
Abstract 

 

The Sydney Cricket Ground: Australian cricket through the lenses of modernity and 

tradition.  

 

This dissertation examines how the Sydney Cricket Ground can be understood using the ideas of 

modernity and tradition. Part One of the article will explain the site's grounding in British 

colonialism, as well as its celebration of accomplishment and progress. Part Two will analyse 

cricket's role in forming Australia's national identity, and how this identity is perpetuated by the 

site. 

 

The dissertation is concerned with the entire history of cricket in Sydney, from colonial 

settlement in 1788 until the current day. It specifically looks at the period around 1875 when the 

SCG was built and the first Test matches took place, and how the traditions and achievements of 

this era have been sustained and celebrated in modern times. Information has been collected 

from academic journals, newspaper archives and cricket history books. 

 

The dissertation acknowledges that the SCG's relationship with modernity is problematised by 

the exclusion of Aborigines. The essay traces the development of modern, colonial ideas into 

tradition, and how this makes the SCG an imperfect national symbol in the present moment. 

The article also discusses how tradition is being reinvented in the 21st Century to advocate 

contemporary agendas. 
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The Sydney Cricket Ground 

Australian cricket through the lenses of modernity and tradition 

 

 

 

The SCG in the late 1800s (Powerhouse Museum, 2009). 

 

 

The SCG in 2008, with the original grandstands intact (Flickr, 2008). 



"Cricket is a game that lives off its past. It reveres the past, it devours the past. Yet in its own way, cricket 

has always been conscious of the future;; the game must go on, the young must replace the old."  

Neil Marks, 2001, page 3. 

 

Introduction 

 

The Sydney Cricket Ground, which has hosted cricket since 1875 (Hutchinson & Ross, 1997), is 

an icon of Australian sport. On the one hand, the SCG's relationship with British colonialism 

and social development links it strongly with modern philosophy. However, the site also 

represents sport's role in forming Australia's national identity, which is a tradition the Ground's 

Trust is keenly aware of. This article will examine the SCG through from these two academic 

perspectives. 

 

Modernist philosophy was born out of 17th Century Enlightenment thinking (Kant, 1784), 

which was informed by a faith in scientific discovery and the belief that new ideas should 

supplant old ones. Modernity revolves around the idea that society is never constant;; rather, we 

exist in a perpetual system of regeneration. Importantly, these new constructions were assumed 

to be an improvement on what they replaced. 

 

"Applied to society, it was the belief in the necessity of social progress. Belief in the ability of societies to 

organise their own self-improvement became crucial in the development of modernity, and also shaped the 

subsequent course of colonialism."  

Gillen & Ghosh, 2007, page 33. 

 

These ideas created a new distinction between the 'modern' societies striving for progress and 

the 'primitive', native cultures. Improvements to technology allowed these developed nations to 

impose their ideas of development and civilisation on traditional, foreign cultures through 

colonisation (Gillen & Ghosh, 2007). Colonists tried to 'civilise' the 'savage' native populations 

by imposing the social structures of the metropole. 

 

Part One of this article will discuss how the history of Australian cricket is informed by these 

colonial beliefs, as well as the SCG's numerous symbols of achievement that reflect modernity's 

emphasis on progress. 

 



The philosophy of tradition, custom, culture and community examines how communities sustain 

beliefs over time. In contrast with the regeneration central to modernity, tradition thinking 

focuses on the preservation of ideas. But these ideas are not stale and rigid;; rather, they are 

appropriated depending on circumstance. Traditions can change over time, however the 

fundamental values that inform these traditions remain the same. 

 

nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of 

each lives the image of their communion."  

Anderson, 2006, page 6. 

 

The tradition theory is interested in how a country constructs this 'image of their communion', 

or the customs that characterise a nation. This article will consider how such customs are played 

out across a variety of contexts, and why Australian national character is played out more 

explicitly in the sporting setting than in others (Ward, 2009). 

 

Part Two of this article will argue that cricket has played a central role in the formation of 

Australia's national character, and that the SCG is a particularly strong national symbol that 

promotes these traditional values. 

 

Part One - Modernity 

 

Cricket's sense of social civility reflects the 18th Century British cultural values that distinguished 

their 'modern' nation from the 'primitive' indigenous tribes of the colonies. Cricket was a symbol 

of England's social modernity;; evidence of the progress that separated them from Australia's 

Aborigines. 

 

"The colonial authorities should act upon the assumption that they have the right, in virtue of the relative 

position of civilised and Christian men to savages, to enforce abstinence from immoral and degrading 

practices, to compel outward conformity to the law of what we regard as better instructed reason."  

