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ABSTRACT 

This article uses the qualitative ‘narrative analysis’ method to explore and reflect upon 

the post-retirement issues faced by a small sample of Fiji elite ex-national-league 

soccer players. The sample consists of one Indo-Fijian and six indigenous Fijians. All 

experience lives of practical poverty and, for the indigenous men, their lives are 

defined by village customary routines and obligations. Perhaps surprisingly, the 

experiences of the Indo-Fijian ex-player are not too dissimilar because he shares 

social-class affiliation with his interviewed ex-teammates. The bonds between these 

ex-players remain strong and the ex-legend Joe Tubuna, killed in a motor-vehicle 

accident in 1984, still casts a presence which links them to the past, to the land, and to 

each other via the medium of shared localized memories. 

 

KEYWORDS Cultural hegemony, Fiji history, Fiji Islands, Fiji soccer, race and class, 

salvaged self 
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This article uses the ‘narrative analysis’ method (Sparkes 2015, 21) to explore the challenges 

and struggles faced by a small sample of seven retired ex-soccer stars as they adjust to life 

out of the spotlight. All players played for a Western Fiji-based national-league team in the 

1980s and still live in the region today. As with the retired Fiji ex-rugby players studied by 

Kanemasu and Molnar (2014), for most of our interviewees, poverty and disappointment 

have been and are major aspects of their post-retirement lives. Two have had brief spells as 

national-league managers. In our opinion, five of the seven have struggled to adjust to the 

conclusion of their glory years but the bonds which they formed during their playing careers 

continue to remain strong and influential thirty years hence.  

The fact that soccer is ‘controlled’ by the 340,000-strong Indo-Fijian community1 (Fijians 

of South Asian descent), and all but one of our interviewed ex-soccer stars are of indigenous 

Fijian or part-European2  descent (Harry Cartwright is part-European3), has added to their 

sense of exclusion and alienation from the sport’s powerbrokers and institutions. The poverty 

presently experienced by this sample of ex-players is structural and reflects both the lack of 

money within the game in Fiji, and the country as a whole, as well as the cultural hegemony 

which indigenous Fijians aspiring to management or administrative positions in soccer post-

retirement must contend with. It is easier for Indo-Fijian ex-players (about 25% of all 

national-league players in the 1980s) to become administrators and managers in later life than 

it is for the indigenous ex-players (the remaining 75%). Rhoden (2006, 124) describes a 

                                                            
1 World Population Review (2020) lists indigenous Fijians as 54% and Indo-Fijians (Fijians of South Asian 

descent) as 38% out of a total population of 896,853. At the 2007 Census date, the ethnic make-up of Fiji was: 

Indigenous Fijians 56.8%, Indo-Fijians 37.5%, Rotumans 1.2%, and Others 4.5% including Europeans, part-

Europeans, other Pacific Islanders, and Chinese (source: CIA World Fact Book Online). Most Indo-Fijians are 

descendants of the indentured-labourers brought from India to Fiji by the British between 1879 and 1916 to 

work on the sugar-cane plantations (Luker 2005, 360, 367). 
2 ‘Part-European’ is a left-over category from colonial-era statistics. Indigenous Fijian is the reference-point and 

so ‘part-Chinese’, for example, refers to mixed Chinese and indigenous Fijian heritage. The indigenous part is 

left unsaid here and is assumed. The same applies to ‘part-European’. There is another term, ‘kailoma’, which is 

used to refer to people who were born in Fiji from mixed races.    
3 Harry Cartwright self-identifies as both indigenous Fijian and part-European. 
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similar situation in the USA where black baseball and basketball stars rarely go on to own or 

coach teams or move into senior positions in sports’ administration due to structural barriers. 

It should be pointed out that Fiji Soccer adopts the ‘association model’ whereby the 

associations are responsible for running the game, at senior and junior levels, within their 

respective boundaries. The national-league teams are thus ‘association’ or ‘district’ teams and 

should never be referred to as (soccer) ‘clubs’. Each association runs its own club 

competition (although some of these are inactive or semi-active) and hence clubs operate at 

one level immediately below the two-tiered national-league (established 1977). 4  

A unique feature of Fiji Soccer’s national-league set-up is that the calendar year is based 

around three short, self-contained mini-tournaments – the Fiji FACT; the Battle of the Giants 

(BOG), held late-July; and the Inter-district Championship (IDC), held each October. The 

IDC is one of the world’s longest continuously running soccer competitions, dating back to 

1938 (Prasad 2013, 17-19). The best way to ‘explain’ these tournaments is that they are like 

mini-World Cups, played between the eight first-division national-league teams, and 

culminating with the semi-finals and final being played in the host-city over one weekend. 

The national-league (established 1977) is played among the same set of first-division teams. 

As a result, each year there are four separate trophies available to claim.  

 

 

The social, economic, and political context of Fiji 

As mentioned above, the two main ethnic groups in Fiji are the Indo-Fijians (38%) and the 

indigenous Fijians (54%). These two communities live, play, and socialize largely in separate 

blocs, with their own main interests, aspirations, and pre-occupations. There is a balance-of-

power equilibrium, which works fairly well, on the whole, whereby Indo-Fijians support 

                                                            
4 Although the Fiji national-league was essentially amateur in the 1980s, the Fiji soccer historian Mohit Prasad 

claims that the elite game was ‘semi-professional’ by 1999 (Prasad 2013, 100, 165).  
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soccer and attend mosque and temple whereas the indigenous people support the rugby codes 

and attend church (James and Nadan 2020; Kanemasu and Molnar 2014; Molnar and 

Kanemasu, 2014; Sugden et al. 2019). Indigenous Fijians dominate the military and the 

police (Teaiwa 2005), while Indo-Fijians control the business-world (especially the Small and 

Medium Enterprises or SME sector), the left-wing trade-unions, academia, and the press. 

