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Abstract:

This ethnographic thesis investigates collegiate women’s rugby and the conflict between
the “cultural ideology’ surrounding the sport and a current drive towards what | term a
‘professionalization’ of women’s rugby. The focus of the thesis is on the Bryn Mawr-Haverford

women’s rugby team, a bi-college team comprised of women from both college campuses.

One side on the debate on the future of women’s rugby in the United States advocates a
more professionalized image of the sport. The organization, USA Rugby, for example, is pushing
for varsity status for collegiate club teams. In this way, they hope to achieve a more ‘legitimate’
image that will help raise funding opportunities and increase competitiveness among US teams.
However, rugby’s historical status as a marginalized sport and its strong ties to an alternative

rugby culture result in a strong resistance to professionalization.

On the Bryn Mawr-Haverford team, changes in recent years have led to what | describe
as a more ‘heterosexual’ and ‘mainstream’ image. In the past, the team has also been perceived
as less legitimate than other sports at Bryn Mawr and Haverford. Moving away from an
aggressively alternative team identity associated with lesbianism, rowdiness, hard partying, and
open sexuality has helped the team become more integrated into the athletic environment at Bryn
Mawr. However, this professionalization of the team image has also been at the expense of

traditional rugby culture.



Chapter One: Introduction and Brief Overview of Anthropological Study of Sport

This ethnography explores the “cultural ideology’ of women’s rugby and current trends
pushing the sport to become more “professionalized’. Advocates of this professionalization
consider the mainstreaming of rugby as an opportunity for a validation of the sport, increased

funding, access to facilities, and exposure.

As a sport, women’s rugby remains closely associated with lesbianism, masculinity,
aggression, and violence. Because of these reasons, women’s rugby at Bryn Mawr has in the past
been perceived as a marginal and less legitimate varsity sport at the college. Current trends are
leading the team away from its previous alternative or ‘transgressive’ identity. This alternative
identity originates from a nation-wide ‘rugby culture” with which many women’s teams identify.
The team no longer completely embraces this transgressive image. Rather, women’s rugby at
Bryn Mawr is moving towards a more mainstream image that is more compatible with the
broader student population, more likely to gain more respect from administration, and would

enable the team to increase support from the athletic department.

However, there remains a strong resistance towards this professionalization of women’s
rugby due to its strong ties to ‘rugby culture’ and its established identity as an alternative and
transgressive sport. This image is a draw for many players of the sport, especially those at the
post-collegiate women’s club level. Critics of this movement are reluctant to move away from
the traditional club structure and towards the varsity collegiate status proposed by USA Rugby.

They argue that this change will negatively impact traditional ‘rugby culture’.



In this first chapter, | provide an overview of the thesis, beginning by outlining the
methods and procedures | followed during the research process. Next, | place my essay within
the broader context of recent essays and books written by anthropologists on sport. | review
anthropological work that demonstrates the value of studying sport as part of broader survey on
‘bodily practices’. This concept of bodily practice borrows from Bourdieu’s definition of ‘body
culture’. “Body culture’ is comprised of a wide variety of things that people do with their bodies.
Susan Brownell elaborates body culture to include “daily practices’ of dress and fitness, as well
as ‘ways of speaking’, rituals, dance, sports, and other types of ‘body performance’.
Anthropologists who study sport see sport as a means in which gender, sexuality, and other types
of cultural body practices are expressed. | focus on the works of anthropologists such as Noel
Dyck and Susan Brownell whose ethnographies examine these issues through the cultural lens of
sport. | follow Brownell and Dyck’s assumption that sports should be analyzed as part of a
collective culture of the body. In addition, anthropologists such as Dyck and Brownell see the
value of sport and sporting events as an arena is one in which the body is on constant public

display.

I found some ethnographic work on the specific subject of women’s rugby, including
master’s theses on women’s rughby, journal articles, and chapters within edited anthropological
texts. However, women’s rugby remains a relatively obscure topic. Past anthropological and
ethnographic work on women’s rugby has tended to focus mainly on the construction of a
distinct rugby culture and a transgressive feminine identity. | use these texts to show how gender,

sexuality, and the body are expressed and understood in the context of women’s rugby.



The second chapter contextualizes the sport of rugby by giving an overview of its origins
and early aspects. This historical section focuses mainly on men’s rugby. Women’s rugby was
not developed until after men’s rugby was well-established, and much of the transgressive
identity of women’s rugby originates from men’s rugby culture. In this chapter, | also define
rugby culture and examine existing stereotypes of rugby players—particularly of female rugby
players. | show how the history and origins of rugby have played an important role in the

formation of culture of the sport today and in the reluctance to *professionalize’ the sport.

The third and fourth chapters place an emphasis on my own experiences as a player, and
research as a participant-observer. The third chapter looks back to my first year playing on the
team, outlining the ways in which rookies are initiated into the rugby team culture, including
team traditions, attitudes, and identities. | include a section about rugby songs that emphasizes
the ability of women rugby players to assert their ability to be sexual and aggressive, and not just
passive recipients. Female rugby players use the songs (and the sport of rugby) to claim an

agency that is usually reserved for men.

