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Foreword 

The authors of this book are to be congratulated, not only because they have written a great 

book about a fascinating subject, nor even for their innovative cross-pollination of ideas 

from the sociology of leisure and sport, on one side, and social movement studies and the 

sociology of collective action on the other. They have done both of these things and should 

be congratulated for these achievements but no less important, in my view, is their decision 

to take relational sociology out of the realm of pure theory, where it still largely resides 

today, into application and empirical analysis. Theoretical innovations come thick and fast in 

sociology. There have been so many ‘turns’ in the last twenty years that we must all be a 

little dizzy. This makes sociology exciting and there are, of course, many reasons to value 

such innovations and evaluate them. I cannot help feeling a little disappointed, however, 

that so many of these revolutions leave the practice of sociology, as an empirical discipline, 

more or less unchanged. Our vocabulary changes as do the Gods to whom we express 

devotion in the ‘theory section’ of more or less everything we write, but other than that we 

carry on as before. 

 

Relational sociology has the potential to achieve much more than this and I believe that the 

authors of the present study are setting the ball rolling, if I can be allowed that pun, in the 

right direction. They make a strong, persuasive and fascinating case for using relational 

sociology to make sense of football, particularly collective action in football, discussing how 

and why these theoretical ideas are of use. More than this, however, they do so using case 

studies and empirical data, and employing methods, such as social network analysis, which 

exemplify relational sociology in action. They don’t just talk about relational sociology. They 

do it. The example will, I believe, inspire many others to follow. This is a genuine and 

significant step forward for relational sociology and hopefully one which will usher in a new 

phase in the development of the theory. 

 

Our understanding of football benefits considerably from this work but so too does our 

understanding of relational sociology. The various chapters of the book illustrate key 

concepts from relational sociology but also, inevitably, in applying them they sharpen them, 
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refine them and allow us to see them in a new and different light. In this way, moreover, the 

authors not only apply theory they do theory, in the field (or on the pitch), so to speak. 

 

I hope that relational theorists and social theorists more widely will see the book in this light 

and embrace the lessons it has for us all. This is a major study in relational sociology and 

deserves the attention and discussion that this description suggests. 

 

Nick Crossley 
Manchester 
17th August 2017 
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Chapter One:   

Relational Sociology, Collective Action and Football Fandom 

Introduction 

Despite the grey skies it was the height of summer 2017 and, across many countries in 

Europe, it was association football's (hereafter football) 'close season'. There would be no 

competitive football matches in the UK for a full month and around a month had passed 

since the last ones took place - but this was 'fan activist' season.  The week before, Pride in 

Football had run their 'Call It Out' conference - a meeting of supporters from across Europe 

engaged in challenging sexuality-themed prejudices at all levels of the sport.  The following 

week, Football Supporters' Europe (FSE, see Chapter Seven) would run their Fans' Congress 

in the traditional rival cities of Gent and Lokeren in Belgium. Here, supporters from across 

the continent would get together to debate issues ranging from the ways in which they can 

help refugees to alternative approaches to the use of pyrotechnics at football matches.  But 

today it was the annual 'Supporters Summit' - a meeting of football fan activists organized 

jointly by the national organizations the Football Supporters Federation (FSF, see Chapter 

Six) and Supporters Direct (see Chapter Five) - held at the Football Association's (FA) St 

George's Park facilities.  The opening panel turned to 'Clubs in Crisis' hearing the voices of 

supporters from Coventry City (see Chapter Four), Leyton Orient and Blackpool.  These fans 

talked about how the practices of their club's 'owners' (of business and financial rights) had 

negatively affected their team 'on' and 'off' the field of play, along with the actions they had 

undertaken to bring about a change to circumstances.  Later panel discussions would 

include leading on themes including 'safe standing' (lobbying to reverse a government and 

FA decision that supporters had to sit rather than stand at matches, see Turner 2017 for 

more detail) and affordable match ticket admission prices (see Chapter Six). Fans from 

around 90 clubs sat in the audience and engaged in debate.  Many more joined in and 

continued this debate on social media platforms such as Twitter.  FSF chair, Malcolm Clarke, 

spread shared feelings of hope amongst fans by declaring that the 'supporters' movement 

had never been in such good shape' (fieldnotes, 1 July 2017).  The following day members of 

his organization unanimously voted to collectively lobby football clubs and news outlets to 
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stop engaging with and selling the UK's largest selling newspaper, The Sun, principally in the 

light of the lies it had been found to have told about the conduct of Liverpool supporters in 

1989 at the Hillsborough disaster from which 96 football fans unlawfully died, mainly as a 

result of poor policing and a stadium that was unsafe (Scraton 2016).  

 

The 2016/17 season that had been one in which supporters’ protests were highly visible in 

men's football in England and Wales. ‘Wenger Out!’ was the ubiquitous slogan of a section 

of Arsenal fans around the world. Signs adorned with this mantra were held aloft at 

matches, flown behind planes, and even appeared in St Peter’s Square during the Pope’s 

Easter address. Fans across the world regularly vent their frustrations at football managers 

like Arsène Wenger when results decline; yet football fans are increasingly campaigning 

around other issues affecting their clubs. In particular, as per discussions at the Supporters 

Summit, many of these campaigns are directed at owners who rarely consider the opinions 

of fans when making decisions. The end of the season in England especially highlighted a 

number of these criticisms. Blackpool fans boycotted the League 2 playoff final against 

Exeter City in protest at the claim that the club’s owners, the Oyston family, were extracting 

money from the club. Exeter City, in contrast, is the only football club in the Football League 

that is wholly owned by its fans. In the same league, Leyton Orient fans frequently protested 

against owner Francesco Becchetti in a season that resulted in the East London club being 

relegated out of the Football League for the first time in 112 years. Nearby, Charlton 

Athletic fans have had a longstanding dispute with the club’s Belgian owner, Roland 

Duchatelet. Elsewhere, fans of Blackburn Rovers, Carlisle United, Nottingham Forest, and 

others have protested against owners who they view as draining economic resources from 

football clubs, rather than supporting football success. During the same season, success was 

felt at clubs where fans have taken active involvement in protesting owners, campaigning 

around stadiums and rescuing clubs from financial problems. Brighton and Hove Albion, 

Newcastle United, Millwall, Portsmouth and Plymouth Argyle all have had active 

involvement from fans in recent years. This book highlights this important phenomenon and 

seeks to explore these bouts of fans' collective action using an approach we call ‘cultural 

relational sociology’.  This approach draws upon the wide ranging relational sociological 
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approach but particularly borrows from Nick Crossley's Towards Relational Sociology (2011), 

which he neatly concludes with the following statement: 

Connections matter.  Indeed for sociologists they are or should be 'what it is all about'.  

This is often recognized in relation to the microcosm but is no less important in 

relation to the macrocosm.  Social life doesn't cease being about what actors achieve 

in interaction, whatever scale we choose to analyse it and whatever abstractions we 

bring to bear.  From children in the playground to the 'world economic order', 

societies are networks of interacting and co-constituting actors, orientating to 

conventions, exchanging resources and more generally 'being social'. 

Crossley (2011: 206)   

 

Football fandom is an excellent way of assessing the networks of interactions. Football fans 

are heterogeneous and come from a wide range of backgrounds and interests. They share a 

love of the game and their clubs, and as we shall see, this is increasingly becoming an area 

of political mobilization. The social worlds of football comprise of a diverse networks of 

players, coaches, owners, fans, administrators, journalists and more that have a variety of 

interests in the sport. In this way we can start to see how fans interact and intersect across 

groups. We follow Crossley and Edwards (2016) in adopting a relaxed position on the 

methods we utilize providing they capture the connections between social actors.  As 

Crossley states '[c]onnections matter' because they are stamped across all domains and 

scales of social life and for sociologists ‘should be 'what it is all about''.   

This chapter is split into three distinct parts, utilizing the literature base to introduce and 

begin to unpack the three fundamental dimensions of our project: first relational sociology, 

second collective action and social movements and, third, football fandom before adding a 

fourth dimension in discussing the methods we utilize in our empirical work.  We start these 

discussions by outlining our understanding of relational sociology, by describing its common 

ontological roots and variations of its use before describing how it might operate using two 

conceptual levels which are, first, the central concepts in the approach and second, the 

dimensions of relations, networks and interactions. 
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Placing a Stake in Ground: Unpacking Relational Sociology  

Society does not consist of structure and agency but of the social relations between 

human beings. Life is not the struggle of the individual against structure, nor the 

reproduction of the structure by the agent but an eternal round of interactions 

through which social relations between humans are made, transformed and 

destroyed. Even the vast and apparently faceless institutions of modern society are 

ultimately reducible to the social relations between humans. In every case, these 

institutions involve groups of humans in social relations coordinated in special ways 

and with access to certain resources. In this way, these social groups have the 

extraordinary powers which are so recognizable to individuals in modern society. The 

reality which individuals confront is human; it is others, even when these others are 

gathered into very large and powerful groups.  

King (2012 [2004]: 17). 

Anthony King neatly sums up the broad starting point of a relational sociological approach, 

namely that sociological concerns with the individualisms of a specifically agency approach 

or the holism of a reduction of society to its structures are intellectual red herrings.  Society 

consists of humans who, in their networks, make up the systems and conventions that guide 

the behavior and actions of others.  It makes no sense to study individuals in either isolation 

nor structures without the people who have built and maintained (or resisted) those 

structures.  Instead we must look at the interactions of those individuals that shape past, 

present and future systems and actions of individuals: for Crossley (2011: 23) 'relations are 

real and that the social world comprises actors-in-relation' (2011: 23) and for King (2012 

[2004]: 17) ‘society consists of human social relations which are the basis of even the most 

powerful associations'.  Predating Crossley and King, Emirbayer (1997: 281) laid out 'a 

fundamental dilemma' which was the ontological question of whether we should be 

conceiving 'the social world as consisting primarily in substances or in processes, in static 

'things' or in dynamic, unfolding relations'. It was clear he favored the former as a world 

made up of interactions of interactions of interactions and networks made up of networks 

of networks.  Despite the influence of the article - twenty years from its publication Google 
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Scholar data recorded it having been cited over 2,200 times - it is debatable how much the 

ontological gauntlet has been picked up with Diani (2015: 4) arguing that the 'amount of 

systematic empirical research conducted from a relational rather than an aggregative 

perspective is still relatively limited'.  In this book, we pick up the challenge of adding to this 

knowledge base by empirically profiling relational collective action in the context of football 

fans' projects. 

 

The variety of social actors in the social worlds shaping football means there are many 

networks that pattern social relationships. Despite a unity in the belief 'that transactions, 

interactions, social ties and conversations constitute the central stuff of social life' (Tilly 

2002: 72) and a rejection of ‘the notion that one can posit discrete, pregiven units of 

analysis such as the individual or society as ultimate starting points of sociological analysis’ 

(Emirbayer, 1997: 287), there exists a number different variations of relational sociology 

(Crossley 2011; 2013; 2015a; Dépelteau and Powell 2013a; 2013b; Donati 2010; Donati and 

Archer 2015; Emirbayer 1997; Mische 2003; 2011; Tilly 2002; White 1995; 2002).  Dépelteau 

and Powell (2013a: 3-4) identify some of these areas of debate: 

Are social relations emergent entities, having a reality or an explanatory force unto 

themselves that is irreducible to individuals or to individual action? And if so, are they 

the building blocks of all other social formations—that is, is all of society relational—or 

are they only one type of social formation among others, so that society can be more 

relational or less relational from one time and place to another? Or, alternatively, are 

relations nothing more than patterns in the actions of individuals, patterns in the ways 

that individuals are constrained by each other’s actions and are therefore dependent 

on one another? Or are they some third kind of thing, an elementary force out of 

which both individuals and collective phenomena are constituted? Do relations 

depend on humans’ subjective perceptions of them to have any effects, or are they in 

some way independent of individual subjectivity? Are they imbued with meanings and 

defined by the meanings they carry, or are they essentially morphological and 

meaningless? Are relations concrete ties among actual people, or are they relative 

positions in some kind of social space? How does one observe relations? Can we 
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measure and analyze them quantitatively, or qualitatively, or both, and if so, how? Are 

they something about which we can have objective knowledge, or does the relationist 

abolition of dualism extend even to the abolition of subject–object dualism, thus 

calling into question the very notion of objective knowledge and of science itself? Is 

relational thinking a vehicle for social critique, or is it a reactionary assault on 

Enlightenment humanism, or is it neither of these, being instead politically protean or 

polymorphous? Different relational sociologists give, or would give, differing answers 

to these and other fundamental questions. 

 

This list of questions is comprehensive and a review of the literature shows the answers are 

not always clear, with little consistency running through the relational sociology 

‘project/paradigm’ (Dépelteau and Powell 2013a: 10).  Prandini (2015) describes the 

tensions and similarities in the contemporary work of Donati, Dépelteau, and Crossley as 

exemplifying these issues while we add the ‘New York School of Relational Sociology’ (see 

Burt 1992; 2004; 2005; Tilly 2002; Mische 2008; 2011; Mische and White 1998; White 1992; 

1993; 2002; 2008) to these debates.   

 

One branch of relational sociology derives from critical realism (Donati 2010; 2015; Donati 

and Archer 2015).  Donati (1983) brands this a 'relational theory of society'. This approach 

borrows from Bhaskar (1997 [1975]) who argued against the empirical realism offered by 

the tradition of positivism and the transcendental idealism offered in social constructivism.  

Instead, he offered a realist ontology that 'things' 'exist' even away from human experience 

of those things and argued for a structured and differentiated account of reality in which 

difference, stratification and change are central: thus calling for a new ontology.  Donati 

(2010; 2015; Donati and Archer 2015) picked up these threads, sharing a belief in avoiding 

both methodological individualism and holism.  His social ontology is that relations might be 

invisible but this does not endanger their existence and researchers should not necessarily 

explore it through symbolic mediation, projections of individuals or expressions of 

structures.  Rather than viewing society as a space in which relations are contained and 

played out he saw it as the tissue and make up of those relations, meaning that his 
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relational theory sees society as a relation rather than having relations within it (Donati 

2015).  Accordingly, he views a relation as having three properties: 

(1) it says that between two (or more) entities there is a certain distance which, at the 

same time, distinguishes and connects them; 

(2) that such relation exists – i.e. it has a reality – in itself (from Latin ‘ex-sistere’, 

which means ‘to be out having its own consistency’ with respect to its generators) 

with its own qualities and causal powers; 

(3) that such a reality has its own modus essendi (the modality of the being which is 

inside the relation), i.e. a structure, be it more stable or more volatile. 

Donati (2015: 89) 

 

Donati (2015) contrasts his ideas from Emirbayer's (1997) who, he argues to be opposed to 

his relational theory of society and crudely reduces its relations between measurable 

transactions between actors.  Thus, he argues that his work is different in the way social 

relations are defined and the types of reality that are attributed to those relations.  Donati’s 

(2015) contrast with Emirbayer (1997) could equally be provided in connection to Dépelteau 

(2011; 2013; 2015), who is comfortable placing transactions at the core of relational 

sociology.  Dépelteau (in Dépelteau and Landini, 2014) draws influence from Elias to develop 

the concept of the ‘field of transaction’ which relates to fluid social processes made by 

interdependent action, by interdependent actors, that exist across spatial and temporal 

fields in the form of ‘conversations’, ‘communications’, ‘couples’, ‘protests’, ‘social 

movements’, ‘fandoms’, ‘states’ or ‘empires’ (which relates to Elias’ concept of ‘figuration’, 

1978).   Such interdependent actors can be either human or non-human in Dépelteau’s 

(2015) ideas, however Crossley (2015: 66) ‘bracket[s] out’ the latter favoring human and 

corporate actors (which he includes because they are comprised of humans and their 

actions).  Thus, there is disagreement over what an ‘actor’ might be, as well as how we see 

(if we can see) that relationship, in the relational paradigm.    

 

There is also debate about the causal shape of social mechanisms.  Dépelteau (2008; 2011) 

rejects ‘co-determinism’, as the study of interaction between social structures and agency.  
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This guides him to reject the idea that a networked social structure leads to specific 

outcomes, offering this to be ‘a soft version of the old deterministic structures’ when, 

rather, ‘relational sociology should move beyond the positivist principle of causality’ (2011: 

395).  However, Harrison White, formed deeply complex mathematical models of social 

structure that were primarily based on patterns of relations instead of the attributes and 

attitudes of individuals, that is, he viewed society as networks rather than as aggregates of 

individuals. In Identity and Control, White (1992) reminds us that the social world, and an 

individual’s position in it, emerged from patterns of relationships, using models based on 

equivalences of actors across networks of multiple types of social relations to demonstrate 

this.  Two important followers of White's were Mark Granovetter and Ronald Burt, their 

research made a huge impact upon network science showing how social networks play a 

central mediating role between micro and macro level of societies, impacting upon how 

relational approaches to sociology. Granovetter's (1973) weak ties is an important idea, 

given correlations between movements and tightly bound groups (Granovetter 1995; 

Gonzalez-Bailon and Wang2016). In this argument he presents that novel information is 

more likely to come from acquaintances rather than friends, so it is those ties that bridge 

across network structure that are important and a source of social capital, while strong ties 

are needed to gain co-ordination and co-operation, to pool resources and allow trust 

between participants to grow (Crossley 2008a). For Burt (1992) individuals with ties into 

multiple networks that are largely separated from one another may enjoy strategic 

advantage (Granovetter 2017). That is, they can act as broker when resources and 

information has to pass through them to reach other parts of the network. They have 

potential to exploit this ‘structural hole’ and enjoy substantial social capital (Granovetter 

2017).  

 

As a result of the rising recognition in the importance of social networks, not least as a 

consequence of Harrison White and followers, their study moved from being considered a 

method to a paradigmatic approach. Wellman (1988) notes that network analysis is a way of 

examining social structure by studying directly how patterns of ties allocate resources in a 

social system. However, most relational sociologists, reject the idea that social life can be 

studied and explained entirely by attention to social networks (Granovetter 2017). Rather as 
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Crossley (2011) notes that network analysis is an invaluable methodology and set of tools 

for relational sociology.  

 

Football is a cultural practice and consequently, an acknowledgement of culture is 

important to our understanding of social relations in football fan movements. Prandini 

(2015) refers to Crossley's (2011; 2013; 2015) ideas as a cultural approach to relational 

sociology.  This form of relational sociology has flexible boundaries of inclusion. For Crossley 

(2011; 2013; 2015), as long as relationships, networks and interactions are core to the 

analysis of the differing levels of society, the work can be relational.  As such, his relational 

sociology reminds us that ideas from ranging Marx, Durkheim, Simmel, Blumer, Mead, 

Goffman, Merleau-Ponty and rational choice theory paid key attention to relationships in 

their analyses.  Crossley's (1999; 2003; 2004) prior work had been influenced by critical 

engagements with Bourdieu's (1986; 2004 [1990]) ideas.  This is evident in his relational 

approach although he argues Bourdieu 'lacks any plausible mechanism to explain either the 

formation of habitus or the concentration of particular habitus within specific regions of 

'social space'', correcting the argument to suggest that 'dispositions and 

interactions/relations are mutually influencing.  The former is in no way prior to or 

determinate of the latter' (Crossley 2011: 27).   

 

Crossley's aim of relational sociology is to find the mechanisms of interaction, network and 

relationship that shape society and its outcomes. This is 'cultural' because it provides a 

useful way of explaining social worlds without reducing them to individuals or collectivities. 

Social structures may enable or constrain actors but are the product of conventions and 

resources that emerge from sociality people and groups of people in the social world.  

'Culture' is the things people do in common and derives its meaning through emergent 

interaction between individuals and groups.  As such, Crossley argues (2011: 13) 'society is 

not a thing but a state of play within a vast web of ongoing interactions' and a co-ordination 

of efforts.  He takes three empirical case examples which concretely illustrate his relational 

approach: gym practices and behaviors (Crossley 2008b), social movements (Crossley and 

Ibrahim 2012; Stevenson and Crossley 2014) and, most clearly, music scenes, especially 
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those from 'punk' and 'post-punk' periods (Crossley 2008a; 2009; 2014; 2015b; Crossley and 

Bottero 2015; Crossley and Emms 2016; Crossley, McAndrew and Widdop 2014; Hield and 

Crossley 2014).  In particular, two influences loom large over Crossley's empirical 

articulations of his cultural relational sociology: Howard Becker's (2008 [1982]) work in Art 

Worlds and the 'New York School of Relational Sociology' which drew together strands of 

cultural sociology, political sociology, comparative historical sociology and collective action, 

with Social Network Analysis (SNA), creating a cross-fertilisation of networks, culture and 

historical analysis (Mische 2011).  

 

Becker (1974; 2008 [1982]) approached art as a coordinated form of 'collective action' 

comprising of networks of both cooperating and competing individuals (who sometimes, 

and under some conditions, both cooperated and competed with each other).  For Becker, 

art comes from 'art worlds' and this is composed of not just the artist but all social actors 

who are involved in the commission, promotion, production, presentation, criticism and 

chronicling of fine art who work together, even if this collaboration is not always intentional 

and not necessarily in the same physical space. Therefore, Becker (1974; 2008 [1982]) 

discusses how the divisions of labor of the work of many individuals goes into the 

production of the tools and routines the artist owns which plays roles in the creation of art 

work, alongside how co-produced shared meanings play in ascribing cultural value art.  In 

essence he explored how ideas and realities in music and art saw compositions produced 

through the pooling of economic and cultural resources to produce collaborations that are 

'more than the sum of their parts' (although Crossley 2015b notes that it is not exactly clear 

how the outputs that are produced through these artistic networks can be 'measured' to be 

'more').  In doing this, art worlds rely upon conventions.  A convention is broadly thought of 

as a social rule set of agreed, and culturally encoded standards, social norms that may take 

the form of customs (Melucci 1996a).  As we shall see, football can be considered a social 

world. Competing teams have to co-operate in order to hold competitions and comply with 

conventions and rules over signing players, hosting matches and participating in matches. 

We follow Crossley's lead in a cultural relational approach to now dig out five central 

concepts in cultural relational sociology: i) relations/relationships, ii) interaction, iii) 

networks, iv) social actors and v) power/counter-power.  
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Cultural Relational Sociology: Central Concepts and Dynamics in Social Worlds  

The sociology of relationships is broadly dominated by the analysis of personal relationships 

between people (Jamieson 1999) but can involve engagements between people (and groups 

of people in organizations or nation-states) on any level of society.  Social relations are 'live 

trajectories of iterated interaction' (Crossley 2011: 28) or, put simply, an engagement 

between two or more actors.  This might change into a social relationship if that 

engagement is enduring with the expectation of an indefinite number of future interactions.  

Relational sociology is focused upon social relations and relationships although they may 

assume different forms, with different properties. For instance, Crossley (2011: 230) lists 

these properties as including friendship, hatred, economic exchange, slavery, sex, trust and 

political alliance.  These may shift in alignment with changing cultural processes of social 

interaction.  Equally, as Crossley (2011: 38) points out, relationship formation involves an 

actor allowing another to move closer to them, permitting intrusions and sharing 

information that would otherwise not happen.  However, Crossley also points out that 

relationships have limits on those processes, not allowing complete absorption.  To be clear, 

the actors holding each other at a distance (in length and in what ways) defines the different 

types of relationship.    

 

Interactions are key to relationships.  In mapping out 'symbolic interactionism', Blumer 

(1969) sets out three basic premises:  first, that social actors respond toward 'things' (which 

could include other actors) on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to them; second, the 

meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social interaction that actors 

have with others and third, that such meanings are handled in, and modified through, an 

interpretative process used by the actor in dealing with the things that are encountered.  

The result of these interactions broadly forms 'meaning' and the webs of interactions 

something that could be labelled as 'society'.   Crossley (2011) elaborated that interactions 

mutually modify the inter-actors conduct as, together, they form a whole that should not be 

reduced to the sum of its parts.  Actors 'mutually tune in' to one another, each having 'a 

feel' for what the other will do and at what point in time (Crossley 2011: 32).  This means 
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that understandings and explanations of the interactions of either actor is impossible 

without reference to both; this is the case in both consensus formation and disagreement.  

As such, Crossley argues that actors will frame and conduct their debate within the 

parameters of what they feel is 'acceptable' (with such judgments arising out of current and 

past interactions).  

 

These interactions and social relationships take place within the context of networks which 

Mische (2003: 258) argues are composed of ‘culturally constituted processes of 

communicative interactions’.  In their crudest sense networks are the patterns of 

connection across a society.  Across sociology, networks are closely associated to two 

theoretical perspectives: 'actor network theory' (Callon 1991; Latour 1987; 2005; Law 1991; 

2004) and the 'network society' (Castells 2000 [1996]; 2004 [1997]; 1998; 2000; 2013 

[2009]). In actor network theory objects, ideas and processes are seen as just as important 

in creating social situations as humans; an argument that Dépelteau has greater sympathy 

for than Crossley.  Latour (2005) implies that the social structures with causal powers in 

which ‘contexts’ are an external, constraining forces should be distinguished from the idea 

that ‘actants’ are interdependent social forces to give ‘agency’. Thus, Latour offers that 

social forces do not exist in and of themselves, meaning that they cannot be used to explain 

social phenomena, favoring that a strictly empirical analysis should be undertaken to 

'describe' but not 'explain' social activity.  To be sure this means that: first, social 

phenomena are the relations between sets of human and non-human ‘actants’, and second, 

attention is not paid to explanations of why a network exists but toward descriptions of 

their infrastructure, formation and how they can fall apart.  In Castells' work the 'network 

society' is a network of 'local' societies that are defined on the basis of the symbolic and 

communicative codes that regulate them rather than a territorial basis.  Capital, in the form 

of people, money and information, flows between potentially spatiality distant points. 

Donati (2013: 20) argues that the network society can be thought of as 'relational' because 

it 'gives rise to contexts for living where what is crucial is the quality of the relational 

patterns prevailing in the social spheres that constitute these contexts'.  We depart from 

Crossley's ideas in that he omits Castells from his work but he does centralize networks in 

his cultural relational sociology by arguing that they 'make a difference. We can no more 
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understand a relationship in isolation than understand an individual in isolation.  How 

relations are configured in wider networks affects them' (Crossley 2011: 40).  Networks are 

filled with the mechanisms and conventions that shape all forms of interaction and their 

products which may also become embedded within that network.  They 'make a difference', 

he contends, in the sense of both who is known (part of the network) and who is not, so in 

the patterns of connection and non-connection. In other words, networks pattern 

relationships in the way they pattern '“social worlds” which centre upon specific shared or 

overlapping interests which bring actors together in collective action' (Crossley 2011: 22). 

 

Crossley (2011: 42) points out that 'there are no interactions, relations or networks without 

actors but actors take shape within those interactions etc. in a constant process of 

formation or becoming’.  We follow Crossley in viewing social actors as humans, trade 

unions, business organizations and national governments but drawing the line where actor 

network theorists would not by not including objects and places.  Actors are not self-

contained or self-sufficient, but are agents in relation.  We are comfortable with Jasper's 

(2014) parallel of actors to 'players' who act out their (potentially multiple) roles in specific 

arenas but may be governed by different rules and norms in relation to each other.  Deriving 

influence from the 'New York School of Relational Sociology', in Crossley's work, specific 

actors may play specific roles in the relationship, interaction and network such as 

gatekeepers or brokers - once again, we embrace this idea.  We also accept the ideas of the 

‘actor’ from Touraine (1988) who argued that 'society' is a field of social action in which 

structures are constituted by those actions, or networks of action.  Actors in their networks 

both shape and are shaped by such structures and social change comes about through 

aggregations of social actors bringing about social action through expressions of power and 

counter-power, which we pick up in our discussions about collective action. 

 

Our understandings of power and counter-power are shaped by Castells (2013 [2009]: 10), 

who defined the former to be the ‘relational capacity that enables a social actor to influence 

asymmetrically the decisions of other social actor(s) in ways that favor the empowered 

actor’s will, interest and values'.  Thus, power is attributable to relationships that give rise to 
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economic, social, cultural and political ways of controlling other actors in a network and 

'resides in the complex sets of alliances and joint activity constituted around particular 

projects and interests in networks' (Castells 2013 [2009]: 45).  For Castells (2011: 772) 

'wherever there is power, there is counter-power' which is ‘the deliberate attempt to 

change power relationships [...] by reprogramming networks around alternative interests 

and values, and/or disrupting the dominant switches while switching networks of resistance 

and social change’ (Castells 2013 [2009]: 431).  In other words, counter-power could be the 

power of protest groups, or networks of individuals in protest and collective action.  

Undoubtedly power might be related to resources while counter-power might be realized 

through such resources.  Castells outlines information, the flows of which might be enabled 

by information and communications technologies, as a key resource.  Crossley spreads his 

net wider, with power existing in the balance of interdependence between actors who are 

organized in their networks and social relationships through their interactions in the various 

contextual (and potentially connected) social worlds that might include football fandom and 

collective action with their social structures that can both cause and constrain action.    

 

The coming together of the five core concepts of social relations, interactions, networks, 

social actors and power has multiple dimensions in the composition of the social worlds in 

society.  Cutting across these concepts, there are six dimensions that need to be considered 

in the analysis: temporal; spatial; symbolic; emotional; narrative and structured. Football is 

saturated with stories and memories of events that take place throughout a season and 

these provide emotional meaning for fans.  First, social worlds have temporal dimensions.  

As Crossley (2011: 29) notes, 'what happens early on in the interaction may both facilitate 

and constrain what happens later'. In other words, networks, relationships, interactions are 

the product of a history of previous networks, relationships and interactions but may 

change over time.  Similarly, the resources and situations that render 'power' are not 

temporally static: what is desired or not desired at one moment may not hold such value in 

a future or past moment in time.  Football fandom is constantly changing as new social 

actors emerge or disappear, or if regulatory frameworks change. Second, social worlds also 

entail spatial dimensions, which is to say that the power dynamics that hold in one place do 

not in others (Löw and Weidenhaus 2017).  Following Castells, we are not confusing space 
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with territory - networks can cross-cut nation-states, as we shall see in Chapter Seven with 

the importance of Football Supporters Europe. Yet mobilization often occurs around specific 

geographical spaces. As Crossley (2015) points out, the punk and post-punk musicians were 

originally organized around the 'foci' of night-clubs, recording spaces and 'hang-outs' 

through where friendships and ties were formed. In football, fans have stadiums, pubs and 

supporters’ clubs as foci. This provides the opportunity to share ideas, devise strategies and 

provide emotional support.  

 

Third, given that actors read each other’s actions and on the basis of that, classify/typify 

each other interactions in the social world hold phenomenological and symbolic dimensions 

(Schutz 1972; Crossley 2011).  Actors also reflexively read and respond to their own actions, 

in the meanwhile establishing situational definitions of who and what they are engaging 

with and internalize their given 'roles' in that environment.  In other words, actors read the 

symbols of a social world (that is relationally created) and these filter into their internal 

thoughts about themselves and others in that environment.  Football is saturated with 

symbolic meaning, from club colors, badges, legendary players and ‘sacred’ stadiums. These 

provide meaning and sustenance to fans and fan movements.   This connects with the 

fourth dimension of the social world - namely that they are affective in that the thoughts, 

memories, perceptions and impressions of others generate a range of emotions which my 

spread across the network and may even provide the 'moral shocks' needed to motivate 

action (Castells 2015 [2012]; Crossley 2011; Jasper 1998).  In making this point, Burkitt's 

(1997; 2014) argument that emotions are not expressions of inner processes, but are modes 

of communication within relationships and interdependencies highlights the affective 

dimension of the social world in so far as: 'Relations of conflict may stir in people feelings of 

aggressiveness towards certain others with whom they are interdependent - those who may 

not have fulfilled their responsibilities in the relationship, or who may have betrayed or 

undermined it - but aggressiveness comes from the interrelations not, originally, from inside 

the person' (Burkitt 1997: 40). Football is imbued with emotion as fans share the 

rollercoaster of wins and defeats, the exhilaration of scoring goals, and the despair of 

conceding. It is this emotional connection that frequently motivates fans to mobilize in 

order to save their club or fight for their voice to be heard.  Related to the affective and 
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symbolic, the fifth dimension relates to narratives. Crossley (2011: 36) points out that 'we 

can and do tell stories about our relationships' such as 'relating how we met and what 

events we have been through together'.  These narratives may elicit a range of emotions 

(Polletta 2006) highlighting the storied dimensions of social worlds.  Crossley (2011: 96) 

points out that this is important given that stories allow actors to relate their own 

experiences to others in a range of ways and White (1992: 65) argued that stories provide 

the phenomenological reality that links identities in a social network, highlighting the 

importance of this dimension of the social worlds for a cultural relational sociology.  