Each group has its own carefully preserved and highly-valued culture. Over the top, as in the 

colonial era, and similar to Singapore and Malaysia, there is an over-arching post-colonial 

common framework centred on the English language, English law, and a Westminster-style 

parliamentary democracy (Appana 2005; Appanna and Abbott 2018, 13, 39). A limited form 

of democracy was re-installed following the military coup of 2006 and the two elections were 

won by the Fiji First party which is effectively a secular re-branding of the military regime 

(Appanna and Abbott 2018, 25). Having been treated harshly in the indentured-labour years, 

the Indo-Fijians feel that they deserve full-and-equal citizenship rights in post-independence 

Fiji. In fact, these rights were promised them long ago by the British government in its initial 

arrangements with the Indian government to export sugar-cane labourers from the 

subcontinent to the islands (ibid., 54). Indigenous Fijians, historically, have worried about 

increasing Indo-Fijian influence and hegemony over the business-world and, more to the 

point, politics (ibid., 56). The country’s first and only Indo-Fijian prime-minister, Mahendra 

Chaudhry, democratically elected in 1999, was removed by the George Speight (indigenous 

Fijian-backed) coup of 2000 (ibid., 24-25). Now, with indigenous Fijians having regained 

their numerical majority in the country, and the Fiji First party having both an indigenous 

Fijian prime-minister and president, these indigenous concerns have receded somewhat. 

Indigenous Fijians live mostly in villages governed by a headman, assistant-headman, and 

a village council of elders. These represent an unusual, but fairly effective, combination of a 

traditional village and Western-styled public-housing (James and Leung 2018). One village 
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roughly equates to a tribe or an extended family so an indigenous Fijian cannot simply 

relocate to any village of her/his choosing – usually there must be blood or marital links. 

Non-indigenous people cannot live in the village (ibid.) - they concentrate in the cities and 

towns and along major roads. Chinese capital is a relatively new phenomenon and the 

Chinese, although there has been a history of Chinese in Fiji for over sixty years, have begun 

to entrench their positions as businesspersons and shopkeepers within the town areas.5 Many 

indigenous Fijians, in particular, appear nervous about the growing Chinese influence as it 

threatens to disturb the complex equilibrium which exists across the two main races. 

 

 

Method and sample 

Method 

The aim of this research project was to interview a sample of retired Fiji-based elite-level 

soccer players, and gain information about their various post-retirement struggles and issues. 

My first point of contact was the retired Airport Soccer Club president and Nadi Soccer 

Association administrator Billy P. Sharma (name changed). Through Billy, I was introduced 

to Harry. Via a process of ‘snowball sampling’ (Kanemasu and Molnar 2014, 1391), I was 

introduced, by Billy and Harry, to a number of other ex-national-league players who had 

played during the 1980s. Because I was then living in Lautoka City, in the Western Fiji 

region, all of the ex-players were from one or more of the Western Fiji teams, Ba, Lautoka, 

and Nadi. I lived in Lautoka City from May 2013 to December 2015 while the study’s 

fieldwork was conducted over the period January 2014 to December 2015. Long-term 

immersion in the field, which might be defined as living and working in the country for one 

year or more, is still regarded as ‘undoubtedly optimal’ (Sugden et al. 2019, 279) even by 

researchers who view short-term ethnography (STE) as second-best but still worthwhile. 

                                                            
5 For a history of the Chinese in Fiji see Ali (2002). 
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I adopt here the methodological perspective of symbolic interactionism and, in particular, 

the form of interpretive interactionism and interpretive biography developed by Denzin 

(1989a, 1989b). Denzin (1989a, 69) writes about the biographical method that it is the 

‘studied use and collection of life documents that describe turning point moments in an 

individual’s life’. Many of the concepts put forward in the Theory section, as we shall see, 

focus on the idea of turning-points in life. The goal is to live one’s way into the lives of those 

involved, in order to see the world in the way in which they see it, but without infringing on 

individuals’ personal autonomy (Smith and Sparkes 2011, 48). I also aimed for a reflexive 

postcolonial mind-set which is now seen as ‘the next logical step within the SDP [sport for 

development and peace] research paradigm’ (Darnell et al. 2018, 144). Because I was living 

and working in Western Fiji, and attending soccer games and social functions, I was able to 

build a strong connection with Harry and, to a lesser extent, my other interviewees whom I 

saw less frequently. ‘Trust’ (Sugden et al. 2019, 281) and rapport were built up progressively 

and steadily on a day-by-day and week-by-week basis. This was difficult and challenging as I 

had moved to Fiji in May 2013 and had never seen any of these ex-players in action. I was 

living on stories of the past and I hung on to these and thought them through in detail, often 

going back to the storyteller for more information or clarification of various points. I tried 

valiantly to live inside and re-create the world of Fiji soccer in the 1980s. As Isaac (1982, 

325) wrote: ‘Through a process of elucidating contexts, structures, and meanings, we can 

learn to reconstruct something of the participants’ worlds as they experienced them.’ 
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Sample 

Table 1 lists this study’s interviewees and the key matches in which they played. Dates of the 

interviews are also reported. Interviews with ex-Nadi player Harry Cartwright lasted 60 hours 

in total. All other interviews with ex-players lasted 3 hours except for the group interview 

with Petero Dawai and Ashwin Patel which lasted only 1 hour. The total interview time for 

the research was approximately 79 hours. The reason the interviews with Harry lasted 60 

hours was because they were conducted with the purpose that the information received would 

be used to co-write Harry’s memoir. Harry understood that the information received would be 

used for both the memoir and one or more journal articles.  

At three of the interviews, the ex-players’ wives were present and chose to actively 

participate, and, of course, this was welcomed by me as researcher. Pseudonyms have been 

used for all interviewees and key facts have been changed (such as the name of Harry 

Cartwright’s village). However, ‘total’ anonymity (Sparkes, Pérez-Samaniego, and Smith 

2012, 470; Tilley and Woodthorpe 2011, 198) is nearly impossible to achieve here because 

each ex-player played at national-league and national-team level. 

