








squads but with the potential to be at this level in the near future: b) full-time
professionals. i.e.. regular members of A Grade squads: ¢) men who had retired from
professional rugby league: and lastly d) individuals who had left full-time professional
rugby league prematurely. i.e.. these men did not retire but choose to leave
professional rugby league for some reason without seeing out their careers.

The intent of drawing from this variety of personal experiences was to have
access to a depth of experiences. Having a diverse sample selection offered as many
different perspectives on the issues raised by the research as was possible. This
diversity was sought on other variables as well. including age. protessional franchises
the subjects played with. and where they were raised as children. i.e.. across the range
of Aboriginal communities from remote Aboriginal communities. to rural and urban
contexits.

The findings of this study indicate that there is a direct and positive
relationship between rugby league and Aboriginality. For these subjects a positive
cvcle of self-contidence. participation. performance and identity affirmation develops
with rugby league participation. The lynch pin of this cycle is a belief that Aboriginal
peoples have innate physical talents. Most Aborigines believe that. as a race of people.
they are gifted with special physical talents. i.e.. improved vision. endurance. co-
ordination and a spatial imagination and awareness. When applied to sport, the
confidence of possessing these talents provides. an edge and led to improved
performances. These above average performances 'confirmed’ special talents. These
special talents are then attributed to Aboriginality. as opposed to merely the self-

confidence associated with the beliet.

121



This overall finding is supported by the examination into specific identity
constructions which occurred in Sub-Problem One. The construction of the subjects’
athletic identity was predicated upon their Aboriginality. Only at the elite levels did
their athletic/football identity take on a more significant role. But in most instances
subjects either identified as being Aboriginal footballers or being both Aboriginal and
a footballer. The footballer identity. however. is very specific - confined to those times
when an individual is playing or training. the primacy of Aboriginality is never denied
and additional identities are accommodated around this core.

When examining the spectrum of Indigenous participation in sport in Sub-
Problem Two. one novel finding was emerged. Those all-Aboriginal teams playing in
mainstream competitions are not bridges between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
sporting systems. These spaces are sites of opposition and conflict. The all-Aboriginal
teamn has been founded on Aboriginal dissatistaction with the persistent overt and
institutionalised racism of the non-Aboriginal sporting system. These all-Aboriginal
clubs and their teams are thus created by Aboriginal peoples in a sincere effort to
encourage non-discriminatory participation in sport. Prior research by Cheska (1988).
Allison (1982b). Paraschak (1992a. 1994. 1996a & 1997). Tatz (1987 & 1995a) and
Donnelly (1988) has documented the existence of these spaces. Whilst these previous
studies have sought to interpret the significance of these 'racialised spaces' (Paraschak.
1996b) this study has provided a potential motivation and suggested intent behind the
formation of such places. The all-Aboriginal sporting club/team is a counter assault to

the oppression of racism.



The last sub-problem tried to examine instances of interaction between those
created identities and the individual's participation in various contexts. At some level
every subject acknowledged moving or shifting identities when participating at
various points along the participation spectrum in sport. Even though all subjects
recognised such shifts in their own lives, not all were able to expand beyond this
recognition. Some subjects did discuss how their transitions were efforts to move back
and forth between the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal worlds. As professional
footballers they lived as Aboriginal people in non-Aboriginal worlds with non-
Aboriginal careers. At times these transitions were slow or misguided and the subjects
recalled being out of place on these occasions. When in the mainstream this glitch was
labelled 'acting like a real blackfella'. If this misreading occurred whilst in the
Aboriginal world. the individual might be labelled by other Aborigines as 'going
uptown'. Unfortunately this study was not able to explore this issue in more depth. But
by knowing how and when to facilitate transition between Black and White worlds,
we can help Aboriginal people to develop coping skills. One of the least understood
features of Aboriginal interaction within the non-Aboriginal world is 'going
walkabout'. This phrase has been used as a pejorative racial stereotype for decades but
little is really known about why some Aboriginal people cope within the non-
Aboriginal context and others overload and need to escape. This study has only found
that this coping is related in some way with these transitions. As long as Indigenous

youth experience the lowest retention rates at schools and Indigenous athletes walk
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away from lucrative professional athletic careers. not finding answers to this question
about transitions will continue to have dire consequences for the Aboriginal and

Torres Strait Islander community.