However, sixth, social worlds are also structured.  This means there are networks of social 

actors who, in their relationships, structure human behaviors in the ways that White, 

Granovetter and Burt argued but may have their actions shaped by memories, emotions, 

and perceptions in the way White, Granovetter and Burt under-discuss. 

 

Collective Action, Social Movements and Protests 

A second key theme in this book is collective action.  We explore this as a site of study 

rather than as an area to theoretically develop.  This site is important as football supporters 

constitute one of the biggest social movements in the world (Lestrelin 2012). For instance, 

as Millward and Poulton (2014: 3) argue, the hundreds and thousands of Manchester United 

fans engaged in protests against the Glazer family makes them ‘among the best supported 

social movements in the world’. The protest Millward and Poulton refer to takes into 

account supporters who are aggrieved at the socio-political and economic issues they 

associate to the financial ownership of 'their' club by external investors.  This type of 

mobilization is picked up in Chapter Four when we look at Coventry City supporters' 

protests but Lesterlin (2012) considers the communal act of supporting a football team to 

be a collective action unto itself.   When these diverse expressions of fandom are added 

together, it is clear that they constitute a significant form of collective action.  

 

However, in a similar vein to 'relational sociology' there is some contestation around how 

the collective action is used and what it refers to in the social scientific literature (see 
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Blanton and Fargher 2016; Coleman 1973; Chong 1991; Evrigenis 2007; Hardin 1982; Kelly 

and Breinlinger 1996; Laumann and Pappi 1976; Marwell and Oliver 1993; Medina 2009; 

Olson 1968; Schutz and Sandy 2011 for a few wide ranging examples).  In this regard, our 

understanding 'magpies' from various perspectives but broadly follows Alberto Melucci 

(1980; 1984; 1988; 1989; 1995; 1996a; 1996b) and we therefore turn to his ideas before 

briefly also discussing other attractive theoretical propositions, such as those offered by 

Diani (2015) on networked social movements. More pertinent to understandings of 

collective action by football fans is that these political mobilizations are around a form of 

consumption: football. This is distinct from earlier forms of social movement that were 

centered on gaining political rights on the basis of class, race, sexuality or gender.  

 

Akin to Coleman (1993), Marwell and Oliver (1993) and Olson (1968), Melucci (1989; 1996a) 

broadly paralleled collective action to social movements and the group processes involved 

in protesting and campaigning. In doing such, his work - along with that of Castells (1976; 

1983; 2004 [1997]; 2013 [2009]; 2015 [2012]), Offe (1985), Habermas (1981) and Melucci's 

'mentor' (Diani 2015: 4), Touraine (1977; 1981; 1989; 1990; 1992) - followed trends and 

trajectories including rational action (RA, see Coleman 1973; Gamson 1990 [1975]; Olson 

1968), resource mobilization (RM, see McCarthy and Zald 1977), political processes (PP, see 

McAdam 1982; 1986; 1988; Tilly 2009) theories in the study of mobilization to form the 

canon of 'new social movements' theories (NSM, Buechler 1995).  We do not have an 

exclusive commitment to the broad ideas in NSM but it is important that Touraine (1992: 

129) noted that they are 'usually traced back to the 1960s' where, in Europe, there was the 

rise of student protests, women's rights advocacy groups, anti-war and anti-cold war 

protests while in the U.S. there were 'civil rights and woman’s liberation movements, 

anti‐Vietnam war campaigns and new gay movements'.  As such, Scott (1990: 26) argues 

that new social movements tend to be linked to a single broad theme or interest – such as 

peace, the environment or inequalities related to gender, ethnicity or sexuality - rather than 

the interests of the working classes.  NSMs are not conceived to develop any notion of total 

politics, or to subsume politics under a single focus and by the same token, they avoid 

'political reductionism' (Melucci 1996a) that may 'bypass the state' (Offe 1985).  In other 

words, change is sought by lobbying social spheres of society rather than the obvious 
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political spheres of governments and only affects certain areas or groups.  This accords with 

the relational football fan movements we profile: none are explicitly 'party political' or 

opposed to the specific state policy, with most linked to single broad issues - such as a 

rejection of the commercial values associated to elite football (Chapter Three), resistance 

toward owners' practices at football clubs (Chapter Four), gaining supporters a democratic 

voice in the running of a club (Chapter Five), ticket pricing (Chapter Six), or general belief in 

broadly defined anti-discriminatory values on a European scale (Chapter Seven). 

 

In his specific account of a NSM approach to collective action, Melucci (1996a) centralizes 

the concept of 'collective identity' as a pre-cursor to mobilization.  He argues that this is 

important because potential participants must feel part of a group before they invest their 

time and other resources.  In making this point, he is critical of Resource Mobilization 

Theory, arguing that those such as McCarthy and Zald (1973) have based their work on a 

rational choice model of action and, by marginalizing theme of identity, have emptied the 

social dimension of the mobilization (Melucci 1996a).  His ideas show collective action to be 

treated as the active creation, product and accomplishment of actors, produced within the 

limits and possibilities posed by a 'complex society' (Melucci 1989; 1996a).  This means that 

the collective action is not just the sum of individual actions involved in the mobilization but 

takes on its own life through the relational processes involved within it.  However, Melucci 

(1995; 1996a; 1996b) argues these relationships are based upon consensus, conflict (which 

is 'a struggle between two (or more) actors seeking appropriate resources regarded by each 

as valuable', Melucci 1996a: 22) and solidarity (which Melucci 1996a: 23 defines as 'the 

ability of actors to recognize, and be recognized, as belonging to the same social unit').   In 

making this point, Melucci (1989: 25) argues movements bring together diverse actors with 

a range of differing goals and aims in a 'multipolar action system'.  This means that 

processes of collective action are necessarily based upon processes of interaction, 

negotiation, conflict and compromise among a variety of different actors who fail or 

succeed in producing 'unity' and a collective identity of the movement (Melucci 1989: 217).  

Within this web of complex relations the 'submerged reality of movement networks' exists, 

which is constituted through the relationships between participants in social movements 

that are hidden from public view, through which people communicate and exchange 
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information with each other, while also negotiating a collective identity and developing a 

sense of belonging (Melucci 1989: 338).  In effect, the 'impact or importance cannot be 

reduced to visible mobilization events or their impact on the polity' (Fominaya 2010: 396).  

Connections in collective actions make the 'action' 'collective' but these connections may 

not be immediately visible. 

 

A frustration with Melucci (1996a) is that his theoretical framework is ultimately a sketch of 

thoughts around mobilizations.  In other words, he does not strongly guide us toward an 

analytical framework; although the reverse of this point is that there is fluidity in his 

approach and the strong potential to use his work in ways that are useful to specific 

contexts.  As such we are not rigidly glued to a single approach and can draw upon other 

influences alongside his theories.  However we find three key foci of his work particularly 

appealing for our study of football supporters.  First, we are attracted to his idea that social 

movements are the result of negotiation and interactive processes rather than taken as a 

pre-given object of study.  Second, and connected, Melucci outlines the steps toward a 

relational theory of collective action and recommends basing the analyses on the forces that 

work for and against collective action.  Third, Melucci's need to understand 'the submerged 

reality of movements' (1988: 338) through the observable and immediately non-observable 

connections that produce conflict, tensions and interactions within and outside of the 

movement as well as those on the outside is appealing given the diversity of social actors in 

our work.  This is because we follow Crossley (2011: 30) in viewing opinions and attitudes as 

relational stances 'form[ed] and lodge[d] between actors not within them'. 

 

This is not to say that we do not take the opportunities afforded by Melucci's looseness of 

theory to take on board other influences in the understanding of fan collective action.  In his 

work on social movements and networks, Diani (2015: 4) argues that 'the empirical scope of 

his [Melucci's] research was limited by his increasingly exclusive interests in the loose, 

informal networks' and called for more empirical work to be undertaken on networked 

collective action; which is a challenge we pick up in this book.  Although Melucci was critical 

of some dimensions of the Rational Action approach to collective action, we are interested 
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in Olson's (1968) claim that actors with more resources will carry a higher burden in action 

than poorer ones, giving rise to the 'free rider strategy' in which those with fewer resources 

(defined in a range of different ways) will attempt to benefit without a full contribution to 

the action in those groups where that do not provide benefits only to active participants.  

Potentially all fans gain from fan activism, for example getting cheaper tickets from the 

Twenty’s Plenty campaign, but not all fans participate (see Chapter Six). Olson challenges 

the idea that if everyone in a group (of any size) has interests in common, then they will act 

collectively to achieve them by arguing that when the group grows, concentrated interests 

of 'free riders' may trump the majority interests.  This is because large groups face 

comparatively higher costs when attempting to organize for collective action while small 

groups face relatively low costs, and individuals in large groups will gain less per capita of 

successful collective action (Olson 1968).   

 

Unpacking Football Fandom: Connections that Matter   

Our discussions around football fandom are located within the sociology of sport.  It is not 

our intention to survey this large sub-disciplinary area given that these discussions can be 

usefully found elsewhere (see Malcolm 2011; 2012; 2014; Young 2016).  Suffice to say that 

Bourdieu (1998) argued that scholars in this area have been side lined in 'mainstream' 

sociology, although the last three decades have seen investigations of football cultures 

afford studies into aggression, violence and deviance (Armstrong 1998; Armstrong and 

Harris 1991; Dunning et al. 1998; Williams et al. 1992 [1984]); 'globalization' (Giulianotti and 

Robertson 2004; 2007; 2009), racism (Back et al. 1999; Burdsey 2006; Cleland and Cashmore 

2014, 2016; Cleland 2014a); gender (Caudwell 2011; Dunn 2014);  and homophobia 

(Cashmore and Cleland 2011, 2012; Cleland 2014b, 2015b; Cleland et al. 2016). By exploring 

the sociological interest of collective action through the prism of sport 

consumption/football supporter cultures we follow the above cited research down the path 

Elias (2008 [1986]: 10) laid out in suggesting that ‘studies of sport which are not studies of 

society are studies out of context’.  In the UK, research in this mould has disproportionately 

focused on studies that use football fandom as the arena to understand social process 

(Malcolm 2012; Horne and Malcolm 2016).  For Ha-Ilan (2017: 13), football fandom ‘is a 
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form of collective behavior conducted within social networks’ with Blackshaw (2008: 336) 

stating how ‘football’s community is a profound agreement of cultural identity, 

companionship and breathing space, one of the most intimate things permissible in a 

modern public space.’  

 

Frosdick and Marsh (2015 [2005]) offer that the first social scientific insights into football 

fandom arose from the desire to understand the contested phenomenon of 'hooliganism' 

from the 1960s.  In the decades that followed, trends of describing and/or explaining these 

actions ranged from Marxist criminological approaches (Taylor 1971a; 1971b), ethogenics 

(Marsh et. al 1978), process sociology and figurationalism (Dunning 1999; Dunning et. al 

1988; 1991; Williams et. al 1992 [1984]) and ethnographic accounts (Armstrong 1998; 

Armstrong and Harris 1991; Armstrong and Giulianotti 2002; Giulianotti 1991; 1995; 1999; 

King 1997a; 2001; Pearson 2012).  Although relational sociology is not explicitly discussed in 

this literature, relationality was a central theme in an area of debate that reached little 

consensus. For instance, Taylor’s analysis of social and economic change at the end of the 

1960s describes how this alienated young working class men from clubs who sought to 

attract a more affluent supporter base to generate more income at clubs to be able to 

improve players’ wages. This, he argued, resulted in violent resistance as working class male 

supporters felt that the traditional relationship they had with clubs was broken. Similar 

accounts were presented in Dunning's accounts of crowd behavior from the 1960s where 

the economic hardship resulted in a rough working class subculture whose perceived 

alienation from society led them to use violence at football to publicly demonstrate a 

collective resistance to authority. Marsh et. al’s (1978) account of violence amongst Oxford 

United fans found the existence of an internal hierarchical structure that operated within 

specific 'rules of disorder' where individual roles were assigned for the collective good of the 

hooligan group. Indeed, this collective element of resistance is also a continued feature of 

modern research on football violence such as the work of Giulianotti and Armstrong (2002) 

and Pearson (2012) who illustrate the interactions that take place between different 

hooligan groups to avoid detection by the police. Moreover, Stott et al. (2007; 2012) refer to 

how policing styles affected the fan groups’ internal dynamics, patterns of collective action 

and level of ‘compliance’ with the police. In some cases, a sense of victimhood led to the 
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emergence of a 'social identity' amongst fans that could result in conflict, but changes in 

policing showed increasing interaction and dialogue between fans and the police.  

Interactions, relationships and networks of association clearly mattered in all of these - in 

some respects - to the same extent they do in other empirical articulations of relational 

sociology, such as music scenes and gym cultures, as highlighted earlier in this chapter.   

 

King (2012 [2004]: 19) saw relational sociology to be a 'social ontology which insists that 

society consists only of social relations: humans interacting with each other on the basis of 

shared meanings. Sociology should focus precisely on how these social relations come into 

being and are transformed by the humans engaged in them'.  Some of his empirical research 

emerged from a two-part ethnographic study on the consumption of football particularly 

focusing on masculine bonds between male supporters of clubs in their supporter practices 

(King 2002 [1998]; 2003).  In particular, King’s (1997b) analysis of the ‘lads’ at Manchester 

United found that their interaction and solidarity with each other produced the enjoyment 

and pleasure; it was not something that existed unto itself.  Rather the ‘craic’ and ‘buzz’ 

came through collective demonstrations of loyal support that consisted of regular 

attendance, singing and fighting, irrespective of whether the team was winning or losing.  

From his relational sociological work, these 'humans interact [...] with each other on the 

basis of shared meanings'.  This work allowed him to talk about the phenomena of 'football 

hooliganism' through some of the encounters he heard about although his focus was not 

explicitly on supporter violence (King 1997a; 2001).  Malcolm (2011: 2) describes his work as 

important as 'mark[ing] the end of the dominance of hooliganism studies and thus a 

broadening out of the sociology of sport research agenda'.   

 

The temporal period in which King's work was set was one in which there were profound 

structural changes to elite professional football with the emergence of the Premier League 

(in England) and the Champions League (across Europe).  As such he keys into the 

accelerated commodification of professional football since the 1990s and how it was 

experienced by networks of supporters.  Giulianotti (2002) pointed out that these 

experiences were not uniform but are often based on socialities in local economic, cultural 
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and legal contexts. Cleland (2010) outlined how this has led to the emergence of a 

significant number of ‘active’ fans who participate in football-related information, resistance 

and interaction with other fans, clubs and the media in order to instigate a sense of 

inclusion in the game. In their analysis of football fans as social actors, Perasović and 

Mustapić (2017: 3) illustrate how it is ‘creating a common denominator, a covenant, a 

symbolic field – or expressed in sociological terms – a social movement.’ On this point, 

Numerato (2015) refers to two inter-related layers of collective emotion when football fans 

establish a social movement: (1) the sociability, affective loyalties, rituals and passions in the 

practice of football fandom; and (2) how these emotions are subsequently protected when 

faced with anger and threat.   Football fan movements can take many different structural 

forms depending on whether the focus is to challenge a particular issue or something more 

deep-rooted that requires a long-term strategy (Ha-Ilan 2017). This subsequently impacts 

upon the type of action that might take place given the contextual background. Thus, this 

book investigates some of the social and cultural processes behind particular collective 

mobilizations and the extent of their ‘success’. It addresses particular outcomes and forms 

of conflict such as all out confrontation, confrontation regarding particular decisions or 

issues and the different roles and element of cooperation fans have with relevant clubs and 

other external stakeholders (such as the local and national media).  

 

The structure of football as well as fandom changed dramatically since the 1980s. One 

element of this was deindustrialization and growing importance of the service sector 

economy at the expense of manufacturing, but also through significant changes to English 

and European football in the post-Hillsborough period. Initially this was based on the 

upgrading or building of new stadia, but it also led to the Football Association to effectively 

embrace neo-liberalism through the introduction of a Premier League in 1992 and 

subsequently a more commercially driven strategy, most notably through higher ticket 

prices and the league’s relationship with satellite broadcaster, BSkyB. The result was a 

fundamental change in the historic fan-club relationship and emergence of significant fan 

activism and resistance in various contexts not just in the UK but also across the world. As 

suggested by Williams (2007: 129), ‘it is routinely claimed now that elite soccer clubs in 

England today lack some of the earlier deep-rootedness and cultural and personal 
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commitment traditionally provided by their previously loyal and local core soccer 

supporters’.   

 

According to Crabbe (2008), the social, political and economic changes to the culture of 

football fandom led to a cultural transformation that impacted on individual choices of 

consumption and subsequently enhanced a sense of individual reflexivity (Bauman 2000; 

Giddens 1991). In his analysis of football fandom as everyday practice, Stone (2007: 170) 

states how it expresses ‘notions of self-identity, belonging and interpersonal relations; all of 

which are initiated, reinforced and challenged through the enactment, internalization, 

embodiment and contestation of structural influences within the daily practices of life’.  

 

The increase in active fans can be traced back to the 1980s after the Heysel stadium disaster 

in which 39 fans died and the negative portrayal of fans by the government and the media 

(Scraton 2016). One of the first signs of collective action at club level began with the 

publication of a print fanzine (a short magazine-type publication written by fans and sold at 

home matches that contained humour as well as a resistance to the government and 

football authorities). Indeed, three months after the Heysel stadium disaster, the nationally-

focused Football Supporters’ Association (FSA) was created with the aim of providing fans 

with a greater influence in the game (in 2002 the FSA was replaced by the FSF).  The success 

of the print fanzine movement and national organizations led to the creation of more club-

based Independent Supporters’ Association movements (ISAs) across the UK during the 

1990s where supporters voiced their concerns at a local level (Nash 2000). Further changes 

aimed at increasing supporter representation at clubs emerged in 2000 through the creation 

of Supporters Direct with the emphasis on forging ‘a new relationship between supporters, 

their clubs and the local community’ (Hamil et al. 2001: 7). This consisted of legal and 

practical support for fans who sought to purchase enough shares to become more involved 

in the day-to-day running of clubs by gaining some form of representation on the board of 

directors. There had been often cited example that occurred before then with supporters at 

Northampton Town rescuing the club from administration in 1992 and rewarded with a 

supporter on the board of directors. One of the most recent was at Portsmouth, with the 
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club the first in the history of the Premier League to go into administration. In April 2013, 

with the club in another period of administration, the Supporters’ Trust took over the club 

after raising £3 million. Other examples include Exeter City (Treharne 2016) and AFC 

Wimbledon (Couper 2012), but the best example of part-supporter ownership is at Swansea 

City, with the Supporters’ Trust retaining its 21 per cent ownership of the club that was 

mostly accrued when the club was playing in the lower leagues (see Chapter Five).  

However, it is important to reiterate the composition of these trusts; they are not 'male-

only' spaces as Dunn (2017) points out. 

 

Despite the growth of active supporters across the world, we should also be mindful of the 

significant number of passive supporters, defined here as those who do not seek a 

participatory role in collective action or protest (Cleland 2010). Of course, this can be club 

and country specific, but in the case of clubs in the UK the financial resources needed to 

acquire enough shares to be able to influence the decisions made by clubs is often out of 

the financial reach of most supporters. It should come as no surprise, Swansea City apart, 

therefore that the success of supporter movements in terms of supporter representation at 

board level has often come in the lower leagues of British football.  

 

Many cases of fan 'alienation' also exist. Although Taylor (1971a; 1971b) offered this as an 

explanation for 'hooliganism', this theory has been broadly discredited with elite 

professional football's commercial operations growing at a far faster rate than fan violence 

(which is difficult to measure with any validity).  Despite this, alienation is a motivating 

factor for some fan groups. The most high-profile was the debt-laden takeover of 

Manchester United in 2005 that led to locally-based protests and resulted in a new 

democratically-run football club, FC United of Manchester, whose mission sought to 

‘maintain or re-establish the community’ and to be ‘an example of how to bring football 

back to ordinary people’ (Brown 2007: 627). Perhaps as a result of this was the creation of 

the ‘Spirit of Shankly’ (SoS) group at Liverpool in 2008 to challenge a similar debt-laden 

purchase reportedly over £400 million by its then American owners, Tom Hicks and George 

Gillett (Millward 2012). Although Williams (2012) states that the eventual takeover by the 
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Boston-based New England Sports Ventures (later becoming Fenway Sports Group) was a 

result of the global economic crisis, rather than fan resistance, the new owners did seek to 

immediately repair the damaged relationship between the club and supporters. Other 

examples of tangible forms of success can be found at Hull City in 2014, where supporters 

stopped the owner Assem Allam from changing the club name to Hull Tigers (Hayton et al. 

2015). 

 

In his analysis of expressions of fandom as a form of collective action that may not explicitly 

be concerned with the cultural politics of supporting a football team, Lestrelin (2012) 

suggests that friendly interactions and levels of sociability encountered over the course of 

fandom makes up the incentive to join this form of 'activism'.  Friendships, ties, networks 

and relationships are thus at the core of ‘life’ (Fischer 1982) of which the inherently 

interactive processes involved in football support is an important part for many fans. 

Numerato (2015: 125) refers to the socio-cultural reflexive actions of football fans and how 

‘collective actions to transform, redirect, and reorient contemporary football culture, to 

struggle against the negative impact of football’s allegiances with business within the 

context of neo-liberal principles and the mass media, and to address corruption or 

mismanagement in football governance bodies.’ Understanding this reflexivity to be a ‘social 

practice of a discursive nature’, Numerato explains the intrinsic role of emotions fans feel 

towards their club and its local community and how forms of protest can inhibit as well as 

facilitate social change. Reflecting on the potential of success as well as conflict, Ha-Ilan 

(2017) states that common interests and values within collective action encourages trust 

and collaboration. In some cases, the sense of community felt by fans became an important 

element in their collective identity and led to the fan-led creation of teams across the world, 

including Hapoel Katamon Jerusalem, Austria Salzburg, FC United of Manchester and AFC 

Wimbledon. As Chapter Three discusses, this movement has also led to fans following clubs 

in the lower leagues and outwardly rejecting associations with global football brands. 

 

As well as examples from the UK, there has been quite widespread resistance to the neo-

liberal nature of modern football, with Numerato (2014) suggesting it has led to increasing 
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reflexivity amongst fans. One feature of this is the globally networked Against Modern 

Football social movement that is comprised of various actors and methods of protest at the 

local and global level to raise their discontent and seek to enforce change (see Gonda 2013; 

Hill et. al 2016; Turner 2017; Webber 2015; Doidge 2015). This is often visible through the 

use of flags, banners, boycotts, campaigns, workshops, political lobbying, petitions as well as 

match day demonstrations.  Across Europe, resistance to the commodification of football is 

often the responsibility of the sets of fans who call themselves 'ultras' who offer alternative 

patterns of contemporary consumption through the maintenance of a culture of traditional 

fandom (Pilz and Wölki-Schumacher 2010; Testa and Armstrong 2010; Doidge 2015). Doidge 

and Lieser (2017) refer to the global spread of the ultras movement from its initial origin in 

Italy through Europe and across the world (for example see the special edition on the ultras 

movement in the journal Sport in Society, 2017). Whilst the local dimension of ultras 

remains important, Doidge and Lieser state how this is intersected at a global level through 

the global media, social media as well as the increased engagement and interaction 

between the varied fan movements. Leftist ultra-groups are explored in Chapters Three and 

Seven. 

 

In this respect, the internet became a significant feature within active fan culture ‘as it 

allowed for content and information to be circulated, consumed, interpreted and 

reproduced at a global level with no restrictions on time, place or space’ (Cleland 2015a: 

115). The availability of the internet through computers, tablets and smartphones has led to 

the emergence of a transnational ‘network society’ (Castells 2000) given the increasing 

opportunities to engage in synchronous or asynchronous communication at any time of the 

day in any part of the world via message boards, Twitter, Facebook, e-zines and blogs. What 

these virtual fan communities have resulted in according to Millward (2008: 299) is ‘a site 

for both the construction of (collective and individual) identities and “information age” 

sports fan democracy’ as fans are now able to exchange views, opinions and thoughts and 

these can be shared across the world to influence fans of other teams and vice versa. As will 

be outlined in the case of Swansea City (Chapter Five), initial online conversations about the 

ownership of clubs can become more formal when supporters perceive there to be a 

significant threat to a club’s future.  Dunning (1999: 126) argued that ‘fans are, individually, 
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the least powerful person in the football figuration’.  If supporters operated alone he would 

be correct.  Any potential relational power of their collective actions might come from their 

mobilizing into a critical mass.  Connections may emerge through different means and 

formats in the collective actions of football fans but, as Crossley (2011: 206) states they 

clearly 'matter'. 

 

With the proliferation of opportunities to share information online, face-to-face interactions 

are still important. As argued earlier, football has a wide range of spaces to meet and 

interact. From pubs, supporters’ clubs and stadiums, fans regularly meet to share the 

emotional experience of the game. Chapters Three and Seven reinforce the importance of 

face-to-face meetings. In the non-league there is greater opportunity to meet and this helps 

contribute to more durable relationships. Fan congresses, like those outlined at the start of 

this chapter, also provide a space to meet fans from a wide range of different clubs. They 

also have speakers and workshops where ideas and strategies can be shared, whilst also 

providing access to a much wider network of fans.  

 

Summary: Connected Fans in Collective Actions in the Social Worlds of Football 

We are clear in that we follow Crossley and Edwards (2016) in adopting no fixed method to 

the relational sociological approach of football fans collective actions.  Indeed, our sole 

concern is that they capture the connections between social actors.  In Chapters Three, 

Four, Five, and Seven data is principally collected through qualitative fieldwork, interviews 

and observations.  Chapters Three and Seven in particular were gathered through 

ethnographic work in the respective groups. This provides an opportunity to view the 

interactions in context and see how, why, and where fans interact. However, in Chapter Six 

we utilize social network analysis (SNA) using Twitter scrapes around key phrases.  This 

merits discussion. For Marin and Wellman (2009), SNA starts with the premise that social 

life is created primarily and most importantly by relations and the patterns formed by these 

relations. Borgatti and Halgin (2011) elaborate on this position noting that a network 

consists of a set of actors and a set of ties (of a specified type). The pattern of these ties 
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generates a structure and the actors occupy positions within the structure (Borgatti and 

Halgin 2011). In SNA the twin notions of structure and position play fundamental roles 

(Gonzales-Bailon and Wang 2016). Furthermore, an added component relates to network 

flow, that is what flows between actors that create these ties.  The threefold nature of 

structure, position and flow within networks are important elements in a relational thinking 

towards social movements, yet the majority of studies lack an SNA approach, which for 

Gonzalez-Bailon and Wang (2011) is strange as SNA theory and method is well place to offer 

sound analytical insight into social movement structures and co-ordination. In addition 

online networks can readily be captured and explored and visualized using SNA.  Borgatti 

and Halgin (2011) and Lopez-Kidwell (2011) document the theoretical framework for SNA, 

contrasting two fundamental network models that frame structure, position and flow. These 

two models are ‘the network flow’ model and the later named ‘network bond model’, both 

of which are important for the networked interpretation of the protest movements on 

ticket prices, which we will show in highlighting the structured dimension of relational 

sociology in Chapter Six. However it is important that we lay out an explanation of these 

models.  Network flow is a model built upon how information and other resources travel 

from actor to actor along paths consisting of ties interlocked through shared endpoints 

(Knoke 2012; Borgatti and Halgin 2011; Borgatti and Lopez-Kidwell 2011). In contrast, the 

bond model is indicative of bonds between actors, and the network tie serves as a bond that 

aligns and co-ordinates action, enabling groups of nodes to act as a single node, often with 

greater capabilities (Borgatti and Halgin 2011). Borgatti and Halgin (2011) note that this 

bonding function serves as the basis of co-ordination, and is the analogue of the flow 

function in the flow model.  Knoke (2012) notes that these two generic models underlie 

most SNA frameworks and can be jointly applied to uncover fundamental mechanisms to 

answer research questions about how network properties produces relational outcomes.   

 

This book is divided into eight chapters (including this Introduction) and comprises of five 

distinct case studies.  The next chapter, Chapter Two, builds upon the conceptual material 

discussed across this chapter to devise substantive touchstones that are useful in 

developing a cultural relational sociology that explores collective actions and, specifically, 

the collective action of football fans.  Chapter Three looks at connections and friendships, a 
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key point in any relational sociology, formed between non-league football fans in England.   

Chapter Four charts the ongoing protests of supporters of Coventry City who saw their team 

move to play home matches in Northampton, a neighboring town, in the 2013/14 season.  

While the relocation of sports teams might not be unusual in North America, it is 

unconventional in European football and sparked a protest in which coalitions between fans 

and local journalists were formed.  Chapter Five discusses the theme of supporter 

ownership at Swansea City in which fans have a place on the club's board of directors and a 

say in governance issues.  Chapter Six profiles how supporters of various clubs have 

mobilized in order to lobby for the price of admission to football fans to be reduced.  

Although 'outcomes' are difficult to measure, this action has helped to usher in a maximum 

'away ticket' price for visiting supporters of £30 at Premier League matches. Chapter Seven 

moves beyond the UK focus to discuss activist networks on a European scale of fans who 

pool their resources and know how to fight discrimination in football across the continent. 

Chapter Eight draws together the arguments we present in the case studies and the 

development of cultural relational sociology and concludes by offers that connections are 

central to social life, in all its social worlds, including within football fans’ collective actions.  
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Chapter Two:   

The Touchstones For Understanding Football Fans' 

Collective Actions:  A Primer in Cultural Relational Sociology  

 

Introduction 

In Chapter One we outlined the concepts and dimensions of a cultural relational sociology 

that is influenced by Crossley (2011) and could be applied to a range of socialities, including 

football fans’ collective actions.  However despite discussing these, we did not provide the 

touchstones for analysis in the areas specific to collective action and football fandom. In this 

chapter, we critically draw upon literature and ideas located in the collective action/social 

movement and sociology of sport canons to provide these touchstones.  In doing so, we 

draw upon seven areas: i) the structures of and roles in collective action; ii) affect, emotion 

and collective effervescence; iii) communication, cooperation and conventions; iv) 

mobilizing resources; v) tactics; vi) recruitment to collective action and ‘outcomes’ of 

mobilization and, vii) the spaces and places of organization and action.  By completing this, 

we both set up our analytical areas but also establish them for relational analysis by other 

sociologists of collective action/social movements, sport and culture more broadly.  We 

begin by looking at the positions, roles and divisions of labor in collective actions. 

 

Structures of Collective Action: Positions, Roles and Divisions of Labor 

As shown in the previous chapter, football fans constitute one of the largest and most 

frequent forms of collective action in the world (see also Hughson and Free 2006; King 2001; 

Pearson 2012). Yet football fans are also a heterogeneous group with a wide variety of 

people engaged in fandom in general and activism in particular. Whilst this is not dissimilar 

to other forms of social movement, football is an important site of inquiry as political 

mobilization occurs around a form of consumption:  football. Collections and syntheses of 

literature have showed no uniformity in the way social movements and collective actions 
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are structured and organized (Chesters and Welsh 2010; Crossley 2002; Della Porta and 

Diani 2006 [1999]; Edwards 2014).  At the core of these debates are the relationships 

between individuals in movements with the most contrasting positions broadly coming from 

'social movement organizations' ('SMOs' see Zald and Ash 1966) and 'new social 

movements' ('NSMs' see Melucci 1996a).  In the former of these categories, a social 

movement might range from being comprised of multiple organizations that may (or may 

not) work together in the pursuit of shared outcomes or may be a lone SMO (Carroll and 

Ratner 2001) while examples of the latter category may take a more fluid or 'networked' 

structure.  For instance, Castells (2015 [2012]) argues that NSMs might be 'rhizomatic', that 

is, literally grass roots in their emergence, growth and organization, defying traditional 

demographic boundaries or measurements procedures in manners that link a broad 

network of parties.   