In the final chapter I look at what | consider to be a shifting identity of the Bryn Mawr-
Haverford team. In recent years, the team has altered its identity to emphasize a more
heterosexual, mainstream image. | examine several factors that | see as the main forces behind
this change, including a change in coaching. Changes in team culture and dynamics have resulted
in what | call a “straighter’ and more ‘mainstream’ team. | base this argument on the perspectives

of team-members and alumni, as well as my own experiences.

In my conclusion, | present the theory that the nation-wide resistance to

professionalization of the sport of rugby, and in particular, women’s rugby, stems from what |
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call ‘rugby culture” and its foundation in an alternative and transgressive identity. I discuss the
conflicts that have emerged as the Bryn Mawr team professionalizes as an example and the

impact this has had on a new rugby identity and its ability to continue to promote female agency.

Methods:

For this ethnography, I conducted field work as a participant-observer on the Bryn Mawr-
Haverford women’s rugby team from September 2007 through April 2008, during the fall and
spring seasons. In addition, | have been a member of the team since October 2004. | draw on my
experiences during the entire time that | have been a member of the team (four years), as well as
the past year of participant-observation. | participated in practices, matches every Saturday
during season, team dinners in the dining hall after practices, and the Saturday night team parties,
called ‘rugby socials’. On Tuesdays and Thursdays when there was no practice, | usually worked
out in the gym with a smaller group of team-members. | would like to emphasize | did not join
the team with the intention of researching for this paper. I originally joined the team, (and have

continued to play), simply for the love of the game.

Most of the empirical work is on current members of the Bryn Mawr-Haverford women’s
rugby team. | also draw on feedback from alumni and document analysis of published work on
women’s rugby, and conducted informal and formal interviews including informal email
interviews to alumni who live far away. My assistant coach, Trisha Hall, was instrumental in
helping me contact former players. Trisha posted a blurb about my project on the Bryn Mawr
College alumni website, asking rugby alumni to contact me if they were interested to help with
my senior thesis. These enthusiastic alumni provided me with a lot of feedback about rugby

culture and a verbal history of the Bryn Mawr-Haverford team.
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Through an alumnus of the Bryn Mawr-Haverford team who currently plays on an older
women’s club team, the Back in Black, | contacted several members of this over-30 women’s
team in the Philadelphia area. | asked these players about their concepts of rugby culture and
community. All of these older players told me that they continue to play rugby because of

aspects of rugby culture and rugby community that they love.

Team-mates, many of whom | consider close friends, served as ‘informants’ during this
process. Typically, I recorded their perspectives in my field notebook. They were especially

useful in writing the sections about rugby culture and community.

Through the course of fieldwork and observation | have come to the conclusions that |
have outlined in the previous paragraphs. | do not intend this essay as criticism of the current
rugby team and culture. My goal is to describe the changes that | see as part of a broader trend
towards professionalization and a perhaps inevitable progression of women’s sport. Women’
rugby in the United States would have a lot to gain from a more mainstream identity. However, I
feel that it would be a shame to lose the unique rugby culture that for so long has been as integral

part of the sport as the actual game.

Why should an Anthropologist Study Sport?

In the past, the study of sport has been remained on the periphery of academic disciplines
such as anthropology and sociology. Anthropologist Noel Dyck relates this reason back to the
origins of anthropology, “traditionally defined as the science of the non-modern and
‘primitive’...implicitly exclude[ing] the study of sports and competitive games because they

were perceived...as central features of modernity.” (Dyck 2000: 14) In recent decades, the focus



of the discipline has changed, yet the study of sport remains underdeveloped. There is still no
established sub-field of the anthropology of sport, nor are there any journals or associations
concerned with this topic. Originally published in 1985, Kendall Blanchard and Alyce Cheska’s
seminal work The Anthropology of Sport, gives the following argument for the importance of an

anthropological study of sport:

“Anyone who reads the newspaper, watches television, or listens to casual
conversation...is aware of the ubiquitous nature of sport. It is everywhere...It has
become its own medium of communication and has important ramifications for
international and multicultural relationships. There is no topic that should be of greater
interest to social science in general and anthropology in particular than the study of

human sport.” (Blanchard and Cheska 1995: xvii)

Anthropology, in Blanchard’s words, is a comprehensive discipline concerned with the
‘study of man’ and “every imaginable facet of human behavior’. (Blanchard and Cheska 1995: 2)
As such, a study of human culture and interactions would be incomplete without the addition of
sport, an activity that takes up a good deal of time and resources of many people within the
United States. Blanchard points out the significance of studying sport and sporting rituals in

order to analyze social and cultural practices.
‘Body Culture’ and the Study of Sport

