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ABSTRACT Using as a background the ongoing crisis afflicting the international cricket
scene over whether or not to boycott Zimbabwe, this paper seeks to explore the moral complexi-
ties surrounding the case of the sporting boycott in general as a response to morally odious
regimes. Rather than attempting to provide some easy formula by which to determine justifi-
able from unjustifiable boycotts, we take as our starting point many of the arguments raised in
the national press and explore and develop these arguments in order to shed light on the
fundamental problems underlying the use of sporting boycotts as moral tools. The paper thus
aims to show the inadequacy of the standard responses on both sides of the fence and,
hopefully, clears the ground for future, more informed approaches to the issue.

Does it not go against the grain, to play [cricket] with a country whose
opponents are too frightened to go into hospital to have wounds inflicted by
the security forces treated for fear that they will be injected with slow-acting
poisons by the Central Intelligence Organisation?

Mike Brearley1

Cricket is not qualified to do the job of politicians.
Ali Bacher2

Brearley here expresses an intuition shared by many: that there is something inherently
wrong in maintaining normal sporting relations with a country ruled by an odious
regime. This article raises a basic question: is there such a thing? Is there, as a recent
Early Day Motion in the UK House of Commons suggests, a matter of principle about
sporting boycotts?3 Are there distinctions which make a difference, ethically speaking,
between sporting boycotts and other related actions (economic sanctions, for example)
in these respects?

Because of its topicality, and also because of the particular nature of international
relations in cricket, we take recent cricketing relations between England and Zim-
babwe as our main point of reference in what follows.4 Our aim is to look at the shape
of debates on the rights and wrongs of sporting boycotts, through the prism of
that controversy. A central part of our argument is that much of the debate about
sporting boycotts is characterised by different kinds of bad faith. To say, as many do,
that sporting relations are somehow beyond the range of the moral compass is a
claim as extravagant and dangerous as it is untenable. But to present sporting
boycotts as a kind of catch-all solution to the problems of moral conscience to which
they are addressed is to risk a mischaracterisation of both their nature and their
scope. Just as sport is not beyond the scope of ‘everyday’ moral and political activity
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and its critique, neither can its activities be a replacement for it. Thus, Bacher’s
point has a kind of force — though not perhaps that which those who voice it tend to
have in mind.

The structure of our argument is as follows. Section I offers a brief history of the
England/Zimbabwe controversy. Section II considers and rejects the (frequently made)
point that sport and politics somehow ‘cannot’ mix. In section III we address typical
articulations of the pro-boycott stance, before (in sections IV and V) discussing various
rejoinders to it.5 Section VI draws various conclusions about the nature and applica-
tion of sporting boycotts.

I

Our starting point is the International Cricket Council’s (ICC) decision to hold a
number of Cricket World Cup 2003 fixtures in Zimbabwe, the Zimbabwe team’s
subsequent tour of England, and the return tour by England in 2004.6 That initial
decision, made despite the deteriorating political situation in Zimbabwe — including
the fraudulent re-election of Robert Mugabe and his ZANU-PF party in March 2002
— sparked an ethical dilemma for cricketing authorities in those countries involved,
though the debate reached its loudest in the UK and Australia. The question was not
one of the comparative moral standards of Mugabe’s government. Indeed, both sides
of the debate in the UK took it for granted (as we do) that Mugabe’s recent strategies
in retaining power have been morally insupportable. The question is how the sporting
world, and cricket in particular, should respond to this.

The UK debate was conducted largely between the England and Wales Cricket
Board (ECB) and various spokespersons of the Blair government. Throughout the
World Cup controversy, the ECB took the line that sport and politics should not get
involved with each other in any case, and particularly not in this one. Thus: withdraw-
ing from the Zimbabwe game would have a seriously detrimental effect on cricket, in
and out of Zimbabwe, and on Zimbabwean politics, without having any positive effect
at all. The ECB announced that they would withdraw from the Zimbabwe fixture only
if the government were to guarantee to reimburse them for the financial costs of doing
so. Government ministers, meanwhile, expressed their desire for the England team not
to participate in any games in or against Zimbabwe,7 but denied having the authority
to order their withdrawal (a moot point) or to offer the financial compensation that
would otherwise have secured it.

Calls for a boycott began in earnest in December 2002, with a concerted campaign
in several UK daily newspapers, and soon found cross-party support in the House of
Commons. The calls also attracted the support of Zimbabwe’s main opposition group,
the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), which promised to make the games a
focal point for protest were they to go ahead.

In the midst of this were the players themselves. Faced with a stalemate between
the government and the ECB, they found themselves, with evident reluctance, in the
position of those most likely to have a direct effect on the outcome. Ultimately,
then, faced with a player-led rebellion, the ECB withdrew from the World Cup
match citing safety concerns. The Australian team, by contrast, accepted the ICC’s
assurances regarding (their own) safety and honoured the fixture — thereby providing
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the setting for one of the most memorable protests of the tour, that by the Bishop of
Bulawayo.

The summer of 2003 saw the Zimbabwe team tour England — minus key players
Henry Olonga and Andy Flower, both of whom had worn black armbands during their
game against Namibia ‘to mourn the death of democracy in Zimbabwe’.8 There were
muted protests, again from both ends of the political spectrum.