 

Campbell (2005) notes that SMOs have formal structures with appointed (and sometimes 

salaried) roles. Organizations like Football Supporters Europe, Supporters Direct, Kick It Out, 

and the Football Supporters Federation, have distinct roles and constitutions. Freeman 

(1973) argued that the role of an organizer in the formation of the movement has been 

underplayed in the literature.  She suggests that this individual may not be the 'leader' and 

yet ‘such an individual or cadre must often operate behind the scenes’ (Freeman 1973: 806), 

while Chomsky (2003: 188-9) argues that the ‘real agents’ in social movement are the 

grassroots organizers who engage people in movements rather than the ‘Great Men’ [sic] 

leaders, who are not necessarily (or even ordinarily) the same people who organize protest 

and provide the platforms for collective mobilization.  For Castells, however, rhizomatic 

NSMs tend not to have explicit leaders.  While broadly following Castells, Hill et. al (2016) 

use the example of the British ‘Stand Against Modern Modern Football’ (hereafter Stand 

AMF) movement, who campaign against various commercial tenets of football, to point that 

NSMs may not generally have 'formal' leaders but may still have a number of 'soft' leaders 

within their ranks who might be those who hold positions of social, political and/or cultural 

influence and who might, for instance, have experience of dealing with media agencies, 

perhaps even having personal/professional relationships with people in 'formal' positions of 

influence (journalists, politicians etc.),  to be able to communicate the aims and tactics of 
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their collective action.   The key differences between the two forms of leadership may 

include levels of formality and temporality in the role - that is, 'soft' leaders might be more 

likely to assume their roles momentarily - and as specifically suited to the immediate task in 

hand due to knowledge and networks of connections - rather than as a long-term or semi-

permanent venture.   

 

Indeed Aronowitz (2003: 163-165) and Della Porta and Diani (2006 [1999]: 30; 50-51) have 

both pointed out that in social movements that have 'formal' or 'soft' leaders, those who 

have influential roles are likely to hail from the ‘new middle classes’ and/or have developed 

high levels of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu 1986; 2004 [1990]).  In a similar way, Florida’s 

(2002) concept of the ‘creative class’, which describes those ‘people in design, education, 

arts, music and entertainment, whose economic function is to create new ideas, new 

technology and/or creative content’ and whose professions normally require higher levels of 

formal education but usually not set in Fordist working practices (Florida 2002: 8), could be 

used to describe those who formally, or informally, lead social movements.  Beyond the 

'leadership' of movements, uncountable other formal and informal roles in the division of 

labor might exist, depending upon the structure and nature of the collective action (Opp 

2009).   

While some of these roles are concrete, Castells (2015 [2012]) points out that others are 

less so.  The two roles he is specifically talking about are 'programmers' and 'switchers'.  To 

elaborate, he argues that the networked practices and goals of social institutions are shared 

and reproduced across multiple 'nodal materialities', including people, objects, 

organizations, corporations, and cities. These logics must be programmed, or assigned, 

substantiated and distributed through communication structures. Although programs are 

irreducible to supporting communicative structures, Castells contends that networks and 

the social logics that they carry may be transformed – or ‘reprogrammed’ – through 

communicative activities set about through the collaborative actions of individuals who are, 

deliberately or accidentally 'programmers' of collective action. 

Programing new logics requires communicative work to ensure a program is endorsed 

across nodes that constitute a societal network. Castells describes this work as 
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accomplished by ‘switchers’ whose power lies in their ability, 'to connect and ensure the 

cooperation of different networks by sharing common goals and combining resources' 

(Castells, 2013[2009]: 45). In the wider society, Castells (2013[2009]: 429) declares Rupert 

Murdoch to be “the most deliberate switcher”, because of his capacity to link cultural, 

political and financial networks through his media empire.  In the context of football, he 

‘programmed’ elite professional structures in England to produce the highly mediatized 

‘Premier League’ in 1992 (David et. al 2015).  Social movements as both SMOs and NSMs 

have switchers too - switching together previously disparate groups in protest by forming 

new coalitions, such as the emergence of ‘no to modern football’ collectives (see Chapter 

Three) and the trans-European networks that fight anti-discrimination in football (see 

Chapter Seven). In this respect, the main difference, between the two types of collective 

action might be a greater level of formality, such as contracts and official agreements, are 

far more likely for SMOs (Carthy 2015). By working across geographical locations, without 

any identifiable formal leaders, and with an ability to mobilize a diverse collection of people, 

fluid and rhizomatic NSMs such as Occupy, The Indignadas and MoveOn.org (Carthy 2015; 

Castells 2015 [2012]) are difficult to predict the actions of and on what terms protests will 

mobilize next, the individuals who will be involved, and how these individuals will respond 

to management and policing.  SMO leaders, however, are more likely to have fostered 

working relationships with the police and maybe even the organizations they are collectively 

acting against, which may favor negotiations between the parties (Martin 2015; Minkoff and 

McCarthy 2005) as some of the ‘soft leaders’ in Stand AMF had pre-existing connections to 

those in the Premier League and the Football League (which administers the three 

professional leagues below the Premier League) in Hill et. al’s (2016) research. Beyond these 

differences, the formalized structures of SMOs lend themselves to official 'memberships' 

(Zald and Ash 1966) whereas NSMs generally consist of less formal and loosely organized 

social networks of 'supporters' (Buechler 1995).   

  

Affect, Emotion and Collective Effervescence  

Most football fans will acknowledge that football is an emotional experience. One of the 

things that draws people to football is the atmosphere. This collective emotional experience 
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links many people under the shared experience of singing, clapping and cheering in unison. 

Fans openly talk of their love for their club and hate of their rivals. The oft-quoted Bill 

Shankly stated that football was more important than ‘life or death’. Many fans have been 

married or had their ashes scattered at the football stadium of their clubs. Although it is a 

form of consumption, football engenders this emotional connection. People do not 

generally have their ashes scattered in a Tesco supermarket. Often football is the only time 

men and women are seen crying in public when teams experience relegation or a final loss. 

On a more mundane level, fans connect with one another through friendships that are 

fostered through regular conversations and meetings in and around the game (Giulianotti 

1995; Jones 2000; Doidge 2015).  

Emile Durkheim argued 'society' to be powerful, offering the capacity to affect feelings and 

make an individual feel powerful if s/he is connected to others through collaboration and 

support. Indeed, through studying Aboriginal rituals he offered that such bonds can lift 

individuals to exaltation.   He pointed out that periods of assembly are more excitable 

through individual's association and interaction with each other, calling this 'collective 

effervescence'.  Relationships and the 'things' individuals do in those relationships give to 

the type of excitement undertaken in crowds, parties, football matches (Bromberger 1995) 

and protests (Jasper 1997; 1998), but with which people are less likely to exhibit when they 

are on their own.  Excitement, for Durkheim, is created by joint ceremonials. 

Durkheim therefore suggested that participation in collective activities can bring about 

exaltation which, through rituals and rites, can make individuals feel as if they are lifted out 

of themselves and made into new beings.  Such rights and rituals can bring about intense 

emotions which are experienced as coming from external to the individual.  This affect is 

collective effervescence and is generated by social relations although it may be transferred 

on to an external object that becomes sacred through symbolizing such at 'society' and the 

elevated emotions associated to it.  Thus, Durkheim's account of collective effervescence is 

valuable as it captures the idea of social 'force' at its birth; when embodied humans feel 

themselves and are transformed through an emotional structuring of sensory and sensual 

beings.  For social movements, as Collins (1990) states, ‘Emotions are ‘the “glue” of 

solidarity – and what mobilizes conflict’.  Moreover, emotion is important in 'moving' the 

'movement' of a collective (Crossley 2005). 
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Emotions are generally thought to be subjective, cognitive experiences that are 

characterized by biological, psychological and physiological expressions and reactions 

(Barbalet 2001; Katz 1999; Prinz 2004; TenHouten 1996) that are understood as situational, 

interactional and temporally situated (Denzin 1984; Kemper 1978; Shott 1979).  The role of 

the emotions in protests was evident in some of the earliest theorizations of collective 

behavior, such as in the work of Le Bon (2008 [1895]) and Blumer (1951), but it was alluded 

to rather than meaningfully analyzed and generally ‘denigrated’ in the belief that ‘one could 

be “gripped” or “seized”’ by them (Chesters and Welsh 2011: 71).  Emotions were, above all 

else, assumed to be ‘irrational’ (Chesters and Welsh 2011: 71), and this belief continued 

through RAT, RM and PP trends in the theorisation of collective action.  Some branches of 

NSM have broken from the negative connotations of emotionally directed human behavior 

but interest in the area is tangential to a broader understanding of the collective identities 

associated with mobilizations (Castells 2015 [2012]; Melucci 1996; Opp 2009: 275-303; 

Touraine 1981).  These are experienced in relation to others in the collective and are 

therefore inherently relational (see Spencer et. al 2012). 

As discussed in Chapter One, emotions are inherently relational; they emerge from social 

interaction. Football and social movements provide ample opportunities for individuals to 

interact and build a collective effervescence. The re-emergence of emotion as a central 

component of social theory can be traced to the work of Randall Collins (1970). 

Subsequently, Collins (2004) draws on the work of Durkheim, in partnership with Goffman’s 

microsociological work, to develop interaction ritual theory. Goffman’s interaction rituals 

highlight the small repetitive actions that underpin everyday interaction. They are rituals 

because ‘this activity, however informal and secular, represents a way in which the 

individual must guard and design the symbolic implications of his [or her] acts while in the 

presence of an object that has a special value for him [or her] (Goffman 1967: 57). As social 

actors manage their presentation of self in relation to their ‘others’, they engage in patterns 

of interaction they deem appropriate for the situation. These patterns of behavior have to 

be performed and re-performed for there to build an emotional rapport with others. As 

Collins (2004: 105) argues: 
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Interaction ritual theory gives the most fine-grained picture of how emotions are 

transformed in the process of interaction: rituals begin with emotional ingredients 

(which may be emotions of all sorts); they intensify emotions into the shared 

excitement that Durkheim calls “collective effervescence”; and they produce other 

sorts of emotions as outcomes (especially moral solidarity, but also sometimes 

aggressive emotions such as anger). 

Collins (2004) identifies four ritual ingredients that are required to lay the foundation of an 

interaction ritual: group assembly; barrier to outsiders; mutual focus of attention; and 

shared mood. The repetitive aspects of these factors produce collective effervescence, an 

emotional energy that bonds the participants. This can be within dyadic relationships, as 

well as larger groups. It also produces group solidarity and standards of morality, as well as 

creating the symbols of this social relationship.   

A key breakthrough in the turn to emotions as a focus social movement research came from 

Jasper (1997) in his comparative study of protests associated with both pro-animal rights 

groups (emerging from Jasper and Nelkin 1992) and anti-nuclear power groups (see Jasper 

1990).  In doing so, he shows that emotions are a part of a culture that allows humans to 

adapt to the world around them, process information and interact with others (Jasper 1997; 

1998). Jasper (1997) states that social life is filled with all range of emotions, which often 

cannot be separated from cognitive beliefs and moral values.  Although there may be a 

range of stimuli that develop the emotions that stir people into protesting, Jasper (1997) 

argues that attachments to a ‘place’, grounded in the need for ontological security, and the 

‘threat’ of losing some dimension of that ‘place’ can motivate a collective to work together 

to mobilize as a protest.  Jasper paid attention to the development of ‘moral shocks’ - which 

are kinds of visceral unease that capture people’s attention and encourage them to 

articulate their moral intuitions (Jasper 1997; 1998) – in the development of his theory.  

Indeed Jasper (1997: 113-115) argued that:  

If researchers paid attention to them, I think they would discover a variety of 

emotions in protest.  First, individuals have emotional allegiances and experiences 

that help propel them into protest.  Fear, dread and an accompanying sense of 

threat are key motives.  Grief could also play a role, either following the loss of a 
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loved one or as a more general sense of cultural loss.  An alternation between 

shame and anger drives much political conflict [...] as shame often triggers 

aggression.  Anger and outrage will almost always play a part, as will pre-existing 

negative and positive affects towards symbols, places, individuals and groups. 

Those researchers who have ‘paid attention’ to emotions that develop across a social 

movement have offered similar suggestions:  ‘frustration, anger, alienation and anomie’ 

(Jasper 1998: 397), ‘loyalty, joy, , hope, fear, contempt, sadness, distrust, empathy, 

compassion, altruism, outrage, gratitude and happiness’ (Flam and King 2005: 2-3),  and 

‘positive feelings of love, loyalty, pride, joy and enthusiasm and negative feelings of hatred, 

sympathy, fear, anger, sorrow, sadness, jealousy, shame and dejection’ (Yang 2006: 1389).  

Jasper (1997: 114) offers thirty ‘emotions potentially relevant to protest’: affect, anger, 

compassion/sympathy/pity, cynicism/depression, enthusiasm/pride, envy/resentment, 

fear/dread, grief/loss/sorrow, hatred/hostility/loathing, joy/hope, love, 

outrage/indignation, resignation, shame, suspicion/paranoia and trust/loyalty.  These 

emotions are potentially useful for spotting which develop, when and in relation to what 

others.  However, these emotions – by Jasper’s own admission – are far from exhaustive, 

and do not tell us anything but the vaguest terms about how they develop.  Castells (2015 

[2012]) tries to shed some light when he argues that in the twenty-first century the internet, 

enabled by the communicative architecture of social media forms, plays a role in changing a 

collective's emotional state.  With reference to the collective actions of social movements, 

he argues that protestors will talk around the issues that evoke their anger but through 

these lines of communication, they metaphorically hold hands together, and when that 

happens their initial outrage turns into hope for the future.  Thus, the internet offers the 

potential to facilitate geographically disparate communality between individuals which 

evokes the collective effervescence to change individual and collective emotions in their 

communicative relationships. Emotions are thus relational even if they might be mediated 

online. 
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Communication, Cooperation and Conventions  

The emotional bond fans have with each other and their club fosters a connection to a 

broader group. Blumer (1969]: 94) argued that social reality was in a continuous process of 

(re)creation through coordinated 'group action' which 'takes the form of fitting together 

individual lines of action'. It is therefore interactive. Group action consists of fitting together 

individual actions, brought about by interpreting other social actors’ actions in a 

coordinated way.  It is therefore inherently relational, involving actors working together to 

achieve common goals.  Diekmann and Lindenberg (2001) argue that individuals cooperate 

if they willingly act in a manner that contributes to the others’ welfare.  In collective action 

research, theories of cooperation are closely linked to Rational Action Theory (Olsen 1968).  

In this vein of research, an actor cooperates if and only if s/he chooses a course of action 

that will lead to a collectively rational outcome when other actors behave cooperatively as 

well. Coleman (1973) suggests networks - and specifically, intermediaries in networks - are 

important in the understanding of cooperation.  He argues that intermediaries in networks 

may play at least three roles: first, as an 'advisor' who introduces interested parties to 

coordinate, facilitating interaction between others to create trust (which he parallels to 

'social capital'); second as 'guarantor' who absorbs the risk in the event that such trust turns 

out to be misplaced; and third, as 'entrepreneur' who combines the resources of several 

actors to place them into the hands of others who are expected to realize gains.  However, 

individuals' willingness to cooperate may depend on how people communicate through 

definition, description and 'framing' of a situation (Goffman 1974; Oliver and Johnston 2000; 

Snow et. al. 1986).  Of note, Kahneman and Tversky (1984) found that individuals are keener 

on avoiding losses than on achieving gains.  Thus, social movement may recruit more 

members to cooperate in their collective action if they communicate their cause as a 

defense of a common resource rather than the achievement of a new public good. 

 

Becker (1974) argues that conventions are constituted from the agreements in the way of 

doing 'things'. He states that artistic conventions include all decisions that must be made 

with respect to works produced in a given art world, even though a particular convention 

may be revised for a given work. This means that conventions shape the materials that are 
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used in the case of music, when musicians agree to base their music on the notes contained 

in a set of modes, or on the diatonic, pentatonic or chromatic scales with their associated 

harmonies or in art when photographers use black, white and shades of grey to portray 

physical dimensions of space, place or person.   Conventions are important because they 

facilitate prompt decision-making by referring to a conventional - or standardized - way of 

doing things through easing efficient coordination of those within a network.  This point 

noted, as well as enabling action, conventions constrain it too (Becker 1974; 2008 [1982]).  

This is because they come in complex interdependent webs of people, products and ways of 

doing things whereby one small change requires making changes to other activities.  Thus, if 

a set of conventions becomes physically concretized in equipment, materials, training or 

facilities, all might have to be changed if a convention is altered.  However, Becker is keen to 

point out that although standardized and constraining, conventions are usually open and 

this might emerge through relational interaction. 

 

Football can be consumed differently, through ranging modes and of varying importance to 

the individuals involved but conventions exist in the differing practices of football fandom 

(David and Millward 2012; Giulianotti 2002; Weed 2007).  For instance, Millward (2011) 

outlines that wearing a replica shirt, a ‘jester hat’, knowing when and what to sing (and 

when not to) and which public houses to visit give a fan the distinction of being seen by 

others as particular ‘type’ of supporter.  In other words, they are shorthand conventions in 

the ways Becker (1974) outlines.  Coordination and conventions are based upon 

communication channels in the 'world' of the network (Becker 1974; 1976; 2008 [1982]; 

Crossley 2011).  There is a wealth of literature that explores group communication (see, for 

instance, Dominick 1987; Habermas 1986; 1989; Lull 1995; McQuail 1985; Scannell 2007; 

Silverstone 2006; Williams 2016 [1962]). Kádár (2013) uses a range of data including 

historical letters and asynchronous email exchanges to focus on 'the ritualized relational 

practices formed locally within the social unit of network’ (p. 4) and approaching 

communicative rituals as 'social action triggered by interactional practices' (p. 3).  In making 

these points, Kádár (2013) argues conformity to intra-network communicative expectations, 

which he calls 'conventions', are necessary for a collective to smoothly 'function' and 

develop its own linguistic rituals (which may include, for example, 'politeness', a set of 
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lexical terms and/or discursive topics).  These modes of communication help to build 'trust' 

amongst group members and help to 'network identity formation’ in the group (Kádár 

2013).  This conception of identity emerging from the network runs parallel to similar ideas 

offered by Jenkins (2003) and Melucci (1996a) in which social identity is inherently relational 

in so far as it is articulated and expressed against 'others'.  In the context of football fandom, 

Clark (2006) points out that such social identities are often performed against rivals - clearly 

demarking the in-group ('we') as distinct from the out-group ('they').  Kádár (2013) suggests 

there are two rituals of communication that form network identities.  First, there are 

contrastive identities which are inherently relational as they are intentionally adopted 

practices that are distinctive of a particular group set against contrasting out-groups and 

second, there are non-contrastive identities to be the 'practices that form a network 

identity without positioning the network against others' (Kádár 2013: 67). 

 

A large strand of the collective action of social movements literature views 'communication' 

as the way in which the mobilizing group expresses itself to the wider public through the 

media (Rosie and Gorrange 2009; Rucht 2005; Ryan 1991; Swank 2000).  This form of 

communication may involve delineated brokerage roles for some in the network of 

protestors with media outlets (González-Bailón and Wang 2013; 2016).  However, through 

the explanation of 'informational capital', Castells (2013 [2009]; 2015 [2012]) talks about 

‘mass self-communication’ media such as Twitter, Youtube, and blogs. In contrast to 

established, vertical modes of information dissemination – the traditional power-bases of 

communication corporations – these modes of communication encourage horizontal 

networks, ‘self-generated in content, self-directed in emission, and self-selected by many 

who communicate with many’ (Castells 2013 [2009]: 70). Castells particularly sees 

horizontal networks as loosening the hold of established structures by allowing 'individuals 

and organizations to generate their own messages and content and distribute it in 

cyberspace, largely bypassing the control of corporations and bureaucracies' that have 

traditionally controlled flows of information in society (Castells 2013 [2009]: xx).  In 

bypassing the established ‘nodes’ of communication – the channels and places that process 

and disseminate information coded with a distinct network logic - Castells (2000 [1996]), 

explains that information-age mobilizations are able to disentangle from paramount power 
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as these open and fluid communications afford new forms of network coalitions to mobilize. 

The ability for new network connections to be made relies on the ‘horizontal’ affordances of 

social media such as Twitter (Murthy 2013); technologies that bypass traditional ‘top-down’ 

media communications, allowing counter-veiling ideas to circulate unfiltered by the 

interests of established programmers (Castells 2015 [2012]).  Castells asserts that digital 

communication technologies can ‘switch on’ connections between previously unrelated 

groups, renewing potential for social change by connecting coalitions of grassroots support 

with democratic processes.  The invention of ‘mass self-communication’ is important in 

grassroots resistance (Castells 2013 [2009]; 2012).  ‘Mass self-communicators’ use the 

‘horizontal networks’, which may be free of the established programming power-bases such 

as communication corporations, such as MySpace, YouTube and Facebook, to countervail 

against the existing power relations (and the ideological forces they create). That is, the 

emergence of a new type of communication system that is ‘self-generated in content, self-

directed in emission, and self-selected by many who communicate with many’ (Castells 

2013 [2009]: 70). For Castells, the power of the internet lies in the formation of horizontal 

networks that connect people with similar interests and desires across traditional 

demographic and geographical divides. As such:    

[D]igital networking technologies allow individuals and organizations to generate their 

own messages and content and distribute it in cyberspace, largely bypassing the 

control of corporations and bureaucracies [and …] A few technologically savvy 

youngsters with some ideas and a small amount of money can create companies that 

would challenge the restriction of free communication imposed by oligopolistic 

business. 

(Castells 2013 [2009]: xx) 

Exploring how conventions and communication channels are made, and with whom, is 

therefore a key touchstone in a cultural relational sociology of football fandom and 

collective actions. 
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Mobilizing Resources: Generating Trust and Other 'Capital' 

The emotional connection to the broader group motivates some fans to engage in political 

mobilization or develop a support for a particular football team.  But individual fans have 

different personal networks and skills, so there are issues in coordinating mobilizations with 

the socio-cultural politics of football. Pierre Bourdieu (1986; 2004 [1990]) argued that 

individuals occupy multidimensional social spaces in which s/he is defined by forms of 

capital that are articulated through relationships with others.  In doing so, he distinguished 

between three forms of 'capital' - 'economic', 'cultural' and 'social'  - which are used to 

(re)produce inequality and may be either consciously acquired over time or passively 

‘inherited’ from people, socialization and surroundings.  

 

Bourdieu (1977) does not pioneer on understandings of economic capital which are derived 

from a Marxist underpinning to look at how actions are given value in ‘primitive’ societies.  

For Bourdieu (1986), economic capital can be symbolic in the sense of money – the intrinsic 

coin or note denoting something more of social value – or material in the forms of the 

property and other objects with high use values being owned.  Bourdieu first used the term 

‘cultural capital’ to explain differences in future life-paths and outcomes for children (see 

Bourdieu and Passeron 1990).  He elaborated that cultural capital has three distinct forms 

(Bourdieu 1986).  First, there is embodied cultural capital which is manifest in the mind and 

body, through – for instance – accents, ways of thinking and even body shape.  Second, 

objectified cultural capital includes the physical objects that are owned, including books, 

works of art, scientific instruments and machines (Leguina et al. 2016).  In one sense, this 

type of cultural capital is easily converted into economic capital by buying and selling such 

items but in another, the sense of ‘understanding’ the item – such as a painting – is not 

paralleled to simple its ownership.  Such cultural capital may be relational such as when an 

art dealer explains the significance of the painting to a buyer.   Third, institutionalized 

cultural capital is that which symbolically denotes an institution recognizes a level of cultural 

capital has been achieved.  Academic qualifications might be a prime example of this which 

may then be converted into labor market gains for the individual, perhaps resulting in the 

generation of economic capital.    Bourdieu (1986: 88) describes social capital as ‘the 

aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable 
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network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and 

recognition.’  Therefore, he views social capital as membership within a group, which 

provides each member of the group with the support of any mutually-owned capital, 

specifically including the ‘trust’ of other people within the real or imagined community 

which may even advantage themselves, the social class and their associated others (such as 

their children) (see Widdop et al. 2016).  Ibrahim (2015) followed Crossley (1999; 2002; 

2003; Crossley and Crossley 2001) in developing a Bourdieusian approach to the collective 

actions of social movements, specifically focusing upon struggles and tensions in the British 

anti-capitalism movements.  He argued that symbolic capital present in social and cultural 

forms was particularly useful in the movements since the actors involved sought rewards 

that did not produce monetary gain – with cultural capital including the knowledge and skills 

gained by workshops and social capital created by alliances formed through the ‘switching’ 

of networks together with individuals in other social and political groups.  Effectively, 

Ibrahim guides readers to note that in the collective actions of social movements various 

forms of social and cultural capital are traded, and generated through interactions.  Football 

fandom also entails the demonstration of cultural and social capital.  This is seen clearly in 

the understanding of its cultures, given that there is no definitive way to read the ‘signs’ of 

the sport or individual clubs.  Yet, such distinction is evident within the ways that one type 

of supporter assumes that s/he is more ‘authentic’ than other groups.  Some ‘traditional’ 

supporter groups (see Millward 2011), view the sport and ‘their’ club in a particular way and 

– like the romantic tourist in Urry’s work - ‘consider it as ‘authentic’, as real’ whilst 

attempting to ‘make everyone else sacralize [it] in the same sort of way’ (Urry 1995: 138; 

see also 2005 [1990]).  This is the product of a cultural capital of knowing the ‘right’ 

conventions of that fandom, and the social capital of connections into those supporter 

groups.  As such, an imagined geography emerges might come to partially define 

authenticity amongst the group.  This geography is largely based upon hailing from, or laying 

some sort of cultural or biographical link to the town or city in which the supported football 

club is located.  However, these boundaries are culturally constructed through networks of 

human relations given that outsiders from beyond the elastic boundaries are occasionally 

allowed to join the group of ‘real’ traditional fans.   
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Akin to Bourdieu, Castells views capital as largely synonymous with power. However, for 

him capital takes mobile informational forms as well as material and ‘traditional’ symbolic 

forms.  Thus, Castells (2013 [2009]) adds 'network capital' to this mix.  For him, network 

capital is the social capital that is specifically generated in the 'space of flows' of people, 

money, images and information from across the world.  As such, network capital is a result 

of cooperation via electronic networks, and in turn fosters the habit of such cooperation. 

This cooperation includes sharing of information and the use of computer-mediated-

communications, the creation of specific products, and the achievement of set objectives.  

This form of capital is generally created by communities of interest, where membership is 

based on personal interest, skills, background/experience and sharing of a common 

purpose.  As network capital is generated in a 'space of flows' it is not bounded by physical 

location, thus opening up a wider array of possibilities for individuals to interact and behave 

as ‘global citizens’.   

 

Ibrahim’s work can allow us to take this one theoretical step further.  He reminds us that 

capital is only ‘operationalized as resources’ (Ibrahim 2015: 56).  This brings, as Crossley 

(2015) does in his work on punk and post-punk ‘worlds’, ideas from resource mobilization 

theory (RMT) to the fore.  It is offered in RMT that core – often professional – groups in 

social organizations work together to bring money and supporters to the movement, as well 

as attracting the attention of the media and striking those alliances with those in power 

(McCarthy and Zald 2001).  To do this, they mobilize resources which Freeman (1979) points 

out might be tangible (such as money, participants, organization and communications 

infrastructure and leaders) or intangible (such as skills/knowledge and public support).  

Jasper (2006: 91) argues that resources are the tools, physical capabilities, money and raw 

materials that are utilized in strategic interactions. He says that resources are related to 

material dimensions of life, even when they carry cultural messages and create affect. For 

Jasper, resources might be physical and/or symbolic, including the direct physical force of 

coercion and money (as the capacity to buy needed materials) which give them the clearest 

source of power to social actors and organizations in relationships with 'others'.  However, 

Jasper (2006) also argues that resources might also include physical equipment, on the 

proviso they are accompanied by the cultural meanings and necessary ability to be able to 
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use such equipment.  Similarly, money only becomes utilized as a resource when the social 

actor/organization has the ability to spend that money on something that aids the 

mobilization.   In this sense, the questions are raised about how these forms of capital, 

translated through social processes of interaction, might be generated through online as 

well as offline interactions and relationships involved in social movements and converted 

into resources, and specifically how these relational processes might enable further 

collective actions to occur. 

 

'Trust' is very important to these discussions.  Trust refers to the actions of others (Luhmann 

2017 [1979]) and in many accounts, runs parallel to ideas of 'social capital' (Field 2008).  

Indeed, Crossley (2008b: 477) sees social capital as 'the manner in which networks and their 

emergent properties (e.g. trust and norms) can constitute a resource for their members' but 

cautions that such a basic insight has been developed in diverse ways.  For instance, 

Bourdieu (1986) views high levels of social capital as having ‘friends in high places’ or ‘old 

boy networks’.  It is not reducible to economic and cultural capital but its acquisition runs 

parallel to them given that friends in particular social locations are acquired in social 

contexts (in the case of 'high places' elite schools and/or golf clubs) which have economic 

and cultural entry barriers.  In this book, we see connections between fan activists and 

media personnel and even politicians (see Chapters Four and Six, in particular).   

 

Coleman (1973) argues that social capital is a property of social relations, rather than 

individuals.  This means it is inherently relational but also that while it can be used, it cannot 

be exchanged.  It only has a use value, no exchange value or, opportunities to make 

connections can be exchanged but the social capital generated through that connection 

cannot be transferred to another social actor.  Any 'sociology of trust' is thus a relational 

sociology, bound by social relations rather than individual actors.  Sztompka (2003 [1999]: 

25) states that in situations when social actors have to act in spite of uncertainty and risk, 

trusting in others becomes the crucial strategy for dealing with uncontrollable futures.  This 

might emerge and be mobilized as social capital in the case of the various 'supporter trusts' 

that are referred to in this book but which is the central focus in Chapter Five.   
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Tactics: 'Tastes', Narratives and Innovations   

Fans mobilizations coalesce around specific causes or symbolic targets, such as owners or 

charity work. Consequently, fans will discuss, debate and decide upon a proposed course of 

action in order to succeed. Byrne (1997: 19) stated that 'if there is one characteristic which 

sets movements apart from other forms of political action, it lies in what [Byrne's emphasis] 

they do' arguing that such 'doing' is the range of tactics - or tools of action - a movement 

utilizes.  Blumer (1951: 203) argued tactics to be an important dimension of collective action 

(or collective behavior, in his terms) as it ‘becomes more clearly organized.’   He argued that 

tactics are context dependent but share three main aims of: increasing the number of 

movement members; maintaining the number of movement supporters and, most crucially, 

achieving the movement’s aims and goals.  Alinsky (1971) added to this list by stating a 

tactic might involve identifying a 'villainous' enemy who can be directly blamed for any 

perceived injustice.  Thus, 'blame' becomes a tactic 'when some relation exists between the 

blamer and the blame' (Tilly 2008: 6). 

