1997, and Joeli Vidiri

became the first Fijian All Black in 1998.30 As has been mentioned earlier, there are

currently 450 Fijian rugby players plying their talent in different host countries at various

levels. In 2006, the FRU is reported to have released at least 80 athletes to overseas

placements, 35 of whom were expected to join ‘top-tier’ clubs. In 2011, the FRU estimated

the number of Fijian athletes placed at ‘top-tier’ clubs around the world to be 165.31

Rugby-related migration takes place through both formal and informal channels – what

Tilly called ‘migratory meso-structures’.32 Following Guinness,33 these can be grouped into

four often-overlapping pathways: (1) securing rugby scholarships to New Zealand or

Australian schools, (2) contract arrangement by kin/social networks or club networks, (3)

rising through the ranks of the FRU and gaining international exposure by playing for the

national team and (4) being recruited by overseas scouts on visits to Fiji. Our interview data

suggest that Fijian emigrant players may be described, by using migration typologies,34 as

combinations of industry-led ‘mercenaries’, ‘nomads’ and ‘ambitionists’ with often-strong

‘returnee’ intentions. Many of them are short-term, contract-based migrants and do not

intend to settle permanently in a particular host country. Our interviewees agreed that a

commonly desired migration trajectory is to start from New Zealand or Australia and

eventually to move to Europe, especially France or England, where the most lucrative

professional contracts may be secured.35 Some have retirement plans of returning to Fiji and

starting a business with the money made from their rugby career. The motivational forces

(push and pull factors) responsible for their migration patterns are in line with what has been

reported in some of the relevant literature.36 They range from the bleak economic prospects

in Fiji, which push players towards financially more advanced countries, and the lack of
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professional opportunities, resources and financial rewards in Fiji to a desire to experience

different (and especially modern Western) cultures and lifestyles and the higher social

standing and prestige that the status of ‘overseas players’ (as they are often referred to by

the locals) accords them in Fiji. Fijian youths thus (sometimes desperately) seek

opportunities for rugby migration as a matter of rational economic strategy as well as

socio-cultural practice that represents ‘the pinnacle of the masculinities and sociality

espoused and expected’ of them.37 As explained by one of our interviewees, many Fijian

children grow up hearing success stories from/about emigrant players and consequently ‘I

set my mind to one day going overseas, from a young boy till now.’

Underlying this desire is a significant disparity between Fiji and the host countries,

originating from colonial domination but continued and reflected in today’s politico-

economic relations. Migration is essentially ‘a response to real and perceived inequalities

in socio-economic opportunities that are themselves a result of dependent and/or uneven

sectoral and regional development’.38 In the case of Fiji, British colonialism and the

accompanying economic policies created a primary commodity-producing economy

dominated by Western, especially Australian capital.39 Rural stagnation and deprivation in

the postcolonial years have triggered rural–urban migration and the rise of urban ‘squatter

settlements’.40 The unemployment rate currently stands at 8.6%, which increases to 11.8%

(14.7% for indigenous Fijians) if inclusive of subsistence workers in search of

employment.41 In 2008–2009, 31% of the total population lived in poverty.42 Such

economic difficulties constitute the primary structural context (push factor) for the

migration of Fijian rugby players.

The financial gains from international club contracts are outstanding in the local context.

According to the FRU, emigrant players contracted with first-grade clubs earn up to

£380,000 (approximately F$1.1 million) per year.43 In New Zealand, the average annual

salary of a Super 14 player is believed to be around NZ$200,000 (F$286,000), and in France,

the average salary of a professional player is approximately e144,000 (F$356,000).44 These

form a stark contrast to the national average income of F$12,753 per year.45 In fact, playing

rugby does not even allow one to earn an average income in Fiji. According to a fitness

trainer we interviewed, most provincial rugby unions pay their players between F$50 and

F$100 per game during the rugby season, depending on the sponsorship they secure. Better-

resourced unions may be able to pay sustained salaries of up to F$100 per week, but ‘that is

as professional as it gets in Fiji’. To supplement their income, during the off-season athletes

enter rugby sevens tournaments competing for the prize money (usually ranging from

around $3000 to F$30,000, but sometimes as little as F$500)46 to be divided between

14 players. Hence, a local coach interviewed stressed: ‘If you are not good in education, be

good in rugby. It could take you to places and you can see the world. That is why, to us

Fijians, rugby is everything. Rugby is the way out of here. The only way out of this place.’

