
P. NONGOGO‟S REPORT: THE OLYMPIC MOVEMENT AND SOUTH AFRICA 

 

The Effect of Sport Boycott and Social Change in South Africa: A Historical 

Perspective, 1955-2005 
 

 

Abstract 
This study examines the effect of sport boycott in South Africa; a country with a long history of racial 

discrimination. The struggle for political freedoms and all-inclusive-and-non-racial sport was intertwined. The 

former colonial power and major investor, Britain was strategic to-and-targeted for black people‟s diplomatic 

efforts after the establishment of the Union of South Africa in 1910. By 1940s, however, a comprehensive 

campaign against apartheid was undertaken by the Africa National Congress and Anti-Apartheid Movement 

(AAM). The oppressed majority‟s hope for-and-focus on British support had shifted to the United Nations and 

newly-independent African states. Non-racial sport movement approached the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) and International Federations. South Africa‟s official participation in the Olympic Games 

between 1908 and 1960; racially discriminated against blacks sportspersons and resistance to this was observed 

in the mid-1940s. Radical struggle was, however, started in the 1950s; illustrated by the emergence of AAM 

and sport boycott campaigns. These campaigns were continued until controversially abandoned in the early 

1990s, paving way for South Africa‟s re-admission into the Olympic family in 1992. This literature study 

utilized the IOC Archives. It sought to analyse the effect of sport boycott in South Africa and social change 

thereof, in relation to the IOC‟s attitude, response and actions towards apartheid sport in contrast to that of the 

non-racial sport proponents. This study is grounded in a qualitative, historical descriptive research design, with 

the aim of generating a body of literature and contextualising sport boycott campaigns in the period under 

investigation. 
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An executive summary of the research result 

 

Background 

 

This study examines the effect of sport boycott campaigns and social change in South Africa 

in the context of the country‟s socio-political-socio-cultural transition from the apartheid state 

to a democratic dispensation. South Africa has a long history of subjugation, colonialism, 

imperialism and racial discrimination, and this was applied in all facets of social life, 

including culture and sport. The struggle against apartheid in sport and the fight for political 

liberties by the oppressed peoples of South Africa were thus always intertwined. The sport 

boycott campaigns under discussion in this work were a direct response to fight and defeat 

this racial quandary. In South Africa, therefore, the cliché “sport-and-politics do not mix” is 

not only misguided but mischievous. 

 

Early sporting influences in South Africa 

South Africa has a long and rich historical tradition of sport participation, both amongst 

South Africans within the country and internationally. The country is sometimes described as 

“sport-mad” nation. South Africa has enjoyed international successes from the early 19
th

 

Century. The literature that describes life in the early Dutch colony, sport is hardly 



mentioned. What there is; is of a generally informal nature (Marquard, 1952; Leonard and 

Affleck, 1947; Anderson, 1979; Nongogo, 2004).  The arrival of the British in 1795 initiated 

a new era in sport in South Africa.  The former brought to the country a capitalist system and 

formal military organisation.  It was around this period that organised sport in South Africa 

began to show signs of developing (Leck, 1977; Anderson, 1979; Nongogo, 2004).  At the 

beginning of the nineteenth century the first formal cricket match was recorded between the 

officers of the Artillery and the Officers of the Colony (Odendaal, 1977; Anderson, 1979, 

Nongogo, 2004).  In August 23, 1862, the first recorded rugby match, between the military 

and the civilians, took place at Green Point Common in Cape Town (Leck, 1977; Anderson, 

1979; Nongogo, 2004). 

 

South Africa’s international sport participation 

 

The earliest recorded international participation by South Africa was in 1884, when E.L. 

Williams and E.W. Lewis competed and reached the final of the first men‟s doubles at 

Wimbledon Tennis, albeit they lost. It is also known that in 1893, Laurens S. Meintjes 

became South Africa‟s first world record holder, in the sport of cycling. Meintjes won the 

sixty-two mile international championship at the World‟s Fair Cycle Meeting in Chicago. In 

the same year in Springfield, Massachusetts, he set a world record in the hour‟s race. In the 

sacred year 1896 when the modern Olympic Games were revived, South Africa won its first 

rugby test ever, against the British Isles. 

South Africans have had a long and special relationship with the Olympic Movement. 

The Olympic Games of 1904 were scheduled for Chicago, but eventually took place in St 

Louis and coincided with the World‟s Fair. Eight South Africans participated unofficially in 

these 1904 Games in St Louis. Five Boers took part in the Olympic tug-of-war event and tied 

in fifth place with a Greek team and three men including two black runners, Len Tau and Jan 

Mashiani and one white athlete, Robert Harris, partook in the Olympic Marathon in August 

30, 1904 in extremely hot (32° Celsius) and humid conditions; and finished in 9
th

and 12
th

 

place respectively, out of 32 runners from 5 countries. The third athlete, Robert Harris 

dropped out of the race. Len Tau also competed in the mile race and finished third. There is 

evidence that the two black South Africans got the “opportunity” to participate in the Games 

by chance as they were there as part of workers of the Anglo-Boer War show that was put on 

at the World‟s Fair. This was the first and was to be the last time that black sportspersons got 

the opportunity to “represent their country”, albeit unofficially in the Olympic Games until 



1992. Since then South African official Olympic teams racially excluded black sportspersons 

between 1908 and 1960 Rome Games, as the country was to be suspended by the IOC from 

participating in Seoul Games and Mexico Games in 1964 and 1968 respective, and eventually 

expelled in 1970.  

 

Beginnings of racialism in South African sport 

There is evidence that South Africa‟s sporting participation was not always fraught with 

racial discrimination. This practice was deliberately introduced into the country‟s sport. 

Evidence of bigotry in South African sport is complex and longstanding; traceable from the 

colonial and imperial times, surely predating apartheid. The first of these incidents was 

recorded in the 1930s. Overt racial exclusions in the country‟s sport were observed in 1939, 

when the Weight-lifting Association that was initially open to all races started to bar black 

people from being members. In 1933, a national weight-lifting federation was formed by a 

group made up of all segments of the South African population. „Inter-racial contacts were 

established and competitions held‟ until the fateful 1939 (Mbaye, 1995:76). Several scholars 

have also reported similar contacts and interracial competitions during this era in South 

African sporting history (Leonard and Affleck, 1947; Marquard, 1952; Odendaal, 1971; 

Anderson, 1979; Archer and Boullion, 1982; Grundlingh, Odendaal and Spies, 1995; 

Odendaal, 2003; Nongogo, 2004).  

The history of racism, chauvinism and discrimination in South Africa‟s socio-political 

and socio-cultural life can be attributed to the settlers who landed in South African shores, 

including the Dutch, English, and/or those of any other origin. Colonialism, imperialism and 

apartheid created intricate relations between all the peoples of South Africa, including the 

English, the Afrikaners and the black populations (comprised of people of mixed racial 

groups or so-called coloured persons; peoples of Indian origin and Africans or so-called 

native peoples); and this was also observed in the sport fields over the years. This socio-

historical transition, looked collectively, thus, forms the basis for the source of bigotry in the 

country generally and its sport, specifically. Apartheid apologists however contest this view, 

arguing for special consideration of the context unto which the South African sport evolved. 

For instance A Guide to South African Sport claims that the policy of separate development 

that the National Party government put in place in 1948 was not necessarily new. It asserts 

that this practice  

„…can be traced back to the days when (1650‟s) Jan van Riebeeck as commander of the refreshment 

station at the Cape planted the seeds for a hedge of wild almond trees to form the boundary between 

Hottentots (sic) [coloureds] and whites.  Thus, sport clubs through most of South Africa‟s history have 



been inevitably uniracial.  Whites and blacks simply did not mix socially, and thus would not mix on 

the country‟s sport fields.  This was the legacy of history for which the founder members of the first 

sport clubs, provincial and unions and national bodies cannot be held responsible.  By the time it 

dawned upon sport men and women that in the eyes of God all are created equal, mixed clubs were out 

of the question owing to the historical separation which had now become government policy. ..‟. 