 

Tilly (1978; 2008) used the term 'repertoire of contention' to refer to tactics.  Under the 

social movement banner of 'contentious politics' (CP) - which was a new turn in Political 

Process Theory Tilly developed with Sidney Tarrow and Doug McAdam - suggests that 

repertoires are the product of interactions between social actors as one group (which could 

be a set of individuals or an SMO) finds a tactic or tool in protest to be successful, it will 

diffuse to other, similarly minded groups who will adapt and use it for their own means (see 

Tonkonoff 2017).  Viewed in this way, the repertoire is a convention that short-hands a 

mobilization.  However, viewed another way, Tilly argues that repertoires can be limiting 

too, as groups are more likely to revert to tried and trusted methods rather than seeking 

innovation. Jasper (1997: 97) adds to this by arguing that protestors might deploy a range of 

tactics that they value, enjoy, feel appropriate and have skills in utilizing.  These feelings 

might convince those in the mobilization that their tactics are the most appropriate in 

achieving the social movement's goals.   
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Whilst Tilly demonstrates the limitations of ‘repertoires of contention’, he underplays the 

creative and innovative ways that emerge from the diverse range of people that constitute 

football fans. Fans have established new tactics to make their cases heard. For example, the 

choice of tactics might include the creation of new associations with specific purposes (see 

Millward and Poulton's discussion of the emergence of F.C. United as a 'tactic' against the 

commercialization and leveraged financial ownership of Manchester United), coalitions with 

other, similarly minded organizations (see Hill et. al's discussion of 'StandAMF' as a coalition 

of disenfranchised supporters of various football clubs in the UK, and Numerato's account of 

similar groups in Italian football), public meetings (Tilly 1999: 253), media campaigns (see 

Cable 2016), vigils and rallies (Meyer and Whittier 1994), banners (Doidge 2015), petitions 

(Van Laer and Van Aelst 2010), boycotts (Friedman 1999), strikes (Casquette 2006) and 

pamphletting (Downey 1986).  More recent examples might include internet campaigns and 

'hactivism' (see Hands 2010; Schumann 2015) as new 'digital repertoires' might emerge (Earl 

and Kimport 2011).  These tactics are changeable over time and place (Shepard 2011) and 

might be made in the process of interact with other decision-makers, such as opponents, 

the media, legislators, potential allies.  The process of deciding which repertoires of 

contention to adopt might also involve police in the relationship and interaction, by deciding 

what will be done, where it will take place and even how many people could be arrested 

(Della Porta and Reiter 1998).  As a result, Goodwin and Jasper (2014: 222) argue that 'any 

given action will probably be designed for several different audiences at the same time.  An 

action that satisfies one may not please another', as different groups have different 'taste in 

tactics' (Jasper 1998). 

 

Smithey (2009) points out tactical choices have often been presented as products of 

organizational structures, available resources and opportunities afforded by, or constraints 

emerging from, the physical environment.  However, this overlooks the interactive cultural 

dimensions of protest that make them, in Crossley's account of relational sociology, 

inherently relational.  Jasper (2006: 117) argued that 'moral and emotional attachments 

influence our choice of tactics'; strength of views on (non)violence in protest might shape 

and/or divide groups and alliances from those with otherwise similar aims, for instance.  He 

calls these judgements about what are group-defined 'acceptable' forms of contention 
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'taste in tactics'.  In elaborating upon this point, Jasper (1998: 237) points out that Tilly has 

missed a key issue in his analysis of 'repertoires of contention' - namely that tactics tend not 

to be value neutral or set against values protestors do not care deeply about.  Rather, he 

argues tactics 'represent important routines, emotionally and morally salient' in those 

individuals who make up the collective actions lives.  These 'tastes' may not be as 

pronounced as those who express a disregard for protest that risks becoming violent, it may 

merely emerge within the identities of those who are part of the mobilization: are they the 

type of individual to take part in 'direct action', or in 'radical actions' or in negotiation with 

the 'enemy' for instance?  These type of discussions are present in Nash's (2000) discussion 

of Independent Supporters' Associations that could not 'join' together with other clubs 

because of historical fan rivalries (see also Poulton 2013) or the Manchester United fans 

that agreed with the long-term protest of some of the club's supporters leaving the 

attachment of match attendance behind to setup F.C. United of Manchester but did not feel 

as if they could either undertake this action themselves (see Millward 2011).  Those taking 

part in a collective action are constantly judging - ‘taste classifies, and it classifies the 

classifier. Social subjects, classified by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the 

distinctions they make’ as Bourdieu (2004 [1990]: 6) argued - others within it and its 

associated groups.  Jasper (1997: 240) argues that these feelings and dispositions toward 

particular types of tactics can cause internal rifts and conflicts in much the same way as 

differing goals might.   This is currently evident in the disagreements some fans of the 

London-based football club Charlton Athletic are currently experiencing where there is 

widespread disquiet about the operational strategies that the club’s owner, Roland 

Duchâtelet, has implemented but there is disagreement amongst supporter groups over the 

tactics they should implement in order to challenge his actions.  Jasper also points out that 

differing groups, composed of protestors with differing tastes, may decide to tolerate each 

other or even co-operate effectively even if distastes for each other continue if the strategy 

of the mobilization suits such collaboration.  Tastes are important but so too is the urge to 

achieve the group aims, although - as Jasper notes - the two may be ultimately similar.    

 

Narratives might be important in the faith the group shows in its tactics, as well as the 

maintenance of belief in the movement's aims and the continued identification of a 'villain'. 
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As such, narratives became an important feature in Tilly’s ‘fundamentally relational' and 

cultural turn (Edwards 2014: 105).  In particular Tilly (2008: 21) argues that stories are 

important to the relational analysis of social life for three reasons: first, they belong to 

relationships and therefore vary according to that relationship and roles, as he argues 'a 

mother gets a different story of a broken love affair than does a casual friend'; second, they 

simplify social processes to convey a memorable images and sequences of what happened, 

and third, they include strong suggestions of responsibility therefore lending themselves to 

moral evaluations - making 'stories enormously valuable for evaluation after the fact' (Tilly 

2008: 21).  On this last point, Millward (2016a) pointed out that, when exposed to the 

'counterpower' (see Castells 2015 [2012]) offered by newspaper and non-governmental 

organization allegations, the 'blockmodelled' (see Crossley 2011: 184-185) corporate actors 

that were together relationally 'responsible' for the (mis)treatment of some migrant 

workers on World Cup-related construction projects in Qatar. Each told a story that framed 

their response in terms of: a) regret that some workers had been treated in such ways but 

b) a rejection of responsibility for the circumstances in which such treatment emerged.  The 

stories told therefore became a form of tactical defense against allegations spread by the 

movements that opposed the (poor) treatment of many migrant works.   For Polletta (2006: 

4) narratives might also 'set the very terms of strategic action' by making some courses of 

action seem 'very reasonable, fitting, even possible, and others seem ineffectual, ill-

considered or impossible'.  In other words, the narratives actors tell about themselves, their 

values and/or adversaries shape the choices of which tactics are chosen and which ones are 

not.  These stories stretch beyond the 'tastes in tactics' (Jasper 2008) embedded within the 

collective action to assumptions about 'what has worked or failed in the past' (Polletta 2006: 

170) without a thorough analysis of what tactics actually did work or fail previously. 

 

Crossley (2011) argues that tactics form one of the conventions a group uses in its relational 

action, Polletta (2006) offers that narratives play a role in establishing these tactical 

conventions (Polletta 2006).  However, Crossley (2011) also argues that innovation might 

emerge when conventions are perceived by those involved in collective action to no longer 

work.  Yet innovations and conventions are not binary opposites for three main reasons.  

First, Crossley (2011: 34) points out that 'conventions (and institutions) are simply 
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sedimented innovations and improvisations of the past'.  Second, innovations are important 

for the conventions in movements because - as Crossley (2015) pointed out in the contexts 

of punk and post-punk - allied groups may attempt to usurp each other, even if that 

competition remains friendly.  While, third, Becker (2008 [1982]) shows that - in the using 

the example of art - creative and innovative interaction will draw upon established 

conventions.  McAdam (1983: 752) stated that in the quest to offset their relative 

powerlessness, challengers against established 'powerbrokers' (the Football Association 

and/or individual clubs in this book, rather than 'the state' as offered by McAdam) devise 

new techniques - or 'technical innovations' - in the quest to leverage power through the art 

of surprise.  However, he is also keen to point out that these innovations only temporally 

afford members of a collective action bargaining leverage as alters - those who they are 

protesting against - 'tactically adapt' to neutralize the new tactic (McAdam 1982; 1983).  

Tracing out the changing tactics - and the way in which these tactics are narrated and 

'judged' - of social movement will tell us much about the relationships within and outside 

that collective action.  Ultimately, protests are an internal interaction between individuals 

within the SMO, and external to the group between the protestors and the institution being 

challenged.  

 

Recruitment to Collective Action and 'Outcomes' of Mobilization   

The tactical approach is just one part of what fan groups need to focus on. Recruiting new 

participants is a key aim of social movements. Football fandom is already a form of 

collective behavior and consequently constitutes a ready-made network of fans.  

Mobilizations go through processes of recruitment, retention and searching for - and 

potentially achieving - outcomes throughout their life-cycle.  Although the precise stages of 

the life-cycle of collective action are difficult to generalize, Blumer (1951) tried to do so in 

his model of ‘collective behavior’ suggesting that they have four ‘typical stages of 

development’ (p. 203).  These are ‘social unrest’, ‘popular excitement’, ‘formalization’ and 

‘institutionalization’.  Millward and Poulton (2014) discussed these categories with an 

empirical analysis of the formation and continued running of F.C. United of Manchester (F.C. 

United), which emerged from the disenchantment of a sizable number of Manchester 
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United fans with a range of different issues broadly related to the commercialization of elite 

English football in 2005, and found that Blumer’s stages of development helped gain a 

theoretical foothold in the setup of the protest club but that it was difficult to order such 

stages as Blumer is tempted to do so.  They suggest that rigidly following a theoretical life-

cycle structure to social movements there is a risk of imposing a tautological approach to 

understanding collective action.  However, we do know that collective actions have a 

‘beginning’, even if we are less sure that they have a ‘middle’ and/or an ‘end’ in the sense of 

conventional narratives (Polletta 2006).  For Jasper’s (1998) movements typically begin with 

‘moral shocks’ of outrage but Freeman (1973: 793) argues that most collective action has 

'very inconspicuous beginnings' in which 'significant elements of their origin are usually 

forgotten or distorted by the time a trained observer seeks to trace them out'.  Crossley 

(2015) argues that collective actions (such as, in his example, punk and post-punk music 

scenes) might grow - often supported through independent printed outlets (such as 

fanzines) but more recently through the architecture of social networking technologies 

(Cable 2016; Gerbaudo 2012) – through word of mouth but might declines through an 

attrition of followers through either disengagement or achieving the movement’s outcomes.  

Indeed, Klandermans (1997: 123) argues that ‘movement decline results from the 

movement’s inability to keep participants and its inability to attract new participants to 

replace those who leave’.  Such processes in collective action often involve engagements 

with individuals, including protestors, outsiders, politicians, 'targets' and 'enemies and other 

organizations in a relational map of mobilization.   Consequently, this section plots out ideas 

that will be picked up in the analysis of the case examples on recruitment and outcomes of 

collective actions.    

 

Whether or not individuals need 'rewards' for partaking in collective action is debatable.  

What a 'reward' might constitute is, of course, an open question ranging from material 

gain/the avoidance of material loss, to connections into networks or, for instance, greater 

availability of places at 'good schools' for their children, or in the context of football fandom 

‘enjoyment’ (which might come with the positive emotional connection with others) or 

‘team playing success’ (with the grounds of what constitutes ‘success’ constructed through 

relational processes with other fans, the media and employees of the football club).  

However Olson (1968), analyzing social movements from a Rational Action Theory 
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perspective, argues that they do, going so far as to suggest that those which offer no 

material incentives to their participants may experience problems in the recruitment and 

retention of participants.  Klandermans (1997) disagreed with this proposition, suggesting 

that selective incentives do not usually encourage people to participate in social 

movements, although they might increase commitment.  Hirsch (1990) argued that material 

'rewards' were less important than ideological commitments to the cause and the belief 

that change has to be prompted by non-institutional means.  Football fandom is not 

measured by material reward, but by emotional connection to a broader collective: the 

club.   McAdam (1982; 1986), while formulating the Political Process approach to collective 

action in studies of the Black Civil Rights movement in the United States, found three 

important factors that shaped involvement in movement. The first of these was 'ideological 

compatibility', signifying that although he thought 'the right attitude' alone was not enough 

to entice involvement insofar as lots of people outside of a mobilization might share the 

views of those inside it without ever becoming involved in any protest. Second, he 

suggested 'biographical availability' which is 'the absence of personal constraints that may 

increase the costs and risks of movement participation, such as full-time employment, 

marriage and family responsibilities' has a large - and possibly the most significant - bearing 

on whether an interested individual may form part of a collective action (McAdam 1986: 

70).  Third, McAdam (1986) said an individual being part of a social network with ties to a 

social movement's 'recruiting agents' may positively influence his/her likelihood of 

becoming part of the collective action.    For McAdam, the nature of these connections 

varied tremendously, and he was concerned with the imprecision of the term.  From his 

case study, he deduced three types of contact: i) pre-existing organizational affiliations, 

even if this had been connected to a different protest ii) personal ties with current individual 

activists who may have played an influential role in shaping opinions (such as parents, 

friends, university professors etc.) and iii) prior - but not necessarily consistent - activism 

with the organization on the issue that is the center of the contestation.    

 

Indeed, Goodwin and Jasper (2014: 53) offer that in recruiting members for collective action 

‘direct personal contacts are important because they allow organizers and potential 

participants to ‘align’ their ‘frames’, to achieve a common definition of a social problem and 

a common prescription for solving it’ while Snow, Zurcher and Ekland-Olson (1980) went as 



 

60 
 

far as suggesting that the best predictor of who will join is whether a person knows 

someone else already in the movement. More recently, Shepard (2015) argued that 

preceding friendship may encourage participation in collective action.  He argues that such 

friendships generate affective capital such as fun and emotional support.  Although he 

follows a well-established cluster of research that points out that recruitment and retention 

in movements are distinctive issues (Bunnage 2014; Fisher and McInerney 2012; Goodwin 

1997; Kanter 1968; Klandermans 1997), he makes a clear point that 'friendships include 

social and emotional support, networks that support mobilization, and the capacity to effect 

social change' (Shepard 2015: 78).  Football is a social activity where friends and 

acquaintances regularly attend together. They already constitute a network of emotionally 

engaged individuals (Brown 2008). 

 

Crossley and Ibrahim (2012) explored recruitment in university student activist 'worlds' 

(borrowing from Becker 2008 [1982]).  Of particular note for discussions about the role of 

networks in recruiting activists, they make four interconnected points.  First, student 

activists will recruit other students into their protests.  These recruitments will have often 

not been active in protest worlds, but may have met the activists through either on their 

courses or in halls of residence. While some students expressed resistance to the overt idea 

of being recruited, many amongst Crossley and Ibrahim's (2012) sample reported 

attempting to draw non-activist friends into either specific actions or groups.  Second, 

although networks were important to recruitment Crossley and Ibrahim (2012) found that, 

alone, this was not enough to entice friends into bouts of collective action.  Jasper and 

Goodwin (2014: 53) agree arguing that 'bigots don’t join civil rights campaigns just because 

they are in the right network; leftists don’t join right-wing movements because a ‘bloc’ of 

their fellow parishioners do.  The fact that not everyone with a set of beliefs or personality 

traits gets recruited does not mean that supportive ideas or other traits are not a necessary 

condition’ (Goodwin and Jasper 2014: 53).  Thus, Crossley and Ibrahim (2012) argue that 

recruitment also involved some aspect of symbolic work, such as when the aims of the 

protest were framed by trusted others - such as friends - to be analogous with the 

individual's own belief.   
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In short, Crossley and Ibrahim saw both framing and network approaches to social 

movements were important.  Crossley and Ibrahim's (2012) theoretical eclecticism also 

encompassed NSM dimensions:  they saw situational and identity definition with political 

networks as important, viewing conversational networks between activists as important in 

both sustaining identity and situational definitions and because affective pleasures of 

conversation and discussion were important incentives for remaining in the network rather 

than investing time and effort in other activities. For instance, they found one of their 

interviewees described his recruitment into student activist worlds on the basis of such 

conversations:  

 

It was the most interesting conversation I’ve had yet at university … I thought there’d 

be lots of intellectuals in relation to university and there were not … I was kind of like 

‘where’s the conversation?’ and I came to [meeting following Fresher’s Fair] and 

people were talking about things that I already believed in … I don’t think I was looking 

for something political but just for like, like-minded people, and it turned out that like-

minded people do, do this.  

Crossley and Ibrahim (2012: 607)  

 

Fourth, Crossley and Ibrahim (2012) found that network ties may also dissuade interested 

students from becoming part of the protest world as, for some of those, networks may 

become too tightly-bound, or rooted in deep friendship might may be off-putting to 

interested outsiders who may not feel they best 'fit' if they think 'cliques' may dominate a 

community (see also Adamic et. al 2003). Klandermans (2002) adds to the argument that 

networks play an important - but not all encompassing - role in recruitment into collective 

action in doing so, he makes two points.  First, he argues that an individual's biographical 

and life-time of networks shape his/her likelihood of becoming part of a movement which 

'does not come out of the blue' (2002: 89) while, second, he agrees with McAdam (1986) 

activism may be a stage in the life course for believers and sympathizers.   

 

In his analysis of the emergence of Manchester-based protest club, F.C. United, Poulton 

(2013) narrated the profile of the club's chief executive, Andy Walsh (see also Millward 

2011; Millward and Poulton 2014; Poulton 2013), which would support Klanderman's 
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argument.  Walsh described himself as 'a socialist and I've been a socialist all my life' 

(Poulton 2013: 183) and had been an activist in issues relating to within and beyond 

football: in the late 1990s, he had rallied a group of Manchester United supporters who 

successfully fought against the football club's then proposed sale to 'News Corp's' founding 

major shareholder, Rupert Murdoch (see Brown and Walsh 1999) and before then, he had 

been a leading figure in the anti-poll tax movement.  By 2005, when F.C. United formed, 

despite being deeply embedded in the fan politics that surrounded the emergence of the 

club, Walsh considered whether his broader commitments away from football and politics 

could afforded him the opportunity to participate - only after deep thought and 

conversations with family members he decided he could gain involvement in the protest 

club.  Further, although his research was not explicitly relational, Poulton (2013) found that 

Walsh and other Manchester United supporters who setup F.C. United recruited many of 

those within their social and political networks (Walsh had been member of the 'Militant' 

Labour Party group, and Poulton 2013: 183 found several F.C. United supporters who had 

originally met Walsh through that group).     

 

Andy Walsh's initial reticence at becoming 'involved' prompts questions that can be read 

across the literature about what 'involvement' in collective action means.  Clearly, the 

answers, and thus engagements, are variable.  In their work on the impact of consumption 

on young people's identities, Miles et. al (1998) showed how 'retro'-style training shoes 

were popular because they allowed individuals to connect with an 'indie' sub-culture 

without the need to reorder the majority of the rest of their fashion tastes, consumer habits 

or leisure time.  In other words, the appeal of such shoes was that they facilitated access to 

a chosen lifestyle without a deep involvement in other areas of the individual's identity; thus 

physical and cultural 'involvement' was minimal.  On the other hand, Hebdige (1979) argued 

that to be part of the 'punk' sub-culture involved a deep commitment involving the 

internalization of a set of attitudes, a distinctive way of dress that was quite different to that 

of the mainstream culture and the styling of hair into a brightly colored Mohawk.   

'Involvement' and 'immersion' into sub-cultures varies wildly.  The same could be argued for 

involvement in collective action - for some, such as those Manchester United fans who 

wished to express their dissatisfaction at the 'leveraged' debt that was loaded on to 'their' 

football club in early 2010 that simply wore a 'Green and Gold' scarf in protest (see Millward 



 

63 
 

2011) while ultras at AS Roma sustained a fan strike and refused to enter the stadium until 

the removal of a ‘safety’ fence that had been installed in the Curva Nord. Others go further, 

such as the Red Brigade left-wing paramilitary in Italy were prepared to kidnap and 

assassinate opponents for their cause (see Della Porta 1995).  Involvement in collective 

action includes a wide-range of actions through networks of association with others.    

 

'Outcomes' and the criteria for 'success' of collective actions are similarly difficult to define 

(Giugni 1998).  Indeed, Kriesi et. al (1995) pointed out that success, impact and outcome of 

collective actions may not even mean the same thing, given that 'impact' or 'outcome' might 

be more consequential or 'neutral' than a targeted notion of success’.  Therefore, they are 

particularly concerned with 'a crucial unresolved problem: the link between a movement’s 

action and an observed outcome.  What allows us to say that a certain political change is the 

result of the action of a social movement or of a challenging group?  Would it have occurred 

anyway?’  (Kriesi et. al 1995: 211-212).  Scott (1990) suggested that scholarly analysis of the 

'effects' of social movements, such as survival as an integral entity, transformation of social 

relations, are inadequate.  Rather he suggests that ‘success’ might take the form of 

integrating previously excluded issues and groups - such as football and its fans - into the 

‘normal’ political debates.  Since he argues that collective actions typically bring about 

change, or attempt to bring it about, by opposing specific forms of social closure and 

exclusion rather than challenging society as a whole 'success' might play a role in the end of 

the movement as its purpose for existence is removed.    

 

Perhaps the most influential work on social movement 'success' was provided by William 

Gamson in The Strategy of Social Protest (1990 [1975]).  This book included a desk-based 

historical analysis of the experiences of 53 voluntary protest groups in America that formed 

between 1800 and 1945, exploring the strategies that each used and the organizational 

characteristics that influenced the 'success' of their challenges. Although he did not label his 

approach to be 'relational' he argued that a challenge may occur if there are, first, 

individuals that have cross-cutting solidarities (and a strong identification with those groups) 

that overlap and cut across each other and second, access to an arena in which dissatisfied 

voices can be heard and thus, where connections can be made.  Above all else he suggested:  
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Success is an elusive idea.  What of the group whose leaders are honored or rewarded 

while their supposed beneficiaries linger in the same cheerless state as before?  Is 

such a group more or less successful than another challenger whose leaders are 

vilified and imprisoned even as their program is eagerly implemented by their 

oppressor?  Is a group a failure if it collapses with no legacy save inspiration to a 

generation that will soon take up the same cause with more tangible results?  And 

what do we conclude about a group that accomplishes exactly what it set out to 

achieve but then finds its victory empty of real meaning for its presumed beneficiaries.  

Gamson (1990 [1975]: 26) 

 

Gamson's (1990 [1975]) questions arguably raise more counter-questions than they 

facilitate answers but he broadly frames the aims of movements as seeking to bring about 

group acceptance or to advance group goals.  Tarrow and Tilly (2007: 454) criticize him in 

this regard, suggesting that he overlooks that some movements seek personal development 

for members and others attempt to affirm collective identities.  Kriesi et. al (1995: 209-213) 

engaged with Gamson's ideas to suggest that outcomes should be thought about as multi-

leveled and having different impacts on different ‘targets’ in relation to others in society.  

For instance, they argued that some 'impacts' are internal to the collective action, affecting 

the group rather than necessarily those outside of it.  They offer that this type of 

impact/outcome should not be thought about as necessarily weaker than external varieties 

as it can shape: a) the formation and maintenance of individual and collective identities of 

group members, therefore altering their judgments within the group or b) the 

organizational structures under which an operation or movement is ordered.  However, 

they also argued that a mobilization might have ‘external’ outcomes and impacts which can 

be conceptualized in four categories: procedural, substantive, structural and sensitizing 

types.   In the first of these, Kriesi et. al (1995) paralleled a procedural impact to Gamson’s 

(1990 [1975]) discussion of a movement’s ‘legitimacy’ and ‘acceptance’ from the authorities 

it lobbies against as a successful outcome.  They saw procedural impacts as challengers 

networking with authoritative agents in the system by the challengers through establishing 

consultation procedures, undertaking negotiations or by a general inclusion of the 

challengers.  In the second category, Kriesi et. al (1995) continued to draw upon Gamson’s 
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(1990 [1975]) idea that a challenging group can gain ‘new advantages’ by arguing that 

substantive impacts can be either opposed to formulation of any potential new 

disadvantages ('reactive') or, alternatively, seeking the opening up of new advantages 

('proactive').  In the third category (structural impacts), Kriesi et. al (1995) offer the 

possibility that a mobilization can open up a political opportunity structure, therefore 

determining their own chances of achieving its ‘success’.  They argue that this type of 

impact potentially has ‘institutional structures’ (i.e. a change in the form of the political 

institutions which in their most radical form could be revolutionary outcomes, see Tilly 

1978; 1999) and/or ‘alliance structures’, which are political realignments or splits in the 

government. Finally, Kriesi et. al (1995) suggest that ‘sensitizing impacts’ might be 

outcomes.  These are the possibilities that a movement may sensitize actors in ways 

conducive to the movement’s aims and may include a new feeling of injustice for potential 

recruits, a heightening of existing members’ emotions, or a reshaping of protestors pre-

existing views. 

 

Gamson (1990 [1975]) argues that the conditions under which protests are most likely to 

'succeed' are when they are under hierarchical organization and are making only modest 

claims.  These protests 'work' best when they are peaceful and do not seek to displace 

individuals in elite positions. This is problematic for football fans that are seeking to remove 

unpopular owners. Giugni (1998) broadly agreed with these arguments, but added the 

caveat that one challenger’s victory is another’s defeat. Diani (2003) offered an interesting 

approach to the 'success' of a movement by treating the formation of network ties as 

outcomes, arguing that movement-developed social capital is important in developing 

movement 'cultures', which Blumer (1951) suggested to be important for the endurance of 

collective action.  Castells (2015 [2012]) also saw the scope of collective action aims and, as 

discussed earlier in this chapter, the structure of a mobilization rather differently to Gamson 

and Giugni.  We will not return to his arguments on the rhizomatic structure of networked 

movements in this section but he tends to agree with the 'sensitizing impacts' Kriesi et.al 

(1995) offer.  To elaborate, Castells (2015 [2012]) argues that anger underlies mobilizations 

but that fear tends to repress them.  He further suggested that collective gatherings and 

effervescence in online and offline spaces might overcome this fear as people ‘stand’ and 

communicate with each other; as such this might be an outcome of a protest.  Indeed, in 
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these spaces, collective anger may heighten as actors share and identify with each other – 

even if group members may not agree on everything (or even anything) other than shared 

emotions of anger (Castells 2015 [2012]).  However, Castells (2015 [2012]) offers that 

overcoming repressors may see mobilizations develop and these give rise to feelings of 

enthusiasm and hope that things can be different, even if a uniform vision of what a ‘better 

world’ would look like is not necessarily shared across the network. Mathers (2014: 1064) is 

unconvinced, arguing that 'Occupy' and the other networked movements Castells studied 

have had a ‘relative lack of success in delivering radical economic and social reforms’ and 

presenting that Castells had valued ‘the expressive above the instrumental element of the 

movements’.  While it is a truism that some fan movements declare their collective actions 

to be 'successful' while others shy away from these claims (see Brimson 2006), the 

judgments of what constitutes 'success' are relationally constructed through interactions 

between fans, and supporter groups with media personnel. 

 

These debates do not offer any answers to what Kriesi et. al (1995: 207) refer to as 'the 

most fundamental obstacle to research on social movement outcomes - the problem of 

causality, that is, the difficultly of assessing the extent to which the movement has 

contributed to producing a certain effect' (see also Bosi and Uba 2009).  For instance, in the 

example of Liverpool FC fans protesting against the business organization and - similar to 

protests at Manchester United - leveraged debt placed on the club between 2008 and 2010, 

the football club's owners sold it.  A collection of fans from the club mobilized under the 

banner of Spirit of Shankly (see also Chapter Six) and claimed that they had forced the sale 

of the club’s business rights ‘through the magnificent efforts of the supporters’ in their 

collective action (Spirit of Shankly 2010).  Yet such claims of fans forcing ‘victory’ need to be 

questioned.  It seems fair to argue that the actions of supporter movements made clear that 

many fans wished for the owners' removal from the club but, despite face-to-face meetings 

and protest/leafleting marches, they had little desire to sell their shareholding in the club 

until it became apparent that the loans that had been taken out to buy the economic rights 

of the club would not be renewed in October 2010, owing to 'post-credit crunch' financial 

climate (Millward 2011).  That fans collectively mobilized and the financial owners sold the 

football club does not mean a model of causality where the financial owners sold the club 

because of fan protest should be assumed.  In this case, it seems likely that it was the 
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coming together of a network of pressure groups around the world that played a role in the 

sale of the club along with the impacts of the global economic crisis (Millward 2012) thus 

causality of collective action is not linear. 

 

 

Spaces and Places of Organization and Action 

Football has a range of pre-existing spaces where fans can meet, discuss tactics and 

determine outcomes. Crossley (2008a; 2009; 2015) points out that music worlds, as 

collections of individuals working together and potentially also competing with each other in 

the production of music, needs spaces and places in which their collective action can take 

place.  Donati (2010) argues that spaces in society are quite literally the relationships - as 

transactions, interactions, social ties and conversations - that take place.  Places are only the 

past and present relationships that take place in them.  In his work on punk and post-punk 

movements, Crossley (2008a; 2009; 2015) points to Liverpool, Sheffield and, especially, 

Manchester and London as the place in which these worlds emerge.  In their work on the 

'Britpop' music scenes, Millward et. al (2017) similarly saw the North London borough of 

Camden as a place where Britpop was practiced, produced and mediatized.  Meanwhile, 

Becker (2008 [1982]) argues that art worlds, as collections of individuals working together 

and potentially also competing with each other in the production of art, needs spaces and 

places in which their collective action can take place.   Space and place are important. 

Becker particularly spoke about these networks operating in San Francisco while Thornton 

(2008: xi) described 'the contemporary art world as a loose network of overlapping 

subcultures [that] span[s] the globe but cluster in art capitals like New York, London, Los 

Angeles and Berlin'.   Leach and Haunss (2009) also draw upon Berlin to discuss the 

emergence of 'social movement scenes' to discuss protest in Kreuzberg, Prenzelauer Berg, 

Mitte and Friedrichshain districts of the city.  They argue that 'scenes' have geographical 

dimensions that are expressed in their formation in recognized locations such as 'meeting 

places like clubs, parks, street corners and so on' where they can be physically experienced 

and membership enacted (Leach and Haunss 2009: 260).   

 



 

68 
 

Space and place are intrinsically important in the consumption of the sport.  These places 

might include hostelries and public houses supporters inhabit (Dixon 2013; 2014; David and 

Millward 2012), the headquarters of supporters clubs (Doidge 2015), and the stadium (King 

2010; Schulke 2010), including the topophilia of specific spaces in the football ground (Bale 

1993; 2000; Giulianotti 1999) even if some of these connections to specific spaces might be 

imagined to be more temporally enduring than they actually are (King 2002 [1998]).  Some 

of these spaces can be temporary, such as fan congresses, as Chapter Seven demonstrates. 

Once again, we are reminded that space and place are important to relational practices. 

 

In all of these cases, the spaces and places could be described as 'foci' (Becker 2008 [1982]; 

Crossley 2008a; 2009; 2015).  Becker (2008 [1982]) argued that 'foci' are important to 

networks of co-operation and innovation, suggesting them to be the interactive symbolic 

spaces made up of conventions and resources in which the collections of people that create 

the action congregate.  It is in these foci that actors come together and build shared ideas 

and interests which, in turn, strengthen personal ties, that is place matters (see Widdop and 

Cutts 2012; Cutts and Widdop 2016; Fieldhouse et. al 2014).  The ideas and actions 

produced through previous relationships in that space may influence the development of 

ideas in the present and future in that space, giving such relationships a potential to bridge 

temporality.  Marren’s (2016) work on Labor movements in 1980s Liverpool found that 

participants recalled drawing inspiration from the radical history of the city.   In the context 

of football Doidge (2013) found how Livorno fans' attitudes reflected the relations that 

made and remade the urban fabric of the city, while, Poulton (2013) found that those 

Manchester United fans who established and followed F.C United did so in the alternative 

traditions and politics they associated with that city.  These histories, traditions and politics 

did not simply emerge though – the taken for granted assumption was that they were 

created by individuals and their interactions with other individuals and associations (which 

are the product of previous networks of people).  Put simply, in these cases the imagined 

and real histories of place are the product of human relations.  
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The rituals of football provide a number of spaces where fans can meet and interact. These 

can be stadiums, supporters’ clubs, bars or online. These spaces can be considered ‘working 

utopias’ (Crossley 1999). They provide foci where members can visit in order to ‘top up’ 

their beliefs in the movements’ aims and give the 'illusio', or the avoidance of 

disillusionment, that is needed for continued action.  It is in the 'foci' of a movement that 

working utopias - set up and maintained through the actions of collectives - provide the 

sites where the movement’s culture is reformed/reproduced and that ‘people visit them in 

order to learn how to practice differently; how to perceive, think and act’ in relation to 

other members of the community (Crossley 1999: 817).  Crossley is clear that working 

utopias are places which people visit and as a result convert their tastes to match the 

culture of the group which might consequently change their world-views and ways of acting.  