 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

A key figure from that era was their deceased teammate Josaia ‘Joe’ Tubuna who was 

killed in a motor-vehicle accident in August 1984 when his parked utility was hit by a 

sugarcane truck on the way back to Ba from a nurses’ dance in Tavua. Tubuna was a highly-

respected and loved figure, and was near the end of his illustrious playing career when the 

tragedy struck. Our interviewees, Waisake Atalifo and Sione Apolosi (names changed), Ba 

and Fiji players, were left mentally and physically scarred by the accident and had their 

careers prematurely curtailed. For all of our interviewees, the shadow of Tubuna is always 

there, on the edges of consciousness, waiting to come to life again when the ex-players get 

together and reminisce about the great matches and achievements of the past. 
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One of our interviewees, Tomasi Tuivagi (name changed), was fortunate not to have been 

involved in the 1984 motor-vehicle accident which killed Tubuna and injured Waisake and 

Sione. A Ba player at the time, Tomasi had decided to stay drinking in the Ba Hotel on the 

day of the trip and had rejected overtures from the others to join them for the Tavua nurses’ 

dance. This man is presently active in church affairs within his indigenous village community 

and beyond. Tubuna is buried at Fiji Sugar Corporation (FSC) Cemetery, Naidrodro, located 

over the hills at the back of Ba Town. After my interview with Waisake, he and his ex-Nadi 

rival, Harry Cartwright, had me take a picture where they both gestured, with open arms and 

turned heads, over towards the cemetery. In the words of Bruce Springsteen, it is the darkness 

on the edge of town. It binds them together and it binds them to an era and to the literal land 

where Tubuna lies buried.  

Harry Cartwright: Do you sometimes still think of Joe Tubuna? 

Waisake Atalifo: Sometimes I look over the hills here towards the graveyard and I see Joe 

sitting up there. It takes my memory back to my playing days (interview, 17 June 2015). 

 

 

Research questions 

For Tracy (2010, 841), ‘a researcher with a head full of theories, and a case full of abundant 

data, is best prepared to see nuance and complexity.’ Tracy adds two further points: (1) there 

should be enough data provided in the report to support significant claims; and (2) the context 

or sample should be appropriate given the goals of the study. Consistent with this, Lieblich, 

Tuval-Mashiach, and Zibler (1998, 207-208) state that ‘numerous quotations in reporting 

narrative studies, as well as suggestions of alternative explanations, should be provided for 

the reader’s judgement of the evidence and its interpretation.’ Compared to earlier drafts of 

this article, more interview quotes are added so that it does not appear that I am forcing the 

reader to agree with my interpretations of the data.  

This article’s three research questions are as follows:  
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(1) What have been the mental and emotional states of our sample of ex-Fiji soccer 

champions since their retirements from senior soccer? 

(2) What ‘epiphanies’ (negative traumatic life experiences), if any, have occurred which 

have contributed to our sample members’ past and present states of mind? 

(3) How have our sampled players attempted to attain a restored self or salvaged self post-

retirement, if the need has arisen, and how successful have they been? 

We would say that primarily this article is about post-retirement issues, defined broadly. 

We touch on various aspects of post-retirement life. The other two things mentioned by an 

anonymous reviewer – ‘(a) memory, nostalgia and longing and (b) ethnic, racial and class 

divisions and conflicts which are commonly associated with Fiji’ – are important to the case 

because they are important to the interviewees. Racial and class divisions lead to perceived 

discrimination in the coaching job-market which leads to bitterness and frustration, in some 

cases, while others just get on with their lives. All these topics feature in our article because it 

was an ethnographic case-study conducted over two years. The number of informal 

conversations far exceeded the number of interviews, even with Harry. Although we followed 

research questions, the case context threw up a large number of diverse issues and we felt that 

many of these were significant enough to incorporate into the analysis. 

 

Theoretical framework 

Introduction to narrative analysis 

Some key researchers within sociology of sport have used the ‘narrative analysis’ method 

(Sparkes 2015, 21) to study one or more athletes who have faced traumatic life-events and 

how these events have impacted upon their ‘sense of self’ (ibid., 21) and self-worth. This life-

event is sometimes a serious injury, such as the spinal cord injuries (SCIs) suffered by a small 

sample of English rugby players (Sparkes and Smith 2002, 2003), and sometimes severe 
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disappointment (such as being fired or being passed over for a managerial career). The 

research involves intense personal reflection by the athlete(s) and researcher and the main 

data source is an extensive set of one-on-one interviews. Narrative analysis has been seen as 

important, not only for its humanitarian aspects, but because it challenges the scientific, 

hyper-logical approaches of sport science and sport management. As Deborah Marks (Marks 

1999, 615) points out, wisely, it is important to ‘examine not just the relationship which 

people have with others, but also the relationships they have with themselves’.  

 

 

Attaining to the restored self or salvaged self 

‘Athletic identity’ has been defined as the degree to which an individual identifies with the 

athletic role, as opposed to other roles and identities which she/he might choose to take on in 

life (Brewer, Van Raalte, and Linder 1993; Wiechman and Williams 1997). Lamont-Mills 

and Christensen (2006) claim that, as a social role, athletic identity is formed in response to 

group affiliations and social interactions; at the same time, as a cognitive schema, it is the 

way in which individuals interpret information and behave according to the conventions of 

the athlete role (Sparkes and Stewart 2019, 466). Ronkainen, Kavoura, and Ryba (2016, 57) 

state that: ‘athletic identity can be a positive source of meaning and self-esteem, but also 

highly problematic for well-being when sport is not going well or [her/his] career is abruptly 

terminated.’ Adler and Adler (1991) and Wiechman and Williams (1997) termed having a 

strong, exclusive athletic identity, aptly, as ‘role engulfment’, while Good et al. (1993) called 

it premature ‘identity foreclosure’. The concept of ‘identity foreclosure’ was expanded upon 

by Brewer and Petitpas (2017, 118) who, in more recent work, have created this as a separate 

concept with its own definition as follows: ‘commitment to the athlete role in the absence of 

exploration of occupational or ideological alternatives.’ When a traumatic event occurs, the 
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negative emotions are likely to be intensified for a person with a strong athletic identity 

combined with athletic identity foreclosure (Sparkes and Stewart 2019, 467). 