Merivale, 1839, page 502. 

 

Merivale (1839), a primary source, articulates the contemporary responsibility of the British to 

protect "so ignorant and defenceless a race as the aborigines of Australia." (Merivale, page 502) 



The English colonists used a series of methods - including education, religion and sport - to 

'civilise' the indigenous populations of the colonies.  

 

 
The Aboriginal team that toured England in 1868 (SMH, 2004). 

 

However the English did not use cricket to 'modernise' Australia's natives like they did in the 

Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent. After an all-indigenous side toured England in 1868, the 

Central Board for Aborigines forbade them from playing cricket (Knight, 2003). England captain 

W. G. Grace described the team as "very poor players, being boomerangers and spear throwers 

rather than cricketers" (Hutchinson & Ross, 1997, page 27). 

 

This problematises the SCG's relationship with modernity, because cricket was not used to refine 

Aboriginal society in the modern sense. Cricket was not used to assimilate Australia's natives to 

modern culture like it was in other colonies. This alienation persists in the 21st Century. As 

Aborigines have embraced other colonial sports like rugby, rugby league and tennis, Jason 

Gillespie remains the only indigenous man to ever represent Australia in cricket. 

 

By the 19th Century, Australian cricket had grown into a symbol of modern, developed, British 

culture in the colonies. Sport's role was to foster a "climate of relations to bind the empire 

together" (Hughson, 2009, page 71). Sports like cricket were played to reaffirm colonists' loyalty 

to the motherland by "recreating memories of life in England" (Hughson, 2009, page 72). The 

SCG was representative of civilised society;; a small pocket of modernity in a harsh foreign 

colony. 



 

"The revival of the sports of our native country in a distant land forms a connection which it should be our 

pride to encourage."  

Perth Gazette, April 1835 (Hutchinson & Ross, 1997, page 12). 

 

Cricket prevented homesickness and maintained emigrants' devotion to the British Empire. 

Australia's English colonisers used cricket to prove they had established civilisation in an exotic 

foreign land and the British mission had been successful (Hughson, 2009). Cricket - and in 

particular, the quaint Victorian architecture of the SCG - provided a patch of gentile 'Mother 

England' in the antipodean colonies. 

 

"Well-dressed women have been more than usually present i

society ladies and people not long out from the 'home country' have tended to gather in refined groups."  

Hutchinson & Ross on England's 1878-79 tour of Australia (1997, page 44). 

 

 
A large, fashionable crowd watch the cricket in Sydney in 1873 (Hutchinson & Ross, 1997). 

 

Evidently, cricket played a broad social role. It allowed English settlers to behave in the 

sophisticated manner becoming of their modern, sophisticated society. The construction of the 

SCG typifies of Britain's colonial efforts;; the imposition of a refined culture upon the rugged 

colony. The Cricket Ground symbolises the link between Australia and England, and stands for 



the progress made by the colonisers in the 1800s. 

 

However, Australian cricket was not only defined by urbane English emigrants. Scottish and 

Irish settlers contributed greatly to cricket despite their strained relationship with the British 

Empire. When the SCG first hosted cricket in the 1870s, both Ireland and Scotland were reeling 

after decades-long famine under the rule of the hated English. Their extensive emigration to the 

Australian colonies in the mid 1800s, coupled with the first generation of freed convicts, created 

an "intertwined" society.(Bairner, page 485). 

 

"The triumph of those good ordinary Irish migrants is that they became good ordinary Australian citizens. 

In all of this, we should bear in mind that, above all else, these people shared the fact that they were not 

aboriginal. Regardless of their attitude to the British Empire, all of them had become colonizers in their 

own right." 

Bairner, 2009, page 485. 

 

Scottish and Irish participation in cricket widened the gap between the modern colonisers and 

the undeveloped Aborigines. Their adherence to colonial structures, like cricket, legitimated the 

governing practices of the British. By playing cricket, these emigrants endorsed the values of 

modernity - progress, development, and social refinement. The SCG was a gatekeeper to modern 

Australia. 

 
A poster celebrating Australia's 150th anniversary (Smith & Julius Studios, 2007). The Union Flag emphasises close ties 

with the British Empire, while the military imagery serves as a display of strength. The poster itself reflects the pride in 

achievement typical of modernity. 

 



Fittingly, the SCG hosted the 1938 Empire Games (the equivalent of the modern 

Commonwealth Games) to mark the 150th anniversary of the British landing at Sydney Cove. 