II

Is it possible, from such details of a particular case, to draw more general conclusions
about the ethics of sporting boycotts? Before confronting this question, an immediate
objection to the very framing of this question raises itself. We have already referred to a
customary feature of stances taken by sporting bodies, such as the ECB, to whom a
moral challenge is put: namely, the claim that sport and politics cannot, or should not,
mix.9 As if it had a kind of illocutionary force, those who push this line often seem to
presume that simply saying that sport and politics are radically separate will make them so.10

But whether in the narrow or wider sense of ‘politics’, it is fairly evident that sport
and politics can mix. There are, of course, prominent cases of sport being used, more
or less effectively, for political purposes. And one might argue that there has never
been a point at which cricket, in particular, was left unstained by the political, given
the importance of class and empire throughout its history. In any case, it is scarcely
credible to argue that now, given the cultural and economic significance of sport and its
use to, and by, all sorts of governments and political agendas, the two might exist in
strict or perfect separation. It is not just that there can be an overlap; an overlap is —
in important senses — inevitable. Thus, with the matter of whether or not to honour
fixtures with Zimbabwe, there can be no question of a decision that is not political.
That is to say, there can be no going back to a stage where the question has not been
raised in the ethical sense, or where sporting relations between England and Zimbabwe
can be viewed (without a degree of strategic bad faith) as somehow cleanly severed
from the wider political scene.

In these circumstances, even to take no decision, to ignore the question, becomes a
determinately political option. It will have significance, resonance and consequences
beyond the control of those behind it. Even to say that politics has no role in cases
such as this is to take a stance politically; it amounts to a commitment to play the
fixtures scheduled, and this will have (political and other) implications irrespective of
whether or not they are intended or desired. Indeed, some of the ECB’s own pro-
nouncements during the unfolding of this particular affair rest on an implied assump-
tion that sport and politics can and do mix. They ask for assurances from the UK
government that other sportsmen and women will be obliged to take the same stance
politically; they question the effectiveness of cricket’s adopting one political stance,
that of boycotting Zimbabwe, over another, their own preferred option of going ahead
regardless. To claim, in the circumstances, that sport should (let alone can) remain
separate from politics is misplaced. The question, then, in this case as with equivalents
elsewhere, does not centre on the relative merits of a political stance and an apolitical
one. Rather, it concerns which political stance will be more justifiable, and more
effective.
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III

Here is the response of Clare Short, then Secretary of State for International Develop-
ment, to the suggestion that England’s World Cup game in Zimbabwe might go ahead
as planned:

In Zimbabwe seven million people are starving and there is great repression. It
is unimaginable to play cricket, eat cucumber sandwiches and shake hands
with those responsible.11

While this is a rhetorical intervention rather than an elaborated principle, we take it as
emblematic of the principled case for sporting boycotts — or at least, of typical intuitions
behind such cases. The real action in the statement happens in the final few words.
Short implies a sort of chain of equivalence between playing cricket, eating cucumber
sandwiches, and shaking hands with the members of a repressive government. This is
a dextrous move. It implies both that cricket is as trivial, as much of a frippery, as
cucumber sandwiches (and so not the sort of event worth making sacrifices to pre-
serve), and also that it has as much political impact as direct collusion with the regime.
Thus, on the one hand, not playing will carry no loss — cricket is as inconsequential
as cucumber sandwiches — but on the other, playing will be as serious as (perhaps
because, for Short, it will unavoidably involve) shaking hands with the heads of a
murderous regime.

There are perhaps two main ways of interpreting Short’s position, as put. One is that
there is an inherent wrong in the coincidence in time and place of cricket-playing and
repression (just as between seven million starving to death, while others eat cucumber
sandwiches): that to play sport against such a backdrop is in and of itself an unforgiv-
able affront. It is this thought to which Brearley alludes, supportively, in the passage
quoted at the outset. As he admits, it is open to objections, variations of which we will
return to later. Another way in which Short’s position might be couched is as a denial
of the doctrine of double-effect. For its point to stick, it must be that we can be taken
as responsible for consequences of our actions which we can foresee, but do not
intend. Eating cucumber sandwiches, tossing a coin, observing ceremonial niceties —
none of these would likely be intended as an insult to the Zimbabwean people. But each
might be taken that way. To be noted here, though, is that as stated the Short position
does not say that it is because it will cause offence to the subjugated that the match
should not take place. The implication is that it is wrong (‘unimaginable’) in any case:
that even if the opposition forces in Zimbabwe were to be in favour of it, the game
should not go ahead.

In fact, however, the MDC echoed the sentiments of Short. Here, for instance, is
Welshman Ncube, MDC Secretary General:

A boycott of World Cup matches would send a clear message that the interna-
tional community will not tolerate Mr Mugabe’s illegitimate regime, and would
serve further to isolate him. . . . Given that seven million people — half of the
population — are on the verge of starvation it is inappropriate that a major
international sporting event should be held in the country.12

Again, the point is that there is an inherent wrong in other nations maintaining normal
sporting relations with Zimbabwe in these circumstances. The pro-boycott case tended
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to combine such appeals to putatively deontological principles with more utilitarian
cost/benefit analysis. At the time, it seemed to many that the greatest good would
come from refusing to honour fixtures in or against Zimbabwe, far outweighing any
putative good that might come from the alternative. Thus, it would be best to take the
opportunity to make a symbolic protest and boycott Mugabe’s Zimbabwe, especially
since doing the opposite would bestow an air of normalcy and respectability on an
otherwise beleaguered and morally challenged regime. The links between Mugabe, the
architect of Zimbabwe’s decline, and the Zimbabwe Cricket Union (he is both its
Patron and its President) would make it all-but impossible to avoid offering some
sanctuary to the regime by playing.