However, these places only have these seemingly transformative capacities because of the 

interactions, transactions, social ties and conversations (see Donati 2010) that have taken 

place within them, and the interactions that have seen those actions selectively 

remembered (see Taylor and Whittier 1992). In making these points, Crossley (1999) views 

past and present working utopias as spaces that shape collective action in six ways.  These 

ways have distinct echoes in the relational practices that emerge within the consumption of 

football and we now discuss these ways. 

  

First, those who visit working utopias use the material and sets of 'knowledge' generated 

through interactions in such spaces as a means to attempt to persuade others away from 

the space as to their specific views.  In the context of football, Petersen-Wagner (2016; 

2017) points out that in places ranging from public houses, football stadiums and even social 

media spaces, supporters might try to convert others to 'convert' to either their football 

team or learn their codes of behavior in carrying out that support.  What is more, Dixon 

(2013: 48-50) suggests that these socializations may arise so early in some football fans' 

lives through interactions with family members that they claim their affiliations and modes 

of support to be 'natural'.  
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Second, communion in working utopias gives rise to commonly shared feelings of affect 

such as '‘excitement’, ‘stimulation’, ‘enthusiasm’, ‘evangelism’, feeling ‘right’ and having 

‘heads blown’ ... [thus] tapping into a deeper level of belief’ (Crossley 1999: 815).  Once 

more, in the context of football support, King (1997b; 2002 [1998]) recounts how some 

football supporters describe their emotional bonds to a club as 'love' although these bonds 

are broadly held toward each other with the club merely symbolizing that relationship.  In 

this relationship, the space of the football ground is important because it holds both 

imagined and real memories (see also Brown 2009).  Indeed, on this point, Bromberger 

(1995: 295) argues stadium spaces are places where 'the joy of being united together 

against the opposition at least temporarily anaesthetize any awareness of individual 

differences'. This is not to suggest that the mode of fandom is restricted to live match 

attendance at stadiums and these bonds can be felt between individuals in alternative 

physical and virtual venues (Crawford 2004).  

 

Third, Crossley argues (1999: 822) says working utopias are ‘places of pilgrimage, they 

become meeting grounds for key movement activists and intellectuals, and thus sites of 

debate and discussion.  They lure like-minded activists, concentrating them in situations 

where they can and will exchange ideas’.  On this point, it is interesting to note that Taylor 

(1987) in his new left realist account of 'football hooliganism' noted that in the 1980s the 

British government were keen to put in place symbolic and administrative barriers (such as 

identity cards) that would make attending football matches more difficult.  He argued that a 

reason for this was the desire to minimize opportunities where frustrated unemployed and 

underemployed young people might meet, discuss and debate issues that pervaded their 

lives.    

 

Fourth, within working utopias as 'places of pilgrimage', people in 'different national 

movements, with different approaches, policies and tactics were able to exchange views, 

learning from each other even when they could not agree and borrowing from each other, 

thus enhancing their discursive and tactical repertoires' (Crossley 1999: 822).  This is a 

thread picked up in Chapters Six and Seven but the literature on football fandom shows that 
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although there may be sympathies between some supporters of some clubs that are not 

normally defined as rivals (Armstrong 1998; Giulianotti 2002; King 2002 [1998]; Doidge 

2015) cross club collaborations - perhaps in the form of joint action - is rare with little 

known (see Hill et. al 2016; Numerato 2015; Webber 2015).  However, Chapters Six and 

Seven detail cross-club mobilizations that meet up in physical places and communicate in 

electronic spaces enabling us to shed light on if and how tactics and approaches might be 

shared between football fan activists. 

 

Fifth, working utopias have concrete dimensions in so far as they are physical places where 

social capital - a central movement resource - is generated and networks connect (Crossley 

1999: 823).  This draws interesting parallels to Castells' (2013 [2009]) argument about the 

fluid 'spaces of autonomy' that collective actions may have that span online and urban 

domains.  He argues that though 'movements usually begin on the internet social networks, 

they are not identified as movements until they occupy urban space. […] The space of the 

movement consists of an interaction between the space of flows on the internet and in 

wireless communication networks, and the space of places of the occupied sites and of 

symbolic buildings targeted by protest actions’ (Castells (2013 [2009]: xxxix).  An essential 

counterpart to the work that occurs in online space (the forging of new connections 

between previously disparate groups, and the extended deliberation of concerning issues) is 

the work that occurs in urban space. Castells (2015 [2012]) argues that as occupying this 

space produces three important effects.  First, being together in urban space enhances the 

collective emotional experiences: marching and chanting in unison across symbolic urban 

spaces produces affective ‘glue’ between individuals who become emotionally ‘attuned’ to 

each other. Second, urban protests materialize discontent in ways that are difficult to ignore 

by established programmers of societal values, such as the established media. Third, the 

urban materialization of protest is used to reinvigorate online activity. Mass-self 

communication and digital technologies continue to be used in urban space, folding the 

highly symbolic occupation of urban space back into the online space of Twitter through the 

use of designated hashtags.  We pick up on this theme with the use of the hashtags to 

connect people using ‘#twentysplenty’ and ‘#walkouton77’ in Chapter Six to map out 

networks of communication with respect to protests in relation to match admission ticket 
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prices.  The interplay between urban and online space helps to organize the protest in real-

time, whilst also providing a sense of connection for those unable to attend.  Thus, Castells 

adds a social media dimension that connects with offline interactions that Crossley discusses 

when he makes his sixth point about working utopias, namely that they also encompass 

symbolic aspects too:  they would not be able to fuel movement illusion if they did not offer 

a cultural hold on the imagination of activists yet, a key factor in the power of these 

dimensions existing is their interaction as Crossley (1999: 826) argues a working utopia is 'so 

appealing to the imagination precisely because of their real existence beyond and outside of 

the imagination, because they were ‘real’ and therefore symbolized the realistic nature of 

movement aspirations’.  In the context of football fandom these points are important as 

Pearson (2012: 175-176) found that although the use of communicative spaces such as 

internet message boards offered the potential to strengthen bonds between supporters, 

some fans who used the communicative tools were not seen to be authentic members of 

the community until they had been engaged with 'real life' (as offline interaction).  Further 

still, in their analysis of the 'Stand AMF' protests, Hill et. al (2016) found that many 

supporter activists did not believe themselves to be part of any movements until they were, 

in Crossley's (1999: 826) terms in reference to the anti-psychiatry movement, 'able to visit 

and partake in them'.  As such, the relationships between people in online and offline 

interactions, and how these modes of interaction come together, is important in a cultural 

relational sociology of football fandom and collective action. 

 

Conclusions: Cutting A Cultural Relational Sociological Path For Football Fans' Collective 

Actions  

As outlined in Chapter One, the cultural relational sociology approach we advance is heavily 

influenced by Crossley's (2011) ideas.  The approach Crossley offers is open to adjoining 

ideas, theories and methods on the basis that they privilege connections between social 

actors and, sometimes, social artifacts (although he falls short of adopting the actor network 

approaches of Callon and Latour) in social spaces.  However, this approach is not complete 

and needs the type of empirical and conceptual elaboration he offers in his work on punk 
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and post-punk movements (Crossley 2015).  This book adds further flesh to the skeleton of 

this work by exploring supporters' collective actions in the social worlds of football fandom. 

 

To do this, the cultural relational sociology approach needs 'touchstones' and areas for 

analysis through which the existing literature on collective action, social movements and 

football fandom can be appraised and through which we can begin our empirical analysis.  

Cutting through the literature in these areas to draw out the usefulness of cultural relational 

sociology is a necessarily messy task. In doing so, we turned to seven areas that might be 

useful for guiding future - as well as this book's - investigation in this area but by which we 

do not intend to be exhaustive or prescriptive.  These were: i) the structures of and roles in 

collective action; ii) affect, emotion and collective effervescence; iii) communication, 

cooperation and conventions; iv) mobilizing resources; v) tactics; vi) recruitment to 

collective action and ‘outcomes’ of mobilization and, vii) the spaces and places of 

organization and action.  It is not intended that each of the empirical cases will take a 

number of these areas but that they will cut across the analysis and, along with the concepts 

and dimensions of cultural relational sociology that we outlined in Chapter One, will be 

picked up and reflected upon in Chapter Seven.  
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Chapter Three:   

Friendships, Community Ties and Non-League Fandom: 

Opting ‘Out’ From the Commercialization of the Premier 

League and ‘In’ to Leftist Political Scenes 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the themes of friendships and connections that forge in urban space 

as the basis for adjoining different collective actors, in this case particularly focusing on the 

networks of supporters at two non-league football clubs in southeast England.  Friendships 

are integral to cultural relational sociological understandings of connections at all levels of 

society for at least three key reasons. First, while the classification of 'friendship' has elastic 

meanings, it constitutes a tie in a relationship and is a likely product of previous interactions 

(Jamieson 1999).  Second, friends are more likely to share similar tastes, through either the 

formation of these tastes through interaction or being attracted to each other through 

principles of ‘homophily’ where 'birds of a feather flock together' (Borgatti et. al 2012). And 

third Crossley (2011: 149) points out that actors can find the social, economic and cultural 

resources they require for their practices if the connecting path is shorter.  For instance, 

people are more likely to hear about an initiative of collective action if they have a friend 

involved in it rather than a friend of a friend of a friend or an uncle's next-door neighbor.    

As first discussed in Chapter Two, friendships may also be at the core of collective action, for 

at least three important reasons.  First, Shepard (2015) argued that preceding friendship 

may encourage participation in collective action, perhaps through such associations 

generating affective capital such as fun and emotional support (see also Jasper 1997; 1998). 

Second, friendships and the generation of ties between activists may reduce attrition from 

collective action (Bunnage 2014; Fisher and McInerney 2012; Goodwin 1997; Kanter 1968; 

Klandermans 1997).  In other words, if a person has friends partaking in that action s/he is 

more likely to continue his/her involvements.  Third, friendship ties may shape the networks 

reception to particular forms of movement approach: it is important in shaping 'tastes in 
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tactics' (Jasper 1997; 1998).  In other words, if a friend suggests a type of action that should 

be undertaken in the pursuit of a collective goal, it is more likely to be accepted as 

'legitimate', 'plausible' and 'effective' by those around him/her.  On top of this, also football 

fandom can be undertaken as an individual pursuit it is often framed (and potentially 

experienced) such that the act of its consumptions are more enjoyable in the company of 

friends and family members (Brown 2008; David and Millward 2012).  Both popular cultural 

fandom and collective action provide the opportunities to tell storied dimensions of social 

worlds in a way that includes friends and facilitates the formation of new friendships. 

 

This chapter’s ethnographic fieldwork comes from two non-league football clubs, 

Whitehawk F.C. (hereafter Whitehawk) and Dulwich Hamlet F.C. (hereafter Dulwich 

Hamlet).  Although we outline the organization of men's non-league football later in the 

chapter, it is important to give some context to these two clubs. Whitehawk and Dulwich 

Hamlet are both semi-professional football clubs.  This means that their players are paid a 

small salary/sum of money for each appearance they make but are they also able to have 

full time occupations.  Whitehawk is in Brighton - a leftist, cosmopolitan city on the south 

coast of England (Sanders et. al 2014) - and the gentrified East Dulwich is part of the London 

borough of Southwalk.   Both have experienced a growth in attendances in the last few 

seasons and 3,000 people attended Dulwich Hamlet’s final game of 2014/15 season (Forster 

2015).  Inside their grounds, unlike in the Football League and Premier League, supporters 

can drink alcohol in sight of the pitch, which appeals to some fans. Whitehawk is a 

members' club, owned by a coalition of fans but with financial support coming from 

directors Peter ('Ned') McDonnell, Mark ('Ted') Ratcliffe, John Summers, and (formerly) 

Chris Gargan, who formed part of a new board in July 2009 and since then has experienced 

on the pitch success.  Although Brighton is an affluent city, the Whitehawk housing estate is 

not (Brooks 2016).  Fans are drawn from across the city, with many drawn to the leftist 

culture surrounding the fan group, which includes anti-homophobic, anti-sexist and anti-

racist values and a belief that attending football matches football should be affordable for 

all fans, while many of these self-identify as 'Whitehawk Ultras' (see Chapter One for a 

discussion of 'ultra'-type supporters in the existing literature). 
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Dulwich Hamlet have deliberately kept match tickets at an affordable level of £10 per game 

and attracts a diverse crowd of supporters disillusioned with the commercialism of the 

Premier League and the 'sanitization' of its atmospheres. Many Dulwich Hamlet fans call 

themselves 'The Rabble' with one of them, Jack Spearman, quoted in The Guardian as 

describing the club as having 'a [political] leftwing element to it, but only because if you’re 

not leftwing, you’re wrong' (quoted in Forster 2015).  Accordingly, The Rabble have party-

politicized the humor associated to the club: Forster (2015) claims that the opposition 

team’s goalkeeper might be intended to be insulted by calling him a 'Lib Dem' (Liberal 

Democrat) and making anti-UKIP ('United Kingdom Independence Party) Dulwich Hamlet 

stickers. The club carry forward this ethos, playing a non-competitive friendly against 

Stonewall FC, an LGBT rights charity in 2014/15 season, while they regularly organize 

initiatives to supporting local food banks.i  Despite this, influential fan Robert Molloy-

Vaughan argues that: 'There are a lot of apolitical people who come here because it’s 

affordable. The happy end is that they find out the football is great, it’s more open and 

creative, which you can see on the terrace' (quoted in Forster 2015).   The friendship ties 

emerging from the club, may, however politicize some supporters into leftist politics. 

 

In order to show how these relationships of 'friendship' develop and prosper in non-league 

football, this chapter divides into five main sections.  First, we outline the background and 

structure of non-league football in England to bring forward the importance of urban locales 

to the scene.  Second, we draw upon ethnographic material to give an overview of non-

league football being an urban site for making friendships and connections.  Third, the 

chapter moves outward to discuss the making and remaking of non-league football fan 

culture before, fourth, discussing the importance of face-to-face interactions in shaping this 

culture and connection, which will then be considered before linking to wider fan networks 

and campaigns. Fifth, we move to discuss football club's community work as a manifestation 

of connections between it and its locale as well between the networks of networks of 

supporters.  
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The Organization of Non-League Men’s Football 

Given the chapter's focus on non-league men's football in England, it is necessary to provide 

some context of this under-researched area. This term refers to those teams playing in 

competitions outside of the Premier League and Football League. Its roots are in reference 

to those teams who did not play in the Football League. Historically, the Football League 

administered the league competition of men’s professional football (Russell 1997; King 

1998; Goldblatt 2007). Meanwhile, the Football Association (FA) administered the FA Cup 

competition, the men’s national team, and latterly the women’s national team and 

Women’s Super League. The FA also administers non-league football which sits outside the 

Premier League and Football League.  

 

England has a National League System that encompasses the leagues directly underneath 

the Premier League and Football League. It comprises of seven levels containing 57 leagues 

across 84 divisions (The F.A n.d). On a 7-step format, administered by the FA. Step 1 is the 

National League. Formally known as the Football Conference (from 1986 to 2015), clubs at 

this level are fully professional. This represents level 5 of the league pyramid (with the 

Premier League constituting Level 1 down to League 2 at Level 4). There are two promotion 

places to Football League Two. Relegation is to Step 2, which comprises of the National 

League North and National League South. Four clubs are relegated from the National League, 

with two clubs each promoted from the North and South. Participation depends on where 

the teams are based. Teams based in the border Counties, between Suffolk, Cambridgeshire, 

Bedfordshire, Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire could take part in either the southern or 

northern league depending on the numbers already participating. These clubs are 

predominantly semi-professional.  

 

The National League system gets increasingly regional from Steps 3-7. There are three 

regional leagues at Steps 3-4, under the National Leagues. These comprise of the Northern 

Premier League, Southern League and Isthmian League. Geographically, the Northern 

Premier League covers teams in the North of England and Midlands, whilst the Southern 

League predominantly has teams from the South West, South Wales, and central southern 



 

78 
 

counties. The Isthmian League represents teams from the South East and London. Step 3 

has the Premier League of each of these regional leagues, and Step 4 has a further regional 

subdivision.  These leagues are levels 7 and 8 in the League pyramid. Steps 5 and 6 are also 

regional leagues, but organized over a smaller geographic area. Examples include the 

Combined Counties League, which covers Greater London, Surrey and parts of Hampshire 

and Berkshire, and the Hellenic League that covers Oxfordshire, Gloucestershire, Berkshire 

and Herefordshire. Step 7 is regional, with leagues such as the South West Peninsula League 

that covers Devon and Cornwall, or covering single counties, such as the West Yorkshire 

League, or cities, as with the Manchester Football League. 

  

Despite the prevalence of non-league and amateur men’s football, there is little academic 

research into fans and clubs. Whilst there is research on amateur football, this 

predominantly focuses on players, and specifically in relation to the experiences of black 

and minority ethnic, gay or female players within amateur football (Caudwell 1999; Burdsey 

2009; Bradbury 2013; Themen and Van Hooff 2017), this does not include the experiences 

of fans. FC United of Manchester is one non-league football club that has received a lot of 

attention (Brown 2008; Millward and Poulton 2014; Poulton 2013). Yet this reflects the 

specific culture that has emerged at a club that was created with an explicit approach and 

culture in mind. Whilst many of the principles that led to the formation of FC United are 

applicable to fans of other non-league clubs, there are distinct and diverse patterns of 

relationships that exist within other clubs, particularly around those in London and Sussex.  

 

There is a long history of local football clubs acting as markers of 'local identity' (Holt 1989; 

Mason 1988; Russell 1997; King 2002 [1998]; 2003; Doidge 2015). Throughout the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rapid urbanization and industrialization led to 

new forms of social engagement. Sport, in particular, provided a regular and local form of 

engagement in the local community. King (2003: 171) highlights that: 

Before the commercialization of football in the 1990s, fans looked upon themselves 

not as customers but as members of their club which they supported through active 

participation. The season ticket was not regarded as an onerous expense but rather as 
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a subscription fee which was sustained an institution of which the fans were active 

members. The club was ultimately supported not financially but by fans’ regular and 

vociferous attendance at games. The ticket price was a maintenance fee for use of an 

institution of which a fan was a member. Fans contributed to the very public goof 

from which they benefited. The rapid increase of ticket prices in the 1990s has 

transformed this membership model radically.  

 

While King (2002 [1998]; 2003) argued that the economic transformation of the 1990s has 

profoundly altered the engagement of fans with their clubs, this is predominantly true of 

fans of professional clubs. At the non-league level, fans feel more intimately linked to their 

club because of the greater range and intensity of relationships held within the fan base, 

and out into the wider fan and local communities.  

 

Taylor (1992) has demonstrated that there has been a longstanding relationship between 

fans and their club. The supporters’ clubs held fundraising events, parties, fetes and 

lotteries in order to raise funds and acted as a financial source for clubs. For example, the 

fans of Plymouth Argyle raised money for a new covered ‘Popular’ stand in the 1930s. 

Meanwhile, Luton Town supporters’ club built new premises inside the new stand alongside 

“two bars, a cafeteria, snack bar, games room, and a ‘wash and brush up’ facility for ‘those 

members arriving on the ground from work’” (Taylor 1992: 27). These practises continue at 

non-league level, with fans crowdfunding renovations and new facilities. In the summer of 

2016, Whitehawk fans raised money to redecorate the dressing rooms at their Enclosed 

Ground. The following season, they began raising funds for disabled toilet facilities. 

Similarly, funds were raised for new murals at the ground in 2016 and 2017. Online 

fundraising sites like Crowdfunder significantly help non-league fans raise money for their 

clubs.  

 

Despite Putnam (2000) arguing that local forms of congregation are declining, football 

showcases a continued engagement with local politics and mobilization (Millward and 
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Poulton 2014, Millward 2012; Doidge 2015). Non-league football highlights this voluntary 

form of engagement. Every Saturday across the country thousands of women and men 

prepare football grounds ready for matches. These volunteers staff clubhouses and 

turnstiles, design and sell match day programmes, wash kits, and undertake administrative 

activities in order for their clubs to host matches. Consequently, non-league football 

provides an excellent way of understanding localized forms of social engagement. Without 

the passion, dedication and relationships that these voluntary activities engender, then 

football would no longer be a viable organized activity. 

 

Non-League Football as Connections and Friendships in The Locales of Urban Space 

Our ethnographic material picks up a freezing cold January day, early in 2017. Often fixtures 

at this time of the year are postponed due to unplayable pitches, but this FA Trophy match 

was kicking off as scheduled. The previous season Dulwich Hamlet had visited Whitehawk in 

the FA Cup and the Brighton-based side was victorious and went through to the first round 

for the first time in its history. The match was characterized by the friendliness and support 

of both sets of fans. This was symbolized by the after-match drinks in the Hand In Hand 

public house. The small hostelry was full of people wearing red-and-white and pink-and-

blue scarves. So many fans turned up that dozens spilled out onto the pavement. All shared 

craft beers, conversation and laughter - and fans’ looked forward to another match. For the 

return fixture, the same pub acted as a meeting place before and after the match, and fans 

of both teams walked up to the ground together. At one moment, a Dulwich Hamlet fan 

looked lost as he tried to find his way to the obscure location of Whitehawk’s Enclosed 

Ground. Whitehawk fans noticed his predicament and walked up to the ground with him, 

chatting amiably about the two teams. At the ground, fans of both clubs mingled in the 

clubhouse and renewed acquaintances. Independent of this match, some Whitehawk fans 

had visited Dulwich Hamlet’s home ground of Champion Hill when visiting London, whilst 

some Dulwich Hamlet fans had previously joined Whitehawk fans in watching their defeat in 

the Sussex Senior Cup to Crawley Town the previous week. Despite the home side suffering 

a 4-1 loss, both sets of fans continued as before, heading to the pub and maintaining 

friendships. These continued at the end of the season when a number of Whitehawk fans 
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joined their friends from Dulwich at the latter’s play off final match against Sussex rivals 

Bognor Regis.  

 

Whilst this ethnographic observation takes place between two sets of fans who consider 

themselves friends, this is not necessarily unique. The culture of non-league men’s football 

often encourages a friendly approach to fandom. At Whitehawk’s final game of the 2016-17 

season, Poole Town fans decided to join Whitehawk Ultras because it was ‘the most noise 

they’ve heard at football’. They were welcomed and joined in the songs, before chatting to 

people in the bar afterwards. One fan stated ‘this is why non-league is the fucking best. You 

can talk to other fans, have a pint and make friends’ (fieldnotes, April 2017). It is rare that 

grounds are divided into distinct ends for home and away fans. As a result, fans have many 

opportunities to interact before, during and after the match. There is a tradition of non-

league fans changing ends at half time so that they are always standing behind the goal that 

they are attacking. The start of matches usually brings a congregation of bodies waiting until 

the coin toss that determines the direction of attack. The anticipation for kick off gives fans 

an opportunity to interact, discuss the team selection and prospects for the match. Once 

kick off is underway, the fans make their way to their respective ends and pass on good 

wishes to their opponents. This is not to say that there are no rivalries at non-league level – 

local rivalries persist at all levels of football – but these interactions maintain the generally 

friendly culture.  

 

Non-league football provides an opportunity to explore the relational aspects of football 

fandom. Because it is less determined by hostile rivalries, divisions and a ruthless pursuit of 

victory, fans feel comfortable talking to each other and sharing ideas. For many, this is 

linked to a broader rejection of the moneyed Premier League and the ‘No To Modern 

Football’ movement (see Hill et. al 2016). This is not necessarily an active campaign against 

the Premier League, commercialism or broader changes that symbolize ‘Modern Football'. 

These fans are not consistently calling for changes to football, or harking back to the 

nostalgia of the past (although these occasionally crop up in conversations). The very 

performance of their form of fandom is their act of resistance. As will be shown below, by 
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supporting their clubs through ultras culture, friendships, and community engagement, 

these fans are enacting a form of fandom. As Rancière (2004) argued, the process of art and 

performance is itself political. Through their performance, these fans are making a simple 

assertion that this is how football 'should be'. 

 

Taylor (1971a; 1971b) argued that from the 1960s, football supporters were feeling 

increasingly alienated from the football club.  But this is markedly different at non-league 

football clubs like Dulwich Hamlet and Whitehawk as players occasionally socialize in the 

clubhouse after matches and this allows fans to have the opportunity to interact with them. 

After a friendly match with Charlton Athletic before the 2017/18 season, fans and players 

interacted during a post-match barbeque organized specifically for the purpose of fostering 

relationships between players and fans. These relationships are particularly highlighted by 

Dulwich Hamlet’s ‘12th Man’ initiative. Run by Neil Cole and Shaun Dooley, the scheme has 

raised over £27,000 since 2012 through standing orders, collection buckets and raffles. This 

money is donated to the club so that it can increase the playing budget, but only for specific, 

named players. Consequently, the player/s and fans know who is supported by the funds 

raised by the ‘12th Man’. The regionalized organization of non-league football also supports 

these regular interactions between fans. Geographically, fans can attend matches more 

easily as they are never more than two hours away from the matches. In the cases of 

Whitehawk and Dulwich Hamlet, this proximity means that fans can relatively easily attend 

each other’s matches. This ensures regular and repetitive interaction that allows friendships 

to form. 

 

Consequently, fans enjoy a variety of friendships with fans of other clubs. While fan groups 

may see themselves on friendly terms with fans of other clubs, these friendships are borne 

of interpersonal interactions between people. This pattern has been observed in Italy with a 

network of ‘twinnings’ (Doidge 2015) that align to what Dunning et. al (1986) call ‘the 

‘Bedouin Syndrome’, where ‘the friend of a friend is a friend; the friend of an enemy is an 

enemy’. At non-league level, rivalries are not negotiated on these lines, but friendships are 

cultivated in two distinct ways. First, through the acknowledgement that fans of both clubs 
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are ‘friendly’. The relationship that formed when Poole Town fans joined Whitehawk fans 

during their league clash exemplifies this. Conversations in the clubhouse, on Twitter and 

Facebook forums reiterated that Poole Town fans were ‘class’ (a slang word referring to a 

positive feeling, or 'having class') and that Whitehawk fans should definitely make a trip 

down to Dorset the following season. Second, friendships are fostered when fan groups of 

clubs exhibit similar political outlooks. In London and the South East, these twinnings can be 

witnessed in the regular attendance of fans attending the matches of ‘friendly clubs’. 

Alongside Whitehawk and Dulwich Hamlet others football clubs such as Clapton, Eastbourne 

Town and Lewes engage in 'friendships' on the grounds of shared political beliefs. 

Eastbourne Town has a small but growing group of politically aware fans called Pier Pressure 

(named after Eastbourne’s famous Pier). They will often attend Whitehawk matches, and 

share a combined dislike of Eastbourne Borough. Similarly, fan-owned Lewes are seen in 

friendly terms, mainly because they are a highly community aware club and are fan-owned. 

Consequently, it is not unusual to see scarves in a variety of club colors at matches involving 

these clubs. Even friendly matches between these clubs during the pre-season will engender 

a sense of anticipation and excitement.  

 

This is not to argue that all fans of these progressive fan groups are on friendly terms. Whilst 

many fans from Clapton will attend Whitehawk matches, this does not mean that they have 

a friendship with Dulwich Hamlet. This is where the ‘Bedouin Syndrome’ does not apply. 

Ultimately, fans construct the image of how they want to present themselves (Giulianotti 

1999; King 1997b; Robson 2004; Doidge 2015). Fans identifying as 'Clapton Ultras' are 

actively antifascist and more openly political in their chants and banners. In contrast, as 

shall be shown later, fans of Dulwich Hamlet have engaged in a range of community work.  

This has attracted media attention and the large increase in popularity. This has led to the 

subsequent label of 'hipsters' being ascribed to Dulwich Hamlet (see Forster 2015 who 

labelled them such in the national media). This is a marked contrast to how Clapton Ultras 

see themselves. This does not mean that there are not individual fans who have friendships 

at both clubs. Moreover, there have not been matches between the two clubs, and this is an 

important aspect of friendships at non-league level. 
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Non-League Fan Culture 

For Mische (2003), relations in networks are what people do in interaction.  The shared 

understandings for what people do and encounter can be broadly thought of as 'culture' 

(Geertz 1973).  'Authenticity' in fandom might be a flawed concept (Crawford 2004; 

Millward 2011) but many football supporters will argue that one of the criteria for being a 

'true' football fan is to have one club for a whole life.  This is because this culture is made 

and remade through the relations of actors in networks that orient this to be a 'truth'.  As 

King (1997b) highlighted in relation to masculine football fans from Manchester, these are 

social constructions contingent on the dominant view of the group. In contrast, non-league 

fans often support their local non-league team as well as the team they grew up supporting.  

Saturday afternoons in the clubhouse will have a variety of fans checking the scores of their 

other team. In some cases, these will be teams that are geographically proximate, such as 

Eastleigh and Southampton, or Blythe Spartans and Newcastle United. In other cases, this 

might be down to political changes affecting their team. This can be illustrated by a critical 

scene in the 2009 film Looking For Eric. One Manchester United fan decries Spleen, a fan of 

FC United, for deserting the Old Trafford side. He reiterated the masculine construction that 

‘You can change your wife, your politics, your religion, but never, never can you change your 

favourite football team’. They then laughed at Spleen when he showed an interest in 

Manchester United scoring. This scene illustrated the conflicted loyalties of fans of non-

league clubs when challenging the masculinist assumptions of fidelity to one club alone. In 

some cases, particularly of some of the clubs mentioned below, such as Clapton, Dulwich 

Hamlet, and Whitehawk, fans have migrated to new cities and still want to watch football; 

consequently, they have started supporting their local team, but with a political approach.    

 

There is strong evidence that non-league men’s football is experiencing a growth in 

popularity. As Merkel (2012: 364) states, ‘One of the most convincing indicators of football’s 

popularity is matches’ attendance figures. Fans often react promptly and unequivocally to 

changes’. Whilst Merkel was arguing that declining attendances were an indication of the 
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quality of German football, rising attendances are also indicative of wider changes. Non-

league football has seen rising match attendances over the last twenty years (European 

Football Statistics n.d). Undoubtedly, this is due to the relegation of some clubs who 

traditionally are considered to be longstanding league sides, such as Darlington, Tranmere 

Rovers, Torquay United, and Luton Town. It also reflects the growth in popularity of protest 

clubs in England, such as FC United of Manchester and AFC Wimbledon. Despite, these 

factors, there is also evidence that attendances are increasing across the leagues. The 

attendance for the match between Bognor Regis Town and Havant and Waterlooville in the 

Ryman Isthmian League on 18 April 2017 was given as 3,455. This is greater than some Serie 

B, Ligue 2 and Liga 2 attendances. Elsewhere, Dulwich Hamlet average over 1,300 spectators 

at home. This is not reflected across every club, but many teams at Step 3-4 will average 

around 400 for home matches. Cumulatively, these represent a sizable part of local 

populations regularly attending matches at 3pm on Saturday afternoons.  

 

An indication of the growing popularity of non-league football can be seen in the way that 

specific campaigns and media have arisen. 'Non-League Day' has emerged, and grown in 

popularity. This campaign was initiated by James Doe in 2010 and now boasts official 

backing by the Premier League and Football League. Non-League Day uses international 

breaks to encourage fans to find their local non-league clubs. On Twitter, pages like Non-

League Crowds (@NonLeagueCrowd) provides details of non-league matches and their 

attendances. The popularity of non-league can also be witnessed in the launch of the Non 

League Paper in 1999. This weekly newspaper provides match reports and features across 

the nine steps of the National League System. The significant niche occupied by this paper 

was witnessed by the fact that it has reasserted its place despite being subsumed in The 

Football Paper, but going alone since 2007.  

 

Part of the reason for the growth in popularity at non-league clubs, particularly at Clapton, 

Whitehawk, and Dulwich Hamlet is the adoption of an ultras style of fandom. As discussed 

in chapter One, ultras cover a wide range of fan practices, but can be characterized by a 

passionate dedication to the team (Testa and Armstrong 2010; Doidge 2015; Doidge and 
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Lieser 2017). In The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915), Durkheim observed how 

Australian tribes transcended their mundane nomadic lives when they collectively joined in 

religious rituals. These rituals produced a ‘collective effervescence’ that was an emotional 

sense of belonging to others in the group. Through regular, ritualistic interaction with 

others, the individual developed a sense of belonging to others. The smaller crowds with its 

greater opportunities to meet friends and acquaintances, combined with passionate 

atmosphere, helps to create a collective effervescence that bonds the fans in attendance. 