The Games coincided with a huge pageant in Sydney on January 26 recreating the arrival of the 

First Fleet. Such a celebration, observing an important landmark in the development of the 

nation, is quintessentially modern. The sesquicentenary reflects the modernist view that 

humanity is on a linear course of improvement (Wright, 2004) and steps along that journey are 

worth celebrating. The event allowed the community to reflect on the past, take pride in their 

achievements and account for the progress made. 

 

The results of the Games, like the event itself, was a display of strength by Australia. The host 

country collected 25 gold medals, almost doubling the tally of their nearest rivals. The Games 

were an opportunity for the former British colony to show off its success and progress to the 

rest of the Commonwealth. Progress - the value that underpins modern theory - is understood 

through such success. Australia's impressive sporting performance, and almost militant Australia 

Day celebrations, serves as a measure of progress in the modern sense. Evidently, the SCG 

served as a platform for the fledgling nation to parade its achievements. 

 

The SCG continues to evoke this pride in success through its extensive recognition of past 

achievements. The erection of statues and memorials resonates strongly with modernity, but also 

overlaps with tradition theory. In a similar way to the Empire Games, the Cricket Ground's 

commemoration of Australia's sporting accomplishments celebrates and accounts for progress 

up until the present moment. 

 

"Enlightenment philosophy is imbued with a sense of life being in transit from a primitive origin to a 

utopian end. The maintenance of things as they are is not so much an end in itself as a means to an end, 

and the significance of the present stems from its being a staging post on the way to a better future."  

Gillen & Ghosh, 2007, page 33. 

 

Acknowledgement of this journey towards Enlightenment, in the form of memorials, reflects 

modernist philosophy. Since 2008, the SCG has unveiled nine sculptures of prominent 

sportsmen to enshrine Australia's sporting heritage. 

 



 
Paul Roos at the unveiling of his statue outside the SCG. Roos coached Sydney's first AFL Premiership, a significant 

landmark (SCG Trust, 2009). 

 

These statues are symbols of progress. Paul Roos coached Sydney's first AFL premiership, Dally 

Messenger captained Australia's first representative rugby league team, Fred Spofforth played in 

Australia's first Test cricket series. These reminders of the past embody modernist theory 

because they evoke a feeling of progress;; by accounting for the past they help explain the present 

and speculate on the future (Wright, 2004, page 3). 

 

Part Two - Tradition 

 

Whereas modernity is concerned with constant change, tradition theory focuses on the 

maintenance of the past for future generations. How nations construct tradition is of particular 

interest. Benedict Anderson argues that nations are imagined, limited, sovereign communities 

(Anderson, 2006). In Australia, cricket - symbolised by the SCG - has played a central role in 

how the community imagines itself. 

 

A nation is a group of people with a shared identity. This identity is forged by common 

experiences of culture, language, religion and history. In Australia's formative years, the white 

community shared little in common: the culture of the freed convicts was different to the 

wealthy colonists, people belonged to different Christian denominations, and there was no 

common history for such a young country. It was a shared experience of sport that came to unite 

the community. 

 

"For the time being we all - New South Wales and Victorians - must forget our geographical distinctions 



and only remember that we are of one nation, Australia."  

The 'Argus' before the first Test in March 1877 (Hutchinson & Ross, 1997, page 38). 

 

Australia's early cricket teams fostered the qualities that define our national character. These 

sides quickly characterised themselves, and the nation, as distinctly Australian.  

 

"In my opinion the native (Australian-born British) youth shew qualities of cricket playing I never saw 

surpassed. Quickness of eye and foot, strength of arm in throwing, confidence in themselves, an ardent desire 

to win, and good temper under defeat."  

'Etonian' in the 'Australian', 6 July 1832 (Hutchinson & Ross, 1997, page 10-11). 

 

"The players are reputed to be a hard drinking, hard playing and rough-mannered bunch, sure to give even 

the tough professionals of England a run for their money."  

Hutchinson & Ross on Australia's tour of England in 1878 (1997, page 42). 

 

 "They have accrued the habit of working together, of seconding each other's play."  

The 'Times' on the touring Australians in September 1878 (1997, page 43). 

 

 
Australia's first representative cricket team in 1878 (Wikipedia, 2005). 

 

Even before Australia became a state with a unified executive, the colonists were building a 

nation on this reputation for ruggedness, loyalty, skill and humour. This tradition has endured 

over time. The "ocker" Aussie bloke, the larrikin battler, is still the idealised image of the 

Australian male (Ward, 2009, page 523). However, this tradition has been re-imagined over a 



series of contexts. 