Recommendations

This exploratory study does indicate that Aboriginality and rugby league
participation are positively and directly linked: that racism is rife within Australian
sport: and. that currently two separate sport systems exist - one all-Aboriginal and
then there's the mainstream sport system. What are the practical implications of these
findings? Firstly. professional rugby league clubs need to take some time to better
understand how these factors intluences the nature of the Indigenous experience in
their clubs/teams. If coaches and CEQ's want to retain their [ndigenous players they
must look at tactors other than the size of playing contracts. Although professional
franchises are primarily interested in the end product of vears of athletic development
thev should not dismiss the likelihood of cultural tactors being present. As with any
athlete. personal dissatistaction breeds discontent not improved performances. When
Indigenous players are involved within the non-Aboriginal world of professional
sport. some sensitivities must be displayed: otherwise these players are likely to drop-
out. leave or go missing at anytime - as many have.

At a policy level the existence of all-Aboriginal sporting spaces is evidence of
two features - racism. as in the case of all-Aboriginal teams competing within
mainstream sporting competitions, and secondly, places of social and cultural

significance. e.g. All-Blacks sporting carnivals. To reduce racism in Australian sport
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necessitates that the issue move beyond the philosophical mode to equality and fair
play for all. At some point words and high principles need to materialise into
unequivocal standards and sanctions. For evervbody to be confident in this process the
application of these sanctions should be swift and clear. What's more. racism in
Australian sport affects everybody - not just Aborigines. Accordingly any anti-racism
initiatives must not be restricted to any one particular sector of Australian society.

The third recommendation concerns the significance of those all-Aboriginal
sporting spaces. Until Australian society can come to grips with the right of its
Indigenous peoples to control their own lives and destinies then the issue of all-
Aboriginal sporting spaces will be inconsequential. These places of Aboriginal
identity. community and cultural revival are contemporary manifestations of processes
with ancient traditions. These All-Black sport carnivals have less to do with sport than
they do cultural survival (Tatz. 1995a). In this regard these events should be supported
and their organisers assisted. where appropriate.

When [ considered Birrell's (1989) suggested future areas for socio-historical
analysis of race relations and sport. [ saw this project as responding to an "absence
from the pages of research" (p. 221). There were negligible publications authored by
Indigenous people on Indigenous sport. This project sought to bring to "the pages of
research” the voices of Indigenous men and their experiences in sport. The completion
of this project has fulfilled this objective.

On a theoretical level this project has supported broader research directions
being pursued by Paraschak (1994) e.g Indigenous peoples, agency and resistance;

Tatz (1995a), e.g. the significance of all-Aboriginal' spaces in sport; and Donnelly
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(1988). e.g. places of resistance in sport. In addition to documenting Indigenous
experiences in sport. this project has tried to explain these experiences. The next step
for this type of project is to observe another of Birrell's (1989) typologies by
"considering some of the anomalies in sport”: for example. how Aboriginal athletes
perceived themselves as being both Aboriginal and professional athletes. As well.
researchers of race relations and sport should respond to Messner's (1996) urging and
"study up". Examining what it means to be 'mainstream’ may offer important insights
into how experiences in the "margins” (hooks. 1990) are as much like mainstream
experiences. in some respects. as they are different in others.

This research. as an exploratory study. is invaluable for similar full-scale
research projects on the topic of Aborigines and sport. The experience of completing
interviews and the subsequent analysis of this raw data offered several lessons worthy
of further consideration. The first of these lessons underscored the importance of
being totally attentive to subjects. Not being a full participant. holding an interview is
quite difficult. The use of tape recorders trees the interviewer/researcher to interact
with the subject. If this interaction is absent the interview becomes very formal and
could deteriorate into a question/answer session. The choice of a semi-structured
interview is appropriate: the flexibility is critical. yet the common questions and
structure are indispensable for keeping excited. nervous. inquisitive researchers on
track. The instigation of follow-up interviews with subjects would be mandatory. The
content of these interviews surprised subjects and they are more likely, given time. to

better consider some of the issues raised.



Effective analysis of this data is imperative. The best coping strategy is not a
computer program. nor hard copies of transcripts, nor multiple files of transcripts: the
most valuable tool of analysis is the researcher and an adviser who is equally as
interested in the thesis topic. On projects which investigate novel research problems
there is little in the way of previous literature or research to guide analysis and
research directions. In this situation a sense of perspective, offered by a colleague or
adviser. and the researcher’s thoroughness become crucial. Initially, at least.
researchers must place their confidence in their experiences and intuition. This project
was about humans and human experiences; so in spite of their shortcomings,
limitations or inadequacies humans must complete the data collection and analysis. It
is the researcher who sees the clues and locates the insights within any data. This
information cannot be extracted in any other fashion.