The emotional energy generated by the crowd itself is a powerful factor in keeping the fans 

together and forging their collective sense of self. 

 

The performance of the ultras style manifests in a number of specific way. Through this 

performance the fans enact their approach to fandom. It incorporates the chanting and 

singing that is characteristic of football fans around the world. Clapton Ultras are the closest 

to an ultras group in that they have a capo who orchestrates the chants. Songs amongst 

Whitehawk Ultras and the Rabble at Dulwich Hamlet are more organic, with chants 

originating from various sections in the crowd. Although these are still heavily gendered, 

with men initiating most of the chants, female ultras at Whitehawk do originate chants, 

which is encouraging, but still rare. The ultras style differentiates from an English approach 

by having visual elements. Flags, banners and, in some cases, pyrotechnics help create a 

more aesthetic image of the fan identity. For example, Hawks Ultras regularly wave the 

rainbow flag to demonstrate their anti-homophobia and reflects their location in Brighton, 

whilst Clapton Ultras wave antifascist flags. The atmosphere is complemented with musical 

instruments. Drums are central to this, particularly amongst Whitehawk Ultras. The 

atmosphere at Whitehawk will often be complemented with horns and even an air raid 

siren. Fans of Eastbourne Town’s Pier Pressure also bring drums, horns and even a 

saxophone to perform tunes from Madness or Pigbag. All of these help produce the 

collective effervescence that makes the atmosphere appealing to the fans who attend. 

 

The performance of the ultras is enhanced through the active involvement of the fans 

themselves. Hills (2002) highlights how fans engage in ‘performative consumption’; they 
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literally produce the artifacts that they consume. This is in sharp contrast to the commercial 

juggernaut of global Premier League teams who protect their brands and licensing 

aggressively. Non-league clubs are reliant on the dedication of fans who volunteer their 

time to keep the team going. At Whitehawk and Dulwich Hamlet, fans run the club shops 

and produce and sell merchandise for the club. Notably, the ‘bar scarf’ that simply depicts 

the colors of the team are the most popular items at matches. These scarves do not have 

the team logo, or any legend upon them. As Brown (2008) argues, this reflects the implicit 

rejection of ‘Modern Football’. Through fashion and style of dress, fans enact their rejection 

of commercialism (King 1997). Other fans produce their own range of scarves, t-shirts and 

banners to showcase the combined love of their club and political outlook. Whitehawk and 

Clapton scarves and flags will include antifascist logos, while Dulwich Hamlet have a range of 

flags, including one in the club colors of pink and blue declaring ‘Refugees Welcome’. This 

DIY culture simultaneously reflects the intense involvement of fans in their fandom, but also 

provide opportunities to share and interact with other fans, both within the stadium and 

across clubs.  

 

These developments have come from fans attending matches across Europe, and in 

Germany in particular. King (2000) has observed how greater European travel has resulted 

in a restructuring of identity in football fans. Regular European interaction has shifted the 

focus from the national to the local. At clubs like Whitehawk, Clapton and Dulwich Hamlet, 

the European influence is powerful. Not only do their fan bases boast an international 

contingent, these fans bring their own fan culture with them. The smaller crowds mean that 

a critical mass can have a wider influence. This helps explain how certain markers of ultras 

culture are appearing in the non-league. Drums, pyrotechnics and flags have all been 

incorporated. The fans and culture surrounding St Pauli in Hamburg has a broad influence 

on the development of fan culture amongst the socially-orientated fan bases of non-league 

clubs. For example, fans at both Whitehawk and Dulwich Hamlet shake their keys when 

their team has a corner. This ‘key moment’ has been explicitly borrowed from St Pauli and 

helps produce more noise when the team are attacking.  
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The German influence on non-league fan culture can be witnessed in friendships held with 

other clubs. Dulwich Hamlet have a friendship with Hamburg-based Altona. This came about 

through face-to-face interaction between two fans. Mishi Morath, a longstanding fan of 

Dulwich was visiting Altona and chatted with the editor of the Al To Nah fanzine, Jan Stover. 

They realized that both clubs were formed in 1893, and had actually played a friendly in 

1926. Through sharing fanzines and stories, friendships were formed. But as Mishi said, 

‘meeting face-to-face is the important factor. We would play each other regularly and we 

would become friends’ (fieldnotes, 25th March 2017). The Dulwich Hamlet Supporters Team 

would travel and play matches with other supporters’ teams, such as Queens Park in 

Glasgow and Red Star Paris. This allowed fans to build networks of relations with other 

teams. The strong relationship with Altona has now been translated to the first team. In July 

2015, Altona travelled to Dulwich to play a pre-season friendly and the return will be held in 

Hamburg in 2018 to celebrate the 125th anniversary of the two clubs. Fans are crowdfunding 

the trip so the team can travel. Altona have even adopted the Pink and Blue colors of 

Dulwich as their away strip. Similarly, Whitehawk have a friendship with Tennis Borussia 

(TeBe) from Berlin. This originated through fans attending a match and striking up a 

personal friendship. A Whitehawk scarf is proudly displayed in the Fanladen of TeBe. Since 

then, other relationships have formed with Whitehawk fans visiting TeBe and vice versa. 

Football Supporters Europe also facilitates these friendships as they provide another space 

where Whitehawk and TeBe fans have renewed their acquaintances.  

 

The German (and to a lesser extent Polish) influence has also seen the emergence of stickers 

as a marker of fan activity. These stickers express support for the club, or make political 

statements or show solidarity with friends. One Dulwich Hamlet sticker, for example has the 

number 1893. The number ‘1’ is surrounded by blue, and the ‘8’ with pink. This is followed 

by the ‘9’ being surrounded by black, and the ‘3’ with red. These colors reflect the club 

colors of Dulwich Hamlet (Pink and Blue) and Altona (Red and Black). Above the date is the 

legend ‘Friendship.Freundschaft’ to advocate the friendship between the two clubs. 

Likewise, Whitehawk Ultras and Pier Pressure of Eastbourne Town co-produced a sticker 

that had a circle divided into quadrants with the badges of Whitehawk and Eastbourne 

Town, juxtaposed with the antifascist symbol and a pint of beer. Surrounding this circle, the 
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legend declared the underlying politics of the two groups: ‘Anti-homophobic. Anti-sexist. 

Anti-racist.’  

 

Stickers also act as material gifts that can be exchanged between fans. Mauss (1967) argued 

that gifts were not value-free and in reality they enacted a social relationship. Stickers are a 

physical reflection of these relationships. Fans will share the stickers of their clubs with 

friendly fans. Not only do these symbolize the friendship, but they also help to reinforce the 

enduring nature of the relationship. Stands at Clapton’s Old Spotted Dog ground or the 

Enclosed Ground of Whitehawk will be adorned with stickers. These will display the political 

thoughts of fans, as well as the friendships. Whether this is a Clapton antifascist sticker, a 

Whitehawk ‘Football For All’, or supportive stickers declaring ‘Refugees Welcome’ or 

‘Football Fans Against The Sun’, they reinforce the political leanings of the fans as well as 

declaring who are friendly clubs.  

 

These stickers are produced by the fans themselves and draw on the creativity and 

ingenuity of dedicated fans. They reflect the DIY attitude of non-league football and also 

explicitly and implicitly rebel against the notion of ‘modern football’. Pier Pressure and 

Hawks Ultras have replicated Panini stickers for their star players, and one Dulwich Hamlet 

sticker depicted two Subbuteo players painted in the colors of Altona and Dulwich. These 

styles exhibit a nostalgia for football before the economic transformation of the 1990s. One 

Hawks Ultras sticker clearly states: ‘Whitehawk against modern football. Love the game, 

hate the business’. This statement surrounds an ‘old-style’ leather ball with laces to 

reiterate the ‘traditional’ approach supported by the fans, visualizing the values that are 

made and remade in the supporters of the club’s interactions. As Doidge (2015) argues, this 

harking back to a non-existent golden age of football often overlooks the misogynistic and 

racist culture surrounding football in the 1970s and 1980s. Yet, other stickers of the Hawks 

Ultras reiterate their anti-discrimination approach and desire for ‘Football For All’. This 

reinforces the complex nature of football fandom and how symbols can be read in a variety 

of ways.  
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The Importance of Face-to-Face Interaction 

As Mishi Morath stated, face-to-face meetings were instrumental in building longstanding 

friendships. Many of these relationships developed long before social media and formed 

through fan trips. Whilst social media facilitates these sustained interactions, the shared 

interest in football and the community aspects of football are central. Football provides a 

sense of sociability (Doidge 2015). Simmel (1950) observed that many people connect 

through the mundane pleasure of shared interests. Whilst football also provides the 

collective effervescence of congregation as well as the emotional energy of the atmosphere 

and result, many fans enjoy being around people like themselves. As Walter Thompson, 

community lead for Dulwich Hamlet Supporters Trust, mentioned: ‘You only have it at 

grassroots level where you can see your friends… they don’t know what you do as a job, but 

they share a love of football, and have a mutual identity through a shared love of the local 

club’ (personal interview, 28 April 2017). For fans of Dulwich Hamlet and Whitehawk, the 

shared interests of social causes and enjoyable fandom help bring people together.  

 

It is important to note the gendered aspect of sociability. Some women prefer affective 

relationships over those based on a shared interest (Allan 1989), whilst traditional gender 

roles still exert an influence with many women prioritizing romantic and family relationships 

over leisure sociability (Sandfield and Percy 2003). Football, however, is increasingly 

becoming a sociable space for women, as well as men (Themen and Van Hooff 2016). In this 

way, friendships can be formed based on the shared interest in football and encourages an 

active involvement in the community activities. This is reflected in the relatively high 

proportion of female members involved in the Trust movement (Dunn 2017). This is 

particularly important for clubs like Whitehawk and Dulwich who openly express a 

sentiment of non-sexism at matches. For example, Whitehawk includes anti-sexism in its 

collection of chants, and Dulwich Hamlet celebrated International Women’s Day by 

commissioning a special purple kit, which was auctioned after the match, with the proceeds 

of both the auction and the matchday going to two charities supporting women (Catalyst 

and the World Association for Girl Guides and Girl Scouts). Trust member Walter Johnson 
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interviewed many women associated with football to showcase the wide range of 

opportunities for women within the game (Dulwich Hamlet Supporters' Trust 2017). As Dunn 

(2017) identified, however, this does not preclude the continuance of sexist comments 

towards female fans and colleagues. Consequently, these are important initiatives to 

challenge the stereotypes and make football welcome for all. 

 

In the case of Dulwich Hamlet and Whitehawk fans outlined at the start of this chapter, the 

geographical proximity between South London and Brighton facilitates an easier interaction. 

This is also assisted by the regional league structure of non-league football. Even though 

Whitehawk was in the National League South and Dulwich Hamlet in the Ryman Isthmian 

League one step below, fans of both clubs can still meet fairly regularly. Dulwich Hamlet has 

to play elsewhere in Sussex, including Lewes, Bognor Regis and Worthing. This often 

requires a change of trains at Brighton, so Dulwich fans can meet Whitehawk fans after their 

respective matches. Dulwich Hamlet’s play off final match away at Bognor Regis in May 

2017, provided an opportunity for fans of Whitehawk to travel down the coast and support 

Dulwich against their hated Sussex rivals. Even though they may not be playing each other, 

they still have fairly regular opportunities to meet and interact, both at football matches, 

and in pubs after matches. It is this regular interaction that permits relationships to be born 

and sustained. Furthermore, the notion that Dulwich Hamlet and Whitehawk fans are 

friends encourages further interactions. It is far easier to engage in a conversation with a fan 

of a club one has never met, when there is a broader understanding that the fans of the 

clubs are on friendly terms.   

 

The combination of growing attendances and specific localized cultures is leading to new fan 

relationships forming. Fans are not hermetically sealed units that eschew any interaction 

with other fans. As we mentioned earlier, many are quite happy and willing to converse with 

fans of other clubs. Within clubs like Dulwich Hamlet and Whitehawk, there are a range of 

people who actively sustain their friendships and acquaintances at the other club. This can 

simply be through engagement on social media, notably tweeting messages of support, as 

Whitehawk fan John Ayling did to ‘our friends at Dulwich H fc … you're your friends at 
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Whitehawk (tweet, 27 April 2017). Occasionally, this can include visual images of match 

attendance which reinforce the importance of face-to-face sociable interactions. As Mishi 

Morath stated, these help create the bond between different clubs.  These fans provide 

important bridges between the various networks. These bridges are important as they 

dramatically increase the network of people that fans can access. As Granovetter (1973) 

highlighted, the strength of networks rests in the ‘weak ties’. They are not the ties of close 

friends, colleagues or family, but the broader network of ‘friends of friends’.  

 

The ‘strength of weak ties’ enables the exchange of ideas and initiatives between fans 

groups. The next section will outline how fan culture is enacted through community 

initiatives, some of which are shared by different fan groups. But one specific aspect of non-

league fan culture also enables fans to access broader networks. In some cases, at non-

league level, fans will also follow a different team in the professional leagues. Consequently, 

individual fans will have access to a much wider network. When the owners of Whitehawk 

filed a desire to change the club’s name to Brighton City, there was a quick mobilization 

against the changes. Some fans of Whitehawk had grown up in Hull and supported the 

Yorkshire club. As a result, they knew Hull City fans who had successfully challenged Assem 

Allam’s desire to change the Yorkshire club’s name to Hull Tigers. These personal 

connections enabled fans to access strategies and resources that had been successfully used 

elsewhere. This also helped motivate and energize the fans and give them confidence in 

their protests. Wider networks provide material resources for support, as well as emotional 

bonds of solidarity and inspiration.   

 

Community Work: New Forms of Fan Engagement 

Many of these new forms of fan engagement are characterized by partnerships with social 

enterprises outside of the football club. Non-league fandom at clubs like Dulwich Hamlet 

and Whitehawk are not necessarily actively challenging ‘modern football’ through protests 

and campaigns. As with the ultras style and their friendships, these fans are asserting a style 

of fandom through their fandom. This approach is implicitly challenging the globalized 
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commercial approach of the Premier League by operating within the local community. King 

(2000) has identified the twin processes of transnational football; fans are becoming 

simultaneously more local and more global. This can also be seen in the Supporters’ Trust 

movement where trusts have actively sought ownership and involvement from the local 

community, not just from football fans (Dunn 2017).    

 

The social activities of the non-league clubs outlined in this chapter actively seek to work 

with the local community. Significantly, this is not just ‘people like us’, but with an explicit 

commitment to reaching out to all sections of the community, particularly the most 

marginalized. For certain clubs, like FC United and Lewes, the formation of a new club with 

fan ownership becomes a clear opportunity to enact a new manifesto and agree upon the 

future direction of the club. For clubs like Clapton, Whitehawk and Dulwich Hamlet, the fan 

base has grown significantly over the last five years so requires more negotiation as the 

groups evolve and new fans join. Although there can be conflict between fans (Nash 2000; 

Brown 2008), the general acceptance that these groups are positive and friendly ensures 

positive outcomes.  

 

What can be seen from the various partnerships of these non-league fans is a wider 

commitment to the local and global community. This involves being inclusive of all fans, 

regardless of their economic status, gender, ethnicity or sexuality. For example, Whitehawk 

fans held a Refugees Welcome Day and have organized collections of food for the 

Whitehawk foodbank. This community engagement has been sustained with regular 

collections, as well as providing space in the fanzine, The Din, for the foodbank to explain to 

fans why it was a vital service locally. Each month the fanzine showcases a ‘charity of the 

month’ for fans to find out about. Similarly, Clapton Ultras engage in social activities in their 

local area of Newham. They regularly organize collections of food and toiletries for the 

Refugee and Migrant Project in Newham. Fans have also worked with local residents to 

clear fly-tipping from the empty Old Spotted Dog pub near the ground, and raised funds for 

‘Paris’, Newham’s only LGBTQ youth group, and Newham Action on Domestic Violence. 
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Elsewhere, Lewes was also prominent supporters of the ‘No to Page 3’ campaign to remove 

photos of topless women from The Sun newspaper.  

 

Supporters’ Trusts enable a more structured approach to community engagement. For 

instance, Lewes engage in a range of community activities, particularly around football 

provision, including older players and those with mental health issues (Lewes F.C n.d). This 

structured approach is replicated at Dulwich Hamlet. As well as their successful event 

around International Women’s Day in 2017, Dulwich Hamlet have also held an annual 

charity match to raise funds and awareness for specific causes. In February 2015, Dulwich 

were the first team to organize a friendly against Stonewall FC, England’s top-ranking gay 

football team who play in the Middlesex County League (Step 7 of the National League 

System). Fans were able to organize the Stonewall game through relationships they had 

with the club and manager. Earlier that season, the club became one of the first clubs to 

adopt rainbow laces to campaign against homophobia in football. Reinforcing the argument 

that non-league fans are enacting a specific form of activist fandom through their activities, 

Mishi Morath observes that ‘Other football clubs say they’re against things, but in many 

cases it is just lip service. We’re not just saying ‘we’re against homophobia,’ we’re trying to 

welcome gay fans to Dulwich. That sums up the ethos of the club, we try to go that bit 

further’ (Abiade 2015).  

 

Each match is accompanied by official charity partners. Proceeds from the Stonewall match 

were donated to the Elton John Aids Foundation. A year after the Stonewall match, the 

Supporters' trust helped organize a match against FC Assyria (who also play in the Middlesex 

County League). This match raised money for the Southwark Refugee Forum and British Red 

Cross Syria appeal. This followed on from a series of appeals and collections for refugees 

throughout the season (as will be discussed later). In 2017, Dulwich Hamlet continued their 

annual charity event with a match against Centrepoint XI to raise money and awareness for 

homelessness. This was followed by a sponsored walk to Dulwich Hamlet’s match against 

Wingate and Finchley in North London. This raised money for Shelter, and for the funds to 

travel to a pre-season friendly in Hamburg against Altona. Similarly, the auction of club 
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shirts for International Women’s Day raised money for girl guides and Catalyst who support 

people in abusive relationships. Fundraising is a continuous activity and ultimately becomes 

the embodiment of the values of the club.  This is outlined by Alex Atack, vice-chair of the 

Supporters’ Trust: 

 

Our ethos as a club is to welcome all and this has resulted in a large number of women 

attending matches and being part of the Rabble. Therefore, we see it as aligned with 

our values to celebrate the empowerment of women and help raise awareness in the 

hope that it may encourage support from others where such diversity is not prevalent. 

The campaign was exceptionally well received by our fans who supported it on the day 

by wearing their own purple shirts, and then subsequently through taking part in both 

the silent auction and raffle to win one of the match worn shirts, raising nearly £2000. 

 

By acting in this way, the fans of Dulwich Hamlet demonstrate the form of fandom that they 

want to see. Valuing and celebrating diversity can come from regular social engagement and 

charity campaigns.  

 

Charity and social engagement is not restricted to one-off matches but is part of a sustained 

engagement with the local community and specific campaigns. The Supporters' trust 

permits a more formal structure. In this way Dulwich Hamlet have established an official 

charity partner with Football Beyond Borders for the 2016/17 season. This educational 

charity uses football as a way to engage young people across London. In return, Football 

Beyond Borders have their logo displayed on the shorts of the official men’s kit. These 

official partnerships replicate similar partnerships undertaken by professional clubs, leagues 

and FAs. Whilst some aspects of non-league football fandom are involved with challenging 

‘modern football’ and the focus on money and income generation, this is not simply a binary 

opposition to any form of organization associated with professional clubs. At Dulwich 

Hamlet, dedicated non-competitive 'friendly' matches are used as opportunities to raise 

awareness and funds for community groups, rather than for commercial gain. Nonetheless, 
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non-league football retains commercial influence. Clubs still have shirt sponsors, and 

commercial sponsors around the pitch. Finances are often more important at non-league 

level as the costs associated with participation in the league is more fragile. Yet the 

engagement of fans permits a wider range of flexibility in social activism.  

 

Most significantly, these partnerships are facilitated through personal relationships. Many 

of these initiatives have emerged due to connections that existed outside of football. These 

partnerships reiterate that the networks of football fans are not bounded by acquaintances 

within the fan base, but extend outwards into a wide range of groups and organizations in 

the wider community. For non-league clubs, these are more locally focused as the clubs see 

themselves as part of the local community. For example, personal connections between the 

trust, club and the voluntary organization Dulwich2Dunkirk ensured that the club became a 

hub for donations and activities supporting refugees. Dulwich Hamlet Supporters' Trust 

community lead David Rogers helped coordinate collections of clothing, food and other 

important items at the stadium (Dulwich Hamlet Supporters' Trust n.d.). Local connections 

also facilitated another appeal for refugees. On 17 December 2016, Dulwich2Dunkirk, the 

Trust and club asked fans to bring unused bikes to the stadium for The Bike Project, who are 

based in Denmark Hill near East Dulwich. The Bike Project collect old and unused bikes, 

teach refugees to repair them and donate them to refugees to improve their mobility in the 

city.  

 

These activities help promote the club to a much wider community than traditional football 

fans. As Southwark Councillor Jasmine Ali, who was involved in organizing the charity match 

between Dulwich Hamlet and Assyria to raise awareness and funds for Syrian refugees, 

stated, “They [Dulwich fans] are seen to be making football anti-racist and anti-homophobic. 

I’m not really a football fan but I’ll be bringing my children to a game soon!” (Millar 2016). 

The welcoming and inclusive focus of these fans groups helps open up football to those who 

may not see themselves as football fans, or feel that they are able to go to league football 

clubs. This is affirmed by Dulwich Supporters' Trust board member, Walter Thompson, 

‘These are big statements that say Dulwich Hamlet is a place where all can feel welcome and 

that is why it draws more fans. A lot are drawn to those values’ (personal interview, 28 April 
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2017). Community work is a clear performance of the values of the fans who devote their 

time to their club and community. They are showing that, through their networks of 

networks of association and the relations and interactions within these, they have 

constructed a value as to what a local football club 'should be' and that future networks of 

friends in their interactions will keep it as such. This holds the benefit to the club of opening 

up its networks to attract other potential fans who share these values.  

 

Conclusions: Collective Action, Friendship and Urban Spaces  

As outlined in Chapters One and Two, even apolitical forms of football fandom are forms of 

collective action (see Melucci 1996a) – with fans as social actors attending, singing, 

cheering, clapping and even ‘just’ feeling together.  These forms of fandom are not any less 

‘real’ than those that are political (in any variant or position in the political spectrum) and 

are exhibited amongst some supporters outlined in this chapter. However, non-league 

football has developed a new form of activist fan culture over the last five years. This has 

coincided with a growing interest in forms of fandom that are flagged as explicitly ‘local’ and 

connected to specific urban locales (King 1997b; Giulianotti and Robertson 2004).  This 

connects to consumer practices within and outside football.  In the latter, there has been a 

growth amongst young, affluent and often leftist orientated actors to buy into consumer 

products that are ‘locally sourced’: locally grown vegetables, locally sourced meat, locally 

farmed fish, locally produced handcrafts, locally brewed beer (Kennedy et. al 2016; Schrank 

and Running 2016; Thurnell-Read 2016).  Locally produced football is an extension of this 

ethos as a matter of ‘taste’ produced within the networks of interactions and relationships 

(Crossley 2011) of fans.  Within football, some of this derives from a reaction to the 

economic transformation of English elite level men’s tournaments that see the Premier 

League broadcast to 2012 countries across the world. As the Premier League attracts 

increasing revenue from global television deals and investors, some fans prefer to focus on 

supporting their local team. Some fans have deliberately been drawn to football clubs that 

buy into a political leftist view of football fandom, using the leisure pursuit to build networks 

that actively engage in anti-discrimination activities and community work. Because these are 

engaged in politically homophilic relationships, they are more readily welcoming to each 

other when they attend matches. The relatively small crowds and lack of segregation at 
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non-league grounds enables these fans to mix before, during and after the match. This 

allows relationships to form. The fact that non-league football is organized regionally also 

permits the easier and more regular interaction between fans. Friendly groups and 

individual can attend each other’s matches relatively easily as well as meeting in pubs when 

their respective teams play close by. These face-to-face interactions are fundamental in 

maintaining relationships and help the flow of information and ideas across the network.  

 

Friendship underpins all of this as the relationships that bind groups of supporters into their 

own collective actions, and attract them to join with networks of others on the non-league 

circuit.  For those so inclined, who are flocked together for the very reason that they are so 

inclined (Borgatti and Halgin 2011), word about a new political initiative that may (or may 

not) be connected to a football club spreads quickly because the supporters are bound 

together in friendship ties.  In other words, the paths to spread word about such 

programmes are shorter (Crossley 2011: 149).  Supporters stay engaged in these socio-

political projects because they are bound through not just a shared belief in any potential 

outcomes or a mutual bond with the team or the non-league scene but for the very reason 

that they have become – or were before – friends (Shepard 2015). Similarly, they continue 

to attend football matches through periods in which they generally agree that 

entertainment has been poor and results have been underwhelming because in doing so, 

they meet up with their friends – even if these friendships do not stretch beyond 

engagements on matchdays or games between the football clubs.   Friendship that is forged 

in urban locales underscores this type of relational collective action in football. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

99 
 

Chapter Four:   

'Bringing City Home': Coventry City, Sisu Capital and the 

Ricoh Arena 

 

 

Introduction 

Bale (1991; 1998; 2000) points out that many supporters feel a strong attachment to the 

topographical spaces in which they situate themselves in football stadia.  King (2002 [1998]; 

1997b) argues that some of these attachments come from a partial and even invented 

history of family associations to - and through - those specific spaces.  They are, using 

Crossley (2008a; 2009; 2011; 2015), a foci of football fans' collective actions where 

conventions in their supporter codes are (re)made and - given the symbolic dimensions of 

such spaces triggering memories of relationships with other fans (who may be friends or 

family members) - concrete representations of past and present human interaction (King 

2004).  Place - in the spaces and symbolism of a football ground - can facilitate the 

development of a collective identity for even those who imagine themselves to 'belong' in 

them (Melucci 1996a; 1996b).  Identification with an urban locale is also related to support 

for a football club.  The story of Coventry City and its fans' collective actions in mobilizations 

provides a case in point of these relational forces in action.  Formed in 1883 under the 

original name of Singers Football Club (becoming Coventry City in 1898), the club moved to 

a new ground (Highfield Road) in 1899 that was to remain the club’s home for 106 years.  In 

doing so, it became a key physical manifestation of the way supporters remembered their 

interactions and relationships with each other.  

  

Although the period just after the Second World War was one of a downward spiral for the 

club, it steadily began to gain promotion through the leagues, culminating in 1967 with 

promotion into the old Division One (now the Premier League). Despite numerous battles 

with relegation over the years the club managed to remain in the top division of English 
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football (including winning the FA Cup in 1987) for 34 years. It was during this period (in 

1997) that the then chairperson, Bryan Richardson, stated how the club had outgrown 

Highfield Road and he set in motion a multi-million-pound project with the support of 

Coventry City Council to build a proposed 40,000 all-seater stadia with a retractable roof 

and a sliding pitch (the initial intention was for the ground to be one of the venues for 

England’s bid to host the 2006 World Cup) on a former gasworks site in the city. The local 

authority granted permission to build the new stadium in 1998, but as costs began to 

increase it was decided by the club’s board to sell Highfield Road for a fee of around £4 

million to the property development company George Wimpey and rent it back until the 

new ground was built. Added to the financial concern was the decision by the Co-Op bank to 

reduce lending to many football teams, including Coventry City, and this resulted in plans 

for the new stadium being redrawn (Gilbert 2016).  

 

At the end of 2000/01 season, Coventry City were relegated from the Premier League to the 

Football League's Division One, which was then the name for the second tier in English 

football (later relegations into the third tier, then renamed League One at the end of the 

2011/12 season and into the fourth level, League Two at the end of the 2016/17 season also 

occurred). Materially, relegation meant changes to business operations at the club as it 

reduced sponsorship revenues, negatively affected attendances which immediately dropped 

from an average over 20,000 paying spectators to just over 15,000 in 2001/02  (these 

numbers further dropped in subsequent years - in 2016/17 this number had reduced to 

under 10,000 people) and crucially lost the share of £400m per year of domestic television 

broadcast revenues paid to the Premier League which was to be split between the twenty 

teams in the division (Millward 2017).ii  Indeed, it is from this point that the chapter 

examines the social relations between fans, the media and the club that Crossley (2011) 

refers to, particularly around collective action, interaction, tactics, networks and protest and 

how these emerge through disharmony and a lack of trust, which for Burkitt (1997; 2014) 

are not expressions of inner processes but are the products of social relationships between 

human actors. It also analyses the power in these relationships and the extent to which 

‘success’ has been defined and achieved through collective action at Coventry City. 
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Disharmony and Debt 

The role of a chairperson is not standardized at all football clubs (Millward 2011; Senaux 

2008; Waddington et. al 2001) but is broadly understood to the be the figurehead in the 

social world of the board, connecting the business, commercial and administration dynamics 

with those of the manager and, from there, the playing team.  Indeed, Watkins’ (2000) non-

academic account shows his former role as AFC Bournemouth chairperson involved planning 

and running the day-to-day financial realities of the club, such as ensuring decisions are 

made when required, keeping order and creating consensus amongst members of the board 

while also ensuring the club as a whole makes and sticks to its outlined objectives and 

policies and serving as a spokesperson for the club to those outside of it (including 

supporters).  In this role, he outlined that the chairperson brokers relationships between the 

club's owner, the team manager and maybe even members of the media.  The latter of 

these potentially influence the stories that come out of a football club.  In effect, the 

chairperson connects various dimensions of a football club making him/her central to its 

networks of operation.   

By the point of relegation from the Premier League, Coventry City had run up a level of debt 

at £60 million and the local evening newspaper (the Coventry Evening Telegraph) ran a 

number of stories outlining how the chairperson at the time, Bryan Richardson, had 

negotiated with the 'club' (which included himself) a remuneration package worth £588,045 

- a 170 per cent increase from the previous year. As the financial cost of relegation from the 

Premier League was being felt, a vociferous protest from supporters at both matches and 

through the local press developed. A consequence of this was that in January 2002, 

Richardson was replaced by Mike McGinnity as chairperson on a non-payment basis as part 

of the club’s cost cutting strategy.    

 

One of the most important tasks McGinnity immediately faced was to develop a realistic 

business plan and the results of this came when he reduced the debt from £60 million to 

just over £20 million. The need for this strict business plan was seen as crucial to the club’s 

future because during the 2001/02 season for each £1 the club generated, £1.11 was being 

spent on the wages of the club's employees - specifically the football players (Deloitte and 
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Touche 2003).  Although football clubs are cultural institutions as well as businesses, this 

111 per cent wages to turnover ratio was not sustainable for Coventry City and, if either 

costs were not cut or revenue grown, would have endangered its existence.  

 

In 2002, negotiations between Coventry City Football Club and Coventry City Council saw 

Arena Coventry Limited (ACL) created as a joint enterprise.  This company was to become 

responsible for managing the yet-to-be-built Arena. Although the club initially invested an 

estimated £2 million in the stadium project by 2003, the financial impact of relegation 

meant that an application for a loan of £21 million to complete the project was rejected. 

Fearing the end of the project, the council stepped in and, via Yorkshire Bank, loaned ACL 

the £21 million. The financial burden the club was under was emphasized when they 

decided to sell their shares in ACL to the locally-based Alan Edwards Higgs Charity for £6.5 

million in 2003 (who, like the council, became 50 per cent owners of ACL), with the proviso 

that they could buy back these shares in the future. As part of this sale, the club sacrificed 

its right to non-match day income for events held at the Arena as well as match day revenue 

gained from food, drink and car parking.  