Unsurprisingly, a key factor for those persuaded of the need for a boycott concerned
the effect that honouring the fixtures would have on the international image of Mugabe’s
government. Playing cricket in this context would send a message — to ordinary Zim-
babweans, the MDC, and to other businesses and governments — that the Mugabe
government retained legitimacy and respectability in the international arena, and that
economically and diplomatically, it was ‘business as usual’. Sending the national cricket
team — who can, at least to some degree, be seen to represent their country — would
amount to a tacit sanctioning of Mugabe’s regime.

The ECB’s response to such objections was twofold. The first point was that no
political capital for Mugabe would come out of the decision to play, not least because
of the amplified debate surrounding the games. The ECB took care to acknowledge
their disapproval of Mugabe’s rule, such that any decision to play could not be inter-
preted as an endorsement of it. Secondly, there was a commitment that all potential
opportunities that might generate propaganda for Mugabe would be strictly avoided:
‘no photocalls, no ceremony, no handshakes’. Furthermore, playing cricket in general
does not amount to a condoning of any method of government:

Put into perspective, playing this match in Harare does not mean that we are
endorsing the Mugabe regime any more than playing in Pakistan means that
we are endorsing military rule in preference to democracy.13

This is a substantial point — and one the import of which can be discussed without
entering into the relative moral status of the recent governments in Zimbabwe and
Pakistan. The key issue here — and perhaps the central one in light of the Short/
Ncube angle — is whether playing a match in a country does indeed by itself constitute
an endorsement of that country’s regime.

IV

One way of substantiating this principle is neatly (if sceptically) characterised by William
H. Shaw as ‘the purist position that one is forbidden to sup with the devil with even
the longest of spoons and, therefore, one is forbidden to have anything whatsoever to
do with a country (institution, person) whose conduct one reprehends’. Shaw also
raises an immediate rejoinder: that adopting such a position ‘would require many of us
to sever our ties with virtually all nations, rather than to acquiesce in institutionalised
racism, belligerent foreign policies, or internal political manipulation’.14 This point is
central to an argument used both by those opposing boycotts of apartheid-era South
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Africa (as Shaw was) and of modern-day Zimbabwe. Kevin Mitchell, writing in The
Observer, while noting that the argument ‘was used by reactionaries everywhere when
the boycott of South Africa was in place during the apartheid era’, nevertheless pushed
the question: ‘If Zimbabwe is bad, what then of several other countries with whom we
have regular sporting contact?’ He continued, by way of illustration:

The Observer five years ago produced a league table of human-rights abusers,
a painstaking exercise that aroused much controversy. This is a constantly
changing list of horrors, obviously, . . . but on that list Zimbabwe came in at
123, some way below Sri Lanka (13), Pakistan (26), Kenya (27), and India
(45). There were no calls then that England should not play cricket against
any of those countries, either home or away. If you wanted to take this moral
relativity a step further, the United Kingdom was then listed at 141, only 18
places behind Zimbabwe and worse than Trinidad (145), Australia (147),
Antigua (158) and New Zealand (163).15

So: ‘should the West Indies, Australia and New Zealand have refused to tour England?’
Mitchell answers: ‘Obviously not’. Going down such a road, things ‘could all get silly’.

Mitchell’s argument divides into two separate, but related points, both of which
serve to highlight an important problem facing any strictly principled application of
sporting boycotts. First, that were we to apply the principle consistently, boycotting
Zimbabwe as a reaction to human rights abuses there would necessitate boycotting
many other countries too; a situation that would quickly degenerate into farce. Despite
his uneasiness at the argument’s application in the South African context, Mitchell’s
first point echoes Shaw’s: imposing a boycott consistently would necessitate further
boycotts against similar regimes until the boycotting nation, rather than the ‘boycottee’,
would end up internationally isolated. But this is less of a knock-down point than
Shaw and Mitchell presume. A ‘purist’ position may be impractical. But it might, even
so, represent the only principled response. The prospect of the collapse of international
cricket is not so grave that the need to avoid it somehow trumps all other possible
considerations. And in any case, the ‘consistency’ objection is rather unstable in its
construction. Rather than disputing the moral worth of boycotts or sanctions in this
instance, the argument begins with a tacit acknowledgement of it — but takes the
difficulty of going through with them as a reason for doing what has been acknow-
ledged as wrong. Our hands, so it goes, cannot stay clean; given this, the moral risks
are lower if we do not intervene. But the construction of this point seems somewhat
self-undermining. If ‘institutionalised racism, belligerent foreign policies’ and so on are
so widespread, and also so grave, then it is hard to see why this should be a spur to less
action rather than more.16