The negative traumatic life events considered by this literature are also called ‘epiphanies’ 

(Sparkes 2000, 16). They can include serious injuries, illnesses, and disappointments. 

Charmaz (1987, 287) set out a list of hierarchies of preferred identities, and this list will 

form the theoretical basis for the present study, and was used as a similar foundation by 

Sparkes (2000) in his work. The four selves are defined as follows: 

(a) The supernormal identity level assumes success, values, social acclamation, and 

struggle in a competitive world; 

(b) The restored self is defined as the identity level at which people hope and expect to 

return to their former lives after a period of recuperation and preparation (Sparkes and Smith 

2003, 310). People with such aspirations assume that the normal course of events is to fully 

recover from illness, injury, and disappointment as in a standard Hollywood movie script 

(Sparkes and Smith 2002, 279, 2003, 318). These people not only plan to reconstruct an 

identical physical self as before but to assume continuity with the physical self pre-epiphany; 

(c) A contingent personal identity is an identity which people regard as of questionable 

value and merit but perhaps possible in the future. It represents something of a 

disappointment and is seen as a step down; and 

(d) A salvaged self is the identity level which athletes post-an epiphany can accept as 

worthwhile although it is still a disappointment - they try to reconstruct their self-image and 

view themselves in the best possible light. 

Also relevant is the five-stage model of dramatic self-change put forward by Athens 

(1995). To quote Athens (1995, 571): 

First, people must witness firsthand the splintering of their own selves during the fragmentation 

stage. In the second or provisionality stage, they must desperately struggle at assembling new, 

unified selves … If this challenge is not enough, they must then somehow summon the courage 



12 
 

and conviction to subject their newly unified selves to the ‘test of experience’ during the praxis 

stage. Should their newly unified selves withstand this test, then people must … generate the 

psychological momentum needed for them to embrace fully their new unified selves during the 

consolidation stage. Finally, during the social segregation stage, people must invariably 

gravitate toward groups in which they will be most comfortable.  

Clearly, these two theoretical frameworks can be combined as the first focuses on end-states 

while the second talks about the (five-stage) process of self-change. 

In our dataset we see a group of ex-players who had expectations and hopes that they 

might serve in elite-level paid management, coaching or administrative positions in soccer 

post-retirement. This envisaged future-self is called a ‘restored self’. Partly due to racial and 

class barriers, this has not happened for most of them. Two served brief periods as national-

league managers but did not make a long-term career out of it despite being successful in 

their coaching years beyond most people’s expectations. All national-team managers, after 

Billy Singh in 1995-2002, have been white-European foreigners, except for Gurjit Singh in 

2011, suggesting cultural cringe. The indigenous players are in a double-bind: they are 

‘stuck’ in the isolated world of customary village activities6 but they do not want to complain 

and they feel guilty at being disgruntled, as they still value the customary obligations. The 

guilt comes because they view these obligations as important and worthwhile yet they still 

feel frustrated. However, these customary activities are in a hidden world, away from the 

attentions of other ethnic groups, the business-world, and the media. The situation is 

confounded by most of the ex-players having ‘strong and exclusive athletic identities’ and 

few other sources of meaning and identity which they can draw upon. Poverty and the 

restricted nature of Fiji’s economy play key roles here – there are few paid coaching, media 

or sponsorship opportunities available for ex-players (Kanemasu and Molnar 2014, 1394). 

Harry is presently an assistant village headman and former acting village headman. Sione 

goes on trips to manage the Ba team in the replica Fiji national-league IDC conducted 

                                                            
6 In the Fijian language, na ivakarau ni bula vakaviti, ‘the indigenous Fijian way of life’ and vakavanua, 

‘tradition’ and ‘customs’.  
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annually in New Zealand. Tomasi is heavily involved in village church activities and this 

gives him meaning and empowerment within indigenous circles. ‘Salvaged self’ describes 

well the position of our five interviewees who are physically fit (other than Waisake) but 

emotionally depressed and somewhat frustrated (Kanemasu and Molnar 2014, 1401). Poverty 

is a continual problem. Two others appear relatively happy and well-adjusted to post-

retirement life (Sitiveni and Petero).  

The last phase, the ‘social segregation’ stage of Athens’ (1995) model, describes the 

process whereby our ex-players have formed a community made up of other ex-players, ex-

administrators, ex-coaches, and even older fans of that era – their past soccer activities retain 

meaning in this atmosphere. Nostalgia adds to the deification of past games and champions, 

while lesser players, especially Indo-Fijians, remain excluded from the discourse, to some 

extent. Because this is largely an indigenous community, the perception of injustice is added 

to the reminiscing of past matches and the indigenous-oriented argument that special ‘bonds’ 

connected the indigenous stars of that era in the national-team in a way which was almost 

spiritual and magical. (This is why Indo-Fijian ex-players get dropped out of the discourse 

unless they make a committed effort, through their relationships with the indigenous ex-stars, 

to be included and remembered.) Only partly in jest, Sione teases Harry about the Nadi 

district gods of indigenous folklore being the source of the Nadi team’s power in the early-

1980s. Harry smiled at our interview but, tellingly, did not contradict Sione in his assessment.  
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Analysis 

Introduction 

There were seven interviewees in total. The term ‘salvaged self’ applies especially to those 

two involved in the car-accident and to three others who were close to the accident victims 

and are dissatisfied with their current situations in life. Two of the interviewees appear 

relatively content with their lives post-retirement (Sitiveni and Petero) although as one 

(slightly younger) player did not talk much at a group interview it is hard to say for sure. 