Notably, the economic benefits of rugby migration extend beyond individual gains. It is

customary for Fijian migrants, including rugby players, to send money back to their kin at

home, who often rely on these remittances as a key source of cash income. In 2006, the

collective remittances from rugby players amounted to approximately £6.54 million

(F$18.54 million)47 – significant not only on individual/family levels but also in the

national context, especially as Fiji’s economy becomes progressively dependent on

remittances for foreign exchange.48

Such disparity is paralleled by power differentials between the FRU and its

metropolitan counterparts. In contrast to the metropolitan rugby unions sponsored by

powerful multinational corporations such as Nike (England and France) and Adidas (New

Zealand) and banks (e.g. South Africa and France), Fiji and the other Pacific Island unions
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have struggled to secure financial assistance from their governments or sustained

corporate sponsorship and suffered from poor gate revenues owing to the limited

disposable income available to the local populations.49 Indeed, unlike most other national

teams, the Fiji team participated in the 2011 Rugby World Cup without a major sponsor.50

Furthermore, Fiji and the Pacific Island unions share only one seat on the International

Rugby Board Council amongst themselves and the other members of the Federation of

Oceania Rugby Unions, and therefore, have marginal control over its decision-making.51

Consequently, Fiji and the other ‘minnow’ countries of the Pacific region have taken a

decidedly subordinate position in international and regional rugby politics. They have

been consistently excluded from regular international and regional events such as the

Super Rugby (formerly Super 12 and Super 14) competition, which a former FRU chief

executive has reportedly described as ‘a [golf] skins-like concept where the rich guys play

each other, but nobody else gets invited’.52 The IRB’s 2000 eligibility rule, which

prohibits players who have played for one national team (including A and rugby sevens

teams) from playing for another, has become a serious impediment to the Pacific Island

rugby unions wishing to enlist emigrant players in their national side.53 During the 2011

World Cup, the Samoan player Elitoa Fuimaono-Sapolu drew much international media

attention when he strongly and publicly criticized the IRB’s match scheduling that allowed

the Tier 1 nations 1 week’s rest between matches but required some Tier 2 teams including

that of Samoa to play two opening matches on the basis of a 3- or 4-day turnaround.54 It is

due to these and other instances of inequity that academics and commentators in the region

such as Fiji’s economist Wadan Narsey see a continuing colonial relationship and even

‘remnants of an old racism’ in international rugby.55 Fuimaono-Sapolu’s comparison of

the IRB’s treatment of his country to ‘slavery’, ‘the holocaust’ and ‘apartheid’56 may have

been considered extreme, yet rugby journalists have previously referred to Pacific Island

rugby migration as ‘modern-day blackbirding’.57 Critical views have also been expressed

by Pacific political leaders such as the Tongan Prime Minister Lord Tu’ivakanō, who is

reported to have stated prior to the 2011 World Cup that it was not going to be a ‘real’

competition because of the ‘unfair’ IRB eligibility rules that protected the traditional

powers from being challenged.58

From this perspective, Fijian rugby migration is undoubtedly and predominantly a case

of ‘brawn drain’59 and ‘muscle trade’.60 Immanuel Wallerstein’s61 world-systems theory

may be applied to rugby migration as an integral part of the global chains of exploitative

capitalist relationships between ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ countries.62 ‘Core’ countries, as

well as their multinational sponsors, dictate the rules of, and derive profits out of, the flows

of athletic labour from the ‘periphery’, which maintains their higher game standards,

higher gate revenues and lucrative advertising/sponsorship deals. Furthermore, not only is

the talent drain of developing countries a manifestation of historical inequity, but it also

serves to perpetuate their subordination in the field of sports as it results in their

‘deskilling’63 and underdevelopment – that is, a loss of human as well as the associated

economic capital in the developing world.