(Nedbank Group, A Guide to South African Sport, 1987:164). 

 

There is evidence that racism in South African sport was not always necessarily an inherent 

practice, but was consciously introduced later in this long history, including the apartheid era. 

It is common knowledge that in the nineteenth century, racism in sport in South Africa was 

not entrenched by legislation, it was nonetheless firmly rooted.  With the coming to power of 

the National Party (NP) government in 1948 however, the lines became more finely drawn, 

critically through legislation. On one side, the Afrikaners nationalists‟ government, with great 

determination, set about structuring apartheid society and thus, apartheid sport. In opposition 

to this systematic racism were the “non-racialists” sportspersons; arguing for and envisaging 

a society where sport was egalitarian. 

There is evidence that the majority if not all the popular modern sport as they are 

known today, such as cricket, rugby, football and/or soccer to mention a few, are all of 

British culture and origin. Black and Boer populations in the country adopted these sport 

codes mainly from the British soldiers in the Cape and elsewhere in the country. The British 

did not only come into the country with their sport but with their social, cultural, class 

practices including racialism, albeit fell short of legislating it. There are several cases of 

racialism in sport in South Africa, under the control of the British and prior apartheid system. 

For instance, a New Zealand army rugby team visited South Africa in 1919 following an 

invite by the South African Rugby Board. One of their best forwards A “Ranje” Wilson was, 

however, not welcomed due to the country‟s colour bar. Again, two years later, when the 

Springboks toured New Zealand in 1921, a journalist wrote disapprovingly that “Bokke” had 

to play against the so-called coloured sportspersons. An even more embarrassing incident 

occurred in 1928, when the New Zealand rugby controlling body had to leave behind their 

crucial full-back because he was a Maori. George Nepia was omitted from the team in order 

to prevent a confrontation on the South African tour. This in turn led to the Maoris as a team 

refusing to play against the visiting Springboks in 1937. It was, however, the South Africa 

Athletics Association and the South African Cricket Union that made their intention, to 

segregate other sportspersons, on racial grounds, publicly in 1931 and around that time 

respectively; limiting selection into their teams to only players of European (white) origin 

and/ or all-white teams.  This practice continued beyond World War II, with white-



controlling sport bodies excluding black counterparts but only prepared to act as their 

guardians for sport by representing them at international level. This was to become the major 

battlefield for almost half a century, with the oppressed majority non-racial sportspersons 

“triumphed” in the early 1970‟s; isolating the racist South Africa from international sporting 

competitions and the Olympic Games (de Broglio, 1970; Ramsamy, 1982; Grundlingh et al., 

1995; Mbaye, 1995; Ramsamy, 2004; Nongogo, 2004; CBC, 2004; Clarity Films Educational 

Production, 2010).  

British Imperial policy was notorious for its class distinction and this was true in 

South Africa as it were in many of its colonies throughout the world, treating black people 

under their rule as political and social subordinates (Nedbank Group, 1987; Van der Merwe, 

1997, 2004). Available literature indicates that this practice is observable in all social facets, 

including sport during the early days of British rule. British Imperialists were in control of 

racially based clubs, provincial and national teams during this period. The life under British 

rule is complex in terms of race-relations and sport development intentions. There seems to 

be some considerable disjuncture in the rationale to develop and shaping of community social 

clubs as opposed to the diffusion of sport in Mission Schools. Diffusion of sport, games and 

physical education, with its accompanying values within the Mission Institutions such as 

Lovedale seems to have been different to that of the general community sport. The use of 

sport for the purpose of “civilizing” and “Christianising” young black population in a quest to 

create Bantu Missionaries to spread Christianity within the country and across the continent; 

and “Black-Englishmen” to serve the British administration agenda, with the “race question” 

less emphasised, is evident in Mission Institutions of the day (Shepherd, 1947; Odendaal, 

1971; Odendaal, 2003; Nongogo, 2004; Ramsamy, 2004). In contrast, values of segregation 

and indifference seem to have been “emphasised” among the “unconverted” and/or 

“uneducated” adult black adult population (Meyer and Meyer, 1952; Odendaal, 1977; 

Nongogo, 1994; Odendaal, 2003). The Reverend RHW Shepherd, an eminent Principal of 

one of the oldest Mission Schools in South Africa, the Lovedale Institution, published a 

history of the School entitled Lovedale, South Africa: The Story of a Century, 1841 – 1941. In 

this story, Reverend Shepherd discussed the role of sport in the civilising mission that the 

Scottish Presbyterians had set themselves when they established Lovedale Missionary 

Institution. Reverend Shepherd specifically wrote:  

„...Lovedale is concerned with the whole man, body, mind and spirit. With some 700 young people as 

boarders constantly within the Institution, special steps must be taken for the safe-guarding of health 

through games and other recreation. To look over Lovedale‟s Annual Report in any year is to see a 

network of activities centring on the sport‟ filed: athletics, rugby, soccer, cricket, netball, and tennis... 



Recreation is a matter of supreme importance in the eyes of those responsible for Lovedale. Many of 

the amusement of the unconverted Bantu are incompatible with Christian purity of life, so have to be 

abandoned by those embracing Christianity. But youth is youth the world over, and therefore among 

the Bantu, as among all other races, provision must be made for social activities, healthy exercise and 

profitable employment of leisure. What is and what is not Christian in this connection is a burning 

question in rural areas and urban centres...‟ (Shepherd, 1942:45; Ramsamy, 2004:iv) 

 

Mixed racial community sport participation was however observed during goodwill boxing, 

cricket, tennis, golf and baseball matches and continued until 1948. The aftermath of the 

South African war (also known as the Anglo-Boer War) brought fundamental changes on 

how the country was governed, at least on the side of the white population. The situation 

worsened for black people in the country in 1948, when the Nationalist Party won the white-

only election. The new government quickly consolidated and legislated the already racially 

charged and polarization populace, moving up the gear from the language question to 

hardcore colour-bar politics. The NP had a choice to remedy the situation and move away 

from racism as the rest of the world did post-Second World War but instead chose to take a 

different direction and adopted apartheid over racial harmony and peace. 

Some form of resistance to the latter was first observed in the mid-1940s. „The first 

documented response to racial segregation in sport dates back in 1946, when T. Ragasamy 

applied to the British Amateur Weightlifters Association for affiliation on behalf of the non-

white weightlifters‟ (Van der Merwe, 1997:111). E.S. Reddie, however, writes that  

„…The issue of discrimination and segregation in sport was first raised during the Indian passive 

resistance campaign of 1946-48. …‟ (UN Archives / UN Documents and Reports, 1998:3). 

It is known however that radical developments in this struggle only started in the 1950s 

(United Nations Archives / United Nations Unit on Apartheid, Notes and Documents, No. 

16/71, April 1971); with a Committee for International Recognition formed by non-racial 

sportspersons in 1955 (UN Archives / UN Unit on Apartheid - Notes & Documents, No. 

16/71: 1971; Ramsamy 1982; Mbaye, 1995). The latter was succeeded by the South African 

Sport Association (SASA) in 1958 and the South African Non-Racial Olympic Committee 

(SAN-ROC) in 1963; with the purpose of fighting against racism in sport and press for 

international recognition of the non-racial sport bodies in South Africa (IOC 

Archives/SANROC Files; SASA Memorandum, 1959; de Broglio, 1970; Ramsamy, 1982; 

Mbaye, 1995). Subsequent to this development, the International Table Tennis Federation 

recognised the non-racial South African Table Tennis Board (SATTB) in 1956 and expelled 

the white body from South Africa. The SATTB team was able to participate in the world 

championships in Stockholm in 1957. The apartheid regime then began to refuse passport to 



its teams, making it clear that no one would be allowed to compete internationally except 

through a white sport body. International action against apartheid sport, ably led by 

SANROC, nonetheless began in earnest in 1963 and quickly, won many victories. White-

only South Africa was suspended from 1964 and 1968 Olympics and eventually expelled 

from the Olympic movement in 1970. FIFA expelled South Africa from world soccer in 

1976. The 1978 Springbok tour of the UK and the 1979 Wallabies tour of South Africa were 

both cancelled. In 1975 the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution on apartheid in sport, 

calling on all sport organisations to uphold the Olympic principle of non-discrimination. In 

1977 the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) adopted the “Gleneagles 

Agreement”, which resolved that all member states should take „ever step to discourage 

contact or competition by their nationals with sporting organisations, teams or sportspersons 

from South Africa‟ (UN Archives / UN Unit on Apartheid - Notes and Documents, No. 