But this is not simply to dismiss Shaw’s point. In fact, it points to a deeper problem,
though not one drawn out by Shaw himself. If he is right, then opting for a boycott in
the one case would, were we to act consistently, commit us to an iteration of this
application across the board in like (or still more serious) cases. While this does not, if
we are right, amount to a basis for inaction, it does highlight a particular feature of the
sporting boycott vis-à-vis other forms of international sanction or embargo. As well
as their direct material or economic consequences, the impact of sporting boycotts
derives in large part from their symbolic nature. They make their impact by making a
statement, rather than, primarily, by the exertion of direct economic pressure. Because
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of its central place in the global popular consciousness, the ease with which it ‘speaks’
across international boundaries, the relatively democratic nature of its appeal, its inti-
mate significance in the lived experience of otherwise diverse demographic groups, its
association with national well-being (and its political appropriation by regimes of all
kinds when sporting success offers the chance for wider ‘feel-good’ capital), as well as
for other reasons, sport in general offers a particularly potent resource for message-
spreading. Different sports have different histories: the colonial aspect is inseparable
from cricket’s heritage, for example, and from that of rugby union, in a way which
perhaps does not apply with football.17 But at the risk of a tautology, the capacity to
gain symbolic importance across national and class boundaries is a particular asset
of those sports — football and cricket among them — which have gained the widest
cultural resonance, across nations and within them.

But the ubiquity of sport does not somehow produce limitless opportunities for the
sort of statement-making which the boycott enables. In fact, the impact of boycotts is,
however imprecisely, proportionate to their rarity value. This affects the likelihood of
their gaining high-profile media coverage, the space for which would shrink were such
statements being made several times a month in every sporting context going. Blanket
imposition of such boycotts would, that is to say, significantly reduce their symbolic
effect. Whereas with economic sanctions the resultant material consequences are not
(or at least, are to a lesser degree) dependent on their being used sparingly, extensive
use of sporting boycotts would lessen the noise made by each, with no guaranteed
equivalence, case by case, between the degree of media impact and the moral urgency
of the cause. Again, this does not amount to an argument against applying a boycott
here. It does, though, present a different kind of ‘consistency’ problem: not that con-
sistent resort to the policy is impractical, but that it might be self-defeating. This may
pose difficulties for a mechanically uniform enforcement of sporting boycotts, for
instance when a regime meets, or fails to meet, criteria x, y and z, and which remains
deliberately heedless of the consequences of so doing. If nothing else, this suggests that
the application of sporting boycotts may be too complex in its implications to be the
first or sole resort.

To put the point this way may itself, though, be to take it for granted that there is a
determinate, if negative, point inherent in the very idea of a sporting boycott — that
playing a match in a country does, by itself, constitute an endorsement of that country’s
regime, so that cancellation avoids endorsement. But this too is a point which Shaw’s
rejoinder may seem, indirectly, to undermine. Because of the impracticability of boy-
cotting all regimes of a given kind — and because, we might add, this can’t be done
whilst maintaining the symbolic significance of each sporting boycott as an action —
the assumption that to maintain sporting relations is to endorse the regimes involved
may be hard to sustain without absurdity. For if boycotts themselves are hard to apply
consistently, this may seem to leave two alternative positions on offer. Either: (i) that
because there is a clearly binding case for sporting boycotts, all sport is irrevocably
stained in a moral sense insofar as it cannot avoid contact with regimes whom, to be
consistent, we should boycott; or (ii) that because there is no universally binding case
for boycotts, sport’s moral probity can indeed be maintained even without boycotts
being applied against all such regimes. The first conclusion may reduce to absurdity,
by requiring that to be legitimate, sporting relations must be based on some impossible
purity of moral circumstances. The second conclusion may suggest that a boycott is
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just one, expendable, tool amongst others which might be used to make moral and
political points in the sporting context — and that it is a rather empty one.

There is a kind of substance to this denial of any a priori connection between
sporting contact and moral endorsement — though the point is often made in a rather
facile way. It is not, to be sure, self-evident that playing cricket against people from
Pakistan constitutes an endorsement of that country’s military government — nor, as
Mitchell goes on to point out, that playing golf against individuals from the United
States is a tacit acceptance of their intervention in Iraq, or their withdrawal from the
Kyoto protocols. But two points strike us here. First, that — if one wants to play on
these terms — the denial of the notion is equally non-self-evident. That is, it is hard to
see how one could argue that sporting contacts are somehow so different from other
forms of international relations that they hold no resonance beyond the perceptions or
intentions of the individuals involved. Clearly, every form of organised social activity,
down to a knobbly-knees competition or a spelling-bee, can have wider social implica-
tions when set against a backdrop of a certain kind. In some circumstances — one
thinks here of the use of sport by both superpowers during the Cold War — sporting
activity has clearly had, and been milked for, normative and ideological significance.
So it would be extravagant, to say the least, to deny outright that sporting relations can
be intimately related to issues of moral significance. Second, even if competing against
the sporting representatives of a regime does not necessarily equate to an endorsement
of said regime or its ideology, still this does not entail that a boycott of that regime’s
sporting representatives will not convey the kind of opprobrium one might wish to
convey. Even if — to refer to the present case — playing Zimbabwe at cricket need not
by itself amount to a condoning of Mugabe’s rule, still a boycott of such fixtures is
nonetheless an act of condemnation, and it is no less effective for this. In fact, far from
it; if we did not customarily baulk at the thought of playing cricket against morally
dubious regimes, our doing so here and now might seem especially telling.