In the area of rugby, this is nowhere more evident than in the continuing financial and

professional struggles experienced by the Pacific Island rugby unions and athletes as

outlined above. A degree of correspondence is thus found on the detrimental

development consequences of the wider skilled labour migration from the Pacific region,

which have been documented by migration researchers in the past.64 Rugby migration,

then, is inextricably intertwined with the structural inequality of the ‘global athletic

system’.65 Our interview data suggest that many rugby migrants are critically aware of

such structural circumstances that frame their life chances and professional decisions. As
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one interviewee observed: ‘If Fiji had all the same opportunities that England has,

I would never come to England in the first place. But we don’t have opportunities back

home.’

In addition to the structural inequality of international rugby, Fiji has faced a further

compounding issue since the military takeover of 2006. The governments of New Zealand

and Australia have implemented a number of sanctions against Fiji, including a travel

ban against all military personnel and senior government officials and their families.66

The government of New Zealand has also implemented an additional ban on sporting

contact (excluding regional and international events). These sanctions have had numerous

impacts on the FRU and Fijian rugby players. For instance, in 2008, Fiji’s sevens team was

denied entry into New Zealand to take part in a tournament.67 Over the last few years, a

number of individual national team members have also been denied Australian visas and

consequently have been unable to participate in international competitions.68 These have

led to the Prime Minister Commodore Voreqe Bainimarama and the FRU chairman

reacting with (non-eventuating) threats to pull the national side out of the rugby sevens

tournaments in the two countries.69 In the months leading up to the 2011 World Cup in

New Zealand, the visa status of one of Fiji’s key players, Leone Nakarawa, a junior army

officer, caused much contention, involving the rugby unions and governments of both

countries as well as the IRB.70 Nakarawa eventually resigned from the military and was

granted a temporary visa, but the ban prevented the FRU chairman, Colonel Mosese

Tikoitoga, and other senior military/cabinet officials from attending the tournament.71 The

politics and complexities of travel sanctions are beyond the scope of this study, but this

episode illuminates, among other things, Fiji’s peripheral position within the international

political order and the sheer lack of political leverage that it is able to exercise. That is, Fiji

holds little sway over the operation of the global athletic system and deviance from

international political norms invites powerful metropolitan sanctions that further weaken

its position, leaving its sporting bodies and athletes exposed to the brunt of punitive

measures.

Carrying the pride of the nation: counter-hegemonic potential of rugby migration

Nevertheless, it would be erroneous to assume that these athletes are little more than

pawns of the unfolding of structural forces. Our interview data suggest that in addition to

providing an individual and collective economic strategy, rugby migration has a

significant symbolic dimension. Emigrant players regard rugby as a key marker of national

identity, and hence playing this sport on an international stage assumes a special meaning

to them. In particular, to many of these players, showcasing their excellence on the

international rugby field is a bold statement of challenge to the conventional Western

definition of the Pacific Islands as the typical ‘periphery’ that is small, poorly resourced

and dependent on the West for survival. All our interviewees stressed that their

international career was not just about making a name for themselves; it was about making

a name for Fiji, asserting Fijian excellence in front of a global audience. For one

interviewee, representing a Tier 1 country in a Rugby World Cup was ‘a massive

promotion for me as a Fijian. For me as a person, but not only that, for my family, my

people, for Fiji as a whole . . . I represent two countries. I’m representing [the Tier One

country] all around the world, wherever I go, but at the same time, I’m representing where

I am from’. In this context, their success becomes, in the words of another interviewee, a

statement that ‘we are . . . among the best rugby players in the world. We don’t have many

resources back home. But if we did, we’d probably be one of the top three nations’. Hence,
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on one dimension, Fijian rugby migration is an instance of relations of power in which

Fijians are clearly subordinated as athletic labourers; yet even as they submit themselves

to the logic of the global muscle trade, they claim it to be a space for asserting an

alternative self-definition.