 

Following the emergence of Supporters’ Trusts across the United Kingdom at the beginning 

of the twenty-first century (Nash 2000; 2001), the Sky Blue Trust originated from a public 

meeting held at the Coventry City Supporters Club on 24 April 2003. One of its first tasks 

was to present a 4,600 signature petition at an emergency council meeting held on 16 

October 2003 in relation to the ‘Build It’ campaign for the Arena. To try and create a united 

voice, the Sky Blue Trust merged with the Association of Coventry City Supporters Clubs and 

Groups and initially had a positive relationship with the board of the club that led the Trust 

to seek ways to enhance supporter representation on the club’s board of directors.  As 

discussed in Chapter Two, Kádár (2013) argues conformity to intra-network communicative 

expectations, which he calls 'conventions', are necessary for a collective to smoothly 

'function' and develop its own linguistic rituals. However, the board of directors and football 

supporters often have conventionally different aims and communicate differently.  

Nevertheless, dialogue between the club and the Trust was initially positive with a case in 
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point being the Trust’s proposal to form a Joint Council (later termed the Supporters 

Consultative Group) in order for supporters to be consulted at board level and improve 

communication channels between the club and its supporters. Indeed, the first meeting was 

held on 28 October 2005 and this form of communication remained in place until December 

2016 when it was disbanded.  

 

The first home game at the newly-named Ricoh Arena was on 20 August 2005 against 

Queens Park Rangers. Given the financial situation, the club did not contribute to the 

eventual cost of £116 million and subsequently became a tenant in a facility that was 

originally going to be built for them. By 2007, with financial difficulty showing no signs of 

abating, the club was actively seeking new ownership.  In this situation, a football club’s 

boards of directors will often employ a broker to match them with a potential buyer (see 

Millward 2011) but it is unclear if such an individual was employed by Coventry City at this 

point.  Therefore, with the threat of administration looming and after a failed takeover by a 

consortium called The Manhattan Group, a bid by Mayfair-based hedge fund Sisu was 

accepted under the condition that all of the 55,000 shares in the club had to be handed 

over.  Joy Seppala (founder, chief executive officer and director), Dermot Coleman (founder, 

partner and director) and Onyechchinaedu Igwe (board member) are three ‘key executives 

for Sisu Capital Limited’.  The group had been linked to buyouts at Derby County and 

Southampton football clubs at the time but only bought into Coventry City.  Shortly before 

that time period, in a story disconnected to football, Seppala was described in The Sunday 

Times as: 

‘[C]hief executive of Sisu Capital, [who] does not look like "one of London's most ballsy 

traders". A smartly dressed 44-year-old Finnish-American blonde, she likes to describe 

herself as an investor.  But, according to rivals, appearances are deceptive. Seppala is 

a force to be reckoned with. "She has balls of steel," said one.  Seppala has a 

reputation for playing hardball in the distressed-debt market -demanding that 

companies and administrators "stand and deliver" what she believes her investors are 

due. From an anonymous building in London's Mayfair, Seppala and her 15 staff run 

an $800m (£460m) hedge fund that specializes in investing in troubled companies. It 
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looks for firms whose debts are undervalued and trading at a large discount to their 

face value’ (Fletcher and Drillsma-Milgrom 2005: 7).  

Of significance to the focus of this chapter was the appointment of Tim Fisher, who has held 

various board level positions, but at the time of writing is currently chairperson. With the 

involvement of Tim Fisher and a continued climate of driving down costs to protect their 

investment, Sisu began discussions with ACL in early 2012 about reducing the £1.3 million 

annual rent. One tactic they adopted was to stop paying the rent in what was later argued 

through the courts to distress ACL who relied on this money to make regular payments to 

Yorkshire Bank to reduce the £21 million loan that had been taken out to fund the purchase 

of a lease to operate the Arena from the council (Gilbert 2016). Sisu argued that they had 

continued to make ongoing pay as you play payments to ACL during 2012 – payments which 

eventually totaled around £230,000 for the 12 months the club was not paying the agreed 

rent (Gilbert 2016).  

 

Despite a heads of terms agreement being recorded on 18 June 2012, the deal did not 

materialize, with Gilbert (2016) referring to an internal memorandum from Chris West, the 

head of legal and finance at Coventry City Council, being sent to Martin Reeves, the council’s 

chief executive in August 2012 that outlined council opposition to any deal being struck. By 

December 2012, ACL claimed it was owed £1.1 million in rent and led to a statutory demand 

that gave Sisu 21 days to settle the debt or face a winding-up order. At the same time 

Gilbert (2016) reported on how the council were having discussions with Yorkshire Bank 

about buying out ACL’s loan – a deal eventually that saw ACL owe the money directly to the 

council. This consequently led to a judicial review where Sisu argued it prevented any 

chance of them owning a stake in the Ricoh Arena through buying out the Alan Edwards 

Higgs Charity stake. However, the presiding judge dismissed this argument, insisting that 

talks between the Alan Edwards Higgs Charity and Sisu had fallen away months before the 

council struck a deal with ACL and Yorkshire Bank. 
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Further developments occurred on 13 March 2013 when ACL applied for an administration 

order at the High Court after failing to reach an agreement with Sisu over more than £1.3 

million in unpaid rent. Sisu was made up of initially submerged networks (Melucci 1998) of 

subsidiary companies and on 21 March 2013, one of these, Arvo - the club’s single biggest 

creditor – placed CCFC Limited into administration and a subsequent 10-point penalty from 

the Football League. After a hostile process played out through the local media, Sisu 

remained owners, but after ACL and Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs voted against the 

Company Voluntary Agreement which would decide how much each creditor received from 

the debt recovery process the club were again forced to endure a further 10 point penalty 

from the Football League ahead of the 2013/14 season.  

 

Northampton and the Emergence of Collective Action 

In May 2013, with the dispute showing no signs of abating, Tim Fisher announced that the 

club would be leaving the city to play its home matches whilst they sought to secure land 

and build a new stadium by 2016. Discussions took place with Walsall but Coventry City 

moved to play matches at Northampton Town’s ground, Sixfields. Given the decision to play 

home matches 35 miles away from the Ricoh Arena, it is easy to see how this would 

increase the likelihood of networks forming together in collective action and how the actors 

within it are ‘shaped by how they are affected by it. The actions of another 'call out a 

response' from me' (Crossley 2011: 30). Although a number of fan mobilization groups 

emerged, including ‘get Cov Back to the Ricoh’ and ‘Keep Cov in Cov’, an immediate 

response came from the Coventry Evening Telegraph who voiced the concerns shared by 

many custodians of Coventry by creating the ‘City Must Stay’ campaign, which more than 

14,000 people eventually signed. When asked how he saw his involvement in the move to 

Northampton, the political reporter at the Coventry Evening Telegraph, Simon Gilbert 

stated:  

 

I saw my role as giving supporters a voice – a way of being able to vent their 

frustrations at the situation. As a local media outlet and a pillar of the local community 
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we saw it as a responsibility to make people aware what was potentially going to be 

something that was completely unacceptable was about to happen. The owners were 

about to take the club out of the city which gave it its name. From our point of view, 

very early on we said that cannot be allowed to happen and we must do what we can 

to try and stop it (personal communication, November 2016). 

 

Although Castells (2013) suggests that information-age mobilizations could bypass the 

messages and content of corporations such as the traditional media to create their own 

messages in cyberspace, it was found at Coventry City that the local media (particularly the 

Coventry Evening Telegraph) played a significant part in the collective protest that was 

taking place. Instead, networks of mobilizations emerged through the role played by the 

traditional media in highlighting the resistance taking place at Coventry City. Reflecting on 

patterns of communication between fans and the paper during this period of collective 

action, Simon Gilbert stated: ‘Our voice is just one among many. We can shape people’s 

opinions, we can influence the way people think but people aren’t machines, they can come 

to their own conclusions.’ Addressing this, on 20 July 2013, was the first serious attempt at 

collective action by the Sky Blues Trust when an estimated 5,000 Coventry City fans 

marched towards the city center in protest at the decision by the owners to take the club 

out of the city. Referring to the march, the chairperson of the Sky Blues Trust, Moz Baker 

(elected in October 2016) stated: 

 

We never actually called an official boycott of Sixfields. I think that is important to say. 

It was just something that evolved. The strength of feeling was such that this was 

wrong, our club was being moved out of the city which gave it its name to go 35 miles 

down the road to Northampton was clearly wrong on every level possible. So 

something needed doing to try and stop it. So we thought about a protest or march, 

but no-one knew what sort of support it was going to get. We were hoping for a few 

hundred but the estimates from the police were that it was actually several thousand 

and there was a real strength of feeling in the first protest. A real coming together of 

people. Not just people who come together on a regular basis, but people who lived in 



 

107 
 

the city and realized how important the club was to its community (personal 

communication, November 2016).  

 

Reference to ‘strength of feeling’, a ‘real coming together of people’, ‘protest’ and 

‘community’ by Moz Baker above outline how social life is filled with emotions. With 

particular resonance to the situation at Coventry City during 2013 we can draw on Jasper 

(1997) as to how emotional attachment to a ‘place’ and a sense of ‘cultural loss’ such as a 

‘threat’ towards it can lead to collective action as a form of protest. The place of emotions 

and the opportunities created for individuals to interact is what Durkheim calls ‘collective 

effervescence’ (an emotional energy that bonds participants) or what Collins (2004) refers 

to as interaction ritual theory (how emotions are transformed in the process of interaction 

through the production of emotional outcomes such as moral solidarity, as well as anger). In 

the case of football culture, space and place (such as public houses, the stadium and other 

specific places) are an important feature of football fandom, even as we suggest in Chapter 

Two how some of them are imagined to be more temporal than real.  

 

Despite widespread local coverage however, the club continued to ignore such protests and 

was supported by the Football League who agreed that the club could ground share for 

three years, with an option of an extra two in return for paying a £1 million bond that acted 

as an assurance that they would return to Coventry. The club started the 2013/14 season at 

Northampton with the first ‘home’ game taking place on Sunday 11 August against Bristol 

City that attracted a crowd of 2,204, with only 908 Coventry City fans recorded to be in 

attendance. This sense of protest was underlined by a charity match of Sky Blues legends 

taking place at the Ricoh Arena at the same time attracting over 7,000 fans (Gilbert 2016). 

Indeed, it was to be a season of protests, with the average attendance of 2,364 the fourth 

lowest in the whole Football League, only beating Accrington Stanley, Dagenham and 

Redbridge and Morecambe, all of whom competed in the league below. It also reflected a 

78 per cent drop in the average attendance from the 2012/13 season of 10,938. These 

figures reflected the ‘Not One Penny More’ stance taken by a large number of supporters to 

starve the club of any income from attending matches at ‘home’. Other fans took up a 
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season-long position on a hill at Sixfields that allowed them to avoid paying an entrance fee 

but still able to view approximately two-thirds of the pitch. This became known as ‘Jimmy’s 

Hill’, in recognition of his work in positioning the club amongst England’s elite in the 1960s. 

Individual matches also provided an opportunity to protest on a national and global level 

including the 4th round FA Cup tie against Arsenal at the Emirates that was being broadcast 

live on television. In the 35th minute of the match (representing the distance between the 

Ricoh Arena in Coventry and the Sixfields stadium in Northampton), Coventry fans and some 

Arsenal fan held aloft signs with the word ‘why?’ to represent their feelings. Outside of the 

glare of international broadcasters, were city-wide visual tactics that included tying sky blue 

ribbons to prominent buildings across the city, including club’s training ground, Coventry 

Cathedral and Coventry City Council as well as major routes into the city. This visual protest 

was not just confined to the city of Coventry however, with ribbons also tied to the 

headquarters of the Football League and Sisu in London.  

 

Kieran Crowley, who was appointed as a club journalist in September 2011 and became 

head of communications at the club in the summer of 2013 (the time when the club were 

preparing to move to Northampton) was also interviewed. This was a position he remained 

in until he left the club in May 2016. Addressing the period at Northampton and the 

subsequent reaction he had to deal with, Crowley refers to the strength of feeling, emotion 

and isolation that the move created:  

 

It was a very tough period. Your head is telling you this isn’t right, but looking back I 

was Ok with the move because we had such a closet mentality because we felt were 

being attacked from all sides, the fans, the council had done numerous things to the 

club, ACL. I just thought we had it make it work. We were paying £1.3 million in rent. If 

that contract was still in place the club would not be in existence…it was us against the 

world. I look back on that period and think how was what we did right? At the time I 

did. It probably made the job slightly easier for me, but everything you put out the 

time was vilified. It was hated…There was no way of using the local paper to our 
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advantage so that just leaves you with the official website and fans just refused to 

believe what we said (personal communication, November 2016). 

 

 

Choosing Tactics: Webs of Media and Social Media Connections 

A variety of tactics used by various individuals and groups over the course of the move to 

Northampton. Reflecting on what action he took, the football reporter at the Coventry 

Evening Telegraph, Andy Turner stated:  

It did affect me personally because it affected my family. My dad was a season ticket 

holder in his 70s who used to go to every home game and he stopped going. He was 

disenfranchised. With him not going it meant my son wasn’t going. I just thought it 

was so wrong and that’s just the personal side. It was a microcosm of all the bigger 

issue which affected all fans. It was deplorable and despicable what they did. I 

channeled that through my comment pieces. I was quite aggressive in my writing and I 

would take every opportunity to have a dig at the club because it was so wrong and I 

felt so strongly and passionately about what they were doing. With other issues you 

try and take a step back and be objective, but with that it was difficult to do (personal 

communication, November 2016). 

For Burkitt (2014) emotions are inherently relational, emerging through human 

relationships.  Andy Turner was ‘affected’ because of familial connections (he mentions his 

father) were negatively affected.  These relationships and associated emotions created the 

‘moral shock’ (Jasper 1998) to integrate into the emerging sets of protest and shape public 

opinion through the communication space of the media.  Given the move by traditional 

media into online space, an increasing feature is to make articles and stories that would 

have initially been for the print version only available online and promoted through various 

social media sites. This is tactic being readily adopted by the traditional media to get readers 

immediately reacting and engaging with published story rather than wait for the print copy 

to become available. The importance of social media bringing everyone together supporters 

the views of Castells (2015 [2012]), who illustrates how the internet plays an important 
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contemporary role in changing the emotional state of a collective, who can metaphorically 

hold hands together with no geographical barriers. Referring to the potential of social media 

as an available and effective tactic that can be utilized during campaigns, Simon Gilbert 

stated:  

Social media is a huge part of driving any campaigns these days. It has got to be the 

quickest and most effective way of getting a message to people. We came up with the 

graphics that people could share, we came up with the hashtags and we made sure we 

spoke to the right people online… When it comes to campaigns and galvanizing 

support, the ability to do things instantaneously, to get the news away and get high 

profile figures sharing the news, you would not get that in any other way (personal 

communication, November 2016). 

 

Whilst Castells believes that fear represses collective actions, collective effervescence in 

online and offline space challenges fear as people stand and communicate with each other 

in a shared sense of collective identity and shared emotion of anger. According to Ryan 

(1991), an important element for mobilizing a group is media communication. Increasingly 

this is through hashtags on Twitter as it allows a group to widen the cause and appeal to a 

wider collective, such as in the case of Coventry City bringing the club back to the Ricoh 

Arena (Castells 2013 [2009]). As suggested by Crossley (2015), social media techniques 

played a prominent role in collective action at Coventry City. In the summer of 2014, the 

Coventry Evening Telegraph made another concerted effort to build collective actions within 

supporters by creating the #BringCityHome slogan that encouraged fans to use social media 

and the newspaper to engage in this form of protest. This was matched by a second march 

organized by the Sky Blues Trust, which was attended by more fans than the march the year 

before. Referring to how protests evolved once the decision was made to play in 

Northampton, Moz Baker stated:  

 

The whole season at Sixfields was dreadful. We did various protests on the hill, we did 

the big protest at the Emirates. The following summer when we were still there so 
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although we were skeptical we decided we should do another one, but the turnout 

was good because the feeling was probably stronger the second time around. 

Whether it made an impact who knows but we have been told by various sources that 

it did have an impact because of the galvanizing nature of support the protests got. At 

the end of the day I think there is something to be said for fan power. Sitting on your 

hands does not get you anywhere. You have to raise your head above the parapet and 

make yourself heard. People will say you are trouble makers and you should just 

support the team, but sometimes you have to look at the bigger picture (personal 

communication, November 2016). 

 

Whilst recognizing the importance of online space, the views above from Moz Baker reflect 

those of Castells (2015 [2012]) who indicates how the action taking place in urban space is 

also an essential component of collective action. The three important effects of occupying 

urban space that he refers to were prominent in the collective action taking place at 

Coventry City: (1) being together enhances the collective emotional experience – i.e. 

marching and chanting in unison in a symbolic urban space (the two protests that 

congregated in the center of Coventry in 2013 and 2014) produces an effective ‘glue’ who 

become emotionally ‘attuned’ to each other; (2) urban protests materialize discontent that 

is difficult to ignore by established programmers of societal values, such as the established 

media (the visual protests and general demise of the club has been recognized at a national 

level) and, (3) it reinvigorates online activity mass self-communication and digital 

technologies are used in urban space such as designated hashtags (as outlined by the 

examples including #BringCityHome).  

 

Crossley (1999) problematizes the notion of 'social capital' but broadly sees it as a central 

movement resource through the recognition of pivotal personal contacts and certain 

individuals played a prominent role in the process of collective action. As well as using the 

Coventry Evening Telegraph and his personal Twitter account to relay ongoing 

developments, Simon Gilbert also adopted other tactics which would also play a significant 

role in the club returning to the Ricoh Arena. The first one was to personally visit the 
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headquarters of the Football League in London with special editions of the newspaper with 

pictures of fans holding placards containing the 'hashtag' #BringCityHome on the day a 

meeting was taking place between officials from the club, ACL, Coventry City Council and 

the Alan Edward Higgs Charity to discuss the settlement of a £470,000 bill the club were 

forced to pay to ACL as a result of the administration of CCFC Ltd in 2013. Due to the 

hostility in which the administrative process was played out between the key parties, Gilbert 

also made contact with local MPs as well as the prominent Conservative MP, Damian Collins 

(in October 2016 he became elected Chair of the Culture, Media and Sport Committee), to 

also apply governmental pressure on Sisu to pay, which they eventually did (Gilbert 2016). 

This subsequently paved the way for the return to the Ricoh Arena with the Coventry 

Evening Telegraph headline on Friday 22 August 2014 stating ‘after 503 days, 59 games, two 

marches, 13,000 signatures, a judicial review, six campaigns and thousands of broken 

hearts, the Sky Blues are finally…COMING HOME’. Thus, on 5 September 2014 over 27,000 

fans watched Coventry City defeat Gillingham 1-0. It was a highly emotional time for the 

fans, but it was also emotional for people employed at the club, with Kieran Crowley 

commenting:  

 

I will never forget that day when the deal was done. It was really emotional for the 

supporters to see their club come back to the city. The staff as well. They had been 

through it. It wasn’t a normal football club situation (personal communication, 

November 2016).  

 

The move back to the Ricoh Arena was part of an initial two-year deal, with an option for a 

further two years and a revised down annual rent charge of £100,000. However, a few 

weeks later it emerged that Coventry City Council had agreed a deal with the Premiership 

rugby club, Wasps, to purchase the council’s stake in ACL for £2.77 million and subsequently 

pave the way for a quick completion of complete ownership of the Ricoh Arena by acquiring 

the other 50 per cent share from the Alan Edwards Higgs Charity for £2.77 million (Wasps 

also took on ACLs £14.4 million loan from the council). Illustrating what could be referred to 

as some form of collective fatigue at the time due to all of the emotion being put into the 
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return to the Ricoh Arena, Simon Gilbert stated: ‘It was surprising that there was not any 

organized opposition to the takeover of the Ricoh Arena by Wasps.’ This decision certainly 

took a number of parties by surprise and the quickness of the sale to Wasps from shares in 

the council and the Alan Edwards Higgs Charity allowed no real time for a further collective 

action to occur and try to force a change in this decision.  

 

As Blumer (1951) argued, the tactics used in a collective action are an important element 

depending on the context in which they are being used. In the case of Coventry City it was 

trying to gain national and international exposure to the plight of fans as a result of a sense 

of powerlessness caused by a ‘villainous’ enemy (Alinsky 1971) in Sisu who could be blamed 

for the injustice impacting on them. One innovative tactic used was the throwing of plastic 

pigs onto the pitch by both sets of supporters during a league one game on 15 October 2016 

against Charlton Athletic at the Valley. Referring to this, Moz Baker stated:  

 

We made contact about doing a joint protest and they were really up for it. They have 

got a lot of funding which we haven’t got. They’ve got people backing them who are 

quite wealthy. They didn’t want anything from us (personal communication, 

November 2016). 

 

This intersects with Smithey’s (2009) account of how tactical choices are often a product of 

resources and opportunities within the physical environment. Given both sets of fans were 

in open dispute with their current owners, here was an opportunity for both sets of 

supporters to collectively organize a protest that was witnessed across the world and gave 

them the coverage of their plight that they wanted. Thus, the interactive cultural dimension 

of two separate sets of supporters protesting in this way through an innovative tactic to 

leverage power through the element of surprise ties in nicely with relational sociology. 

Indeed, innovative tactics are important, particularly for lower league clubs who do not get 

the exposure that Premier League clubs receive from the global media seeking new stories 

to feed into a saturated market. This was raised by Moz Baker who stated:  
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The test is to try and do something different but it is not easy because the way the 

media work is they want a fresh story. You have to keep reinventing stories and that is 

why the pig protest was fantastic but you can’t do it again. I came away from Charlton 

thinking that went as good as it could do (personal communication, November 2016).   

 

Networks and Soft Leaders in the Collective Action of Fan Movements 

In an analysis of networks and roles in collective action, McAdam (1982; 1983; 1986; 1988) 

refers to how activism in collection action might come about as a result of being in a stage 

of the life course. With regards to the life course of Moz Baker as a Coventry City fan and his 

role in the collective action:  

 

I have been a fan since the 1970s but I got more involved in our last year in the 

Championship in 2012. I spoke with two of the guys who had set up the Trust in the 

early 2000s but it had never really got off the ground and in 2012 we resurrected it 

and that was the start of more and more fans getting involved…We could see what 

was happening and this was not going to happen in a good situation. We knew that 

relationships with ACL were breaking down and just generally the way the club was 

being run we felt we needed to stand up and represent supporters. That was before 

protests were being spoken about. Make sure fans were being represented and their 

views were being put forward. It was a situation that a lot of people could see 

happening (personal communication, November 2016).  

 

As suggested earlier, it is important for any type of social movement to have social capital 

(Crossley 1999). Whilst individuals like Simon Gilbert managed to acquire this, it is also 

important within a movement that each member has mutually owned capital, such as the 

trust of other members within the real or imagined community. Responding to the collective 
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action that took place once the decision was made by the club to relocate to Northampton, 

Moz Baker stated:  

 

Essentially when we resurrected it there wasn’t a membership as such. We actually 

started from scratch. Because it was a trust we had to go through all of the legal 

ramifications through Supporters Direct who set it up. We just went out and 

promoted the idea. In town, we set up stalls, we went to the Town and Country 

festival. We went very public and went from a membership of 0 to 3,000…There is still 

a strong feeling out there, probably bigger than when we started the Trust again in 

2012. We get a steady number of people joining us all of the time, but it’s not 

anything significant (personal communication, November 2016). 

 

Although the Trust was operational before the move to Northampton, it was the ‘moral 

shock’ (Jasper 1998) of the move to Northampton that galvanized support. So what does 

'involvement' in collective action mean? Following Millward’s (2011) analysis of some 

Manchester United supporters protesting about the Glazer takeover just simply wearing a 

‘Green and Gold’ scarf, for the vast majority of Coventry fans not paying any attendance 

money or deciding to sit on the hill at Northampton was their way of protesting. Thus, 

network capital (Lin 2001) was generated through Coventry City fans collective action, 

whose situation captured a wider community interest who shared a common purpose of 

disputes with owners or were general football traditionalists who had an interest in football 

clubs and their history with fans. This was reflected in some opposition fans also refusing to 

attend Sixfields whilst Coventry played there.  

 

As a key individual, the collective action undertaken by Simon Gilbert saw him engaging with 

fans, protestors, politicians as ‘targets’ (Klandermans 1997) as well as tapping into the 

Coventry population (and wider) through his ability to generate coverage and exposure as a 

journalist. The outcome, he believes, was significant enough to force the club to return to 
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the Ricoh Arena. So, did he see himself as a leader or a switcher who could link networks 

together with the resources he had at his disposal?  

 

I saw myself as a campaigning journalist. I saw myself as someone who could 

potentially help to right this wrong. No one person can have that much influence that 

they can claim that they are solely responsible. Of course it is a combination of factors, 

but my view of my role was to keep it in the public eye, to make life publicly 

uncomfortable for people who had the ability to make decisions that could rectify the 

problem by asking questions that supporters wanted answers and that means putting 

pressure on people who were unwilling to answer questions and if they weren’t 

willing to answer questions from us then finding routes that would allow those 

questions to be answered and ultimately that meant the involvement of politicians 

which is really the only way you can get private organizations or corporate 

organizations to listen to what supporters are saying…In some of the conversations I 

had during those very early days I did make private appeals for individuals to get 

together and sort this out, but the main linkage role I played was between the 

supporters and the decision makers. Supporters don’t always have a direct line to the 

decision makers. I was their way of putting questions to people and providing the 

answers they were searching for (personal communication, November 2016). 

 

Reflecting on the extent he was a leader as a result of his presence during the first and 

second organized protest in the center of Coventry, where he was tasked with providing a 

speech to the crowd who had marched, Moz Baker stated:  

 

At the time I wasn’t chair of the Sky Blue Trust, I was just a member of the board. 

Because I am comfortable with public speaking the board suggested I got up there. It 

wasn’t until I did the first one that I realized the weight of responsibility on my 

shoulders because people were coming up to me afterwards and saying well done and 

keep going and when you realize people are relying on you then you realize the weight 
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of responsibility. I had some nights where I couldn’t sleep because I was thinking 

‘what could we do?’ because people were reliant on us to do something, but at the 

end of the day we can only do so much. I felt it was a situation I couldn’t walk away 

from and I felt we all felt the same (personal communication, November 2016). 

 

The development and re-emergence of the Supporters’ Trust at Coventry City follows what 

Castells (2015 [2012]) refers to as a ‘rhizomatic’ new social movement due to its grass roots 

emergence, growth and organization. They also do not have explicit ‘formal’ leaders, instead 

they have soft leaders who hold positions of social, political and/or cultural influence, such 

as dealing with the media and being able to communicate the aims and tactics of their 

collective action to supporters. Soft leaders tend to assume their role momentarily because 

they are suited to immediate task in hand due to their knowledge and networks rather than 

have ambitions of mid-term of long-term leadership. As suggested by Bourdieu (1986), they 

have developed a level of cultural capital that is beyond the leadership of types of formal 

and informal roles in the division of labor might exist depending on structure and nature of 

collective action.  

 

Coventry City’s Supporter Mobilization as a Success? 

Giugni (1998) is clear that the criteria for 'success' of collective actions are difficult to define.  

However, such criteria – whether ‘official’ and/or written or not – are the product of 

interactions between activists in relation to the actions of those people, issues and policies 

they are agitated by.  The idea of ‘success’ is inherently relational.  The aim of the first 

collective action was to force a return by the club to the Ricoh Arena, meaning that it was 

regarded by Coventry City supporters as a ‘success’. But how much did the visual campaigns 

and protests play in this return? Reflecting on this, Andy Turner stated: ‘The Ricoh return is 

a good example of a campaign that you set out knowing you have a 99 per cent chance of 

winning because there is an appetite by the football club who were desperate to get back.’ 

However, he also referred to the failed campaign to stop the club going to Northampton 

and the inability to, at the time of writing, to put enough pressure on Sisu to sell the club:  
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As was proved in the Sixfields situation, sadly, I don’t think they will get anywhere. It 

doesn’t matter how much pressure they exerted, they voted with their feet, took to 

the streets 2-3 times and the club still didn’t listen to them. They were their 

customers, they were screaming and shouting at them, do not do this or we won’t go 

to Sixfields and they still went ahead and did it so that tells you a huge amount about 

the owners of the club. They will operate on their own terms and will not be dictated 

to by anybody – the local newspaper, by the national press or by their own customers, 

the fans. It’s usually the other factors, the financial factors that drive the situation 

which is what happened with the return to the Ricoh Arena (personal communication, 

November 2016). 

 

These views were echoed by Kieran Crowley who stated:  

It became apparent early in the summer of 2014 that we needed to go back to the 

Ricoh Arena. The financial impact was vast. There was a hesitance at board level but 

[chief executive] Steve Waggott pushed it and eventually he was given permission to 

do the deal. The visual impact of the protest at Arsenal, the visual impact of the 

marches in Coventry had no impact. People in the club, not that they didn’t care about 

the supporters, but they saw the protest as a product of a fans group which just 

wasn’t representative…The only thing that got the club back to Coventry was the 

financial impact (personal communication, November 2016).  

 

Given this insider perspective at the time, it is clear that protest can take many forms and 

the decision by thousands of Coventry City fans to refuse to watch the club play home 

matches 35 miles away was a successful tactic. Although Kriesi et. al (1995) states that an 

outcome may not always be the result of collective action, such as the cases within football 

of the Spirit of Shankly (SoS) protest group at Liverpool (Millward 2011) and the frequent 

protests against Mike Ashley at Newcastle United (Cleland and Dixon 2015), but in the case 

at Coventry City, it was evident that the fact that no-one actually went to Sixfields forced 
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the club to try and repair broken relationships. Indeed, in one way it was helped by two new 

people at both the club (chief executive Steve Waggott) and at ACL (chairperson Chris 

Robinson) to strike a deal out of the spotlight of other individuals.  

 

So, what now? It is difficult to adequately summarize the situation at Coventry City because 

it remains fluid. With the club continuing its downward spiral the Coventry Evening 

Telegraph have instigated a ‘Sell Up and Go’ campaign against Sisu that has gained over 

19,000 signatures. Responding to the reasons behind this, Andy Turner stated:  

 

The Coventry Evening Telegraph took a stance. They stepped off the fence, we’ve seen 

what the situation is, we’ve assessed everything and we’ve decided we are going to 

listen to our customers are saying, what our readers are saying, and we are going to 

act on that, we are going to get behind them (personal communication, November 

2016).  

 

Indeed, the Sky Blue Trust wants to enter into negotiations with Sisu, who thus far have 

refused to meet with them. Focusing on supporter representation at individual clubs, Nash 

(2000: 482) stated ‘until fan groups penetrate those club decision-making processes, their 

value systems will remain largely abstract … and so mostly irrelevant’. A case in point was 

this response from Moz Baker:  

When we eventually started up again one of our key objectives was to get some form 

of fan representation, fan ownership. This has been in the background for a bit 

because of Sixfields and the other stuff going on…recently, we asked for a meeting to 

discuss the issue of fan ownership and what the possibilities were and we were told 

the club is not for sale. That still remains our aim, but the ball remains in Sisu’s court 

and there’s not a lot we can do, but that does not mean less keen on the idea and we 

have always thought that is the way the club should go (personal communication, 

November 2016). 
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The club want to relocate to a site in the center of Coventry and become a tenant of 

Coventry Rugby Club and this is becoming an increasingly pressing matter as they are about 

to enter their final season as a tenant at the Ricoh Arena during the 2017/18 season. A 

recurring theme in the breakdown of talks with local stakeholders such as the owner of 

Coventry Rugby Club is a result of the continued litigation Sisu are seeking against various 

parties in the city. The first judicial review concerned Coventry City Council and ACL and the 

second one is due to again involve Coventry City Council, but this time also Wasps. This was 

a result of the failure to capture the Alan Edwards Higgs Charity 50 per cent share in ACL 

and has subsequently led Sisu to instigate another judicial review into the deal between 

Wasps and the council which, at the time of writing, has not yet taken place. Much 

uncertainty remains as to the future of the club and highlights the importance of collective 

actions in what looks like a difficult future. As this chapter has indicated, however, financial 

protest had the biggest influence on the move back to the Ricoh Arena from Northampton, 

but with Sisu seemingly ignoring all others forms of collective action, the situation remains 

very much in their hands as to the future direction of the club.  