16/71: 1971:8). 

A Review of International Olympic Committee’s Humanist Sport Policy on South 

Africa 

 

South Africa‟s initial contacts with the Olympic Movement and the IOC were made by the 

upper class and on racist and capitalist problematic basis. This was therefore inherently 

contrary to the philosophy of Olympism that governs the Olympic Movement. The Africa‟s 

First Olympians (1987:3) by Opperman and Laubscher (in IOC Archives/IOC-Olympic 

Movement and South Africa, 1907) documents that following the social difficulties of the 

South African war (also known as Anglo Boer War that ended in 1902); „rich men including 

Abe Bailey, Sir Leander, Starr Jameson and Henry Nourse, with close and strategic contacts 

in London‟; decided to use sport to promote harmony and peace between the English and the 

Afrikaners. Significantly, no mention of black people is made in this equation. It is also 

interesting to note that Abe Bailey personally financed a cricket tour by a white-only “South 

African team” to England. The latter might thus, explain black people‟s exclusion on the 

basis of race from this early period? 

It is apparent that this development was from the onset set-out initiated on an 

imperialist, capitalist and class-and-racial exclusionary path. These early contacts therefore 

initiated strong social-cultural, socio-economic and socio-political polarized sporting nature 

in the country. This somehow explains the stark racial contrast between the “unofficial 1904” 

and the “official 1908” South African Olympic teams in St. Louis and London Games 

respectively. In fact it is interesting to observe that the first South Africa‟s “official” Olympic 



was white-only and that the IOC did not take any issue with this racially comprised team 

albeit the existence of the non-discrimination Rule in the Olympic Charter, especially 

Articles 24 and 25. 

Imperialism, politics of class-differential and racial segregation underpinned the early 

Olympic sport organisation in South African. In fact politics and political representatives 

played a major role in formalising the contacts and getting the country closer to the Olympic 

Movement and the Olympic Games. It is common knowledge that it was through the 

influence of the Office of Sir Starr Jameson, who at the time was the Prime Minister of the 

Cape Colony, that the British National Olympic Committee was mobilised that an invitation 

be extended to “South Africa” to take part in the fourth Olympiad, which the city of London 

was to host (Africa‟s First Olympians, 1987:3). There is evidence that in its meeting in The 

Hague in May 23, 1907, the IOC unanimously carried a motion that the four British Colonies, 

the Cape Province, Natal, the Orange River Colony and the Transvaal (Africa‟s First 

Olympians, 1987:3; IOC Archives/IOC-Olympic Movement and South Africa, 1907), 

notwithstanding that the latter excluded the country‟ black sportspersons population.  

This hypocrisy continued to pervade both South Africa‟s white-only National 

Olympic Committee as it did within the IOC over the years. In response to the end of the 

Second World War, the IOC held an Executive Committee meeting in London in August 21
st
-

24
th

, 1945, which point 4 of the minutes, reads as follows:  

 

„...[T]he Committee decided that letters should be sent to the National Olympic Committees suggesting 

that they resume their activities, stimulate public interest in the Olympic Movement, stress the 

principles of true amateurism, etc. Political influence in the movement should be avoided. ...‟ (IOC 

Archives / IOC Executive Board Meetings / IOC Executive – London, Meeting Minutes, 1945:2). 

 

It is yet common knowledge that South Africa‟s National Olympic Committee was excluding 

black sportspersons on political grounds and the IOC was aware of this fact. Embarrassing 

and rather disastrous public relations was witnessed when the IOC and the host City 

Organising Committee, extended an invitation to the racist SANOC for the Mexico City 

Games in 1968. The IOC President at the time, Avery Brundage wrote: 

 

„... [T]here seems to be a serious misunderstanding of the action of the International Olympic 

Committee at its meetings in Grenoble last month. It did not approve either the Government of South 

Africa or its policies. It does not deal with governments nor with the political policies of any country. 

...‟, (IOC Archives/IOC-Olympic Movement and South Africa/SAONGA Annual Report, 1983/4:5). 

 



It is nonetheless a well established fact that SAONGA voluntarily chose to exclude black 

sportspersons of in South Africa; doing so in direct response and alignment to its 

government‟s racist policy of apartheid. The IOC and its President were well aware of this 

reality. The IOC resolution on its relationship, attitude and approach towards SANROC as 

captured in Annexure V of the minutes of IOC Executive Board in Munich 1959 (i.e., to snub 

SANROC albeit using the word “Olympic” in its title) is indicated of this hypocrisy and bias 

towards the racist SANOC. In its annual report for 1983/1984 season, the SAOAGA reports 

that:  

 

„...Morally, it is equally wrong for the IOC to boycott sportspersons in accordance with political 

acceptability or not. ... .‟ (IOC Archives / IOC Executive Board Meetings / Munich Board Meeting/ - 

Minutes, 1959: Annexure V - IOC OSC Archives). 

 

There is evidence that the Olympic Movement and the IOC did not only tolerate 

white-only South Africa‟ indifference towards the country‟s black sportspersons for a long 

time, but also sympathised and supported the racist regime. The IOC‟s Presidents (both 

Avery Brundage and Lord Killanin) belief that sport and politics do not mix was not only 

flawed, within the South African context but downright bias against the black sportspersons 

plight. This approach also furthered the racial divisions in South Africa and; promoted the 

black population‟s exclusion from the Olympic Movement and the Olympic Games. The 

latter occurred in the face of strong protestations by the non-racial sport movement and 

AAM, broadly. That the IOC specifically and the Olympic Movement generally, never co-

opted nor elected a black South African sportsperson into their midst respectively, is an 

indictment on their part. That the IOC opted to snub SANROC as opposed to giving it an ear 

and more importantly, working closely with it, even after it had suspended and later expelled 

the racist SANOC in 1960 and in 1970 respectively, is bizarre. There is evidence that both the 

IOC Presidents, who reigned between 1952 and 1980, shared the view and belief that even 

though SANROC used the appellation “Olympic” in its name; it should be dismissed with 

contempt because it was led by “politicians” rather than sportspersons; a view also shared by 

the suspended racist South Africa‟s NOC (South African Olympic and National Games 

Association (SAONGA) and its apartheid government (IOC Archives/ IOC Sessions: CIO 

D_RMOI_AFRIS/0387787-IOC SESSIONS 1959-1972; Annual Report, 1983/84:3). 

Annexure V in one of the IOC Session in 1959 reads:  

 

„...The International Olympic Committee resolved that, whilst SANROC uses the word “Olympic” in its 

title, neither the International Olympic Committee nor any of its officials shall have any 



communication or dealings with it‟ (IOC Archives / IOC Sessions / CIO D_RMOI_AFRIS/0387787-

IOC SESSIONS 1959-1972 –Extraits des Session:Sur Afrique du Sud, 1959-1972). 

 

This stance delayed the liberalization of South African sport from apartheid and thus, denied 

multitude of South Africa‟s youth from taking its rightful place within the Olympic 

Movement. 