Such symbolic value of sporting success cannot be underestimated. As Grainger notes

in the case of New Zealand rugby: ‘the transformative possibilities afforded by the

increased visibility of Pacific peoples. Rugby, in particular, may offer a site for political

contestation. Even as Pákehá [white New Zealand] power is being consolidated in

everyday economic and political life, rugby offers a symbolic space for Pacific peoples to

challenge dominant projections of New Zealand culture’.72 In Fiji, a similar view was

expressed by Narsey when he commented on the national team’s performance in the 2007

Rugby World Cup: ‘Simply by making the quarter-finals, Fiji has made a point that is

bigger than just this one game. It has implications for the wider economic, political and

social relations between the Pacific countries and Australia and NZ’.73 One of the squad

members similarly said in a press interview:

It’s great for us, but more importantly we made a mockery of the money in the sport and a
mockery of modern rugby. There is . . . so much cash in the game that people forget about
what really matters – actually playing for the love of it. . . . I’m not sure if any of the big
countries are on as little as $50 a day.74

While these comments specifically concern the achievement of the national team,

rugby migrants (and often the Fiji public) attach similar significance to their individual and

collective success in foreign clubs and unions. In the face of the global capitalist forces

that dictate where and how they ply their trade, these players generate some level of

autonomy from such control by symbolically ‘representing their country inside a team

belonging to another country’.75

Dilemma of international competition: Rugby World Cup and contested allegiance

The symbolic value of rugby migration is contested, however, at times of international

competition such as the Rugby World Cup. National allegiance becomes a highly

conspicuous question during the World Cup, invested with much symbolic, political and

economic value, as the tournament is widely perceived to be the pinnacle of international

competition where a hierarchy of participating nations is visibly established, with

considerable implications for the distribution of power, prestige and resources within the

international rugby world. Our interviewees agree that most overseas-based professional

players ‘have a burning desire to play for Fiji’ in the World Cup and other international

competitions. According to a local coach, ‘If you ask any kid his dream, it is to wear the

national jersey.’ The emotional value of representing their home country was illustrated by

a former national team trainer we interviewed. He recalled a scene from the 2007 Rugby

World Cup, where, minutes before their quarter-final qualifying match in the dressing

room, the squad members shook with emotion, tears streaming down their faces: ‘I’ve seen

it firsthand. These guys would die for their country.’

Yet playing for the home country comes at a considerable cost to the players. First, the

economic disparity between Fiji and the ‘core’ countries becomes more evident than ever

at the highest level of international competition. In the 2011 World Cup, Fiji’s interim

government provided a F$3 million grant to fund the national team’s participation, which,

together with the IRB funding, allowed the FRU to offer the 30 national squad members

F$30,000 each for their commitment.76 This is a significant amount in the local context,

but it is the first time that the FRU has been able to offer substantial financial rewards to
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the players. During the 2007 World Cup, for instance, the squad members were paid only

a F$1000 bonus for each game they won, according to one of the coaches we interviewed.

In addition, any financial reward must be weighed against the fact that professional

players are usually not paid by their clubs during the period of their release, which often

makes them feel ‘trapped between taking a pay cut or playing in the World Cup’.77

Moreover, metropolitan unions could offer far more attractive rewards to first-grade

athletes. In the 2011 World Cup, the All Blacks each received a NZ$100,000 (F$143,000)

bonus for winning the Cup and as part of their contract received a weekly fee of NZ$7500

for both playing and promotional commitments.78 Some elite athletes may consequently

feel that ‘they will be held back if they play for the islands’.79 A typical and much-

publicized example is the case of Rupeni Caucaunibuca in 2003. After representing Fiji in

the 2003 World Cup, Caucaunibuca, a rising star in Super 12 Rugby at the time,

announced that he wanted to switch allegiance to New Zealand because the FRU ‘could

not compensate him for the earnings he had to lose while on duty for Fiji’ (although the

IRB eligibility rule did not allow such a move).80 While the FRU reacted with

exasperation to this particular report, the union has traditionally been accommodating

towards professional players’ priorities and circumstances.81 Indeed, prior to the 2011

World Cup, the FRU chief executive was reported as stating that the union would not

‘come in a relationship between the player and the club knowing fully well that is the

player’s welfare’.82

Second, related to the above is the concern that some migrant players have over the

integrity and competence of the FRU. The rugby body has been affected by a series of

financial and governance crises and controversies as well as local (in-house), national and

international politics.83 Consequently, it has struggled to provide the national team with

adequate support, services or facilities. Our participants highlighted the management of

injury as a key issue, noting that the necessary paperwork and bureaucratic procedures are

often time consuming and may result in delayed or limited treatment and thereby

jeopardize their club contracts: ‘Overseas, you get better treatment when you get injured.