 

"Chappell's colonials are a motley lot. They wear flared trousers, hair over the ears, and sideburns. Why, 

even their moustaches droop. But at least the public don't have to see their dressing room antics. The 

internal pranks and carry-on, the beer and cigarettes and cribbage games. And all that yelling and 

laughter."  

Hutchinson & Ross on Ian Chappell's 1972 Australian team (1997, page 399). 

 

 
Australian captain Ian Chappell relaxing in the dressing room with a cigarette and a drink, epitomising the "ocker" 

identity attached to cricket (Wisden, 2009). 
 

"Do you think the diggers in the trenches were fighting for tofu sausages? No. They were thinking of 

grabbing a lamb chop off the barbie with their bare fingers, sustaining third degree burns, then sticking 

their hands in a relieving esky to fish out a cold one."  

Sam Kevovich for Meat & Livestock Australia's Australia Day Lamb campaign, January 2006. 

 

The qualities of selflessness and jocularity remain constant, however the way they are applied to 

different groups changes over time. Cricket has always provided a platform for Australians to 

display these qualities, and perpetuate our national traditions. 

 

In a very tangible way, the SCG preserves this tradition through its statue of Stephen Gascoigne, 

the heckler famous as 'Yabba' for his sledges at the cricket in the early 20th Century (Roebuck, 

2008). The site's willingness to enshrine this larrikin illustrates how this "occur" image is 

important to Australia's national character, and shows that cricket was integral to the formation 

of this image. 



 
Larrikin heckler Stephen 'Yabba' Gascoigne, enshrined in this statue at the SCG (The Age, 2008). 

 

Sport has continues to play an important role in the maintenance of this country's national 

character because there are few other contexts in which we see ourselves as explicitly Australian. 

Individuals have complex identities, however sport provides a rare opportunity for us to express 

our national identity. 

 

"The same person can be, without any contradiction, an American citizen, of Caribbean origin, with 

African ancestry, a Christian, a liberal, a woman, a vegetarian, a long-distance runner, a historian, a 

schoolteacher, a novelist, a feminist, a heterosexual, a believer in gay and lesbian rights, a theatre lover, an 

environmental activist, a tennis fan, a jazz musician ... Each of these collectivities, to all of which this 

only identity in a single membership category."  

Amartya Sen, 2006, pages 4-5. 

 

Going to watch Australia play England in cricket at the SCG allows 50,000 individuals with a 

vast range of identities to briefly unite as one identity: the imagined community of Australia. 

Sport's ability to unite Australia is what makes the SCG an excellent symbol of the qualities that 

characterise the Australian nation. 

 

Because of its relationship to sport, the SCG embodies these quintessentially Australian values. 

And it is a particularly strong symbol of this tradition because it is accessible for so many 

Australians. Although not all Australians are sport fanatics, most are at least familiar with cricket 



and a site like the SCG.  

 

"Australia's international sports image is due not to those in the population who have the full sports mad 

influenza, but t

Australia will be interested in sports, and hence makes sports a useful topic of casual conversation."  

Tony Ward, 2009, page 546. 

 

Ward argues that sport, especially cricket, provides Australia's "social cement" (Ward, 2009, page 

552). This means that a site like the SCG is accessible to most Australians;; the national 

community is generally familiar with the tradition it represents, which helps protect these 

customs. The site perpetuates the qualities of the jocular larrikin that are attached to Australian 

cricket. 

 

 
Australian cricket fans (Flickr, 2010). The SCG perpetuates the jocularity that is central to Australia's national identity. 

 

The strength of the SCG as a national symbol is enhanced by the fact it is a physical site that 

blends into a cricket fan's "background reality" (Geisler, 2009, page 16). Unlike intangible icons 

like Australia's national day or anthem, the Cricket Ground is firmly within the "perimeter of our 

awareness" (Geisler, 2009, page 17). The community can consume the tradition of the site 

without consciously realising it. In fact, they are even more receptive to the customs of the SCG 

because sport gives them enjoyment. 

 

The statues mentioned in Part One enshrine Australia's sporting history to uphold this tradition 

into the future. The nine statues, as well as more than 40 plaques in the Walk of Honour and the 

naming of grandstands after legendary players (M. A. Noble, Don Bradman, Clive Churchill, Bill 



O'Reilly, etc.), glorify the achievements of the past and sustain these ideas in the present day.  

 

These memorials highlight an interesting crossover between the theories of tradition and 

modernity in that they celebrate past progress but also preserve the past. Much like the SCG 

itself, which maintains its original Members' and Ladies' Stands, the statues reveal how the ideas 

of colonialism - once modern in their nature - have now become tradition in Australia. The site 

commemorates an era in which cricket was a reflection of developed, modern Britain;; this era is 

now a tradition the SCG Trust is trying to protect. 