At a practical level. every effort must be made to keep the researcher on track.
This requires a substantial amount of self-discipline, perseverance and acceptance.
Due to the inherent demands of qualitative research, time management is the most
important skill of all. Wherever human skills can be supported, these measures should
be incorporated: i.e.. use of laptop computers, audio tapes, time and space to think etc.
Being able to recognise the limitations of any process is in part being able to
acknowledge your own limitations. The true benefit of this project has been that ['ve

accepted these limitations and sought to exploit my strengths.
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Conclusion

This project completes the latest step in my understanding and contribution to
Indigenous sport development in Australia. Although five years in development, the
circumstances which existed in 1991 and prompted this study remain unchanged in
1997. Yet again the headlines of Australian sports beat out a familiar tune about
racism and its insidiously dehumanising effects. My response in 1997 restates my
response in 1993 - until sport administrators in Australian sport get fair dinkum about
confronting and removing racism rather than employing public relations exercises,
then it will remain. Eventually those individuals who are the targets of such
discrimination will register change within their teams, clubs and professions. This
change may be subtle and personal or it could be explosive and public. In some
limited capacity this project makes a contribution to documenting the causes of these
possibilities.

Beyond this exploratory study lies the completion of a full-scale research
project. Theoretically this project makes some contribution to a growing field of study
which is looking into the experiences of Indigenous peoples in sport and physical
activities.

In the final analysis. this project demonstrates that in spite of many hurdles and
in the face of oppression. humanity can prevail, albeit for short bursts. And where the
circumstances stifle this humanity, people create their own spaces free of such

discrimination. Indigenous peoples have become adept at creating and redefining these
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spaces on their own terms. Sport is an easily accessible example of this capacity. The
most unpredictable factor with sport. though, is the experience - the fun, enjoyment

and pleasure associated with playing.

No, sport's the main thing around here...what ['ve seen anyway

- Aunty
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Appendix A

Guided Interview: Aborigines in Rugby League

Thesis Problem: "What is the relationship between Rugby League and
Aboriginality?"
Sub-problem 1: How are identities formed, fostered and challenged?

a) How is an athletic identity formed. fostered and challenged in sport?

Hypothesis:  "the more the individual participates in a sport the greater the
likelihood this person will adopt the personae of their sport's perceived
identity”

® when did you first think/ or see yourself as an athlete/sportsman?
- what does this include? does it change over time or by sport?

® at what times do vou see vourself as an athlete?

® what has helped you be successful as an athlete?
® what has been your best experience in sport?

® when have you most felt like a (football plaver)(athlete)?
® when have felt that your identity as an athlete was challenged?

® what has been your worst experience in sport?

® how do you think being an athlete affects other areas of your life?
® do vou stop being other things when you're 'an athlete'?

® which sports are most supported at home?
® where do vou think sport fits into the community?
- if sport is number 1 what is 2. 3?
® which is more important community or footy?
- have vou ever had to choose?
b) How is a sense of Aboriginality formed. fostered and challenged in sport?

Hypothesis:  "Aboriginality asserts a priority over all other identities or roles”

® what made you first think that you were a Koori/Murri?
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® what type of influence has/does community had/have on you?
® what place do you think role models. support networks. participation in
other sports has had in vour life?

® at what times do vou feel happiest to be Koori/Murri?

® when do Kooris/Murris make vou slack?
® how do vou think racism matters?

® what are the top three things that you feel makes vou. personally, a
Koori/Murri?
® at what times do vou see yourself as an athlete?
c) How is a Regional identity (Qld or NSW) formed. fostered and challenged in sport?
Hypothesis:  "at those times when Aborigines most share in parochial occasions or
teel least difference from the dominant society they identify as being a
Queenslander or New South Welshman"
® in what situations would you/ do you identify yourself as (Qld or NSW)?
® when are you most proud of being (Qld or NSW)? why?
@ do vou always see yourself as a Qld or NSW?
- when are vou most likely to consider vourself a Qld or NSW?

- when are vou least likely to consider yourself a Qld or NSW?

® s there any difference between being Koori/Murri and being (Qld or NSW)?
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Sub-problem 2: "What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in
Rugby League?"
a) What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in mainstream rugby league?

Hypothesis:  "Aboriginal participation in mainstream sport is mediated by
Aboriginality”

® how long have you been playing in mainstream rugby league teams?
® is it important to you to play at the top level?

- what do you want from being here?

- or why wasn't it important?

® why do Kooris/Murris like playing rugby league?

® why do some Kooris leave football even if they're good?

- what would make vou leave?

® what are some of the differences between home footy and here?

b) What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in All-Black teams in
mainstream?