Everything is there. If you play here [in Fiji] and get injured, it’s all over’. Some emigrant

(and domestic) players are also doubtful of the impartiality of the national team selection,

which they believe is influenced by favouritism as well as personal and institutional

politics. Prior to the 2011 Rugby World Cup, the FRU was dealt a further blow by the

much-publicized allegations of mismanagement of a national lottery contribution, which

had been organized in 2010 to fund its World Cup participation. The Fiji Commerce

Commission found that over half of the printed tickets were unaccounted for and some

tickets sold at a price lower than what had been authorized. There were further allegations

of misuse of the collected funds and missing funds.84 In early 2011, the scandal led to the

interim government’s call for the resignation of all board members and the threat to

withhold the $3 million grant towards the cost of the World Cup campaign. This was

followed by a warning from the IRB that any move by the FRU contravening its

constitution could result in its expulsion from the IRB and exclusion from the World

Cup.85 The saga was eventually resolved by the election of a new board in April 2011, only

months before the start of the World Cup, impeding the preparations of the national team

and leaving deep mistrust in the organization on the part of athletes as well as the wider

public.

Third, some professional players are unable to compete for a place in the national team

even if they wished so due to a number of formal and informal pressures and restrictions.

The IRB eligibility regulation disqualifies from playing for their country of origin those

players who have played for the national team of another country in a test or sevens
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competition but are not successful in securing a place in the World Cup squad of that

country, and those who have represented another country in a previous World Cup but are

no longer considered for selection by that country.86 Contrasting to the ‘free’ movement of

athletic labour it facilitates, the IRB’s eligibility law technically binds rugby migrants

(often from the ‘periphery’, though many are also from New Zealand) to a ‘core’ nation, a

measure of considerable restrictive effect on the athletes’ ability to make autonomous

decisions about their national allegiance. Those who are eligible are also hindered by

technical restrictions. In a press interview prior to the World Cup in 2011, Fiji’s national

coach Samuela Domoni spoke of the difficulty of gaining access to elite players on a

regular basis because their clubs are required to release them only for the international test

windows in June and November.87 At times, it is not so much formal, technical restrictions

but informal pressures from contracting clubs that discourage the athletes. Our interview

data as well as the existing literature88 suggest that clubs may verbally apply pressure on

their recruits to deter them from playing for their home country. One of our interviewees

noted: ‘Players have a “gun pointed to their head” when they are told [by their club],

“Listen. If you do play [for your home country], you’ll lose your contract.”’ As explained

by a former FRU marketing manager on an Australian sports radio show, this creates a

serious ‘emotional conflict’ of having to make ‘desperate choices between the professional

rewards of what could potentially be a very short career, and their instinctive emotional

commitment to their countries’.89 Playing for Fiji thus becomes a highly complex and

possibly risky professional decision for emigrant players.

According to a media report, over 10 prominent Pacific Island players made

themselves unavailable to play for their country in the 2003 Rugby World Cup because

of club commitments in Europe.90 In the same year, at least three Fijian players were

reported to have indicated that ‘they wanted to play for New Zealand [in the Rugby

World Cup] because they wanted a secure future’.91 Similarly, in 2011, a number of elite

players announced their unavailability to the FRU for the World Cup citing personal

reasons. One of our interviewees pointed out that emigrant players withdrawing their

services as a result of financial and professional pressures ‘will never say why because of

their cultural values [of courtesy and tact]’. An anonymous rugby fan contributed a

similar view online and translated a prominent player’s explanation to the FRU from

Fijian into English: ‘I need to worry about my club and family right now as we [the

French club that he is contracted with] want to get into the finals [of the French National

Rugby League competition]’.92 While it is not possible to obtain relevant statistical

information or formal documentation, such anecdotal evidence points to a significant

degree of direct or indirect coercion that elite players are subject to in acting upon their

national allegiance.