More recently, Susan Brownell’s work studying sports in China, titled Training the Body
for China, approaches the study of sport using two main underlying assumptions. The first is that

sports should be analyzed “as one set of practices [among many] that people do with their



bodies... [or] as part of the entire culture of the body.” The second assumption Brownell makes
is that sports “occupy an important place within the culture of the body because sports events are
one of the main arenas in which the body as a cultural artifact is publicly displayed.” (Brownell
1995: 8) It is these two assumptions that | aim to use in my own analysis of women’s rugby.
Brownell’s approach to the analysis of sporting practices creates a compelling argument for an
anthropological study of sport. Brownell equates sport with other forms of body and cultural
practice—including as ways of speaking, eating, rituals, dance, and other types of body
performance. This definition also describes ways in which these practices are ‘trained’ into the
body, “the way the body is publicly displayed, and the lifestyle that is expressed in that display.”
(Brownell 1995: 10) Authors such as Brownell in Training the Body for China, and Noel Dyck
in his work Games, Sports, and Cultures, study sport as one of many bodily practices in which

‘body culture’ is expressed and publicly performed.

Transgressive Behavior on the “Pitch’

In my analysis, | follow Brownell’s model of viewing sport as a means in which to
express body culture. For example, in women’s rugby, players express transgressive identities of
gender, sexuality, and femininity. They do this through displays of the body including behavior
and appearance. Further, through the traditions and rituals of women’s rugby participants claim

an agency to be aggressive and sexual in ways usually only claimed by men.

In “Kicking Stereotypes into Touch: an Ethnographic Account of Women’s Rugby”
author P. David Howe explores problems experienced by a women’s rugby team in Wales. The
women faced many negative stereotypes including the ideas that women rugby players are

lesbians, undesirable to men because of their muscularity and other ‘masculine’ traits, and
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associated with violence, aggression, and sexual dominance. In addition, the team also struggled
to have their club team recognized. The women’s team often found themselves overlooked and
dismissed, even though they were a successful club team, while the men’s club team always
enjoyed better access to facilities and endorsements from sponsors.

In Steven P. Schacht’s journal article “Misogyny on and off the “Pitch”: The Gendered
World of Male Rugby Players”, Schacht approaches rugby through the perspective of a
participant-observer. He joins and plays on two men’s rugby club teams for his fieldwork.
Schacht examines masculine-feminine gender roles and how the players subjugate women
through expressions of sexual dominance both on the rugby pitch and at rugby socials. In
addition, Schacht makes the argument that this hyper-masculine form of male rugby culture is

presently being challenged by the cultural practices within the growing sport of women’s rugby.

To help place my own thesis within the context of previous work done on women’s
rugby, | searched for theses that had been done on topics close to my own. With the help of
Haverford College’s librarians | located 3 graduate theses written about various aspects of

women’s rugby.

While none of these theses were written by anthropologists, the methods the authors used
in their projects were very similar to the anthropological approach. All three pieces were based
on ethnographic research including participant-observation and informal and formal interviews.
These theses focus on the construction of a transgressive ‘sub-culture’ created by women’s rugby
teams that challenges hegemonic notions of masculinity, gender, and female sexual agency. In
particular, the authors find that female rugby players take an extraordinary amount of pride in the

fact that they play rugby, and in its transgressive nature. One author, Kendal Broad, explains this

11



pride as a coping mechanism through which players manage the stigma they incur by playing

rugby by embracing its transgressive identity.

In “Dangerous Bodies, Resistant Spaces: An Ethnographic Study of Women’s Rugby”,
Laura Chase describes the ways in which women experience the sport of rugby. She studied two
women’s rugby teams in the Midwest. Chase focuses on the body and physicality of women’s
rugby, and views the women on the rugby teams as participating in the construction of an

alternative or transgressive space.

First, there are negative aspects to this transgressive identity. | use Chase’s definition of
‘transgressive’ in my analysis of women’s rugby. Chase categorizes rugby as a ‘male preserve’,
referring to its historical ownership by men. Anything that women’s rugby players do that are
“contradictory to normative ideals of femininity...are transgressive.” (Chase 2002: 99) Examples
of transgressive behavior in this definition include lesbianism, physical aggression, sexual
dominance, muscularity, and strength. Chase concludes that women who play rugby are looking
for a sport that is very physical and allows them to be aggressive. They therefore actively seek

out and create transgressive space.

Second, women’s rugby allows the women to reject normative feminine body ideals.
Chase argues that the women that she observed on the rugby teams valued different body types,
including larger body types. Many of the women on the team lifted in order to become bigger
and stronger. Larger women were actively sought after and pursued during recruitment for the
team. She says that for some of these larger women, this was the first time that they had been

viewed positively for their weight and size.
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In addition, Chase’s ethnography presents female rugby players as occupying a marginal
space. For example, the women’s rugby teams have trouble getting access to practice fields.
These are frequently taken over by male sports teams. In tournaments, the women are relegated
to the most peripheral fields, those furthest from the central stadium. The women feel what

Chase describes as a gendered stigmatization and marginalization.