 

Remembering Joe Tubuna 

Waisake, who was mentally and physically scarred by the vehicle-accident, commented at 

length about the events of that fateful night in early August 1984: 

Harry Cartwright: Tell us about the car accident. 

Waisake: We were having a few beers at Ba Hotel. [Tomasi Tuivagi] was drinking there too. 

We planned to go to Tavua to do a dance where the Wai Koula band was supposed to 

play….The nurses from Tavua invited the Ba Soccer boys to come over for fundraising. The 

boys decided to get transport down to Tavua. 

On our way back we fought to get into the middle passenger seat of the utility van. [Sione 

Apolosi] got in the back as well as Tora (a policeman from Tavua). Both Joe Tubuna and I 

fought to get the middle seat to control the radio. I got in first and held the steering wheel so 

Joe could not get me out. We both fell off to sleep approaching Varavu Stretch. The driver of 

the vehicle did not see that a cane truck was sitting on the side of the road with its lights off. It 

was dark then and we were travelling at full speed. There is a round pulley at the back of the 

cane truck. The pulley struck Tubuna’s head through the window. … The pulley missed me. 

The tray of the truck hit me.  

Waisake’s intention at this point was to retire but, when an emergency arose and Ba had to 

fight Tailevu-Naitasiri, in the 1985 first relegation play-off match, the Ba Soccer officials 

offered him money to lure him out of retirement. In the end, he scored 4 out of Ba’s 8 goals 

in the 8-1 win, and he ended his career on a high note. He was able to ensure that Ba’s record 

of never having been relegated from the first-division remains intact until today. 

Tomasi explained as follows the events leading up to and following the motor-vehicle 

accident, a crash which very nearly included him as a casualty: 
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Researcher: Were you in the car crash with Joe Tubuna? 

Tomasi: I was drinking with them in the Ba Hotel from morning until lunch. They told me: 

‘Let’s go to Tavua.’ I said: ‘I can’t go but you people can go.’…It was hard to believe that Joe 

Tubuna was killed in that accident. I never said anything to my boss. I just walked out of my 

work when I heard it about the next morning. I was working for Vinod Patel [Ba president and 

owner of national hardware chain]. I just cried and cried.   

Although the bonds between the indigenous players of this era were clearly very strong, 

many Indo-Fijian players were also included and welcomed as part of a broader social circle 

which, to some extent, transcended race and was a model to the wider society. Our 

interviewee, ex-Ba player Murali Prakash (name changed), spoke as follows about Tubuna: 

Researcher: What do you remember about Joe Tubuna? 

Murali: He was so very close to me. That fellow would come to my house, eat, and go. He 

could never leave my house. But he was a good player. 

More generally, Murali shares social-class with his indigenous ex-teammates (he lives in a 

modest house in the countryside at the back of Ba Town). He was able to connect well with 

the indigenous players due to growing up alongside them, and Harry contrasts the Prakash 

brothers with the sons of (Indo-Fijian) business-people who did not mix as widely: 

Researcher: How did you feel playing in the Ba team with all of the Fijian players?   

Murali: It was nothing new to me. I was born with those boys in the same community so when 

playing alongside them we were able to gel together. Day and night I was with the Fijians so 

my life was like living as a Fijian boy. Back then I was the only Indian mixing with the Fijian 

boys. 

Murali recalled at our interview about hearing the news of Tubuna’s death and how he 

reacted as follows: 

Researcher: Where were you when Joe died and how did you feel? 

Murali: Those people went to Tavua. I stayed home. I dreamed that those people had an 

accident. Next morning at 6 a.m., I asked the mill supervisor…: ‘Did something happen 

because I dreamed it?’ The supervisor said: ‘Yes, something happened; there was an accident; 

three of them were there; we don’t know who died.’ So then I went to Lautoka Hospital and the 

doctor told me that Joe Tubuna had died… . I can’t forget that fellow. 
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Attaining to the restored self or salvaged self 

Lavallee et al. (1998) argued that ‘athletic identity’ is a major factor which exacerbates the 

experience of symbolic loss among athletes in competitive sport. For various reasons, I would 

describe five of our seven ex-players as having strong and exclusive athletic identities and, 

using Adler and Adler’s (1991) term, ‘role engulfment’. Harry’s new role as assistant village 

headman at Sakeasi Village (name changed), Nadi, to some extent, trades upon his original 

athletic identity but, to some extent, is a new role requiring new skills. 

Lamont-Mills and Christensen (2006) claim that, as a social role, (strong) athletic identity 

is formed in response to group affiliations and social interactions. In the 1980s, a large 

number of talented indigenous players came out of Sakeasi, and neighbouring villages, and 

went on to play for Nadi and Fiji. There were also strong bonds with the indigenous Ba 

players as many of them were originally from Nadroga province which is not too far away 

from Nadi Town. (At my interview with Ba’s Sione Apolosi, Sione spoke certain sentences in 

the Nadroga dialect and these were translated into English for me by Harry.) This group of 

talented players, bound by strong indigenous community ties and of the same generation, 

together formed strong exclusive athletic identities. 

The ‘fragmentation’ (Athens 1995, 571) stage for Harry corresponds to the years he spent 

without any contact with soccer after retiring as a player but before moving into management 

with a village-based club team. His salvaged self revolves around his assistant village 

headman role at Sakeasi and is predominantly an indigenous Fijian identity (a non-indigenous 

person could neither live in the village nor serve in this role): 

Most of us soccer players who had played together for Nadi in the same era just completely 

dropped out of soccer commitment…..I can’t remember any of us being active with the Nadi 

Soccer Association after that. We just completely dropped out and lost contact with each other. 