Available literature on sport boycott shown that SANROC and AAM were not 

inherently boycott-enthusiasts but sport-loving non-racialists individuals that were in fact 

reconciliatory driven. A body of knowledge illustrates that to the non-racial sport movement; 

boycotts were potent weapon and yet last resort (IOC Archives / IOC-SANROC Files/SASA 

Memorandum, 1959; IOC Archives / Apartheid and Olympism Conference, 1988; Mbaye, 

1995). It was only after considerable efforts to persuade the establishment sport structures to 

organise the country‟s sport on non-racial basis that black sportspersons contemplated and 

eventually initiated sport boycott campaigns against ejection of apartheid sport from the 

Olympic Games and the Olympic Movement. In the process the non-racial sport movement 

outlined its primary objectives to campaign for the total eradication of colour bar in country‟s 

sport; that it should be organised on non-racial basis; replacement of white-only racist sport 

from the international federation with the non-racial sport organization and expulsion of 

South African Olympic and Commonwealth Games Association (SAOCGA) from the 

Olympic Games (IOC Archives/IOC-SANROC Files/SASA Memorandum, 1959; de Broglio, 

1970; Ramsamy, 1982; Mbaye, 1995; Nauright, 1997; Ramsamy, 2004).  

There is evidence that it was the apartheid system; grounded on the notion of white 

supremacy; that subsequently gave birth to the AAM, SASA, SANROC, sport boycott 

campaigns against apartheid sport in South Africa. It is known that in South Africa under 

apartheid, both the sport administrators, who control all official sport and the Government 

jointly, took measures deliberately to exclude country‟s black population from participating 

in representative sport. In fact it is also know that for the greater part of the country‟s history, 

racial segregation in sport was not a law and that the sport organisation chose to deliberately 

exclude the majority black sportspersons, without due pressure from government. This 

development preceded apartheid. The imposition of apartheid in sport meant in effect that no 

“mixed” sport is permitted under the auspices of the official organisations which were 

accorded international recognition and bore the responsibility for selecting representative 

teams for international competitions. No open trials to permit the selection of the best 

sportspersons in each class from the entire sporting community. Competition in sport was 



instead limited to whites only and it is from them that national teams are selected. The 

Olympic Movement was well-aware of this situation, yet it granted unqualified recognition to 

the racialist “official” sport organisations in South Africa. Just as the South African white 

sport bodies were responsible for enforcing racial discrimination in domestic sport, so the 

Olympic Movement or International Federations (Ifs) which granted them membership were 

responsible for bestowing respectability upon such practices (UN Archives / UN Unit on 

Apartheid - Notes and Documents, No. 16/71:1971).  

The sport boycott campaigns were therefore aimed at challenging this status quo, both 

internally and internationally. The non-racial sport movement fought for the organization of 

country‟s sport on non-racial basis and more critically, the latter, to get the racially organized 

sport structures expelled by the respective IFs and be replaced by the non-racially organised 

ones. This report evaluates this long and complex relationship between South Africa‟s 

Olympic sport participation; the IOC and its Olympic Movement. It assesses the nature of 

Olympic sport during the period 1904 to 1994; examines the influences and proponents of 

racist sport and their adversaries; and the IOC‟s attitude, role and response to this struggle 

(IOC Archives/IOC-SANROC Files/SASA Memorandum, 1959; UN Archives / UN Unit on 

Apartheid - Notes and Documents, No. 16/71:1971; de Broglio, 1970; Ramsamy, 1982; 

Mbaye, 1995; Nauright, 1997; Ramsamy, 2004).  

It is known that albeit favoured the white-only SAOCGA during the 1950‟s down to 

the 1970s, the IOC President, Avery Brundage, due to growing pressure from the AAM and 

SANROC, was forced to review his and the IOC‟s approach towards South African racial 

question in sport. The racial problem is South African sport was formally brought to the 

IOC‟s attention in the 1950s; this seemingly did not really bother the IOC until the 1960s. In 

December 1966, African countries came together at Mamaki in Mali, and established the 

Supreme Council for Sport in Africa (SCSA). Guttmann (1984:232) reported that these 

countries agreed that the SCSA would use any means possible to fight for the exclusion of the 

racist South African sport organisation from the Olympic movement. This decision was 

evoked in 1968 when thirty two nations came together and announced the decision to boycott 

the Mexico City Games. It is at this time that  

 

„... Brundage and Exeter, fearing that the African countries might desert the Olympic movement en 

bloc to join Sukarmo‟s Games of the Newly Emergence Forces (GANEFO), reluctantly acquiesced in 

the exclusion of South African and Rhodesia from the African Games, but they were not ready yet to 

recommend the final expulsion of either country from the international sport community...‟ (Guttmann, 

1984:232; Al-Tauqi, 2003:102). 

 



 It is interesting that when the African countries initially decided to boycott the Mexico 

Games, Brundage announced that „the Games must go on‟ and he opposed the idea of calling 

a special IOC Session to investigate the problem. It was however only after the boycott 

movement escalated and integrated the Caribbean nations, the Islamic world and the 

Communist bloc, led by USSR and all threatened to stay away if the racist South Africans 

came to Mexico Games (IOC Archives/IOC Files/Mexico Games Press Cuttings, 1968; 

Guttmann, 1984:232; Al-Tauqi, 2003:102). It is common knowledge that the decision 

concerning South Africa‟s exclusion was put to vote, and the verdict was 47-16, with 8 

abstentions. It also established that South Africa‟s friends came mainly from America, 

Australia, Germany and Scandinavia (Guttmann, 1984; Al-Tauqi, 2003:102). There is 

evidence showing this longstanding relationship between the racist South Africa and/or 

„European Africa‟ and the „brothers across the seas‟ (Ramsamy, 2004:vi). It is possible this 

relationship that made the long-standing leader of the South African Ruby Board, Danie 

Craven, miscalculate the strength of opposition by the New Zealand people to the racist 

Springboks tour to that country in the early 1980s. When Craven was told of the extent of 

opposition New Zealand to the then forthcoming 1981 tour of the Springboks, he stubbornly 

said:  

 

„…I can hardly believe it of New Zealand. To me it is incredible that the nation I know so well has 

succumbed to that… You know, in 1937 and again in 1956, I preached from the pulpits in New 

Zealand, not once but dozens of times… I believe – I really believe in my soul I believe - that their love 

of rugby will triumph over their love of demonstrating. There may be demonstrations at the start, but 

they will soon peter out. …‟ (Richards, 1999:35; Ramsamy, 2004:vi). 

 

Danie Craven was however, certainly wrong. The demonstrations did not peter out. Even the 

love of rugby could not stop thousands of New Zealanders from demonstrating in favour of 

non-racial sport in South Africa and freedom for the oppressed black majority. This struggle, 

in the eyes of the New Zealanders, was a noble and a just cause as opposed to cheap 

propaganda that the likes of Craven and the apartheid government wanted the world to 

believe. Despite the lattes‟ innate love for rugby, as Craven “believed in his soul”, New 

Zealanders could not dare compromise their own “soul beliefs”. Craven seemed to have 

failed to appreciate and predict the intense opposition experienced on the 1981 New Zealand 

–Springbok tour because he was clouded by his firm belief and knowledge of the bonds that 

existed among the white Dominions of the British Empire – Australia, New Zealand and 

South Africa.  



It took a long time and hard work on the side of the non-racial sportspersons to 

engage and convince the IOC around the racialism in South African sport. When the non-

racial or non-white South African Amateur Weight-Lifting and Bodybuilding Federation 

(SAAWBF), for example, approached the IOC for it to be allowed to participate in the 1956 

Melbourne Games, the IOC referred it to the white-only SAOCGA because the President did 

not want to interfere in the local affairs of the country; yet through pressure it eventually did 

four year later in Rome Games (IOC Archives / IOC Sessions / Rome Session, 1960). 

Noteworthy in the President‟s response was his bold and suggestive view on the question of 

recognising the non-white sport organization that: 

 

„... the sole question was whether the South African Olympic and Commonwealth Games Association 

could continue to be recognised by the IOC? ...‟ (Mbaye, 2004:76). 