These dilemmas outline some of the technical, economic and political complexities

that the question of national allegiance generates at times of international competition. In

such situations, emigrant players’ transnational (and emotional) freedom to ‘represent two

countries’ is circumvented as they are compelled to choose (often the more powerful) one.

The symbolic value of rugby migration comes under pressure, whereby the logic of muscle

trade takes ascendancy over athletes’ symbolic resistance; that is, structural inequity

erodes, and even eclipses, the space for athlete agency to express national allegiance,

thereby creating a contemporary version of indentured labour.
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‘Overseas Players’: competing discourses of rugby migration and collective

identification

The tension between the symbolic agency of athletes and the metropolitan-corporate logic

of rugby migration is convoluted by popular perceptions and media representations of

rugby migrants in Fiji. On the one hand, these athletes are celebrated with much

enthusiasm by the local population. The status of ‘overseas players’ accords them a great

amount of prestige and respect:

Once you go to England or France, every kid in Fiji will talk about you. ‘He’s coming, he’s
coming!’ ‘That guy’s coming! The guy playing in England.’ If you’ve got a good car or
something, you’re just like god or something, a king. That’s the way people look at you.

Notably, they are lionized not only because they epitomize the ‘rugby dream’ of ‘making it

in the world of rugby; living the good life; achieving the archetype of masculinity; and

supporting their families and communities’,93 but also because many people, similar to the

athletes themselves, derive an affirmative, counter-hegemonic vision of themselves from

Fiji’s international rugby prominence. One of our interviewees explained that these emigrant

players embody the ‘pride of the nation’; they represent the fact that so many athletes from

this country of ‘a population of less than a million’ are sought by metropolitan clubs and

thereby attest to the prowess and sporting excellence of its people. As noted in a UK

newspaper:

Even though he plays for New Zealand, [Josevata] Rokocoko already has the status of a rock
star in Fiji. When he returned for a holiday soon after being named as an All Black, he was
mobbed in the street and recognised everywhere. He was the Fijian boy made good in the big
wide world. So, when the All Blacks beat Australia in Auckland to reclaim the Bledisloe Cup
for the first time in five years and finish the Tri-Nations unbeaten, it was natural that Fiji’s
prime minister, Laisenia Qarase, . . .wanted to meet this young man.94

Such representation of successful emigrant players is carried over into and even further

accentuated during the Rugby World Cup. When Rokocoko and Lote Tuqiri represented

New Zealand and Australia, respectively, in the 2003 Ruby World Cup, the national

newspaper The Fiji Times ran an article titled ‘Rival Wingers Make Fiji Proud’, reporting

on the pride of their families and villages and describing the large billboard featuring

Tuqiri that stood at the entrance to his village school.95 The Prime Minister joined in the

celebration, reportedly stating that Tuqiri ‘made a name not only for himself but also for

his country’.96 Here, even when structural (and undoubtedly other) forces induce them into

formal allegiance to a foreign nation, emigrant players continue to exert their symbolic

power to represent Fiji and its counter-hegemonic nationalism. A latest example is the case

of Radike Samo, who represented Australia in the 2011 Rugby World Cup. After Fiji’s

failure to qualify for the quarter-finals, Samo was the only Fijian playing in the

tournament. The day after his prominent performance in Australia’s victorious quarter-

final match, The Fiji Times proudly published a front-page article titled ‘Super Samo’.97 A

photo of Samo also appeared on the front cover of the local magazine Mai Life.98 A letter

to the editor of The Fiji Times described the significance of his success:

AFTER Fiji’s poor showing at the Rugby World Cup, I didn’t really care which team will hold
aloft the Webb Ellis Trophy . . . However, I noted with much surprise the deafening cheering
and comments around television sets during the . . . semi-finals between the two trans-
Tasman rivals. . . . I got caught up in the euphoria and hoped with every fibre in my being that
the Australian team would win. This was because the Wallabies had our very own Radike
Samo and this was the closest we come to a Fijian getting his hands on the Webb Ellis Trophy,
however it was not meant to be. . . . [F]or those who still have Fiji at heart, let’s keep the
dream alive. Thanks Radike for almost living the dream.99
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Similarly, another fan described Samo as ‘a real Flying Fijian’,100 counting him as a

symbolic member of the Flying Fijians, the national squad.