We did not go to watch Nadi games unless there was a tournament here in Nadi and there was 

an invitation. We had the feeling that we had done our part and that was it.…We all just forgot 

about soccer until we formed the Nadi Legends Football Club in 2004 [authors’ italics]. 



17 
 

As we can see, from the above quote, Harry’s retirement was followed by several years out of 

the game as he devoted himself to village activities and customary obligations.  

The negative traumatic life events considered by the ‘narrative analysis’ literature are also 

called ‘epiphanies’ (Sparkes 2000, 16). Harry’s epiphanies include his inability to secure an 

overseas playing contract (Kanemasu and Molnar 2014; Molnar and Kanemasu 2014) and 

inability to secure a national-league managerial job after retirement.7 Epiphanies for other 

interviewees, including Tomasi, Waisake, Sione, and Murali, can include the perception of 

being bypassed and forgotten by the game’s administrators and powerbrokers; as well as 

ongoing poverty. Sione was fired by Ba Soccer Association after four years as senior-team 

manager (2007-10). He won each of the four available trophies at least once during his tenure 

and, five years later, still felt aggrieved at having been pushed out. 

Harry: [Sione] won many tournaments for Ba and then they pushed him out. 

Murali: Yes, they pushed him out, man. 

Tomasi was insulated from poverty, and the low self-esteem which unemployment generates, 

because, during his playing career, he managed to secure a stable job in the Ba branch of a 

major banking group. He was able to obtain this job due to local Ba supporter Ganen Singh 

and references from many of Ba’s business-people sponsors including Mr Vinod Patel. He 

kept this job for 26 years, right up until 2013, when he received a financial payout. His 

involvement in church activities, within his village and beyond, has also been a major source 

of meaning and satisfaction for him.  

However, Tomasi does feel alienated from and forgotten by Ba Soccer Association and 

Fiji Football. His comments reflect his disappointment that life and soccer seems to have 

passed him and his contemporaries by (his bank job notwithstanding); they have been forced 

out of and neglected by the system and by the game’s powerbrokers post-retirement:  

                                                            
7 This is the British terminology. The American, Australian, and Fijian term is ‘head-coach’. 
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We are glad that someone has come up [here to visit] wanting to know. We are forgotten heroes 

now, no-one cares about us. When we want to go to watch the games we have to pay ourselves. 

 

Tomasi, in particular, is pleased that I came to visit and do the interview at his own 

indigenous Fijian village not too far from Ba Town. It was meaningful for him and his ex-Fiji 

teammate, Harry Cartwright, who was also present, that a researcher from Australia came to 

visit and hear their stories including the story of the famous 1-0 Fiji victory over Australia in 

November 1988. That I was living in Fiji at the time made little difference to Tomasi and 

Harry - they just viewed me as a researcher and as an Australian national.  

A further reason for disappointment and disengagement for the ex-Ba players is the fact 

that, by June 2015, main sponsor 4R Electrics had begun to exert such a hegemonic influence 

over the association team that it had begun to resemble an in-house factory team. Tomasi 

refuses to get involved in coaching at Ba for this reason; he misses the Ba Association of the 

1970s and 1980s when no one person or sponsor was dominant and it was a genuine 

community side where the best ideas and people could rise to the surface: 

Researcher: Has Ba Soccer asked you to assist? 

Tomasi: Yes, many times, but I said no because the admin is set up in such a way that one man 

controls everything. It should not be like that. When there are a multitude of counsellors things 

will go better. 

Fellow ex-Ba player Waisake Atalifo and his wife, Laisani (name changed), also mentioned 

how 4R Electrics has come to dominate Ba Soccer Association and its senior-team in a way 

that makes people reminisce about the glory days: 

Researcher: Is all this sponsorship still happening in Ba? 

Laisani Atalifo: No, 4R Electrics have taken over everything. 

Harry: They are running the show for Ba Soccer [Association] now. Previously the sponsorship 

was very diverse and it was scattered across the population of Ba. 

In the interviews I raised the question of why it is that so many national-league managers are 

Indo-Fijians and so few are indigenous Fijians. Tomasi appeared to struggle to come up with 

an answer to this question whereas Harry was more direct and unequivocal: 
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Researcher: Do you think it is easier for Indian players to become coaches and officials than 

[indigenous] Fijian players? 

Tomasi: That’s a good question. Let me think. I would say it is [because of] the way 

[indigenous] Fijians live. We [the Fijians] are the best players in Fiji. That probably hinders us 

from moving forwards into the administration side of things. 

Harry: And also they don’t give us a chance. 

This interview also produced the following related discussion: 

Researcher: Nowadays we see very few indigenous Fijians at district games but [Harry] tells 

me it was different in the 1980s. Why is this and can it be changed? 

Tomasi: It can be changed, Kevin [Kevin = author’s pseudonym]. There are so many Fijians 

who are educated now. When they see things they can make out what is happening. Even the 

uneducated can understand. In Fiji Football there is not a single administrator who is 

[indigenous] Fijian….Of the eight districts there are two Fijian coaches and few or none in the 

administration. The people feel that the game does not belong to them. 

Harry: They feel left out. 

Here Harry and Tomasi both communicate their perception as indigenous Fijians that their 

community members ‘feel left out’ of soccer now (according to Harry) and that ‘the game 

does not belong to them’ (according to Tomasi). Although the names and faces had changed 

in the interim, as of June 2015 and July 2019, only two out of eight national-league managers 

were indigenous Fijians, while they make up 54% of the population (source: World 

Population Review 2020) and 75% of national-league players (source: authors’ estimate 

based on player names for the 1982 IDC Final, Ba versus Nadi). A pathway to the top is 

blocked, due to ethnic, racial, and cultural reasons. Hence the indigenous community 

members, of all ages and genders, have become disillusioned with the sport and devote 

themselves to playing, supporting, and administering the various rugby codes.  