 

The IOC President, Avery Brundage, again made a telling statement to the SAOCGA in 1958 

that „[P]ressure is mounting, and I am receiving many protests and requests for official 

statement from all over the world‟ (Mbaye, 1995:80). He further warned that soon rather than 

later, the apartheid question would be placed on the IOC agenda and when that time came, 

„there could only be one result‟ because the Rules of the Olympic Charter were clear (Mbaye, 

1995:80). The IOC President here seemed to imply that South African National Olympic 

Committee would be sanctioned given the that the Charter unequivocally prohibited any 

racial discrimination albeit doing very little to action this, taking twelve years for the IOC to 

ultimately expel South Africa from the Games. There is, however, evidence that, ironically, 

in 1958, SANOC initially threatened the IOC of withdrawing itself from the activities of the 

IOC and Olympic Movement. This SANOC‟s threat came even before the boycott campaigns 

to expel it the IOC and the Olympic Movement were initiated and explored by the non-racial 

sport movement and the AAM. This is observed in Emery‟s (the Secretary-General of the 

SACGA) response to the solemn warning about the country‟s apartheid question, from the 

highest echelons of power on the IOC, the President Brundage himself, who wrote not only a 

threatening letter but quite chauvinistic one too, stating that:  

 

„... [I]t is to us a tragedy that through a few political agitators in two Non-European sport – Weight-

lifting and Football – from all the sport on the Olympic programme should place the European 

population of this country [SA] in such a predicament that it may have to withdraw from the Olympic 

Games. ...‟ (Mbaye, 1995:80). 

 

It is know that when the IOC suspended the racist SANOC in 1964 and 1968 and 

eventually expelled it from the Olympic Games in 1970; South African Government worked 



tirelessly to keep the racist sport‟ contacts afloat on international front albeit through 

propaganda and at exorbitant price. In fact in its Annual Report for the 1983/4 season, 

SAONGA complained about being “boycotted” by the IOC (SAONGA Annual Report, 

1983/4:3). There is evidence that “relative progressive” stance by IOC towards South 

Africa‟s racist sport came solely due to mounting pressure. Signs of this “relative changed” 

were observed during Avery Brundage‟s Presidency and Lord Killanin seemed to have 

maintained a similar approached to the racial question in South African sport. Interestingly, 

however, signs of “bending-over-backwards” to satisfy and keeping the racist SANOC at bay 

by sending controversial “fact-finding-commissions” to South Africa were witnessed. This 

approach was adopted in conjunction with AAM and SANROC snubbing. A case in point is 

Avery Brundage‟s view to Lord Killanin led IOC “Fact Finding Commission” to South 

Africa in 1967, that:  

 

„... If we were to judge apartheid per se, it is not necessary to send a commission at all. Our concern is 

with the National Olympic Committee and what it is doing to comply with Olympic regulations, 

especially Articles 24 and 25. ...We must not become involved in political issues, nor permit the 

Olympic Games to be used as a tool or as a weapon for extraneous causes. ...‟ (IOC Archives/IOC 

Commissions/SAONGA Annual Report, 1983/4:5). 

 

It seems that the IOC President here is oblivious of the apartheid system as it was carried out 

in the country‟s sport and/or failing to appreciate that South Africa‟s NOC and its 

Government were actually sharing the same view, which was to exclude the black population 

in sport based on the colour of their skin. Interestingly, during Lord Killanin‟s reign in 1972 

to 1980, SANOC was not given space to meet up with the IOC and within its structures, as its 

recognition had been withdrawn in 1970, thus from the President and the IOC‟s point of 

view, South Africa‟s NOC was non-existent (IOC Archives/IOC Commissions/SAONGA 

Annual Report, 1983/4:5). It was in the 1980s that the IOC‟s and the Olympic Movement‟s 

attitudes and response towards South Africa‟s non-racial sport movement started to alter 

dramatically; with Juan Antonio Samaranch reigning as President. The latter‟s “African 

Doctrine” towards the South Africa question did not only prove to be progressive but highly 

strategic and thoughtful towards abolishing apartheid in sport; creating a climate of vigilance 

within the IOC and Olympic Movement; the non-racial sport movement, AAM, UN and 

African countries. 

There is evidence that SANOC with the help of its Government and its sympathisers 

continued to fight to return to the Olympic Movement long after it recognition by the IOC 

was withdrawn. SANOC and the apartheid Government never attempted to create 



environment to genuinely organise sport on non-racial basis. They instead seemed satisfied 

with and committed to cosmetic “reforms” of the apartheid system, illustrated by the 

introduction of the “multi-national or otherwise multi-racial sport policy”, and; concomitantly 

unleashing its expensive propaganda machinery. This created a complex environment within 

the Olympic Movement, with the SANROC and the broader AAM continuing to maintain 

vigilance to safe-guard their gains. The battle lines were drawn between the apartheid 

apologists and the AAM. This also made the IOC not to fault in its commitment and 

responsibility to mobilise and galvanise the Olympic Movement around the goal of maintain 

coherent support for the fight against apartheid in sport. That in 1984, ahead of the Seoul 

Games, IOC Executive Board did not foresee the impending challenge by the African 

countries when it considered approving Tennis as an Olympic sport, with the IOC Executive 

Board keen on the idea to prepare it to make it to the Olympic programme whilst the 

International Tennis Union was yet to either suspend and/or expel the racist South African 

Tennis Association; appears not only suspect but rather clumsy. This IOC‟s “mishap” 

disgusted the Africans and fuelled suspicions and; this worth-noting (IOC Archives/IOC 

Commissions/ Apartheid and Olympism Conference Report, 1988; Mbaye, 2004:86). This 

occurred on the backdrop of the well coordinated Apartheid Governments propaganda 

machinery that is often evident around the Games and/or any major event. This practice 

continued well into the early 1990s. Solace is however drawn for the outstanding leadership 

and foresight of the IOC President, Juan Antonio Samaranch, who convened a controversial 

yet equally important gathering of the African sport leaders on the question of apartheid 

sports in Lausanne in 1988. 

  It is the developments like these that seemed to justify the African sportspersons‟ 

vigilance around South Africa‟s Apartheid question between 1970 and 1992. During the 

IOC‟s “States General” Conference in Lausanne in 1988, Africans tabled their significant 

positions on the question of apartheid South African sport (IOC Archives/IOC 

Commissions/Apartheid and Olympism Conference Report, 1988; Mbaye, 1995:127). In fact 

around the period of this conference and beyond it, several platforms were created by 

Africans; indicative of cautious manner and vigilance towards the Apartheid Government and 

expelled SANOC. Specifically, between 1986 and 1988, the world witnessed a flurry of 

activities aimed at reversing the sanction of withdrawal or recognition against SANOC ahead 

of the Seoul Games. This crusade was led amongst others by South Africa‟s influential 

whitely-only sport leader and Kenya‟s ever-forceful Reggie Alexander (Mbaye, 1995:128; de 

Broglio, 2010). The latter, several times campaigned for a delegation to be sent to South 



Africa to view “progress” and “non-application” of apartheid in sport in the country. In any 

event this initiative was short down by the IOC, Africans and African sport leaders within 

OAU, the ANOCA and SCSA, assisted by numerous journalists, including David Miller 

(Mbaye, 1995:128).  

It was this background that strengthened Africa and Africans‟ vigilance and zeal to 

oppose apartheid sport during the period of the 1980s. In fact between 1983 and 1988 several 

conferences were held by Africans. For example, three (in London in 1983, in Paris in 1985 

and in Harare in 1987) International conferences against apartheid in sport were organised 

and held by the SCSA, the ANOCA, the Union of African Sports Confederations (UASC) 

and the SANROC, with the UN Special Committee against Apartheid often assisting and 

lending its support (Mbaye, 1995). In fact the UN International Convention Against 

Apartheid in Sport came into force around this time, and specifically in April 03, 1988. These 

developments should be seen in the broad context of the work coherent work by the AAM in 

Africa, with the help of the IOC and UN. The South African question here, seen in context, 

with other sport struggles and world programmes. The latter include Olympic Solidarity 

programmes; the revival of the Olympic Truce, seems to justify the long-overdue, closer and 

coordinated working relationship between the IOC and UN; that was only realized in 

October, 21, 2009 (IOC Webpage, 2009). That the IOC was granted an observer status by the 

UN and; this quickly followed a landmark address by the UN General Secretary, Mr Ban Ki-

moon, in the 2009 Copenhagen Olympic Congress.  

