MULTICULTURAL

HONG KONG
IN CELEBRATION

\ | aYr>:
s MTIE> T
s> THEHONG KONegRLG ;% ST

I AV E S
tal.of G Mg

5h
A BBHIAER
AR

Text & Photography

Joseph Bosco, Associate Professor, Department of
Anthropology, The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Additional Photographs (used by permission)
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very year, at the end of March, rugby fans

E F-RUORE RERBEXENTH:

fill the Hong Kong Stadium for three days to

watch rugby and to party. The “Sevens” form of

rugby (seven players per team instead of 15, and HEA[EE SHNERSS | EETHEEES .
The crowd in the South Stand, under a sign proclaiming

seven minutes per half instead of 40) is physically Hong Kong as Asia’s World Gity

demanding for players, and an exciting game to
watch. Competitiveness reigns on the field, but there
is nothing but camaraderie in the stands.
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The Hong Kong Rugby Sevens (“Sevens”) is a festival of
globalization, where nationalism is tempered because fans from
different countries sit together and most people cheer for several
teams, and especially for the underdogs. Fans in Hong Kong are
unique because they stay to the end of the tournament no matter
which teams play in the final, creating what is considered the best
Sevens tournament in the world. Thousands of tourists come to
the city to enjoy the tournament. Multinational companies organize
conferences and annual meetings for the week before the Sevens,
so participants can enjoy the weekend festival. The Sevens is often
the only event of the year that sells out the Hong Kong Stadium.
The Hong Kong Sevens is the biggest and most important Sevens
tournament in the world: more teams participate (24 instead of 16)
for over three days (instead of just two elsewhere). But more than a
sporting event, the Sevens is also a carnival.
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A scrum is the way the game restarts after an infraction.
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Fiji is a small island nation, but has won in
Hong Kong 12 times, and is a crowd favorite.
(Photo by Andy Jones, © HKRFU)

T ABBRERR BZEH NERRITTE2RE
BREILERABRS BABERENEANES -
Hong Kong vs Canada. Sevens rugby is fast and easy
to follow, even if a fan does not know all the details
of the rules.

MERKEHEBEAE TG HEIMGER-
Canada struggles to get over the try line against Portugal.
(Photo by Juan Flor, © HKRFU)
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The most striking phenomenon of the Sevens is the large
proportion of fans wearing costumes. This is widely recognized
as part of the ethos of Sevens rugby. No matter what fans wear,
be it the event jersey or more colorful and creative costumes such
as sexy nurses, devils, belly dancers, animals, all such costumes
disguise their social identity and bind them into a collective “rugby”
identity. Even those who wear rivals’ national team jerseys or T-shirts
are not viewed as adversaries but rugby friends.
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Many local spectators note that they feel like they have travelled outside

of Hong Kong during the Sevens. As they leave the stadium on Sunday, after
three days of intense emotion and celebration, they feel surprised to be suddenly
back in Causeway Bay, the most crowded part of Hong Kong. This experience
underlines the way the whole event is a liminal time and space, a ritual that produces
communitas, or what rugby people call camaraderie.
B —AAREEEL RAXTUAEHES  EEEMENE

R FAR HEBENKEEBEEBR E2RANBNKEZB 8%
SEAERMIBFSARE MELEREL BARE A tE &Y
EXBERNEESS EEL AN EBYET EEHRENE
—EAEFES -REFEK RADHER BEIRLERHASE-

Open seating is the custom of the tournament, so spectators are free to
move around and visit friends. The game is ideal for socializing, since it has spans
of intense action and excitement along with half-time breaks (two minutes) and
pauses between games (about five minutes). Music, videos and alcohol all add
to the carnival atmosphere. Fans stand up and dance to the music during the
frequent breaks.
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in Europe in 20183.

EAL AETERBYAMY | 075552800 -
Costumes that highlight humans’ animal nature are
especially popular at the Sevens.
(Photo by Manuel Queimadelos, © HKRFU)
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Some costumes express political satire; these
“horses” comment on the tainted meat scandal
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Drinking is an important part
of Sevens for many fans,
and an inspiration for some
costumes.

BHRLE (R BE) 7
tEREAER -
Cross dressing is common in
Sevens costumes.
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Despite the heavy drinking and huge
crowds, there are virtually no accidents. Hong FEBRKE - HBIE T FEE - FRE - HEARMN A

Scotland, England, United Kingdom and Australia flags painted
on the faces of young fans.

can reliably take a taxi home or to a hotel and (Photo by Andy Jones, © HKRFU)

Kong is a remarkably safe city. Inebriated partiers

wake up the next morning with their wallet intact.
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Hong Kong has a growing local fan base,

both expat and local Chinese, that provides a
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core audience, but many in the stadium are not

regular rugby fans. They come for the festival. o RO IE 7 R EE R BN
. BB

Thoth more and more Chinese play rugby, This fan is English but lives in Hong
it is still primarily an Anglo sport. The crowd Kong, so her face painting expresses
) ) both her homes. Her hat is a freebie AT A
is about three-quarters White (“expat”), but from a corporate sponsor. ﬁ%ﬁii&lﬁfrﬁéﬁe v
there are significant numbers of Japanese and This Hong Kong resident also