Kendal Broad’s thesis “Women’s Rugby: Sport, Gender, and the Female Badass” (1993)
also examines the stigmatization that women rugby players face. Broad finds that women who
play rugby face a great deal of stigmatization from those she categorizes as “outsiders”: the
general public (anyone not part of the rugby community). In particular, female rugby players
face stigmatization from the “perception of gender nonconformity of rugby playing women”
(Broad 1993: iv). Broad finds that women rugby players take pride in their deviance, and, she
writes, manage their stigma by embracing it. She argues that because they have no control over
the public’s perception of themselves, they instead choose to embrace their stigma, taking

‘socially taboo’ traditions and making them a central part of their identities.

In a similar way, Elizabeth Wheatley’s thesis, “A Women’s Rugby Subculture:
Contesting on the “Wild” Side of the Pitch” (1988) examines how female rugby players
construct their femininity and sexuality. Wheatley describes the various processes that she sees
the female rugby players using to construct these identities, including humor, language, singing,
clothing and dress, ritualistic performances, and the ways in which they ‘appropriate the male
preserve’ of rugby. Wheatley views aspects of women’s rugby culture to be derived from men’s
rugby culture, but altered in ways that allow the women to challenge and redefine ideas of male

and heterosexual dominance in both sport and society.

13



Wheatley in particular focuses on the rugby social as playing an important role in the
formation of identity in both men’s and women’s rugby. She gives the rugby social a role equal
to that of the physical game itself in the construction of identity within a rugby cultural context.
For example, Wheatley writes that it is at the social that teams are able to ‘redeem’ themselves in
the event of a loss, by instead competing well at the after-party games and drinking competitions.
Public nudity and immodest behavior is also listed by Wheatley as common aspects of rugby
culture that contribute to the formation of an alternative rugby identity. Wheatley highlights the
singing of rugby songs as a way in which women’s rugby successfully manages to distinguish
itself from the “male preserve” of the men’s rugby. She uses the lyrics of women’s rugby songs
to show how the verses empower women and female sexuality, while challenging the masculine
and heterosexual dominated norm. In her examples, Wheatley presents an array of rugby songs
(most taken from men’s songs) that the women’s teams sing. Songs about gangbanging,
marriage, sex, and even bestiality are re-worded in ways which place the women in a central and
dominating role. In this way, rugby songs play a role in effectively challenging and constructing
new identities of sexuality and gender, with verses that redefine the boundaries of what is

acceptable for women.

Wheatley’s presents women’s rugby as a ‘deviant’ practice that is experienced very
differently by male and female rugby players. Men who play rugby enjoy a social space in which
to act and be ‘supermasculine’. In contrast, women’s rugby represents to Wheatley a subculture
that is an “exception to typically male-centered, defined, controlled and practiced sport”.
Women’s rugby reproduces a “female autonomy which neither strives to emulate a male

standard, nor to attract a male audience” (Wheatley 1988: 74). For example, she mentions that
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men generally feel unwelcome at women’s rugby socials. Husbands and boyfriends generally

feel uncomfortable being present, and do not participate in the women’s socials.

Styles of dress, humor, rugby songs, and language are viewed by the above authors as
contributing to the deconstruction of the ‘male preserve’ of rugby, and a resistance to ideas of
male and heterosexual dominance. Women who play rugby challenge the ‘male preserve’ of
rugby by embracing the transgressive culture of women’s rugby. In addition, women’s rugby
culture is also seen by these authors as a response to the perceived stigmatization and

marginalization of its players.

Conclusion:

Past academic texts on women’s rugby have tended to focus on the marginality and
transgressive aspects of women’s rugby culture. My thesis examines these associated aspects
within the context of the Bryn Mawr-Haverford team. | maintain that these aspects of rugby
culture are present in women’s rugby as a whole, and at Bryn Mawr. | believe that my thesis can
be placed, following arguments made by Susan Brownell and Noel Dyck, within a wider context
of anthropological studies of body cultural practices, and one method to study the expression of

gender and sexuality.
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Chapter Two: The Origins of Rugby Football

Introduction:

This section seeks to show how the history and origins of rugby are important to
understanding the structure of rugby clubs today, and why rugby has been slow to respond to
efforts to professionalize the sport. At the collegiate level, this means a slow response to the
movement to elevate rugby from ‘club’ or “club varsity’ status to NCAA full varsity sanctioned

teams.

I would like to look first at the very beginning of the sport, in order to contextualize
contemporary practices. | discuss rugby’s origins, early aspects, and how the game has changed
over the years, including in the years after its introduction into the United States. This history
follows men’s rugby almost exclusively until the 1970’s. Before this time, there are few records

of women’s rugby being played.