This in fact is line with the main humanistic goal of the IOC and the Olympic 

Movement and; that from inception the modern Olympic Games and the IOC had humanism 

as the foundation of a sport policy (Mbaye, 1995:21). This approach can be traced back in 

Pierre de Coubertin era (Rioux, 1889; Mbaye, 1995:21-22). Critical here is the “father” of the 

modern Olympics‟ firm view that sport should „be understood not simply as a game or a 

physical activity, but as a way of being, that is, a philosophy‟ (Mbaye, 1995:21-22). The 

spirit that shaped and steered de Coubertin‟s intellectual approach and action is well 

documented and that is humanism as the basis for all sport theory and policy. In fact, de 

Coubertin‟s ideas constructed the foundation of Olympism, which culminated in philosophy 

based on the cult of best man, regarded as the centre of universe. Mbaye (1994:22) states that 

this philosophy of Olympism „made the human person, in the totality of his very being, the 

centre of interest for Coubertin, who sought remedies for world “weariness”‟ and; which is 

also „the origin of the creation of the IOC and today continues to be a driving force behind all 

the policies and activities of that institution‟.  



It is apparent that throughout its history, the Olympic Movement and the IOC have 

never, at least, at the level of policy framework and thus legally, abandoned the positions that 

were espoused by de Coubertin at its inception. The same, however, cannot always be said 

about the IOC‟s operations, especially in the period between 1952 and 1980. Mbaye 

(1994:22) is helpful in articulating the nature of the modern Olympism, stating that the IOC 

is, as the head of the modern Olympism  

 

„...from which the Olympic Movement stems, a dynamic catalyst for understanding among peoples, a 

force for respect for fundamental human rights. It is a pillar of humanism, of inter-cultural dialogue of 

cooperation and peace. ...‟ (Mbaye, 1995:22).  

 

It is, thus, worth noting that for several years, the IOC appeared to have reneged in this 

regard, in relation to the exclusion of black sportspersons in South Africa and maybe 

elsewhere in the world.  

The leadership of Avery Brundage and Lord Killanin inherently seemed to be at fault 

for dereliction of duty ad they failed to act on the South Africa‟s apartheid question; and only 

to do so, when heavily pressured by the SANROC and the AAM. The Fundamental 

Principles of the Olympic Charter, however, have always been clear in relation to anti-

discrimination of any form; upholding human dignity; cultivating understanding among 

peoples and being a force for respect for fundamental human rights. For instance, Paragraph 6 

of the Fundamental Principles of the Olympic Charter is helpful here, as it reads:  

 

„The goal of the Olympic Movement is to contribute to building a peaceful and better world by 

educating youth through sport practised without discriminating of any kind in the Olympic spirit, which 

requires mutual understanding with spirit of friendship solidarity and fair play‟ and its „activity is 

permanent and universal‟ (IOC Archives / Olympic Charter, 2010:11; Mbaye, 1995:22).  

 

Paragraph 3 of the Fundamental Principles of the Olympic Charter is even more eloquent in 

understanding and defining the goal of Olympism, which is the capacity,  

 

„[To place everywhere sport at the services of the harmonious development of man, with a view to 

encouraging the establishment of a peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human dignity‟ 

(IOC Archives / Olympic Charter, 2010:11; Mbaye, 1995:22).  

 

It is apparent that the latter was not seriously considered by the IOC leadership and by some 

sections of the Olympic Movement since the mid 1950s, in relation to South Africa‟s 

apartheid question. The IOC was aware of apartheid sport and the subsequent subjugation, 



oppression and discrimination of the majority black South African population and 

specifically, its sportspersons. 

It has been shown that in broad terms, the goal of the IOC, is to lead the Olympic 

Movement in accordance with the Olympic Charter, which its reading, evidently illustrate the 

foundation of the humanist and pacifist goals assigned to the IOC. These include leading the 

Olympic Movement, „whose objectives coincide with those of the United Nations, namely to 

bring about peace and ensure respect for human dignity‟ and; the other twelve ways the 

Olympic Charter lists in which the IOC directs the promotion of Olympism (IOC Archives / 

Olympic Charter / Rule 2 of the Olympic Charter, 2010:11; Mbaye, 1995:31). To address 

specific objectives of the topic at hand and for the purpose of this report, the following are 

worth mentioning:  

 

„...The IOC assigns for itself the task, within the framework of the role that it has defined for itself, of 

collaborating with the competent public or private organisations in endeavour to place sport at the 

service of humanity. It fights against any form of discrimination affecting the Olympic Movement. It 

supports and encourages the promotion of sports ethics. It opposes any political and commercial use of 

sport and athletes. ...‟ (IOC Archives / Olympic Charter, 2010:11; Mbaye, 1995:31). 

 

It is apparent that, through its Olympic Charter, the IOC has long set itself critical objectives, 

which can be summarised as follows, amongst others:  

 

„...international cooperation, the development of sport, the implementation and defence of the principle 

of non-discrimination, the promotion of sport ethics, the defence of fair play, etc. ...‟ (Mbaye, 1995:32). 
 

Reading the Olympic Charter, it becomes apparent that the IOC sees itself as the guardian of 

an ideal that has withstood over a century and which is rooted in respect for humanist mission 

that uses education as a lever to implement the principles that are at the foundation of a 

society based on understanding, solidarity, fraternity and peace. It has been indicated that 

these ideas developed by Coubertin, however, they did not find prominence within the 

Olympic Charter and/or the clarity and precision in wording until the seventh IOC President, 

Juan Antonio Samaranch, ordered, in the mid-1980s, a revision of what might call the basic 

law of the IOC (Mbaye, 1995:42). The special place enjoyed by the first principles of the 

Olympic Movement and the force that the new wording of the Charter gives them goes 

together with a synchronising effort between the IOC and the other members of the Olympic 

family which places the IOC among the major international organisations working to bring 

about world peace through fraternity, that is, through solidarity and cooperation in strict 

equality (Mbaye, 1995). This work of the IOC and the strengthening of its underlying Rule 



are new, and they are due without any question to the policy that Samaranch has introduced 

in the Olympic Movement. It is apparent that President Samaranch firmly believed that the 

IOC and the Olympic Movement wielded power to influence the world greatly. In 1990 he 

declared that: 

 

„..Alone, we can reform neither man nor society... The Olympic Movement has possibly a unique 

opportunity, amidst the present disarray, to show through deeds that it is one of the great and 

beneficent social forces of our time; that in all places, and in all times, it places sport, such as we 

conceive it, at the service of the human community. ...‟ (IOC Archives / Olympic Media, 2010). 

    

It is in this background that when President Samaranch entered the fray and the IOC, whose 

work is to be defined unequivocally in terms of a clear humanist policy, could not coexist 

indefinitely with apartheid, to which the IOC played a critical role in eradication between the 

early 1980s to mid-1990s. In fact, in his own words, President Samaranch argued in 1988: 

 

„... The social and political phenomenon of Apartheid cannot be reconciled with the Olympic ideal, and 

is a source of concern for the entire world. We must all fight to eradicate it, while listening carefully to 

the Africans who, once this objective is achieved, will tell us when and how South Africa can be 

reinstated in the international sports community, from which the International Olympic Committee was 

the first organisation to exclude it.‟ (IOC Archives / Presidents/Samaranch, 1988; IOC Archives / IOC 

Media, 2010:3). 

 

The pragmatic stance by the IOC President, Samaranch in the late 1980s through to 

the early 1990s, proved to be a defining moment for not only resolving the South African 

apartheid sport question but in effecting a radical socio-political change in the South Africa. 