Mitchell ends with an objection noted by Brearley — where do we draw the line? —
which might be thought to carry a second point too. Thus, when Mitchell unfavour-
ably compares England’s position on the Observer’s human-rights index with those of
Trinidad, Australia, Antigua and New Zealand, his challenge seems to be: how do we
draw the line so as not to incriminate ourselves? Or, how do we draw the line in a non-
hypocritical fashion? Shaw notes that ‘hypocrisy of one’s critics does not prove the
legitimacy of one’s own conduct’.18 To tweak this a little: identifying hypocrisy or
inconsistency in a putative UK sporting boycott of Zimbabwe does not somehow prove
that not boycotting would be morally preferable. It does not follow that the general
hypocrisy of an agent cancels the moral weight of all of their actions to some equal
extent. That the UK condemns arbitrary arrest in Zimbabwe, whilst having anti-
terrorism laws of its own that amount to the same, does not make arbitrary arrest itself
any more acceptable, or deny the substance of the UK’s condemnation. And the same
applies with the tables turned. Say Mugabe, in a pre-emptive manoeuvre, had refused
visas to the England touring side as a protest against the UK’s involvement in the war
against Iraq.19 His hypocrisy and rank opportunism in so doing could not, with any
seriousness, be taken as any kind of reflection on the moral status of the cause to which
he made appeal. This would index the justifiability of moral causes to the motives of
those who may happen to pick them up and use them. Of course, hypocritical stances
will likely lose appeal. The UK’s inconsistencies may, of course, weaken the symbolic
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value of moral gestures accompanying their condemnation of the Zimbabwe regime,
such as a sporting boycott. But again, the prevalence of such practices should not be
an excuse for inaction about them; and the boycott may be as appropriate a moral
response as any.

V

A differently configured case in favour of the sporting boycott, seeking to avoid the
complexities already encountered, might go something like this. Here there would be
no deep or necessary claim about the interconnection of morality and sport; just a
casuistic or contingent one. It is not that all sporting involvement, of whatever kind, by
its very nature constitutes a mutual endorsement on the part of the regimes involved —
apart from anything else, this would seem to make difficult acts of defiance towards the
regime in question equivalent to acts of wholesale obsequiousness. Rather, it is that,
for reasons already mentioned, the particular nature of sport makes it especially ripe
for certain kinds of political manipulation, whether for nefarious ends or not. That is,
while sporting contact alone — the simple occurrence of a sporting fixture — does not
count as an endorsement, it is particularly effective, in certain contexts, as a means to
that end. Its international aspect, its popularity, and indeed the role of national alle-
giance in its appeal, make sport an instrument which is readily appropriable by those
with political points to make. Given the impossibility of precise prediction about the
repercussions of a game going ahead, and given the overall principle (affirmed, of
course, by both Short and the ECB) that we should not offer succour of whatever kind
to the regime in question, due caution rules out the admissibility of such games going
ahead. Such a position, again, turns on a negation of the doctrine of double-effect. If
the ECB can reasonably foresee, even if not intend, that the Mugabe regime might
appropriate the game’s proceeding as an endorsement of its own practices elsewhere,
then the ECB cannot be justified in proceeding as if its own intentions were the only
relevant factor.

To this line of argument, the response of a hesitant sporting authority — here, the
ECB — might be predictable. If we can reasonably foresee such appropriation, then we
can also take such reasonable steps as are necessary to avoid it (‘no photocalls, no
ceremony, no handshakes’). What is more, however, the ECB could simply make
it clear, through public statements as well as the above, that their actions are not
intended to endorse Mugabe and that, quite the opposite, they deplore what he is doing
to Zimbabwe. It is a point that Shaw makes with respect to entertainers working in
apartheid South Africa:

One might argue, however, that to perform anywhere in South Africa is to
acquiesce in the status quo. I am sceptical of this, but in any case entertainers
can (and, I think, must) make it clear, if they tour South Africa, that they
stand against apartheid: not just by public statements, but by refusing to play
for segregated audiences and by offering, say, free concerts in the African
townships.20

Similar options might indeed be open to the ECB and other such bodies.21 This
argument might be supplemented by the familiar line that, far from providing a
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venue for Mugabe’s political ends, the games provide a setting for popular protest
against Mugabe — under, moreover, the glare of the international media. Hence the
value, in the Zimbabwean case, of the protest by Flower and Olonga, and by the
crowds of demonstrators who gathered outside the cricketing venues to voice their
frustrations.