Rugby’s origins as an amateur sport and organization as a ‘club’ sport has contributed to
the way that rughby is structured today. The organization ‘USA Rugby’ has led a drive to convert
more women’s collegiate club teams to “varsity’ status. The goal of USA Rugby is to increase
the level of competition within rugby at both an international and domestic level. Proponents of
this change see the elevation of status from collegiate club to full varsity as crucial for getting the
recognition and exposure that would lead to more competitive teams across the United States,

and ultimately lead to a more competitive international team.
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I argue that rugby’s origins contribute to this resistance to the professionalization of
rugby, including a resistance to a change from club to NCAA varsity status. The attempt to
change the face of women’s collegiate rugby began in 2002. Six years later, only 5 teams have
joined the NCAA. Some collegiate teams are not supported by their athletic departments to make
the transition, others simply do not see the need. Many teams would like to keep rugby as it is--a
club sport. The current culture of rugby promotes autonomy and leadership of the teams by their

own players, not college administration.

Rugby has traditionally been a masculine-dominated sport. But that has begun to change.
Women first began playing rugby in the 1970s in the United States. Recently, rugby has played a
role in the dialogue on equity in women’s collegiate sport. USA Rugby has been at the forefront
of the debate for gender equity in women’s sport and equal spending, with its current push for

the transition from club to full varsity status for collegiate teams.

Women’s rugby can be seen as a challenge or opposition to men’s rugby, and traditional
gender roles. Why do female rugby players play rugby? What do they like about rugby, and what
do they dislike about it? How do women rugby players react to the stereotypes associate with

women’s rugby?

Further, the traditionally marginalized status of rugby in the United States contributes to
the appeal of the sport to some players. To others, it is an annoyance. Whether they embrace
them, deny them, or simply ignore them, all female rugby players are forced to confront the

stereotypes surrounding women’s rughy.
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Lastly, the current culture of collegiate and club rugby in the United States has been
shaped by the origins of the sport. Men’s, and later women’s rugby in the US has maintained
what Elizabeth Wheatley calls the ‘traditional British amateur ideal’, that focuses on good
sportsmanship and high participation. Wheatley writes that the origin of men’s rugby in England
is key to understanding the culture of the sport, including the sexuality, drinking, and party

rituals associated with rugby.

Origin of Men’s Rugby:

One legend on the origins of the sport of rugby begins in 1823 at a small boarding school
for upper and middle class schoolboys in Warwickshire, England. The school was called the
Rugby School, and it still exists today. In this version of rugby’s origins, a young student named
William Webb Ellis is credited with inventing the sport during a pickup game of football
(soccer) with his classmates. The young boy is said to have shown a “fine disregard for the rules
of football as played in his time at Rugby school, [when he] first took the ball in his arms and ran
with it, thus originating the distinctive features of the rugby game”

(www.rugbyfootballhistory.com/). This style of playing a form of football using the hands as

well as the feet grew in popularity in schools around the area, and the version was called ‘Rugby

football’ after the school where it was said to have been first been played.

To this day, the popular legend of William Webb Ellis is commemorated in two major
ways. First, a bronze statue of a young boy running with a ball in his arms has been erected in the
town square. Second, the trophy for the Rugby World Cup has the boy as its namesake: it is

called the “William Webb Ellis” trophy.
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This is certainly a popular tale, but not the only one explaining the origins of the sport.
Some historians argue that rugby was not the first version of football to involve handling of the
ball with the hands. Some Irish historians make comparisons to an ancient Irish game called
“Caid”, and argue that perhaps Ellis could have seen the game as a young child in Ireland, when
his father was stationed over there in the army. Richard Bath argues that Ellis could have been
giving a ‘demonstration’ of the game of Caid to his peers at the Rugby school, not inventing a

new sport. (Bath: 1997: 1)

In addition, past versions of football in England were not similar to modern versions of
soccer. Bath includes a description of a version of a game called “foote balle”, that was popular
among the lower classes in the 12" century in England. The game “pitted one village against
another in wrestling wars of attrition that ranged over distances of many miles and could go on
for days at a time. The games were often brutal, savage affairs with blunt implements used as a
means of gaining advantage over the rival village” (Bath 1997: 1). Bath writes that these games
were not popular with the chroniclers, or the upper classes, for that matter, who at times
attempted to ban the competitions because of the amount of physical violence in the games. A
chronicler named Phillip Stubbs wrote in 1583 that “Football playing...may rather be called a
friendly kind of fight than a play for recreation, a bloody and murthering practice than a felowly
sport.” (Bath: 1997: 2) Unfortunately for the lower classes, Bath writes, the playing of football
was ‘increasingly suppressed” from the 1750s on. In 1835, the “Highways Act’ was passed,

effectively outlawing the lower classes from playing the game.