It should be mentioned however, that the latter was achieved on the background of some 

intuitive initiative by the IOC President and the IOC as opposed to the initiative of the 

Africans as he purports above; and more significantly, this process saw the obliteration of one 

major traditional force of the liberation movement, SACOS and its principle of: “No normal 

sport in an abnormal society”; in favour of NSC and its pragmatic stance towards “sport 

unity” (Roberts, 1988, Roberts, 1989; Booth, 1995; Nauright, 1997:154; Thomas, 2006; 

Brown, 2006). Here, the IOC is seen as not entirely responsible for this but is seen to have 

contributed. There is evidence that the IOC, through its extra-ordinary Apartheid and 

Olympism Commission, able led by the late Judge Kéba Mbaye, at the time the Vice-

President of the IOC, took its tune, on the question of apartheid sport, the direction of 

apartheid question in South Africa and its eradication, more from the politicians (mainly the 

ANC and the NP), rather than, from the sport organisations and/or from the collective non-

racial sport movement to be specific (Mbaye, 1995:200-201 & 214-217; Nauright, 1997:154). 



In any event, around this time, the traditional and sometimes considered the “authentic” non-

racial sport movement, led by SACOS. During this period SACOC was however strongly 

challenged by the 1989-established National Sports and Olympic Congress/Council (NSOC); 

which did not hide its affiliation to the broad Mass Democratic Movement (MDM), with a 

core objective to push for national liberation and national democratic revolution (NDR), 

including its sport. In the early 1990s, sporting officials were well ahead of politicians in 

negotiating for a new non-racial order, albeit, not all non-racial sportspersons agreed with the 

negotiation strategy. SACOS continued to hold on to its stubborn stance that there could be 

„no normal sport in an abnormal society‟ yet, it quickly lost ground to the NSC. At this point 

and with this in mind, an interesting observation is made: SACOS that had long claimed non-

political affiliation died a natural death, with and/or as the New Unity Movement (NUM). In 

fact, some former leaders of SACOS would later confess that indeed SACOS found its 

expression in the NUM policies (Thomas, 2006:40; Brown, 2006).  

The country‟s sport transition from apartheid to “non-racialism” and; more 

specifically, in an extra-ordinarily short period of four years, between 1991 and 1992, South 

Africa went from sporting divisions at home and isolation abroad, to “unity” at home and 

„full international interaction in global sporting competitions‟ (Nauright, 1997:154) This 

transition is discussed on the backdrop of the last apartheid President, FW de Klerk‟s 

watershed announcement to release all the imprisoned political leaders, including the iconic 

Nelson Mandela; unbanning political organizations and allowing free political activity in the 

country; and it is found that the IOC acted pragmatically, creatively and boldly, yet, in the 

process, seemed to have relayed more on politicians rather than, sport leaders. The study 

summarizes the dynamics of the South Africa‟s transition from segregationist entity to “non-

racialism” and observes that the IOC, with the ANC-and-the-NP seemed to have been the 

critical players and custodian of the process, with SANROC-SACOS-NSC, playing 

secondary roles. In the final analysis, during the deliberation with the sport movement in 

South Africa, the IOC seemed to have downplayed and ignored some level of opposition to 

the process and suggestions not only to lower the pace of the process but also to reconsider its 

position to re-integrate South African sport; and that of recognising the newly formed 

National Olympic Committee of South Africa (NOCSA); first from within its ranks and, by 

some members of the IOC in its Sessions (IOC Archives / IOC Sessions / 95
th

 IOC Session, 

1989:7; IOC Archives / IOC Sessions / 96
th

 IOC Session, 1990:4-5; IOC Archives / IOC 

Sessions / 97
th

 IOC Session, 1991:3-9; Mbaye, 219) and by SACOS, some members of 



SANROC and the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC). In fact the PAC even went further to argue 

that  

 

„...[I]t was up to the oppressed peoples of occupied Azania, and up to them only, to set the date for the 

removal of the cultural boycott. With all due respect, athletes were in no position to take such an 

important decision alone; they could do so in conjunction with the progressive political organisations 

inside occupied Azania. ...‟ (IOC Archives / Apartheid and Olympism Commission Report / PAC‟s 

Presentation to the IOC‟s Apartheid and Olympism Commission, 1991; Mbaye, 1995:219). 

 

The positions held by both the PAC and SACOS, which apparently shared closed semblance 

positions, thus, contributed to the general belief (irrespective of its merit) that the ANC 

“used” sport as a critical bate during the political negotiated settlement with the NP, with the 

IOC, offering strategic assistance to this project (Booth, 1995:45; Nauright, 1997:154). In 

fact, up until this day, in some quarters of the sport movement in South Africa, especially the 

disgruntled former SASCOC and SANROC members such as Douglas Brown, Van De Horst, 

Reginald Feldman, Denis Brutus, Chris de Broglio, to mention but a few, accuse the ANC for 

“selling out” non-racial sport for political expediency (Booth, 1998; Nauright, 1997; Thomas, 

2006). Booth (1995) argued that the unity the NSC managed did not mean the real 

empowerment of black sportspersons, thus was sham unity.  

 

„...In many cases, black sports officials became ceremonial figureheads, often on large salaries, 

alongside a core of old establishment officials who called on their supposed expertise to maintain key 

administrative positions. ...‟ (Booth, 1995 also quoted in Nauright, 1997:154-155). 

 

Taking this view further, Nauright (1997:154) writes: 

 

„...ANC officials supported the moves to sporting unity, as they quickly identified a return to 

international sport as a key arena from which to reach out to whites who were afraid of some kind of 

cultural swamping in a non-racial South Africa where everyone had the vote. While negotiations for 

unity were difficult, and a long process involving the efforts of hundreds of sporting officials, many 

sporting organizations agreed on unity by the end of 1991. ...‟ (Nauright, 1997:154). 

 

It is therefore critical to realise that whenever these accusations come up, irrespective of their 

merit, somehow, have a potential to bring the IOC and the Olympic Movement, into disrepute 

and undue criticism. For instance, in 1997, prominent scholars of South African sport history, 

André Odendaal, Douglas Booth, and John Nauright wrote extensively on this matter, and the 

former specifically declared: 

 

„... After the unbanning of the ANC in 1990 and the release of long-term political prisoners, the 

international sports boycott was speedily (and some would argue unjustifiably) abandoned. In his rush 



to get all the world to his hometown Olympic Games in Barcelona, for 1992, IOC President Juan 

Antonio Samaranch announced the recognition of the new National Olympic Committee of South 

Africa (NOCSA) in July 1991. With NOCSA and the South Africa officially back in the Olympic 

movement, it was difficult for other international associations to resist the urge to re-establish links 

with South Africa. ...‟ (Nauright, 1997:154). 

 

That there was no law and/or official apartheid policy that banned inter-racial or non-racial 

sport in South Africa is well-documented (de Broglio, 1970; Ramsamy, 1982; Roberts, 1988; 

Merrett, 1996). While master of the ambivalent statement of policy of variable interpretation, 

the apartheid government position on this matter was ever consistently in rejecting mixed 

racial trials, insisting that sport had to follow the wider policies of apartheid.  Similarly, the 

apartheid government never formally banned neither SASA nor SANROC, albeit its 

respective leaders were banned, arrested and harassed (Roberts, 1988:15; Grundlingh et al., 

1995:45; Nauright, 1997:129). Both white-only sport organisations and the apartheid 

government opposed the calls to organise the country‟s sport on non-racial basis throughout 

history and way into early 1990s. It is therefore difficult to comprehend the fact that they 

suddenly changed their beliefs and custom of racial exclusion and developed authentic 

affinity for non-racialism by the late 1980s and early 1990s; especially amidst comments by 

Craven and Wynand Claassen in 1987 and 1991, respectively: 

„...We need overseas tours to maintain our high ceiling. ...We are losing out on international competition and it 

has affected our rugby. ... (Craven in Cape Times, June 22, 1987); ... We simply cannot afford to wait one day 

longer to get our rugby house in order. ...‟ (IOC Archives/ IOC and Olympic Movement/Star, October 06, 

1991). 