In the Zimbabwean case, however, such arguments revealed limitations likely to be
mirrored elsewhere. For one, the ECB had already somewhat compromised its ability
to voice unequivocally its opposition to Mugabe’s rule in its early attempts to draw a
line between sport and politics. One’s voicing of opposition to Mugabe’s illegitimate
rule is unlikely to be made more morally compelling when, through one’s being there,
the regime is gaining the revenue it needs — from TV rights, press accreditation, tourist
visas — to buy the weapons it uses to suppress its own people. The argument concern-
ing the provision of a focal point for protest, too, presents problems here that are
symptomatic of this kind of purely consequentialist reasoning in the field of sporting
boycotts. Thus, had the high-profile protests been predictable, then, for instance,
Flower and Olonga — protagonists in the one which gained widest publicity — would
presumably have been vetted from the team before, rather than after the event. This,
then, can only ever be an argument from hindsight. But neither can we simply justify
playing cricket as providing a venue for popular protest, protest by those whose opin-
ions really count here: ordinary Zimbabweans. Such an argument relies on its being
morally admissible to provide such a setting, knowing both that there would be such
protesters and that the Zimbabwean police would, in all likelihood, treat them brutally
(the ICC sought assurances from the Zimbabwean police that demonstrators would be
handled with restraint — and received none). The objection is that, in Kantian terms,
this would be to treat others (i.e., the expected protesters) merely as a means to an end
(i.e., the exoneration of the ECB from any charge of moral negligence). In addition, it
seems equally plausible to argue that the publicity generated by a severing of sporting
relations would itself, in its different way, provide the cue for productive protest
(though this argument, to be sure, would be more persuasive in the case of regimes less
flagrantly repressive of opposition voices than Mugabe’s).22

Furthermore, even if we were to grant that mere partaking in a sporting fixture does
not amount to an active, deliberate acceptance of a certain mode of governance (not
forgetting that even if it does not, it may still provide a façade of normality which
might encourage governments and businesses to engage with the regime) there is a
flipside to this coin which remains troublesome. Namely, that in opposing the will of
the popular opposition party (in this case, the MDC) agreeing to play does or could
easily be seen to amount to a challenge to their authority in the eyes of the constitu-
ency moral concern for which is paramount (in this case, the Zimbabwean people).
Equally, it could be seen this way by the ruling ZANU-PF party and the international
community. The question of how seriously such a challenge should be taken, of how
much weight should be given to the mouthpiece of popular resistance, will be much
more difficult to answer. But that in itself simply reinforces the point made in the
previous paragraph; that the difficulty of predicting such ramifications counts in favour
of a boycott, rather than against it. And it must be borne in mind here that if the
international community, including the world’s cricketing authorities, were seen not to
take heed of (in this case) the MDC, the lives of its members and leaders, already in
considerable danger, would be at increased risk.
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Lori Fisler Damrosch, in considering the conditions that must obtain for economic
sanctions against a country to be justifiable, suggests that full weight should be given to
the ‘authentic’ spokeperson(s) of the people:

The views of authentic civilian leaders bear directly on the moral legitimacy of
sanctions in the instances where the objective of the sanctions is to vindicate
the right of the people of the target state to govern themselves. . . . In such
cases, it is entirely appropriate to defer to the people’s own leaders with
respect to the choice among available options, including whether (and at what
level) to maintain economic sanctions. When the views of leaders can be
reliably ascertained — and when there is no reason to think that those leaders
have lost the confidence of their people — then the international community
should defer to those leaders’ judgement concerning what degree of hardship
the civilian population is willing to endure.23

Here, Damrosch notes, the term ‘authentic’ is used to refer to ‘those with a bona fide
claim to authority to speak for their people, whether or not they have ever been
allowed to run for office . . . and whether they are on the scene or in exile’. The
definition verges, perhaps, on the circular. But still there can be little doubt, in the
Zimbabwean case, that Morgan Tsvangirai and the MDC did (and still do) have such
authority. If, in the case of economic sanctions, we should apportion due, or indeed
decisive, weight to the views and aims of such a spokeperson, then in the case of
sporting boycotts, where the consequences are less but the symbolism perhaps greater,
we certainly should.

But by itself, adherence to such views and aims amounts neither to a necessary nor
a sufficient condition of the justifiable boycott. The voice (if it is clear) of the authentic
civilian leadership (if such there is) is a crucial factor, but it cannot be taken as
conclusive by itself. For one thing, it would seem to annul the boycott as a response to
the most repressive regimes, making it inadmissible in cases where, for instance, through
the severity of oppression or the division of the opposition voice, there simply is no
authentic opposition extant.24 On the other hand, however, the existence of a strong
opposition voice should not be used as an excuse for an abdication from judgement on
the part of would-be boycotters, whether about the views voiced or their proximity to
the interests of the wider mass of people represented. One might tighten the definition
of ‘authentic’, so that those taken as ‘speaking for’ their people must speak with their
authority, rather than simply making judgements about their interests on their behalf.
But now gauging authenticity becomes epistemologically ambitious, perhaps impossi-
ble. How will we know who has the authority of their people where (as is especially
likely in countries toward which boycotts are mooted) elections have not been held, or
where they have, without being free or fair?

VI

Our discussion has moved through various stages, which will repay some retracing. We
have argued that the claim that sporting relations are somehow extra-moral is — both
descriptively and normatively — untenable. It will often be in the interests of both
sporting and political authorities to make appeal to such a notion; to the extent that
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they do, their positions will be as untenable as the distinction itself. Second, the idea
that there is an inherent wrongness in maintaining normal sporting relations with
repressive regimes has substance, but needs to be treated with care. There is always,
amid debates about boycotts in general — economic, sporting, academic, artistic — a
plausible counterposition: that the strengthening of links, rather than their severance, is
the more constructive approach in highlighting issues of moral concern, and bringing
about their amelioration. To pronounce on this dispute a priori seems fraught with
difficulty: whether or not the maintenance of sporting relations might bring down a
regime or bolster it seems a matter to be treated case by case. It is difficult to see how
this could be otherwise.