Indo-Fijian Murali admits, and is depressed by the fact, that there is a ‘racial feeling’ in 

the game. However, for social-class reasons, he also feels alienated and excluded from the 

powerbrokers of Ba Soccer (which is now 4R Electrics and nobody else) and Fiji Football. 

He receives free tickets for home IDC matches only and is not informed about coaching 

certificate clinics which are advertised through insider networks: 

Researcher: Why do you think [indigenous] Fijian players are not coaching the districts today? 
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Murali: The Fijian boys don’t get to go the coaching clinics because it is not advertised on the 

TV or in the papers; they [insiders] only tell their friends; only a handful of people know about 

it. There is a racial feeling in the game now; it is not good for the sport. I want to go coaching 

too but they never tell us; it is not in the papers or on the radio.8 

Comments such as this remind us of the dangers of equating race and class in the Fiji context. 

Murali was disappointed again by Ba Soccer Association when his son Jason (name 

changed) was given only 5-20 minutes of game-time whereas previously he had played 90-

minutes for the smaller and less powerful neighbouring team Tavua. Murali says that he 

‘stopped him playing for Ba’. Murali hopes that Jason will wear the green shirt of Ba’s 

traditional arch-rival, Nadi, which demonstrates the extent of his (Murali’s) dissatisfaction. 

Waisake, too, expressed frustration and disappointment about being forgotten and 

bypassed by the Ba Soccer Association and Fiji Football Association powerbrokers. For 

example, a Fiji Football Veterans’ Dinner was held, in October 2014, 67 kilometres away 

from Ba in Nadi. Waisake was given a ticket but, due to disability and extreme poverty, was 

not able to make the trip. ‘Do they think I am a taxi-driver?’ he asked, rhetorically. 

Waisake: They come and ask me to the party. Do they think I am a taxi-driver? 

Researcher: Do you mean the 2014 Veterans’ Dinner in Nadi? 

Waisake: Yes. They just gave me a ticket to the dinner but no transport. We live far away and 

many of us don’t work; we could not make it. 

Harry: The officials today do not think about how far inland people are or whether they are 

bedridden, crippled or not working. 

Mattingly (1998) claims that narratives move the audience to respond in certain ways, while, 

for Martin (2007, 54), ‘through [stories] we initiate, suggest and call for responses.’ Harry 

believes that Waisake’s narrative had favourable real-world consequences four years later, 

                                                            
8 The word ‘now’ occurs because we were discussing, at that stage of the interview, why the indigenous players 

seem unable to get managerial or coaching jobs at present. In a way, Murali was sticking to the topic of the 

question. He may be alluding to the general bonhomie and inclusiveness in the game in the previous era which 

has been partly lost today where ‘business-world’ attitudes and behaviours have permeated the running of the 

sport to a greater extent than before. So there were still unequal opportunities before but the charitable mood of 

the association teams (being run like other Indian-controlled institutions like schools or religious institutions to 

some extent) tended to offset the effects of that. People are used to the benevolently paternal nature of Indian-

controlled schools and religious institutions and many indigenous students are more than happy to attend these 

schools. This is speculation and we would not want to impute thoughts to Murali which he does not have. 
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but we prefer to say that Harry’s hypothesis is plausible but unproven. The Waisake 

interview was posted online in 2015 and, at the BOG mini-tournament, in July-August 2019, 

Waisake was presented with one of four Legends’ medals personally by Rajesh Patel, 

President of Fiji Football (sources: Chand 2019; and pictures in the Fiji Times of Tuesday, 30 

July 2019). This research project has had some positive impact, indeed, if this medal was a 

response by Fiji Football to having read our Waisake interview.  

For his part, Harry returned to soccer involvement in the 1990s as a member of the 

coaching and administration panel of the Sweats Soccer Club (hereafter Sweats SC), a 

village-based team which began as a junior club in its first year, a senior club in its second 

year, and then was promoted up to the first-division of the Nadi club competition in its third 

year. Later on, the club experienced financial difficulties and couldn’t survive. The club 

lasted for about five or six years.  

Harry even now expresses bitterness towards the Nadi district soccer powerbrokers who 

failed to give Sweats SC any special consideration or financial or moral support during those 

times when it was on a downwards spiral but perhaps could have been saved:  

In the sense of sporting fair play Nadi Soccer Association also did not do much to help. If they 

were really happy about the [indigenous] Fijian guys forming a club they would have come to 

see us and worked out ways to help. They waited for us to drown. They did not offer us a hand 

to escape the deep water. They possibly thought that we were too good for the other clubs.  

As a follow-up to, and partial revival of, the Sweats SC concept, ex-Nadi players have got 

together in recent years under the banner of Nadi Legends Club aka Nadi Legends Football 

Club (formed 2004). The Nadi Legends Club name was chosen as no other sporting or social 

club or pub in the Nadi district goes by this name. It is a social and support group made up of 

the ex-Nadi district players of a certain generation, mostly the 1980s. This group visits 

members who are sick or in need of special support and such meetings are photographed and 

promoted via social media including Facebook group ‘The International Nadi Community’. 
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For his part, Sione has been fortunate that he has maintained very strong and cohesive 

networks with overseas-based Indo-Fijians including those in New Zealand. He says that they 

pay his airfare annually so that he can go to New Zealand to manage the Ba team in the 

replica ‘overseas league’ which includes regular competition between teams bearing the 

names of Fiji districts. (Most players in these teams are emigrants or sons of emigrants.) The 

‘overseas league’ includes an annual IDC. This kind of recognition has partly made up for 

Sione being forgotten by the local Ba and Fiji Football powerbrokers back in Fiji. 