X supports the nation of her
other Asians. birth, Scotland.
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The “Anglo” community in Hong Kong, which forms the core of rugby fans, is small: the 2011 census
shows the “White” population of Hong Kong was only 55,236, and 66,424 of the SAR’s seven million
residents are registered as British, American, or Australian nationals (tens of thousands more who are dual
citizens are registered only as Hong Kong-PRC nationals since the 2001 census). Despite this small local
audience for rugby, the Hong Kong’s Sevens has become a major tournament because Hong Kong has
risen to become one of East Asia’s major financial centers, thus its celebrated globalization.
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Fans like to have their pictures taken with players. Here Hong Tj_: BJZ 2R }g_‘ﬁ_ ﬁ J,}Tﬁ E , B,% TH 5}{ ?E’ ff% {117, ﬂiﬁ E’g &+ % %z 'ﬁé ,
Kong women rugby players posed with James O’Connor in
2008 when the Australian star was just 17, and as the youngest E :Et E_I' Tj_: JJZl_’, rﬁi ﬂzj ° ?E E E ﬂj] @]_ %B 7% é} E—Ei I,% fiﬁ % ;]’%
player on the team he had to carry the wallaby mascot. R . _ o 1 N , s .
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The Sevens are very much tied to business. The tournament

is made possible by the title sponsorship of Cathay Pacific
and HSBC. Both use rugby and the Sevens to boost their
corporate brand. They and other sponsors entertain clients
and select employees in corporate boxes. These sponsors are
all companies that facilitate and profit from global business.
Rugby mirrors many values of business, from leadership and

teamwork to fair play and “getting on with it”.
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Superficially, the Hong Kong Sevens seems to be an
ethnonationalist celebration. There are some expressions of
nationalism, such as the March Past, which is a procession on
Sunday during which teams wear national colors or costumes.
The nationalism is actually all very playful, even though the national
symbols on jerseys, the face paint and even body paint suggest

extreme nationalism. Booing the Australian and French teams is a ) [EREEHTIR | AL -
Rugby Sevens humor:

playful tradition of the Sevens. Mail order brides.
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In fact, the nationalism is muted. There are not as many national flags as at Olympic events
and there are none of the small handheld flags. With 24 teams competing, each with at least a few
supporters and none (except Hong Kong) with a majority of supporters, most spectators in any
particular game are looking for a good game of rugby rather than cheering their home team (except
when Hong Kong plays, but Hong Kong is not one of the top teams).
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Nationalism is also muted because, with open seating, the

B IE KRR crowd is not segregated by country. A few pockets of a dozen or so

Pseudo-tribal costumes. Fiji, Japan and New Zealand supporters intentionally sit together, but

in general, fans are mixed throughout the stadium. Open seating and
the fact that Hong Kong social networks are typically multinational
make much of the crowd integrated and prevent any ugly nationalism.
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Mexican sombreros and ponchos are X
popular costumes. Most fans cheer for multiple teams, because

they have multiple loyalties. It is common for fans
to have one flag painted on one side of the face
and another flag on the other, and to dress up with
multiple countries’ colors. This hybridity in multiple
nationalisms is very common. Fans especially
love to cheer for new teams (e.g. Mexico in
2011; many fans dressed up with sombreros
and ponchos) and underdogs. This diffuses any
nationalism and national partisanship, and gives
a friendly cast to all cheering. Thus, the Hong

e T T Kong Sevens is a competition based on national
U—SBUATERNITARS - teams, but the spectators play with and blur the
73 RETNRXK AIF—F Some fans like to be provocative . . .
TR palticaly ncorect boundaries of nationality.

Fans dressed as sushi do not
necessarily cheer for Japan.
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Fans cheer for
Hong Kong in
costumes. (Photo
by Mike Pickles,
© HKRFU)
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XBEEBNREEXSD -
Foreigners’ shirts show their
support for Hong Kong,
both the team and the
venue. (Photo by Andy Jones,
© HKRFU)
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The globalization and cosmopolitan nationalism celebrated
at the Sevens has a British cast. Though both soccer and rugby
both began as “football” in England, soccer has become a
world game while rugby and cricket are more closely identified
with the British Empire. The fans do not see the event as a
celebration of British culture or of the Commonwealth; on
the contrary, they see it as a celebration of cosmopolitanism,
which Hong Kong, with its fusion of East and West, exemplifies
in their minds. Some fans express this by wearing “I ¥ HK”
T-shirts (only foreigners wear them). The fans warmly cheer
Asian teams such as China, Chinese Taipei, Japan, and Korea,
especially when they are underdogs. Racism seems set aside,
and cosmopolitan values predominate.
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The Hong Kong Sevens has many
meanings. Some spectators come for the
party, others to enjoy the rugby, and some
businesspeople use it also for networking.
The Olympic Committee’s decision to
include rugby Sevens in the Rio 2016
Games was heavily influenced by Hong
Kong’s experience. The Olympic principles
of fair play, equal competition, and no
racial, religious, or political discrimination
are exemplified by the Hong Kong Sevens.
Hong Kong’s business culture led to
the innovation and early acceptance of
corporate sponsorship, a major change
when the sport was still amateur. The
Sevens - first held in 1976 - grew along
with Hong Kong’s growth as a financial
center. Thus it is globalization that has
made the Hong Kong Sevens the ideal
festival for expressing contemporary
cosmopolitan and capitalist ideals and
values, in what on the surface seems just
an entertaining sporting event."é’