Hypothesis:  "these sites lessen the contradictions between Aboriginality and a wish
to participate in mainstream activities"

@ have vou ever being asked/or played for an All-Blacks?
- what do yvou remember most about playing in this team?

® are these teams different from mainstream teams?
- what do you most look forward to when playing in these teams?

® what is the worst part of playing with these teams?

- were there any instances of racism? how did this make you feel? how do you
think others in the team felt? how do you think the other
teams/coaches/referees feel?

@ why do vou think there are All-Blacks teams?

c) What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in All-Blacks carnivals?

Hypothesis:  "these carnivals are a site of affirmation where Aboriginality is the
accepted cultural context and expression"
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® what do you remember most about your first All-Blacks carnival?
- how many have you been involved with?
- in what ways have you been involved?

® what's the best thing about these carnivals for you?

® is there anything that you don't like about the carnivals?
- if you could. what would you change?

® how important do you think these carnivals are for fostering community and
individual identity - Aboriginality?
- how important are they to you?

d) What are the differences and similarities between these three places?

Hypothesis:  "these three places exist along a continuum of engagement between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal society; with carnivals operating in an
All-Black context. participation in the mainstream reflecting a degree
of reproduction and the All-Blacks teams negotiating, challenging and
resisting the dominant value system whilst still wishing to participate
in the activity."

® list the best thing about each of the three types of footy

® where would you say you felt the most comfortable and enjoyed yourself the
most?

® what's the worst thing about each type?

® are the three types of experiences similar? are they connected in any way?
® which do you prefer? why?

® how do you feel you fit into each one?

® what is it like socially? athletically?

Sub-problem 3: What is the relationship between identities within Rugby

League?

Hypothesis:  "those individuals who are secure in their Aboriginality need to
develop a fluidity between their various identities in order to feel at
ease with total emersion in another system i.e. professional career”

® can you remember if or when you decided to play footy full-time?
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- did you have to get fair-dinkum or has it just happened?

® how do you feel about being there? do you fit in?

® how do you think your family and the community feels about you being
here?

- in what ways do they show it?

- is this important to you - why?

® when have you felt most uneasy in sport?
- did this just go away or did something else happen?
- how would you tell another young fella how to deal with this?

® what connection do you think exists between you as a Koori/Murri and you
as a football player?

- which is more important to you?

- how can you be both or can you only be one at a time?
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Appendix B
Permission to Interview Form

L. . upon signing this form give my

consent to be interviewed for the research project entitled ""Why are Blacks so good
at football?: Aborigines and rugby league” which will be looking at my experience
with rugby league and is being completed by Darren Godwell. Candidate. Masters of
Human Kinetics at the University of Windsor (Canada). It has been explained to me
that this research project is trying to understand the experiences of Murris and Kooris
in rugby league. [ understand that this research is being completed by interviewing

Aboriginal rugby league players who are at various stages of their football careers.

By signing this form [ also give my consent to the recording of this interview on audio

cassette tape. knowing that later on written notes will be copied from these tapes.

[ understand that once all the interviews are completed all the tapes. comments and
notes will be separated and filed in such a way that only Darren and [ will be able to
identify my interview and my comments as being made by me. [ am also aware that
some of the material coming from this interview. including the audio recording,
written notes and field notes. Darren may discuss with Dr V. Paraschak, Associate
Professor at the University of Windsor (Canada). but these discussions will never

identify me. Aside from this one exception, all the research material will remain



anonymous and will never be given to any other person in its complete form without

my written permission.

[ know that [ can withdraw from this study at anvtime. for any reason and this will not
be held against me nor revealed to anyone else. [f | have any questions or any queries [
know that [ can speak to Darren Godwell. on (06) 252 1820 in Australia or 011-1-319-

972 1794 in Canada. at anytime to explain things for me.

By signing this form ['m also agreeing that [ have read and understand this form.

Interviewee:

Interviewer:

Date:
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Appendix C

Revised Guided Interview

Sub-problem 1: How are identities formed, fostered and challenged?

a) How is an athletic identity formed. fostered and challenged in sport?
@ when did vou first think/ or see yourself as an athlete/sportsman?
- what does this include? does it change over time or by sport?
® at what times do vou see vourself as an athlete?
@ what has helped vou be successful as an athlete?
@ what has been vour best experience in sport?
® when have vou most felt like a (football player)(athlete)?
® when have felt that vour identity as an athlete was challenged?
@ what has been your worst experience in sport?
@ how do vou think being an athlete affects other areas of your life?
@ do vou stop being other things when you're "an athlete™
® which sports are most supported at home?
@ where do vou think sport fits into the community”
- if sport is number | what is 2. 3?
® which is more important community or footy?
- have vou ever had to choose?

b) How is a sense of Aboriginality formed. fostered and challenged in sport?
® what made vou first think that you were a Koori/Murri?
® what tvpe of influence has/does community had’have on you?
e what place do you think role models. support networks. participation in
other sports has had in your life?
® at what times do vou feel happiest to be Koori/Murri?
® when do Kooris/Murris make you slack?
® how do vou think racism matters?
® what are the top three things that you feel makes you. personally. a
Koori/Murri?
@ at what times do vou see yourself as an athlete?