 

It is equally true that to the white-only sport and apartheid government, unity was 

never seen as a mechanism to effect genuine social change in South African and South 

African sport that had to be transformed from apartheid to democratic and on non-racial 

basis. It is known that white-only sport, in collaboration with the big business (Anglo-

American, South African Breweries and other companies), solicited and poured massive 

amounts of money into „rebel‟ tours. These companies received massive tax breaks from 

governments for their efforts and this meant that a semblance of high class international 

competition could be maintained and/or legitimated to the countries white population starved 

of sporting links (Nauright, 1997:153).  

Similarly, the NP government, throughout history until 1991, did all in its power to 

ensure that there would be no mixing in sport in South Africa. One of the earliest official, 



government position and/or policy statements on the topic is by the Minister of the Interior, 

Theophilus Dönges, who declared in Die Burger that: 

„...Whites and non-whites should organize their sporting activities separately, there should be no inter-

racial competition within South Africa, the mixing of races in teams should be avoided, and sportsmen 

from other countries should respect South Africa‟s customs and she respects theirs. ...‟ (also quoted in 

Race Relations Survey, 1958:9; Nauright, 1997:126). 

 

This position was maintained and continued until the postponement of the 1967 All Blacks 

tour precipitated the first reforms in apartheid and unleashed a slow, but ever increasing flow 

of government reforms (Nauright, 1997:153). Nauright further write that is was however the 

cancellation of the 1985 All Blacks tour; the victory over the rebel New Zealand „Cavaliers‟ 

in 1986, and the barring of South Africa from the inaugural Rugby World Cup in 1987, 

combined that forced the rugby officials to seek negotiations with the non-racial South 

African Rugby Union and the ANC in Harare in 1988 and; contributed to massive public 

outcry at exclusion. Although the apartheid government, through F.W. de Klerk, branded the 

rugby officials, Danie Craven and Louis Luyt, traitors to white South Africa, speaking to the 

IOC‟s Apartheid and Olympism Commission in 1991, President de Klerk, expressed 

enthusiasm to the country‟s sport organised on non-racial basis and yet, showing a calculated 

and conditional support for maintaining moratorium on international sport:  

 

„...if the [sport] moratorium were imposed upon us by someone like Ramsamy, we would regard it as 

unacceptable. But if the moratorium were the result of a consensus, we would be prepared to go along 

with it, as we believe it is not in the interests of South African sport to be in a state of conflict with the 

rest of the world...‟ (Mbaye, 1995:210). 

 

 

It is apparent that de Klerk, here, had been irritated by the battle which the SANROC leader 

was engaged in fighting against apartheid sport. In fact, he also seemed agitated by the entire 

AAM and specifically the IOC response to the latter, especially beyond 1960. Responding to 

Kéba Mbaye Commission presentation, President F.W. de Klerk stated amongst other things: 

 

„... Concerning the moratorium, if the problem can be settled as you suggested, all the better. However, 

I wish to underscore the need for you to honour your commitments. In the past, we have been told that 

if we did A, B and C, we would be readmitted. We did this but readmission never occurred... We were 

told we would be readmitted if we modified the fundamental laws on which apartheid rested. We are 

currently seeing to this and we very much hope that, this time at least, the “goal sports” will not be 

moved. What I am trying to say is that, if we respect the moratorium, we want to be sure that you will 

not come with yet another condition. If this were to happen, you would be would be strengthening the 

case of those who are still reluctant, of those who claim we misjudged the situation and who believe 

that they have been right all along... As you know, there are some countries which go unpunished 

although they do not systematically respect individual freedoms... In other countries, dictatorship 

rages; these countries are not punished either. Why should there be double standards? ...‟ (Mbaye, 

1995:209-210). 



 

The above comments seem to suggest that to some white South Africans, including the 

leaders, the fight against apartheid was not justified and thus unfair. Further, in the eyes of 

the last leader of the Apartheid State, the IOC has treated the apartheid youth and population 

unfairly by excluding apartheid sport and supporting the fight against apartheid. This could 

have opened the eyes of the IOC and specifically the Mbaye Commission that the de Klerk‟s 

government was not really sincere, in bringing about the genuine non-racial sport in the 

country.  

In the final analysis, however, this report concludes that the sport boycott campaigns 

were a success and a just cause and the apartheid sport and apartheid government were all 

along not only found to be off-step, but were proven by the international community, 

including the IOC, the Olympic Movement, the AAM and the United Nations (Harvey and 

Houle, 1994:348; Nauright, 1997: 135; Ramsamy, 2004:1-5). In fact Harvey and Houle 

(1994:348) declares that the „anti-apartheid movement had been the most effective social 

movement in sport to date‟. In 1998, E.S. Reddy, former Director, United Nations Centre 

against Apartheid, concur that in South Africa, as nowhere else, sport boycott made a great 

contribution to liberation (UN Archives / UN Files/Docs & Reports, 1998). This report, thus, 

leads to the conclusion that solely blaming the NSC-ANC-IOC trio is not only unfair but 

simplistic. Close analyses of the period, with hindsight reveal much more than meets the eye. 

Proper understanding of and the power of the international community and the pressure that 

the ANC and IOC found themselves in the early 1990s, can only make the analysis of this 

period deeper and richer. Proper understanding of the intentions and role of the white-only 

sport leaders, the white population and the apartheid government in this transition is critical. 

More critically, is the appreciation of the work and capacity of the IOC and the Olympic 

Movement. In 1999, President Samaranch argued that: 

 

„... No organisation can find a single universal answer to all the contradictions and oppositions that 

affect our planet... Faced with the development of society and the vicissitudes of politics, the 

International Olympic Committee cannot remain unmoved and has a duty to react – and does react – in 

the right was, committing itself to culture, peace and the well-being of society...‟. (IOC Archives / 

Presidents/Samaranch, 1999; IOC Archives/ IOC Media, 2010:5). 

 

This view is also shared by the current IOC President, Jacques Rogge. Rendering forewords 

to the First International Forum on Sport, Peace and Development (2009), President Rogge 

somehow illustrate the general misconceptions some people have on the IOC and its work. 

http://www.anc.org.za/un/reddy/index.html


More critically to the topic at hand; the IOC President outlines the capacity, limits of the IOC 

and the difficulties that Mbaye might have faced in adequately responding to the proposals 

and the demands put forth by SACOS, PAC, COSAS and President de Klerk himself, during 

the IOC‟s Apartheid and Olympism Commission visit to South Africa in 1991. President 

Rogge declared that: 

„...Indeed, today there is no longer any doubt that the IOC and the sports movement have a social 

responsibility – namely to enable the largest number of people to have access to the practice of sport, 

and to make this a key element of sustainable social and human well-being for individuals and society. 

At the same time, as I have often said, sport is not a cure for all the ills of our society. The IOC and the 

sports movement on their own cannot solve all the socio-economic problems which constantly threaten 

peace in the world. This is the role of the competent authorities, such as governments or the United 

Nations. What sport can do, however, and what it has been doing up to now, is to work with partners 

capable of supporting its vast network, encouraging sports practice among young people, expanding its 

reach and providing it with resources. For this reason, the IOC is involved in various development 

initiatives in cooperation with numerous organisations active in this area, both within and outside the 

sports family, which recognise the value of sport as a development tool and a means of establishing 

peace around the world. ...‟ (IOC Archives / IOC Reports/ International Cooperation and Development 

report, 2009:5). 

 

It was therefore, in this background, that the non-racial sport movement approached the IOC 

and the Olympic Movement in the apartheid saga and; that the former duly obliged, leading 

to the 1992 “breakthrough”, when South Africa‟s youth participated in the Olympic Games in 

Barcelona; a deed that was celebrated by the entire world. 
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