Peculiarly, however, the same World Cup showed that rugby migration and migrants

may also represent something quite the opposite to some people in Fiji. As we have noted,

the World Cup heightens the visibility and socio-economic significance of national

allegiance, and some people see the (perceived) failure by some emigrant players to serve

their homeland on the world stage as symptomatic of the injustice of international rugby

and even complicit in its perpetuation. For instance, in 2003, the same players who were

extolled by The Fiji Times, Rokocoko and Tuqiri, were also challenged for what their

allegiance to another country signifies to the nation. According to one rugby fan who wrote

to the newspaper: ‘they are not a big boost for sports in Fiji. As role models, they are

inspiring youngsters to play for other countries, especially New Zealand our fiercest rival.

These countries have never made any significant, long lasting contribution to sports in Fiji.

We continually lose our elite players to them while our sports struggle for funds and

success on the field’.101 When aforementioned Caucaunibuca announced in 2009 that he

would no longer play for the Fiji team in the future, it caused another fan to respond in

vexation: ‘Please just don’t put your country down Caucau . . . You are talking as if you

yourself are not a Fijian’.102

Furthermore, even when emigrant players do commit to their home country, their

allegiance may continue to be challenged by the Fiji public. In the 2011 World Cup, 21 of

the 30 members of Fiji’s national squad were overseas-based professional players. Their

alleged preferential selection into the national side and poor performance during the

tournament caused a public outcry. By 2010, doubts had already begun to be raised by

critics and locally based players over the predominance of ‘overseas players’ in the

national team.103 Following the disappointing performance of the national side during the

World Cup, critical views circulated more prominently among fans and commentators and

started to flood the ‘letters to the editor’ section of The Fiji Times – a key public forum in

Fiji.104 Many fans expressed their resentment towards what they perceived to be

‘discriminatory’, ‘unfair and unjust’ marginalization of Fiji-based players in national team

selection and called for a new policy to reserve a substantial proportion of the team for

them.105 Here, emigrant players are no longer a symbol of counter-hegemonic resistance

but rather an envoy of the hegemonic order of the global athletic system, dictated by the

capitalist pursuit of profit maximalization and self-interest and contrasted against ‘local

players’ whose marginalization mirrors that of their nation in international rugby politics:

Domoni [the national coach] used a computer, which fed him with stats about the players from
abroad, and he ignored all the facts whether they play for Australia, France or the UK, they
just play for money, all they want is their pay. Here at home there are players, who just love
their game, watched by big crowds or no crowds, they play just the same. They play Fijian
rugby, which has proved to be fine, jinking, dodging and running, until they cross the line. But
computers ain’t human, they don’t know about the passion and pride of the home grown [Fiji-
based] players, who give all for their side, they play like they are giants, they give their best,
and they would all have been proud, to wear the Fijian vest.106

It is . . . highly demotivating for a local rugby player . . . just to be sidelined and replaced by
overseas-based players . . . . Perhaps the FRU needs to relook at its visions about our local
competition and allow our home grown [Fiji-based] players to market their talents and show
our guts and glory and not shameful submission to teams which Fiji would have easily
vanquished given the right combination of players and visionary leadership.107

The FRU took a similar position, publicly stating that the ‘dependency’ on overseas-based

players and expatriate coaching staff was ‘a waste of time as they did not deliver the
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goods to the country’.108 The FRU board subsequently went as far as to formulate a

local/overseas player ratio of 60/40% for all future national squads.109

Regardless of the causes of the national team’s poor performance, what is noteworthy

is the complexity underlying the public perceptions of rugby migration, national

allegiance and collective identity. The 2011 Rugby World Cup illuminated the tension

between two competing discourses on rugby migration. On the one hand, emigrant

players, even if they wear another country’s jersey, continue to represent national pride:

the symbolic oppositionality of their success transcends technical national boundaries,