The style of play of rugby has changed over the years. Early records, such as those at the

Rugby School in the 1800s, indicate a game that was loosely organized with few formal rules.
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For example, while being played by the young players at Rugby school, the game “had
developed with unequal...sides (teams) and large numbers” (Chandler 1996: 19) In some written
records, there are accounts for games in which there were 30 or more players on each team.
Rugby lacked a set of universal rules until 1841. Until that point, the game had been played with
varying rules by different schools. Some sources assert that these rules were only written by
students at the Rugby School to preserve the specific version played there, while other schools
continued to play their own various versions of the popular game

(http://hubpages.com/hub/rugbyhistory).

After 1841, rugby continued to spread from the Rugby school and other schools where it
was also popular, such as Cheltenham, Blackheath, and Marlborough. The game continued to be

played with varying rules.

In 1863 a split occurred between two sides. One, called the “Kicking Codes”, was
supported by the schools of Charterhouse, Eton, Westminster, and Harrow. The second, called
the “Carrying Codes” operated under a set of rules popular at Cheltenham, Marlborough, and the
Rugby school. The two sides argued over various rules and practices, such whether the ball could
be handled with the hands or only kicked, “hacking” (a practice in which players were allowed to
kick their opponents shins during play), and tripping of opponents. This split resulted in rules for
two different styles of play that later became “Association Football” (modern soccer) and Rugby
Football (Bath: 1997: 3). In 1871, the Rugby Football Union was formed. The organization

attempted to bring rugby football under one universal code of rules.

In the beginning, rugby football, or simply “rugby”, was a sport played almost

exclusively by the upper and middle classes. In 19" century public schools, sports, including
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rugby football, football (soccer), and cricket, were considered necessary to the proper
development of boys. Sport was mandatory at many schools, including the Rugby School,
Marlborough school, and others. Sports were believed to further mental toughness and create
moral character. Chandler writes that the “public school came to be regarded as the place where
manliness, chivalry, and patriotism were best learned by young men” (Chandler: 1996: 24).
Sports were seen as important leisure activities in which the younger boys learned the
characteristics of gentlemen. As it spread and became played by the working classes, differences

arose in the game that led to clashes between conflicting ideas of how rugby should be played.

Disputes over Professionalism

Major disagreements began to arise in the 1870s over the professionalization of rugby,
and this controversial issue continues to be hotly contested in the rugby arena today. One side of
rugby adherents wanted rugby to remain a purely leisure (non-competitive) and amateur sport,
while the other wanted a more professionalized version of the game. They wanted to place a
greater emphasis on winning, scoring, and the ranking of teams culminating in championships.
They also wanted to pay players, and to give greater recognition to individual stars. All of these
ideas clashed with the “old school boys’ ideology of rugby.

(http://hubpages.com/hub/rugbyhistory)

The issue of professionalization of rugby was largely divided along class lines. The upper
class saw rugby as a means to create the ideal Victorian gentleman. The game was played purely
for pleasure, friendships, and moral benefits. These ‘gentlemen’ who advocated this style of play
were largely from the areas of London, and southern counties of England. They objected to,

among other things, taking “rewards and standings, numbering players for identification, [in
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addition] the publication of team records were seen as an affront to the game” (Chandler: 1996:

32) and the style of play that these actions promoted.

On the other hand, northern clubs, associated with a lower class contingency, and from
more provincial areas of the country, including Wales, the West Country, and the Northern
counties of England (Bath: 1997: 4), wanted to promote a more ‘competitive’ game of rugby. In
1888, northern clubs began a campaign to allow for what they termed “broken-time” payments to
players that would allow them to be compensated for money lost from wages while playing

matches. (Bath: 1997: 5)

Disagreements over the way the game was to be handled climaxed in a split in 1895 that
led to 21 northern rugby clubs leaving the Rugby Football Union. They formed a new Northern
Union, and altered the game to fit their own ideals of how rugby should be played.

(http://hubpages.com/hub/rugbyhistory)

Rugby and Resistance: A Rugby ‘Counter-culture’

Originally an import from England, rugby is the predecessor of American football. The
first official rugby collegiate match in the United States is dated back to 1874 and was played
between Harvard University and McGill University (Canada). In 1905, changes in the rules of
American football led to a string of deaths in college football matches. This provoked an outcry
against football, deemed an excessively violent and dangerous sport, and many colleges began to
promote rugby as a safer alternative. However, rules and added safety equipment to protect
players in American football were soon added to make the game safer, and it continued to grow

among colleges across the country. By the mid-20™ century, the history and origins of rugby in

22


http://hubpages.com/hub/rugbyhistory

America had largely been forgotten by the American public. Instead rugby had a new identity as

a rough, alternative, and marginalized sport.

Rugby also experienced a major decline in popularity in the United States at this time.
One contributing factor was that rugby was removed from Olympic competition after 1924. At
this time, the United States was a dominating force in rugby, easily beating Romania and France
(bronze and silver winners) for the gold. The final match between France and the United States
was particularly filled with animosity. Tensions ran high as Americans complained about being
denied access to practice fields for the US team in France, as well as a theft of the United States’
teams belongings and equipment. During the game, France’s star player and leading scorer,
Adolphe Jaugery, was removed unconscious from the match after a series of hard tackles. The
press following the match contributed to American’s perception of the violence of the game.