¢) How is a Regional identity (Qld or NSW) formed. fostered and challenged in sport?
@ in what situations would youw/ do you identify yourself as (Qld or NSW)?
® when are you most proud of being (Qld or NSW)? why?
® do you always see yourself as a Qld or NSW?
- when are you most likely to consider yourseif a Qld or NSW?
- when are you least likely to consider yourself a Qld or NSW?
® is there any difference between being Koori/Murri and being (Qld or NSW)?



Sub-problem 2: "What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in
Rugby League?"

a) What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in mainstream rugby league?
@ how long have vou been playing in mainstream rugby league teams?
e is it important to you to play at the top level?
- what do you want trom being here?
- or why wasn't it important?

® why do Kooris/Murris like playing rugby league?
e why do some Kooris leave tootball even if they're good?
- what would make you leave?
® what are some of the differences between home footy and here?

b) What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in All-Black teams in
mainstream?
e have vou ever being asked/or played for an All-Blacks?
- what do vou remember most about playing in this team?
® are these teams different from mainstream teams?
- what do vou most look forward to when playing in these teams?
e what is the worst part of playing with these teams?
- were there any instances of racism? how did this make you feel? how
do vou think others in the team felt? how do you think the other
teams/coaches/referees feel?
® why do vou think there are All-Blacks teams?

¢) What is the experience of Aboriginal participation in All-Blacks carnivals?
e what do vou remember most about your first All-Blacks carnival?
- how many have you been involved with?
- in what ways have you been involved?
® what's the best thing about these carnivals for you?
@ is there anything that you don't like about the carnivals?
- if you could. what would you change?
e how important do you think these carnivals are for fostering community and
individual identity - Aboriginality?
- how important are they to you?

d) What are the differences and similarities between these three places?
@ list the best thing about each of the three types of footy
@ where would vou say you felt the most comfortable and enjoyed yourself the
most?
e what's the worst thing about each type?
@ are the three types of experiences similar? are they connected in any way?
e which do you prefer? why?
e how do you feel you fit into each one?
@ what is it like socially? athletically?
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Sub-problem 3: What is the relationship between identities within Rugby
League?

® can you remember if or when you decided to play footy full-time?
- did vou have to get fair-dinkum or has it just happened?
® how do vou feel about being there? do you fit in?
® how do you think your family and the community feels about you being
here?
- in what ways do they show it?
- is this important to you - why?
@ when have you felt most uneasy in sport?
- did this just go away or did something else happen?
- how would you tell another young fella how to deal with this?
e what connection do you think exists between you as a Koori/Murri and you
as a football player?
- which is more important to you?
- how can you be both or can you only be one at a time?
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Appendix D

Sampling Categories

The subjects were drawn from four potential subject pools. Each of these pools

reflected participation in rugby league from along different places on the participation

spectrum.

a)

b)

Players on the verge of full-time professionalism - these players have been
contracted to professional franchises (contracts are probably less than
SCAN235 000). Although contracted these men do not earn enough to live just
from plaving. Professional franchises encourage these players to maintain
other activities outside of football i.e.. a part-time job. attending post-
secondary education. apprenticeship etc.

It is likely that these players play in under age development squads or
the Reserve Grade team for the club. These players are rare First Grade players

but they are being prepared to make this step up.

David and Barry were the subjects drawn from this category.

Full-time professionals - these players have signed large enough contracts to

enable them t live off their rugby league earnings alone (contracts range

between SCAN55 000 - SCAN1.2 million. with an average salary being
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¢)

d)

$CAN110 000). These men are the core of the First Grade team and train in the

First's squad.

Larry and Peter belonged to this group.

Retired full-time professionals - these are full-time players which have

plaved many vears in the First Grade squads and have decided to retire.

Erne and Leon matched this playing profile.

Individuals who decided to leave full-time professional rugby league - this

sample group represented the men who had reached membership in First Grade

squads and were playing at this level regularly. At some point though these

men decided to leave full-time professional football before they had reached

their full potential.

Doug and Mike were men who had made this decision to leave.
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“Appendix E

Map of Australia
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