We have also argued that among possible forms of boycott, those centred on sport
are distinctive for various reasons, largely concerning the particular symbolic ‘place’
which sport tends to occupy in public consciousness. Along with this comes a related
issue: the opportunity for sportspeople themselves to influence the political culture of
the regime under which they operate. Where breaking diplomatic or academic relations
might seem a way of hitting closer to the heart of establishment opinion, cricketers may
appear less likely to have the ear of those in power, or the rhetorical resources with
which to mount a persuasive case. This may or may not be crucial; the impact of a
boycott might play out in different ways. But from the point of view of the boycotter,
rather than the boycottees, the capacity of the boycott to make a practical difference
must form a crucial element of its justifiability in any given case. As we have also
argued, matters here are further complicated by the fact that the more often the tool is
used, the less will be the impact of each individual sporting boycott — precisely
because of the fact that its main impact will be symbolic rather than economic. Given
media influence on the moral agenda, it is simply not possible for every new pro-
boycott case to gain the airtime, and capture public attention, to an extent reflective of
its moral urgency. At a certain stage, alternative strategies may become preferable;
nothing about the sporting boycott affords it automatic privilege as a moral response.

But as we have also argued, certain routine objections to sporting boycotts are
themselves rather more flaccid than their ubiquity might suggest. The idea that we
should not commit to such action in any one case unless we are prepared to do it in all
such cases, for example, does not hold the water its proponents think. Neither does the
related argument from hypocrisy: that only the blameless in some given respect can
argue that another is blameworthy in that same respect. The idea that political/moral
interventions in sport are somehow unwarranted in principle is, as we have already
reiterated, at best naïve and at worst grossly negligent. For these reasons, we find it
hard to see how a case against sporting boycotts could be assembled in any conclusive
way. The debate will hinge on certain variables — opposition opinion within the ‘target’
country towards a proposed boycott; the scope for the intervention to issue in genuine
change and so avoid being mere empty posturing; the place of sport, and its partici-
pants, relative to the economic and cultural forces of the country in question — which
must be taken as a cluster, rather than as a rubric with some catch-all order of moral
priority.

One factor emerging through all of this has been the inadequacy of any model in
which professional politicians represent the sole arbiters in negotiating these questions.
The politics of sport go deeper than government statements, or indeed those of sport-
ing bodies. This is not to endorse the efforts of the UK government, in our chosen
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case, to deflect responsibility for decision-making towards the cricketing authorities.
Those efforts can themselves be seen as an abdication of responsibility, or a bid to
score easy moral points in a way costless at the level of political commitment. Rather,
it is to emphasise a key reason for sport’s significance, and particularity, as a political
issue: the very level of its purchase in the wider cultural realm. Its resonances cannot
be controlled in any straightforward sense. So too, the symbolic aspect of the sporting
boycott — its intended influence on ‘hearts and minds’, as well as economic interests
— means that it is difficult to conceive of a simple index by which the successes of any
particular venture might be judged. Its impact will be enhanced if it is deployed in
conjunction with other forms of intervention, precisely because the sporting sphere is
always implicated with the economic and the political. While sport may not, indeed, be
ideally placed to ‘do the job of politicians’, it is in a privileged position to contribute to
a broader programme of political, moral and cultural awareness-raising. Given this
very need for a concerted response, the scope for a clear, isolated cost/benefit analysis
of the instrumental efficacy of a sporting boycott in any given case is hard to imagine.

But neither is it clear that it is necessary. We have not sought here to provide an
algorithm by which the justifiable sporting boycott might be separated from the un-
justifiable. We do, though, hope to have shed some light on some basic factors that will
be involved in the reasonable assessment of the merits of any particular case.
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1 M. Brearley, ‘Zimbabwe’s tour runs counter to the moral grain’, The Observer 25 May 2003.
2 Ali Bacher (Executive Director, Cricket World Cup 2003), quoted on BBC News website (14 January

2003): http://news.bbc.co.uk/sport1/hi/cricket /2657323.stm
3 An Early Day Motion (No.1248; 2004) on the Zimbabwean cricket team’s summer tour of England

following the Cricket World Cup opened thus: ‘[T]his House condemns the decision taken by the English
County Cricket Board to put profit before principle and allow the Summer 2003 tour by the Zimbabwean
cricket team to proceed’. The principle was not, as such, elaborated. (EDMs are motions tabled for debate
by MPs to draw attention to and canvass support for an issue.)

4 There are other recent, relevant instances of the use of sporting boycotts: of the Moscow Olympics by the
USA in 1980; of the Los Angeles Olympics by the USSR in 1984; of South Africa by the rest of the
sporting world between 1968 and 1993. We focus here on cricket, and on the England/Zimbabwe saga in
particular, because it is in relation to this that, over the past two years, debates on the relationship between
ethics, politics and sport have been played out most fully, and most deeply — culminating in the resigna-
tion, in April 2004, of Des Wilson, chair of the England and Wales Cricket Board’s Corporate Affairs and
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Marketing Advisory Committee. Wilson had advocated cancelling England’s tour of Zimbabwe in late
2004, on moral grounds. In the face of a threatened fine by the International Cricket Council (of up to
£50m, according to some reports), the ECB rejected Wilson’s case.