making ‘a mockery of modern rugby’. On the other hand, they embody the injustice of the

global economy-driven athletic system and the subordination of their own country, by not

being available to play for their country or, even if they are, by (allegedly) embracing and

serving the capitalist values and interests of metropolitan clubs. What their migrant status

signifies in the local context vacillates between the two divergent discourses. These

popular responses are instructive as they are in line with the tension between the structural

oppression and the oppositional potential of rugby migration. Rugby migration is a site of

multiple interests, agendas and discourses, and the contestation between them surfaces

most vividly at times of international competition such as the World Cup, where national

identity and allegiance take on a heightened politico-economic and symbolic significance.

Conclusions

In the foregoing sections, we argued that Fijian rugby migration takes place in the

context of historical and continuing relations of power, and furthermore serves to

perpetuate this inequity by depriving Fiji rugby of its critical human capital as well as its

associated economic and political capital. In this sense, Fijian rugby migration is an

instance of ‘muscle trade’, deskilling and global capitalist exploitation of peripheral

athletic labour. Oppositional voices against such inequity are not always documented, yet

they do surface occasionally, captured in the words of rugby players, officials,

commentators and fans.

We also noted the multifaceted nature of rugby migration and its significance as a

context for collective identification. Rugby as a symbolic marker of national identity

provides emigrant players with a vehicle for cultivating a sense of collective belonging

and pride in their island home. We observed that this symbolic dimension of rugby

migration has a notable oppositional nature: emigrant players have claimed rugby

migration to be a medium to challenge the dominant Western discourse that defines Fiji

and the other Pacific Islands as the ultimate ‘periphery’. Here, Fijians have adopted the

Western sport and used it to create a space to present an alternative, affirmative self-

definition. As Needham stated in the case of cricket in the West Indies, ‘the sport through

which the English sought to define a distinctively English ethos and identity was

appropriated and turned against them to embody the colonised peoples’ aspirations and

self-definitions’.110 Rugby migration thus constitutes a site of both structural

subordination and symbolic resistance.

We subsequently proceeded to examine international competition as a contested field

of collective identification. The power inequity between Fiji and metropolitan countries

becomes more pronounced than ever at the time of the World Cup as formal allegiance to a

nation takes on a heightened significance. The lack of financial, institutional and

infrastructural resources on the part of the FRU and the political and economic pressures

from metropolitan clubs and unions often deter elite players from making an autonomous

decision regarding their national allegiance. Their symbolic freedom to transcend national
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borders is restricted by the pressure to make a formal and profoundly consequential

commitment to one nation. Here, then, the symbolic resistance of rugby migrants comes

into conflict with the politico-economic dynamics of international professional rugby.

While emigrant players may appropriate rugby migration as a symbolic arena of

resistance, it is also an area of material struggle where the metropolitan-corporate dynamic

exerts power over athletes, often inducing or even coercing them into suspending formal

allegiance to their island home and/or pledging allegiance to another nation, with

significant implications for the perpetuation of the politico-economic disparity between

these nations. Such tension is mirrored in the competing popular discourses on ‘overseas

players’ in Fiji. On the one hand, athletes’ symbolic resistance transcends national borders

and formal allegiance. Even those who decide to represent another nation in the World

Cup, such as Rokocoko and Tuqiri in 2003 and Samo in 2011, continue to exert this

symbolic power. On the other hand, the politico-economic dynamics of international

rugby render formal national allegiance a highly consequential act, and athletes’

commitment comes under critical scrutiny by the local population. Those who fail to

commit to their home country represent no longer an alternative, empowering vision of

their people, but rather their continuing disempowerment. Even those who do commit,

such as the ‘overseas players’ in the 2011 World Cup squad, are scrutinized as to the

genuineness of their allegiance: what they symbolically represent to the nation becomes

highly ambiguous and contested. The Rugby World Cup as an arena and a context for

collective identification thus crystallizes and embodies the tension between the two

discourses and agendas – the politico-economic dynamics of the global (and local)

athletic system and the agency of rugby migrants to cultivate room for manoeuvre, self-

expression and resistance.
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