 

 

Conclusion 

As at August 2019, Harry served as assistant headman at Sakeasi Village in Nadi and lived a 

life of subsistence farming, village council meetings, night-time kava and drinking sessions, 

and practical poverty. He has arrived at a salvaged self, after much anguish, and has had to 

accept now that, at 57-years-old, he will probably never secure a national-team or national-

league managerial job. However, his influence on the sport in Fiji is undeniable.  

Four other players, in addition to Harry, appear to have gone through ‘epiphanies’ and are 

working towards a salvaged self. All five, including one Indo-Fijian man, have gone through 

a period of disillusionment with the sport and its powerbrokers as well as struggling with 

being ignored by the soccer controlling bodies and, to a lesser extent, modern-day supporters 

and journalists. Waisake and Sione are still struggling, mentally and physically, due to the 

1984 motor-vehicle accident which killed Tubuna. This is especially the case for Waisake, as 

Sione enjoys going to New Zealand annually to manage Ba’s IDC team there. For his part, 

Tomasi may be suffering from survivor’s guilt. He was not in the motor-vehicle when it 

crashed but his life, then and now, is inextricably tied up with the players that were. The ex-

Nadi player Sitiveni Muavesi also enjoys his present lifestyle in Fiji, stating that he was 

offered a playing contract with Canberra City (Australia) but ‘did not want to go’. 
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Poverty is a huge and ongoing problem for our interviewees. The situation is compounded 

when ex-players are confronted with the massive salaries earned now by professional soccer 

players in Europe and by indigenous Fijians playing rugby or rugby-league in France or New 

Zealand. In developed countries, today, players buy you a drink or, more commonly, nestle 

behind the walls of their mansions located in exclusive suburbs and towns. By contrast, in 

Fiji, to drink with an ex-player usually will mean buying him a drink. Although this is tragic, 

it suggests that ex-players perform something of a priestly function, bestowing honour, 

blessings, and memories upon the person who shares with them a material contribution. 

Therefore, the ex-players become priest-type figures as the approved custodians of both 

history and the shared memories of a romanticized past.9 Kanemasu and Molnar (2014) and 

Molnar and Kanemasu (2014) point out that not all Fiji ex-rugby players gain riches overseas 

and many face the same issues as documented for soccer players in the present article, 

including poverty. Particularly adversely affected would be ex-players who never played 

overseas at club level, and had careers in the 1970s and 1980s, including some members of 

Harry’s and his late wife’s extended families. The late rugby and soccer international, Pita 

Dau, was one such person who sadly died young recently amidst poverty in Lautoka. 

To what extent can we say that ex-players’ lives are being lived out in the ‘shadow of Joe 

Tubuna’? He casts an enormous influence. The then 31-year-old Tubuna represented a new 

‘type’ in Fiji then – an indigenous soccer talent who was self-confident and assertive on- and 

off-the-field; he had been recruited from Lautoka via Suva to play for Ba in Fiji’s new 

national-league, established 1977 (Ba Football Association 2013; Masih 1984). Although 

player payments in cash were negligible or non-existent, this move still represented the 

coming of a new professionalism in terms of changed attitudes and actions. Players would no 

                                                            
9 Yes, the experience of Western/highly-paid professionals after retirement is worlds apart. But they still have to 

salvage themselves and make peace with the rapid decline of power, influence, and attention. The romanticized 

past is a feature of this also. So while there are not clear parallels in terms of wealth, there certainly are in terms 

of consciousness. The ex-Rangers and Aston Villa player, Mark Walters, was quoted on this point in the 

Scottish press this year, and he argued that more should be done to help retired players make the transition. 
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longer simply be blindly loyal to their local district teams – they had to be courted and wooed 

and treated with a modicum of dignity as budding, self-made entrepreneurs. Tubuna’s 

funeral, held at Ba’s Govind Park stadium, brought together the Ba and Lautoka 

communities, the Indo-Fijian and indigenous Fijian communities, and the soccer and non-

soccer communities in a united display of committed mourning. It had resonance beyond 

soccer and was a major social (if that is the right word to use) and political event in Western 

Fiji in the second half of 1984. Even today Tubuna’s life and death bind together, through the 

power of collective memory and shared admiration, the indigenous ex-stars (and certain Indo-

Fijian ex-players) of that era who played and lived together in the Western Fiji towns of 

Nadi, Ba, and Lautoka. Tubuna still casts a shadow – a symbol of Fiji’s new indigenous 

soccer talents, who could choose their own teams and destinies, but also a player who was 

sadly cut down in his prime. Now he is seen as a symbol of indigenous self-confidence and 

assertiveness and his literal presence in the ground at the cemetery (he was not cremated) is a 

constant reminder to his ex-teammates about the role he played in their shared lives.  
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Table 1 – List of interviewees and the matches in which they played 

No. Pseudonym Team(s) Interview 

date(s) 

Interview 

time 

1982 

IDC 

Final 

1985 v 

Newcastle 

United 

1 Stuart Wong Nadi Doctor 24-07-2014 1:00 N/A N/A 

2 Billy P. Sharma Nadi V-pres 14-08-2014 2:00 N/A N/A 

3 Harry Cartwright Nadi & Fiji Various 60:00 √ √ 

4 Tomasi Tuivagi Ba & Fiji 02-06-2015 3:00 √ √ 

5 Waisake Atalifo Ba & Fiji 17-06-2015 3:00 √ x 

6 Sione Apolosi Ba & Fiji 20-06-2015 3:00 √ x 

7 Sitiveni Muavesi   Nadi & Fiji  27-08-2015 3:00 √ √ 

8 Murali Prakash Ba & Fiji 01-10-2015 3:00 √ x 

9 Petero Dawai Ba & Fiji 15-10-2015 1:00 x x 

10 Ashwin Patel Union pres. 15-10-2015 1:00 N/A N/A 
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