(http://www.wesclark.com/rrr/1924 olympics_2.html). Rugby continued to decline after the

Great Depression, and World War I1, until its revival beginning in the early 1950s.

Appeal of a Counter-Culture

In his chapter “Recognition through Resistance: Rugby in the USA”, Timothy Chandler
describes rugby as a sport that “in its ‘otherness’...developed an image as an activity that was
casual, amateurish, boozy and boisterous-an activity that was delighted in as much for its pre-
and post-match revelry as for its on-field skills.”(Emphasis added). Rugby carried a reputation
for heavy drinking and wild partying, and it was this ‘rugby counter-culture’ that Chandler

describes was essential to the revival of the sport.
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Rugby club play began to experience increases in popularity again beginning in the
1950s. The decades with the biggest recorded expansion was the 1960s, when rugby’s alternative
identity made it appealing to many male college students across the country. Rugby became a
growing option at this time for college athletes who either were not skilled enough to play
football at the college level, or who desired an alternative to the rigid structures and authoritarian

coaches of many college football teams (Chandler 1999: 53).

Because of its ‘club’ status, collegiate rugby teams did not have to adhere to the same
‘standards’ as other varsity collegiate teams. Greater flexibility and autonomy among players and
teams was possible. The organization of club teams was less structured, for example, and teams
were able to party hard. Collegiate rugby became strongly associated with drinking lots of booze,
hard partying, and singing bawdy songs, a tradition passed over from European rugby teams.
Many East Coast collegiate rugby teams at this time began to organize to play in tournaments
abroad, or called rugby ‘tours’, to Europe and the British Isles of the Caribbean. Here the ‘rugby

culture’ of booze and partying was reinforced by teams played while abroad.

One article chronicling the Dartmouth men’s rugby club, for example, on a tournament
tour in Bermuda in 1959 was headlined ‘lke’s Boys Love Rugby and Beer”

(http://www.dartmouthrugby.com/) This shows the importance of social drinking in the appeal of

the game.

Some argue that it was the cultural disruption of traditional masculinity in the 1960s and
onward, as well as rugby’s established status as a marginalized site of ‘resistance’, that was
responsible for the tremendous increase of growth in the popularity of the sport during this time.

Chandler notes especially that alcohol and beer played a significant role in this attraction. The
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author writes that the playing of rugby was an “outlet for aggression and feelings of threatened
masculinity”. In his view, rugby had a dual role as a “site of resistance (to the control of the
authoritarian coach) and as site of release (since beer was a socially sanctioned drug)” (Chandler:

1999: 54).

Rugby’s reputation as a sport tied with social drinking continues to this day to be both a
major source of appeal, and a source of contention. Some leaders of rugby unions wish to

distance the sport from this “negative’ image, while not losing new players.

Women in Rugby

Rugby began as a sport dominated by men, and remains predominantly played by men
today. Women’s rugby, however, is growing in popularity, especially in the United States. In the
early 1970s, there were only two women’s rugby teams in the United States (Naedele 1994:

1).Today there are over 350 colleges that support a women’s rugby team.

Traditionally, women have had a supportive role in rugby--supporting their brothers,
boyfriends, or husbands on the periphery. They did not play themselves. Women provided food
after matches, washed gear, and cared for children while the men played. They were also
excluded from after-match social functions. Rugby was a sport traditionally entrenched with
concepts of masculinity. For example, the Encyclopedia of Women and Sports reported that in
New Zealand, “social structures and attitudes restricted women’s involvement in such organized
sports, and until the 1990s, women played rugby almost exclusively in backyard games, siblings’

informal matches and kickarounds, and the occasional and unofficial gatherings of women into

two opposing rugby teams” (Oglesby 1998: 958).
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The earliest record of organized women’s rugby play was by a New Zealand team that
formed in the 1890s. Led by a woman named Nita Webb, this women’s team attempted to take a
world tour playing against other women’s rugby teams (Oglesby 1998: 958). Unfortunately for
them, the male dominated New Zealand Rugby Football Union squashed their efforts, and the
tour went nowhere. Elsewhere, there are records of womens’ matches in France as early as 1908,

and records of matches in England in the 1920s.

In the United States, however, women did not begin playing organized rugby until the
early 1970s, after which the popularity of the sport continued to spread. A Women’s Rugby
World Cup was first organized in 1991, but the International Rugby Board refused to recognize
these matches until the officially sanctioned “first women’s rugby world cup’ in 1998. The
United States women’s teams have remained a competitive force, winning the unofficial “World
Cups’ in 1991 and 1994. The United States, Canada, and England are the countries with the
greatest number of women rugby players in the world. In the 1990s, women’s rugby was the

fastest growing sport in England.