5 Partly for reasons of space, and partly because of the scattered, non-academic nature of the debates at
stake, this inevitably involves a certain amount of our own construction and projection of the arguments
that might lie behind the different dogmatically asserted positions.

6 The debate might equally have been followed in the Australian, or South African context, for instance.
Most recently, the New Zealand government refused visas to the Zimbabwean team.

7 Significantly, some, including then British Sports Secretary Tessa Jowell, suggested moving the proposed
fixtures to South Africa as an honourable solution. This is significant because, since all the games sched-
uled to be held in Zimbabwe were also against Zimbabwe, this suggests that the moral problem revolves
specifically around the venue, around playing in Zimbabwe, and so, perhaps, the proximity of the suffer-
ing, and has nothing to do with playing the Zimbabwean national team itself. This response might have a
fairly solid practical basis too; for instance, playing in Zimbabwe might be thought specifically bad because
through that the Zimbabwean government will gain financial relief through, e.g. television rights, tourist
and media visas, etc., and since it is playing in Zimbabwe that gives Mugabe the opportunity, say, to shake
hands with the England team. This view, however, is certainly not the intuitive one, though it is no less
interesting for it. What it ignores is precisely the peculiar salience sport — as opposed to, say, poetry
readings — and perhaps cricket in particular has.

8 See Henry Olonga, ‘How I risked it all with a black armband’, The Guardian 16 December 2003.
9 This point might be attributed to a number of other sources too: e.g., J. Hoberman, Sport and Political

Ideology (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1984).
10 An illocutionary effect, on John Searle’s model, is the product of an illocutionary intention — i.e. an

intention that is achieved simply through the ‘audience’ recognising the speaker’s intention. Thus, thank-
ing someone or asking someone are illocutionary effects, whereas amusing or offending someone are not;
though the speaker might intend to amuse or offend, and though the audience may recognise this inten-
tion, still the audience may not actually be amused or take offence. See, e.g. A. Miller, Philosophy of
Language (London: UCL Press, 1998), pp. 230–1.

11 Clare Short MP, quoted in M. Milner, ‘Bumping along the Silk Road’, The Guardian 7 February 2003.
12 Welshman Ncube, quoted in P. Kelso, ‘Opposition call for World Cup boycott’, The Guardian

11 December 2002.
13 ECB Media release (14 January 2003).
14 William H. Shaw, ‘Boycotting South Africa’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 3,1 (1986): 70.
15 K. Mitchell, ‘Why Hoey is wrong’, The Observer, 27 April 2003:

http://www.observer.co.uk/sport/story/0,6903,944393,00.html
16 A similar appeal to consistency underwrote many lines of objection to the 2003 military intervention in

Iraq, the point being that to intervene in this case would require the US/UK ‘coalition’ to intervene in all
like cases. But especially given the overall force of the moral case against the war, this particular argument
seems misplaced — largely because it seems to regard as more acceptable the very policy (uniform removal
of ‘undesirable’ regimes), which its proponents would regard as the reductio ad absurdum of the justification
offered for the one-off case. Equally, there are limits on the scope for any agent to act. Just because we are
not capable of intervening in all like cases, it does not follow that we should not intervene where we are
capable.

17 For a classic meditation on the relation between cricket, culture, class and colonialism in the West Indian
context, see C. L. R. James, Beyond a Boundary (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1994). Mike Marqusee’s Anyone
but England: Cricket and the National Malaise (London: Verso, 1994) treats related themes through a
critique of the English cricketing establishment.

18 Shaw op. cit., p. 60.
19 Here we borrow from a (much appreciated) point raised by an anonymous referee of this paper.
20 Shaw op. cit., p. 69.
21 This would, we think, constitute a fairly radical departure from the norm of including in a tour some kind

of morally-worthy activity.
22 In a different but related context, an argument along these lines has been made in favour of the recent

(shortlived) boycott of two Israeli universities by the UK Association of University Teachers (AUT), in
response to Israeli state and university activities in respect to Palestine. Thus Bob Brecher argues that it is
because of the relatively generous space afforded to Israeli academics that a boycott makes sense in this
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case, where it would not in the case of other regimes who allowed less academic freedom. Here, there is
scope for an academic boycott to make a difference; without room for academics to register their own
opposition to the regime, this scope would be lessened. (Bob Brecher, speaking in favour at the UK
Association for Legal and Social Philosophy workshop ‘For and Against the Academic Boycott of Israel’,
Senate House, University of London, 11 June 2005). Obviously, whether a sporting boycott would work
to foster opposition in any given case would, on these terms, depend crucially on the nature of the regime,
and of relations within civil society, in the putative ‘target’ nation.

23 Lori Fisler Damrosch, ‘The Collective Enforcement of International Norms Through Economic Sanc-
tions’, Ethics and International Affairs 8, (1994): 73.

24 See also the points raised in n. 22 above.