 

 "The only reason you don't leave her is because you remember how wonderful she was in her youth."  

Cricket historian Neil Marks on the SCG (2001, page 135). 

 

of the SCG Trust. The recent growth of the Twenty20 format (Conn, 2010) and ANZ Stadium's 

bid for Test matches (Lalor, 2009) has prompted the site's management to remind the public of 

the site's history in order to maintain this tradition. 2010 has seen the SCG enjoy a resurgence: it 

hosted two NRL fixtures for the first time since 1987 to celebrate 'heritage round', and it sold 

out this January's cricket Test against England within days (BBC, 2010). The SCG's sense of 

tradition has been successfully reconfigured to suit a contemporary agenda. 

 

 
St. George-Illawarra takes on the Sydney Roosters in a 1975 Grand Final rematch (Daily Telegraph, 2010). The SCG 

has reinvented tradition to maintain its relevance in the 21st Century. 
 

 

 



Conclusion 

 

It is symbolic that in the same week that Messrs. Watson, George and Johnson represented 

Australia in cricket, Vidosic, Schwarzer and Garcia lined up for Australia's national football team. 

These names suggest cricket - unlike other sports - is still a game played almost exclusively by the 

Anglo-Celtic community, making the SCG a problematic symbol of Australia's national 

character. 

 

Cricket has long excluded Australia's indigenous and ethnic immigrant community. Because of 

this, the SCG is an imperfect reflection of our national identity. Rather, it is a reflection on the 

dominant conception of Australian tradition constructed by the country's early white colonists. 

Cricket has played a large role in perpetuating this "ocker" image of Australian masculinity. The 

accuracy of this image is up for debate. 
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Reviewer 1 

 

Reviewer 1's feedback prompted me to address some issues of contradiction in my article. 

Firstly, I needed to make it more clear how the SCG is both modern and traditional - 

fundamentally, because the recognition of the past (in the form of statues, naming stands after 

players, etc) is both a symbol of progress (modernity) and an effort to sustain the memory of 

these icons (tradition). Also, the review recommended I mention how non-Anglo Australians 

encounter the site. This is now a large part of my article. 

 

Reviewer 1 also commented extensively on the style of my proposal. I adopted some of this 

criticism, and rejected other parts. My article does not include the laborious definitions of key 

terms like my proposal did. Rather, my essay illustrates an understanding of these terms. I have 

also tried to be less repetitive of key ideas. However, the reviewer suggested my language should 

be more "advanced", which I did not take on board. I think my language is appropriate, and the 

use of short sentences and lucid words adds to the fluency of my article. 

 

I appreciated reviewer 1's recommendation of certain readings, particularly Geisler's 'Calandar 

Conundrum'. This article plays a major role in my article when discussing the SCG as a national 

symbol. The review also broadened my understanding of what Tradition theory is and especially 

how customs are malleable. This is a point I have made in my essay. The reviewer also suggested 

a couple of other readings which I could not accommodate in my final dissertation. 

 

Reviewer 2 

 

Reviewer 2 suggested that I spent more time discussing Tradition philosophy. I thought this was 

a very reasonable criticism because my proposal was heavy on modernity (this was because we 

had not touched on Tradition yet in the lectures and tutorials). Now that I have done the 

readings relating to tradition, and we have had our first two lectures on the rubric, I am able to 

discuss it in more detail and with more confidence. The review has made sure I kept a good 

balance between the respective perspectives in my dissertation. 

 

Reviewer 2 also implied they were not very familiar with the site, nor cricket in general. In 

response I've tried to be clearer about some key concepts relating to the site, like explaining who 

the statue subjects are in part one. Hopefully this gives the reader a better sense of orientation. 



This should improve the general readability of the article. However, I was also conscious that 

most people who would read an essay about the SCG would have an interest in cricket, so the 

article was written with some assumed knowledge in mind (e.g. what a Test match is, the fact 

England are Australia's main rivals, etc). 

 

Although I tried to ensure my own thesis dominated the article, I did not take on the reviewer's 

suggestion that I cut back on the number of references. From my experience of reading other 

pieces of academic work, the number of sourced articles I use is appropriate. I think the article 

uses a wide range of academic material that supports, rather than overshadows, my own voice. It 

gives my argument more authority if it is supported by a renowned academic, like Benedict 

Anderson. Also, there are certain statements of opinion - like asserting Twenty20 cricket is on 

the rise, or the qualities that define modernity - that ought to be referenced to an expert. 

 