Most of the women rugby players in the United States are collegiate. According to the
Encyclopedia of Women and Sport in America, there are currently over 20,000 women playing
rugby in the United States, at over 350 colleges and universities, and club organizations (Juliano

2007: 1).

In 2002, Division | Women’s Rugby became classified as an NCAA ‘emerging sport’.
An ‘emerging sport’ is a sport that is recognized by the NCAA to have the potential to increase
female participation in collegiate sports. Among other recent emerging sports are equestrian,

archery, and synchronized swimming. In 2004, Division Il and 1l women’s rugby were also
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added to this list of emerging sports. However, four years later, there are still only 5 varsity
women’ rugby collegiate teams in the NCAA. The first NCAA sanctioned match between two
varsity women’s teams, West Chester University and Eastern Illinois University, occurred in

September 2007 (http://www.usarugby.org). In order to achieve regular varsity status within the

NCAA, women’s rugby would have to increase the numbers of varsity teams to a forty-team
membership total by 2012, the date set by the NCAA by which women’s rugby must
demonstrate enough ‘interest” and ‘growth’ as a varsity sport to continue to receive their

endorsement.

Why Join the NCAA?

Being classified as an “‘emerging sport’ could impact women’s rugby in a number of
different ways. The incentive for colleges to promote NCAA status is to reach compliance with
Title 1X standards. Title IX is a legislative sports initiative that aims to achieve gender equity in
collegiate sports, by requiring that athletic participation rates match attendance rates in colleges
and universities. The other six ‘emerging’ collegiate sports for women are archery, badminton,

equestrian, squash, synchronized swimming, and team handball (http://www.ncaa.org/). This list

determines which women’s sports colleges and universities look at when they want to add new
sports to their varsity programs. They would want to do this in order to increase sports
participation and scholarships to women, thereby achieving compliance with Title 1X gender
equity requirements. In order to continue to qualify as an emerging sport, women’s rugby must
continue to “show growth and progress over time, with the ultimate goal to reach 40 teams, the

number needed to conduct an NCAA championship” (Juliano 2007: A01).
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Supporters of this movement are motivated by a potential to gain access to higher levels
of funding than the sport has enjoyed previously. Better facilities, equipment, coaching, medical
care, recruitment, and exposure of the sport all would ideally be achieved if the switch to NCAA
varsity status proposed by the USA Rugby’s initiative were successful. Further, some collegiate

rugby players today see a NCAA status as a “validation’ of the sport.

Why NOT to join the NCAA

The resistance to become entrenched in the NCAA | argue is a result of the strong ties to
the club environment in which rugby originated, and the nature of ‘rugby culture’. The
Encyclopedia of Women and Sport in America describe rugby as a sport with “a distinct and
fiercely upheld culture. Players organize themselves, raise their own funds, and schedule their
own games” (241). Regional rugby unions rely on this type of structure to run. Current members
of the team are heavily involved in the administrative aspect of club rugby. Collegiate rugby
already has a strong network existing between its club teams and regional rugby unions. The
relationship between collegiate club teams and their respective athletic departments vary. That is,

there exist different ‘levels’ of club teams.

For example, some teams are classified by their college’s athletic departments as simply
‘club’ teams. They have limited access to the college’s athletic facilities. These teams have to
fundraise or pay themselves for access to athletic trainers, equipment, fields, and transportation
to matches. Another level of club status can be described as a hybrid between “club’ and
‘varsity’, called ‘varsity club’. The Bryn Mawr-Haverford team is one example of a ‘varsity club
team’. The Bryn Mawr-Haverford team, as a varsity club team, has access through the college’s

athletic department to athletic trainers and the fitness room, a part-time paid coach, a budget for
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equipment and some money towards bus transportation, and use of the athletic transportation
vans for a limited distance to travel to away games. Athletes receive physical education credit,
access to a field for practice and games, and are included in the annual athletic banquet and
award ceremony (Zeigler 2007: 51). In this way, they are similar to full varsity teams, but they
do not receive as much funding as they would if they were full varsity. However, they also

continue to be run primarily through the club structure.

Many rugby supporters argue that a change in organization will have a negative impact

on rugby culture. They feel that switching to a NCAA organized sport would

“...effectively eliminate ‘rugby culture’ as we know it, putting teams under the auspices
of college administrators and individuals who never played the game before. As it now
stands, rugby clubs are governed by a core group of people dedicated to improving the
quality and safety of the game [as well as] preserving the integrity of the ‘culture’—the

social element, which is vital, the camaraderie...” (Alum Michele Morris)

To many rugby players, rugby culture is seen as almost as important as the game itself. It
is an integral aspect of the sport, and what sets rugby from other sports such as soccer or

basketball. It is a large part of the appeal of the sport.

Conclusion:

Rugby’s association with amateurism and a party culture can be better understood by
examining the early history and origins of the sport. Both men’s and wom