 

Conclusions:  Place, Identity and Collective Action 

Football supporters often feel a strong attachment to the topographical spaces in stadiums 

(Bale 1991; 1998; 2000) through their association of such physical spaces with the memories 

of interactions with others (King 2002 [1998]; 1997b).  This identification with 'place' is also 

strong with the urban locale and has been the catalyst for fan action association at Brighton 

and Hove Albion (Carder 2006; North and Hodson 2011 [1997]), Charlton Athletic (Barnes 

2006; Everitt 2014) and Wimbledon (Couper 2012; Joyce 2006) and here, Coventry City.  The 

stirring of such emotions, generated collectively and through relational processes of 

interaction (Burkitt 1997; 2014; Castells 2004 [1997]; 2012; Jasper 1997; 1998), can be 

strong when 'belonging' is challenged (Melucci 1989; 1996a; 1996b). 
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Thus, Melucci (1996a) centralized 'collective identity' in the collective action of mobilization.  

In the case of the protests of Coventry City fans, the 'we-ness' of supporters was felt before 

the protests began but they drew upon people of key positions of influence, such as in the 

local media, to create messages to enable action.  However, this action was not belonging to 

those such as Simon Gilbert but to the collective and the relationships within that network.  

In Melucci's (1989) sense, the collective action was not just the sum of individual actions 

involved in it but within a 'multipolar action system'.  Together, they defined the aims of the 

movement and the parameters of 'success'.  Although Coventry City now play home 

matches back in the city (widely drawn as a marker of 'success'), they will play 2017/18 

season in the bottom division of the Football League and the network of 'investors' involved 

with 'Sisu' remain as financial owners of the football club, even if supporters see the 'spirit' 

of the club belonging to them. These latter two points are not drawn as a success of the 

movement and see dissent continue.  The story of Coventry City fans' protest is unlikely to 

be complete but networks of agitated fans of the club and other clubs are likely to form the 

basis of future mobilizations. 
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Chapter Five:   

Supporter Trusts as Collective Action:  Swansea City in Focus 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter discusses 'Supporter Trusts' as a form of collective action in the relational social 

worlds of football, empirically detailing the story of Swansea City.  This Supporters' Trust has 

often been held up as an exemplar of successful practice in the Supporters Trust movement, 

even appearing as a BBC documentary 'A Jack to a King' (2014).  Discussions about 

Supporters' Trusts inevitably prompt questions about how they relate to sociological ideas 

about 'trust', in both its senses as an emotion and social act.  As initially discussed in Chapter 

Two, trust is an inherently relational concept - having 'use' but not 'exchange' values and 

borne out of human interactions.  Sztompka (2003 [1999]: 25) argues that trusting in others 

becomes the crucial strategy for dealing with uncontrollable futures in situations where 

social actors have to act in spite of uncertainty and risk.   Indeed, Martin (2007) points out 

that most Supporters' Trusts emerge and/or gain influence when a football club is facing a 

form of hardship, most likely of a financial form. Luhmann (2017 [1979]: 24) states that 

'trust is only involved when the trusting expectation makes a difference to a decision'.  

Indeed, fans normally expect the Supporters' Trust to make some sort of positive difference 

to the running of the club or else there would be no need for that form of collective action 

(Kennedy and Kennedy 2007). 

 

 

Coleman (1973) argues that social actors must have the trust of others for cooperation 

within networks to exist.  In making this point, he suggests that intermediaries in networks 

may play the role of 'advisor', introducing social actors to coordinate, which facilitates 

interaction and to creates mutual 'trust' between social actors; as a 'guarantor' who absorbs 

the risk in the event that such trust in others turns out to be misplaced or as an and 

'entrepreneur' who is entrusted to invest multiple actors' resources to realize gains.  The fan 

movements and in particular, Supporters' Trusts typically contain all three of these roles: 
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advisors, sometimes from external agencies such as the part UK government-funded 

Supporters Direct advising trusts on their operational needs and helping to facilitate the 

bringing together of interested social actors; the guarantor who becomes the figurehead in 

the specific Supporters' Trust and manages expectations or reassures fans that reasonable 

aims will be met and, the 'entrepreneur' who might take control of the combined resources 

to fulfil goals.  In this sense, the entrepreneur might be a supporter who sits upon the 

football club's board of directors.   

 

 

There is no shortage of literature on the Supporters' Trust movement in football (Dunn 

2017; Lomax 2000; Martin 2007; Michie and Oughton 2005; Smith 2000; Turner 2017; 

Walters and Tacon 2010) but it is clear they exist in at least four 'ideal types' (Weber 1930) 

that should not be conflated in any way other than to mean fan interest in the running of a 

football club.  Elaborating on these four ideal types, first there are those Supporters' Trusts 

that own a club outright, perhaps using the Industrial and Provident Society model, where 

each shareholder (rather than shareholding) is only entitled to one vote.  This model runs at 

the non-league F.C. United of Manchester and gives the collective action of supporters the 

full reign of running the football club (see Brown 2008; 2009; Kiernan and Porter 2014; 

Millward 2011; Porter 2015).  Second, there are those Supporters' Trusts, such as those 

attached to F.C. United of Manchester's 'parent club' Manchester United (see Chapter One) 

and Coventry City, as detailed in Chapter Four, that do not own a financial stake in the club - 

although in some circumstances individual Supporters' Trust members might do so.  Instead, 

they exist as a voice of the fans through the media and involve personnel who are well 

connected to the journalists and local/national politicians.  Third, some Supporters’ Trusts 

own a controlling financial stake in the club, with the remainder made up of other 

'investors'.  This controlling interest might be modelled on the 50 per cent plus one share 

model that operates in Germany (Frink and Prinz 2006).   Fourth, there are those 

Supporters' Trusts where the aim is to ensure a formal communication channel to fans, 

where the Trust has a formal seat on the board of directors.  In the 1990s, Manchester City 

F.C. appointed fanzine editor Dave Wallace as a supporter representative to the board of 

directors.  However, when the fanzine criticized the club's choice of new team manager, 

Alan Ball - who had experienced relegation at four different clubs – in 1995, the club made 
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clear that Dave Wallace's duty was to present the board to the fans and his place was taken 

from him (Conn 2002 [1997]: 217). This type of representation is not the aim of Supporters' 

Trust who, instead demand representation of supporters in the boardroom.  Swansea City is 

the only Premier League club with a fan on its board of directors with the Supporters' Trust 

owning a fifth of the 'business' and operate in this way. 

 

Located on the coast of South Wales, Swansea City was formed in 1912 and its home 

stadium was the Vetch Field for much of its history before moving to the Liberty Stadium in 

2005. During the mid-1970s the club had to apply for re-election to the Football League, but 

success arrived under the management of John Toshack in the late 1970s and early 1980s 

before the club fell down the leagues again. The collective action of mobilization is not new 

to Swansea City as in the 1980s after a high court wound the club up, fans actively engaged 

in a successful campaign to save the club. However, it was the collective formation of a 

Supporters’ Trust in 2001 and the subsequent part-ownership in the club that this chapter 

shall focus on. Of particular interest to the scope of this book is that the club was promoted 

to the Premier League in 2011 and is the first club in the history of the Premier League to 

have supporter ownership as part of an overall ownership structure. This chapter focuses on 

the emotions, tactics and successful collective mobilization of supporters in late 2001 and 

early 2002, in particular the relationships between people in online and offline space, and 

how these modes of interaction come together. It then considers some of the challenges 

now facing the relational idea of 'trust' in the Swansea City Supporters’ Trust as a result of 

the takeover of a majority of the shares by a consortium led by Steve Kaplan and Jason 

Levien that was officially ratified by the Football Association in July 2016. 

 

 

Connections and Interactions Matter in Football Fan Collective Action 

Cleland (2010) referred to the changing nature of fandom from the late 1980s, with fans 

becoming more active, rather than passive, in their involvement in football. Initially this 

started with the fanzine movement, but from the mid-1990s the internet helped many fan 

groups collectively share thoughts and ideas on a variety of topics, some of which concerned 

how their club was being governed by its owner(s). Indeed, in his book on the history of the 

supporters’ trust at Swansea City, From Graveyard to Ambition: The Official History of the 
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Swansea City Supporters Trust, Phil Sumbler (2013) refers directly to this after he purchased 

a computer in 1997 and was directed to the Swanmail emailing list to read and share views 

with fellow fans from all over the world. Of particular note to his importance to this chapter 

was when he was handed the administrative responsibility of the message board 

jackarmy.net in the summer of 2001 (this was a 'fanzine'-like online message board and not 

officially connected to the football club) before he joined the board of the Swansea City 

Supporters’ Trust in 2004 and a year later he was appointed chairman, a position he holds at 

the time of writing.  In this sense, Phil Sumbler was the guarantor (Coleman 1973) of 'trust' 

in the movement, drawing upon the advice he believed to give 'best practice' offered by 

Supporters' Direct as the 'advisors' (Coleman 1973). McAdam (1986) illustrated that activism 

might occur at the appropriate stage in the life course for believers and as a fan for over 35 

years Sumbler felt that this was an opportunity to become more actively involved in the fan-

club relationship.  

 

One of the most pressing discussions that initially took place on jackarmy.net was a concern 

raised by supporters that the club was in financial trouble and there was an urgent need to 

preserve a professional football club in Swansea. Jasper (1998) outlines how social 

movements usually begin with a moral shock and as more fans sought to join the Swanmail 

emailing list Sumbler (2013) states how supporters at Northampton Town were often 

referred to as an important example, with its supporters' trust chair and Supporters Direct 

informant Brian Lomax as an 'advisor' in to how to rescue a club in financial difficulty 

(Coleman 1990). With the club in financial difficulty, a Northampton Town Supporters’ Trust 

was formed in 1992 that resulted in the Trust raising enough money and subsequently 

accruing enough shares to have supporter representation on the Board of Directors. A new 

ground was built and it became a condition of the lease that this representation had to 

remain in place (Cleland 2015a). 

 

Although he states how club ownership was not initially high on the agenda for supporters 

discussing the club on jackarmy.net, Sumbler (2013) refers to an introduction within this 

online space with what would eventually be other important individuals in a shared network 

where discussion quickly turned to the management and ownership of the club. Castells 

(2015 [2012]) states the importance of the internet in changing a collective’s emotional 
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state as people use these sites to talk about issues and metaphorically hold hands together 

with no geographical barrier that can lead from outrage to hope for the future. As suggested 

by Crossley (2011: 30), 'actors are shaped by the interactions in which they are involved. 

Trajectories of interaction can transform the way in which they act, feel and think'.  

 

Sumbler (2013) refers to a supporters’ trust working group being set up at Swansea City in 

2000, but due to success on the field at the time (the club was promoted in 1999/2000 to 

the old Division Two), apathy was in play with a significant number of passive supporters. 

However, he indicates how the foundations had been laid and only a year later the Swansea 

City Supporters’ Trust was formed after a series of public meetings in July and August 2001 

that culminated in an official launch on 27 August 2001. The creation of a supporters’ trust 

was matched by other supporters’ trusts being formed across the United Kingdom from the 

beginning of the twenty-first century as fans sought a greater voice in the decisions being 

made by individual clubs. In some cases, such as at Coventry City (Chapter Four), a 

supporters’ trust was initially set up but faded away until the club moved to Northampton 

Town, but at Swansea City it was set up for the very survival of the club.  

 

The reason behind this was that during 2001 the club was owned by Ninth Floor who 

subsequently sold the club to former commercial manager, Mike Lewis, who then sold the 

club to Tony Petty. Indeed, these fears were realized quicker than they thought when in 

October 2001 Mike Lewis sold the club to Tony Petty for £1 but this included the retention 

of the £801,098 debt owed to Ninth Floor. As the share fund amongst supporters grew, a 

meeting was arranged at Swansea Rugby Club that included Swansea City Supporters' Trust 

representatives Richard Lillicrap and Nigel Hamer where it was decided to offer Tony Petty 

£10,000 for fan ownership of the club. This offer was quickly rejected, as was an improved 

offer of £50,000 a few days later (Sumbler 2013). This represented the ill feeling towards 

Petty by the supporters and when news that Ninth Floor were willing to sell the £801,098 

debt for £100,000 the supporters sought ways in which this money could be generated to 

purchase the debt.  

 

As outlined in Chapter Two, one aspect of relational collective action is the tactic of 

outlining a 'villainous' enemy (Alinsky 1971) through a mobilizing narrative who can be 
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directly blamed for any perceived injustice (in this case Tony Petty). As Pearson (2012) 

suggests, whilst online space can create bonds between people, it is in the urban space that 

gives the group more credibility as it becomes more visible and authentic. Highlighting this, 

there were some collective gatherings and effervescence in online and offline space that 

encouraged some key people to take a stand and act upon the anger they felt towards the 

ownership of the club (as suggested by Castells 2015 [2012]). For example, a series of 

tactical protests were arranged including a march attended by around 2,000 fans from 

Castle Square to the Vetch Field ahead of a game as well as a crisis meeting which television 

crews attended. Borrowing from Jasper (1997), emotional allegiances in football fandom 

that lead people to protest often involve an attachment to a place and when this is under a 

sense of threat that collective mobilization can take place.  

 

Although generally subjective, emotions are inherently relational and emerge from social 

interaction (Burkitt 2014). As suggested by Durkheim, an individual can feel powerful if they 

are connected to others through collaboration and support as this can bring about intense 

individual emotions. The impact of this is collective effervescence (an emotional energy that 

bonds participants) that is generated by social relations and football fandom is a clear 

example of this in operation. According to Blumer (1951), group action is inherently 

relational as actors within it work together to achieve common goals to achieve a collective 

outcome. Of particular prominence at Swansea City was the role of fans who were 

accountants, financial advisers, solicitors and businessmen who collectively engaged in a 

process to seek ways in which to save the club. According to Crossley (2011: 22), 'networks 

form and are formed around 'social worlds' which center upon specific shared or 

overlapping interests which bring actors together in collective action.’ This also included 

those in the media, such as the journalist Chris Wathan who began at the Western Mail in 

2002 and has covered the club ever since: 

 

Swansea City were used to struggles, used to failures. When they were faced with a 

threat that’s when people were forced into taking responsibility they might not have 

had before because it was a club at a local level it didn’t feel removed it felt like there 

could be an influence (personal communication, February 2017). 
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Success, Tactics and Rewards 

 

Sumbler (2013: 82) refers to the online and offline collective mobilizations as being crucial in 

gaining support from the wider fan base to the four main aims behind the creation of the 

Supporters’ Trust at the club: 

 

1. To maintain a professional Football League club in Swansea; 

2. To have an elected supporters’ representative on the board of Swansea City 

Football Club; 

3. To raise sufficient funds to buy a stake in the club, in pursuance of the aims above; 

4. To bring the football club closer to its local community.  

 

With developments showing no signs of slowing down, a meeting was arranged with Tony 

Petty on 24 January 2002 where an offer of £20,000 was accepted. A further meeting took 

place on 6 February 2002 to discuss the Consortium Agreement; a signed agreement that 

led to the formation of Swansea City Football Club 2001 Limited (Sumbler 2013). Of 

particular relevance to relational sociology was the reluctance by any one individual to 

purchase the club on his/her own. For example, alongside the Supporters’ Trust investing in 

the club were Martin Morgan, Huw Jenkins, Brian Katzen, John van Zweden, David Morgan, 

Mel Nurse, Robert Davies and the Dineen family. The Trust was granted extra time to find 

the initial £50,000 investment but crucially there was an agreement that they could be 

represented by a Supporter Director (initially this was Leigh Dineen who was also the chair 

of the Swansea City Supporters’ Trust as voted in by fellow members) on the newly formed 

Board of Directors.  

 

As highlighted in Chapter Two, at the core of debates on social movements and collective 

action are the relationships between individuals. As a new social movement based on a fluid 

and networked structure, the emergence of the Supporters’ Trust at Swansea City follows 

Castells (2015 [2012]) description of new social movements as 'rhizomatic'; for example, 

grassroots in their emergence, growth and organization and they tend not to have explicit 
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leaders. Instead they have soft leaders who are elected into roles for a period of time and 

who hold positions of social, cultural and/or political influence. This includes dealing with 

the media and being able to communicate the aims and tactics of the collective action to its 

broader membership (Hill et al. 2016).   

 

With regards to the importance of tactics in collective action, Blumer’s (1951) three main 

tactical aims were prominent in the origin of the Supporters’ Trust at Swansea City: (1) 

increase the number of members; (2) maintain the number of members; and (3) achieve its 

aims and goals. Highlighting the active nature of supporters in a perceived time where 

change is needed, Sumbler (2013) illustrates that in the first year the supporters’ trust had 

1,400 members against an average attendance of 3,000, but this dropped by 30 per cent in 

the second year as a more fan-friendly structure of ownership was in place. On this point, 

Crossley (2015) outlines how mobilizations go through the process of recruitment and 

retention in the search for a desired outcome and when followers believe that the 

movement has achieved its aim then attrition is more likely. Thus, resource mobilization 

theory (Crossley 2015) can be applied to the case study of the supporters’ trust at Swansea 

City as members work together to bring money and supporters to the movement as well as 

attracting the media and striking an alliance with those in power (McCarthy and Zald 2001). 

One element of trying to maintain resources is that the Trust has a share fund which allows 

members to contribute towards when there is an opportunity to buy further shares in the 

club.  

 

Even under partial supporters’ trust ownership, the finances of the club remained fragile 

with Sumbler (2013) reporting on how shareholders were asked to make short term loans 

that were converted into shares, and by doing this, the Swansea City Supporters’ Trust 

shareholding was worth £100,000 after the move to the Liberty Stadium. Although this was 

not always popular with its members, to boost their shareholding the Trust took advantage 

of loan schemes that enhanced their shareholding. For example, Sumbler (2013) reports on 

how the Trust has invested £199,999 in the club and this represented a shareholding of 

19.99 per cent, until a purchasing back of shares from Mel Nurse reduced the overall share 

capital and took their investment to a 21 per cent shareholding. Up until April 2016, the 

Supporters’ Trust were the joint second biggest shareholder in the club with Brian Katzen 
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and just behind Martin Morgan who owned 23.6 per cent. As suggested by Sumbler (2013: 

121):  

 

One of the challenges that any supporters’ trust has is to ensure that it remains at the 

forefront of thoughts of the supporters of the club in which it has an interest…When 

everything seems to be going well, as it has at the club for all of ten years, then it is a 

real battle for us as a Trust to get people to understand why they would want to be 

members and, even more importantly now, why we would need a strong Trust, when 

the club turns over somewhere in the region of £100 million per year (personal 

communication, February 2017). 

 

Over the years the Trust has tried different tactics to boost the number of members. For 

example, in 2011/12 they offered free membership to season ticket holders with the aim of 

encouraging regular donations and this resulted in 13,000 members. For the 2013/14 

season, the Trust kept the idea of free membership to season ticket holders but gave voting 

rights to paid members. Reflecting on the current level of membership and how this relates 

to the wider fan base, Phil Sumbler stated:  

 

Membership is currently around 1800. It continues to be a frustration for us because 

we have 14,000 to 15,000 season ticket holders, but I always think that’s a slight 

misnomer when we look at numbers like that because I look at how many season 

ticket holders would we have if we were in League One because that is probably our 

hard core support. There’s new fans that have only ever known the good times. The 

people who see the benefit of the Trust are those that have also seen the bad times 

like when we were rock bottom of the Football League and we have to pass a bucket 

round to pay players’ wages (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

From the outset of their involvement as co-owners of the club, the Trust has used monthly 

newsletters to communicate with members, with Phil Sumbler outlining that the emergence 

of new media, particularly Facebook and Twitter are crucial to spreading news about the 

Trust and to cater for the wider membership and other interested parties (of which there 

are many given the success behind the Trust at Swansea City):  
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We send an e-newsletter once a month to all of our members that we have emails for, 

so in excess of 800 emails. We have our website where we put the monthly Trust 

minutes on that are advertized across social media and fans’ forums. We get the 

message out there as much as we can, but we are a group on volunteers, most of 

whom have other work and family commitments. In a perfect world we would 

probably update people more than we do (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Given that the Swansea City Supporters’ Trust is a voluntary organization and was created 

when the club were in difficulty in the lower reaches of the Football League, it ties in with 

Hirsch (1990) that material 'rewards' are not as important as the commitment to the cause 

and belief behind the creation of this group. As a voluntary organization a lot of time is 

given by Trust members, most notably through the 2-hour monthly meeting at the Liberty 

Stadium and the various ongoing sub-groups looking at Trust work that results in mid-month 

sub-group meetings in order to report back to the Swansea City Trust board.  

 

 

New Challenges in Trusting the Supporters' Trust 

Given the fluid nature of Premier League club ownership, particularly given the increasing 

number of overseas investors, Sumbler (2013: 144) was right to suggest how the Trust has 

‘to be prepared for many possibilities and our place in the Premier League makes one of 

those possibilities more likely.’ Although Sumbler felt that having seven different 

shareholders would provide a safeguard with regards to potential investors, this was proven 

to be fallible when a number of them engaged in secret negotiations without notifying the 

supporters' trust about their intention to sell to an American consortium in April 2016 led by 

Steve Kaplan and Jason Levien. Speaking about how the takeover was handled by the other 

shareholders, Phil Sumbler stated:  

 

The Trust was brought in at a very late stage and we were told that there is a 

consortium looking to buy the club and this is what the deal is going to look like. 

Effectively you have been completely excluded from it. The bit that never sat well with 

the Trust board and will never sit well with the Trust members was that a large 
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proportion of these discussions took place behind our backs and we find out about 

them when we are probably 75 per cent down the path of actually making the deal 

happen. It is the situation that if we were aware from day one we could have probably 

done a lot of work to try and seek the protection we wanted might have been able to 

have been built in or maybe we would have considered a partial sale ourselves 

(personal communication, February 2017). 

  

The story about the imminent takeover was broken by Chris Wathan at the Western Mail 

and when asked about his emotions having to reports this news to supporters he 

responded:  

 

I broke the story and I had a very negative response from certain sections of the fans 

that led to accusations that I was for the takeover…I am sure the Trust would have 

liked me to have done things differently. You just report what you see to be fair. You 

try and take some of the emotion out of it. There has been an acceptance on all sides 

that it wasn’t handled the way it should have been…the relationship with the Trust has 

been tested at times, they have told me their grievances and I have defended my 

corner, not the actions of others because that is not for to defend…you make 

judgement calls and that’s that (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Reflecting on the takeover and the role of the local media, Phil Sumbler stated:  

 

As a Trust during the takeover we felt like the local media let us down because they 

didn’t ask any questions in terms of what does this investment look like, what does it 

mean for the club, how much is going in, what is the transfer budget going to be. They 

just reported it as a great thing and £100 million pound worth of investment and 

there’s never been a £100 million pound worth of investment. There has been a share 

sale in the region of £70 million and nothing else has gone into the club in terms of 

cold hard cash. It is as if they report what the club wants them to report rather than 

what they should be doing (personal communication, February 2017). 
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Huw Cooze was then the supporters' trust member on the football club's board of directors.  

He was, using Coleman's (1990) earlier outlined ideas, the entrepreneur in the movement as 

he symbolically (not materially) took the financial resources of the club to give him a 

guaranteed seat on the board.  However, when news of the takeover broke, he began to 

lose the trust of those supporters who were uncomfortable at potential changes in the way 

Swansea City would be run, as Huw Cooze suggests:  

 

It was a difficult period. We knew that change was afoot but we didn’t know the 

detail. Before the current takeover about 18-24 months ago some other Americans 

came over and we met them, we did our due diligence and we felt that they weren’t 

quite right for us, not for the club but for us personally at the Trust. So we decided not 

to sell at that point. This was the back end of 2014, but when this load of Americans 

came over we didn’t know nothing about them. It was the beginning of March 2016 

when we were told we are selling the club and we were not given our chance to do 

due diligence but we’ve subsequently done it. They’re just hedge fund people who 

know how to get the money in. Time will tell. This is a personal opinion, but some of 

our fans think they are only here to asset strip, take money out, but I don’t believe 

that. What I think is that they will be here for a few years and bigger players will then 

emerge but for that to happen the club has to be in the Premier League and be 

financially secure (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Not all of the other shareholders sold their shares completely (Huw Jenkins and Martin 

Morgan kept 5 per cent each), but with regards to how this would impact on future voting 

rights Phil Sumbler commented:  

 

Despite the fact that the Americans own around two-thirds of the club, the key point 

is that those who sold their shares also sold their voting rights so they own less than 

75 per cent of the club but they control 75 per cent of the voting rights (personal 

communication, February 2017). 

 

Thus, for the first time in its history the Trust had to be reactive rather than proactive and is 

now left with no substantial influence on votes and no security for their continued 
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involvement. Hence, when asked about the Swansea City Supporters' Trust’s relationship 

with the new owners, Phil Sumbler commented:  

 

At the moment there’s technically no difference. We looked at protection with the 

takeover but we are in no different position. We own 21 per cent of the club, other 

people own 79 per cent. The difference being that the other 79 per cent was owned 

by a mixture of half a dozen people, now most of that is owned by one particular 

group. Do we have less protection now than we did a year ago? We don’t although it’s 

probably a lot more at risk than it was 12 months ago. One of our challenges is to 

absolutely show our value and we have been heavily criticized as a Trust over the last 

6 months for the fact that board members sold their shares and did not tell us about 

it. The argument being that we should have seen it, we should have known it was 

happening. Since it happened in April 2016 we spent the first few months trying gain 

protection for our shareholding or alternatively try and sell some of our shareholding 

but that never materialized…I think both parties know we have an individual question 

mark that sits over our shareholding (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Given the influence of the Supporters’ Trust at Swansea City, it is a different scenario to 

what Cleland and Dixon (2015) found with the tactics of Newcastle United fans who were 

unhappy at the ownership of Mike Ashley where the club’s presence in the Premier League 

created a sense of passive apathy amongst the vast majority of fans and the active voice was 

subsequently lost. At Swansea City, however, the tactics they can adopt are different and 

although they still have a number of passive fans, the support the Trust receives in club-

specific message boards is extensive and they also can use the wider media to convey their 

message to the wider public given the important role that they play at the club. Addressing 

these two different circumstances, Smithey (2009) illustrates that the tactics a movement 

can adopt of often a product of the resources and opportunities within the environment. 

Responding to the tactics the Trust adopted during the early part of the American takeover 

Phil Sumbler stated:  

 

We again used the local and national media. When the takeover was first reported in 

the press we came straight out and said we did not know anything about it, but we 
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now need to sit down and discuss the plans with the new owners. Generally if there’s 

a disagreement in the boardroom we try and let it stay in the boardroom. But if 

there’s something obviously wrong and all of our members are saying something’s not 

right then we have to come out and say we agree and the media gives us the 

mouthpiece to do this (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Although there have not been any urban protests against the current owners, one tactic was 

to use the high-profile journalist David Conn of The Guardian to complain in October 2016 

that the new owners failed to ‘circulate in advance proposed changes to the club’s articles 

of association.’ Conn also refers to the adoption of new articles of association in August 

2016 that effectively creates a new constitution, ‘including that all shareholders have to sell 

if Levien and Kaplan do’, that the Trust strongly object to and has refused to sign; instead 

they continue to operate under the terms of the original 2002 shareholders’ agreement. 

Indeed, this level of resistance was also raised by Phil Sumbler:  

 

When the American owners came in they said that one of the attractions to them was 

the supporter ownership that was in the middle of it. I think the bit that they are 

learning over time is just what that supporter involvement really looks like. It is not a 

token gesture from a group of supporters that arranges busy travel and raffles, it is an 

organization that plays a big role at the football club and the success we have had over 

the last 10 to 15 years. This is not solely down to us but we played a big part in it. We 

are not watching partners (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Of critical importance to collective movements is the process of communication as this helps 

to mobilize the group to the wider public (Rosie and Gorrange 2009). On this point, Castells 

(2013 [2009]) refers to mass self-communication, including You Tube and Twitter, but within 

football fandom this also includes fan message boards as they connect people with similar 

interests and avoids the geographical ties that some traditional media have historically 

suffered from (although this is increasingly being alleviated due to traditional media also 

engaging in online space to disseminate articles and stories and their journalists also 

engaging on social media to debate with supporters). Using the media is an important 

element in grassroots resistance as it allows individuals and organizations like the 
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Supporters’ Trust to generate their own message. However, their engagement with the 

media, particularly the local and traditional print media (in the case of Swansea City this 

being the Western Mail and the South Wales Evening Post), allows the message to be 

disseminated to the wider public. As suggested by Castells (2010), information-age 

mobilizations are open to fluid communications and this allows new forms of network 

coalitions to potentially emerge and mobilize.  

 

'Switchers' are important to social networks. Castells (2013: 45) refers to 'switchers' as 

those that ‘connect and ensure the cooperation of different networks by sharing common 

goals and combining resources'. Unlike the situation with the local journalist Simon Gilbert 

at Coventry City however, Chris Wathan did not see his role as a switcher who could link 

groups in protest to form new coalitions:  

 

Ultimately that is not my role. My job is to report the news and report the facts as we 

understand them. If that improves the relationship then fantastic and it is your job to 

see both sides and understand both sides. You don’t necessarily have to agree with it 

but you do have to understand. That’s the important job. You are the conduit of 

messages but you can’t dictate what messages go out based on the worry about 

whether it upsets the club or fans (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Addressing Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of how social capital can be acquired through 

membership of a group, Cleland and Cashmore (2016) explained that within the culture of 

football fandom, social and cultural capital can be an effective way that allows individuals to 

secure particular profits through their participation. One individual who this could be 

applied to was Huw Cooze who filled the role of Supporter Director for 10 years and 

therefore must have had enough power and consciously built enough social and cultural 

capital amongst the supporters' trust board and members for him to continue to do it for 

that length of time. Castells (2013 [2009]: 10) defines power as a ‘relational capacity that 

enables a social actor to influence asymmetrically the decisions of other social actor(s) in 

ways that favor the empowered actor’s will, interest and values'. Despite his role as acting 

as a bridge between supporters and the club however, Huw Cooze felt that his role was 
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misunderstood by some of the fans he was trying to represent in and out of board meetings.  

The supporters' trust in him had been damaged:  

 

I do not think all of the fans really grasped it totally if I am honest. Some of them 

thought and probably still think that once you become part of the board of directors 

you are one of them. Some of the fans always thought it was a case of them and us. It 

was never that but you can’t change people’s perceptions. For these fans they just felt 

that you weren’t looking out for them (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Whilst Ibrahim (2015) outlines the presence of symbolic capital in social and cultural forms 

where actors do not seek monetary reward (such as the voluntary aspect of the supporters' 

trust board), it was revealed by the supporters’ trust in October 2016 that Huw Cooze was, 

in fact, being paid for the role of Supporter Liaison Officer. A Supporter Liaison Officer role is 

a requirement of the Premier League to ensure better communication between the club and 

its fans (see Garcia and Welford 2015; Kossakowski 2017). 'Trust' in his role was further 

damaged.  Responding to this revelation, Huw Cooze commented:  

 

I took a lot of stick off the fans when this was revealed. When we reached the Premier 

League in 2011, they were insistent that all clubs had to have a Supporter Liaison 

Officer. We didn’t have one and we didn’t know much about it and our chairman 

asked me to take it on. It was an extension of what I was doing but it meant a lot more 

hours. So I took that to the Trust board and we have two options, we let someone at 

the club take it on or we take it on and if we take it on at least we control it. I told 

them there was a salary involved and I got backed by the Trust board so we could 

keep control of it. That was the only reason. And it went out to the fan base. We were 

probably naïve because we never told the fan base so it came out last year that we 

were looking at our governance and we felt it was right that we come clean on this. 

We didn’t hide it, it was just a salary and at the time we did not think it was right to 

tell the fan base. Obviously with hindsight we should have so of course it kicked off. It 

went pear shaped for me because we have always been known as a volunteer 

organization and I can get what the fans are saying – as a volunteer you should not get 
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paid. Once the fans found out I had to resign from the Supporters’ Trust (personal 

communication, February 2017). 

 

Reflecting on the chain of communication and changes that the resignation of Huw Cooze as 

Supporter Director has had on the Trust’s relationship with the club, Phil Sumbler stated:  

 

We thought this was a great opportunity to change the way that we work with the 

club so we now have a three-pronged attack to the day-to-day operations so we have 

got Stuart McDonald as supporter director, myself as chairman and Will Morris as 

vice-chairman and this is the three-pronged attack we have with the owners so it can 

be all three of us involved…it is also important to us to be in the board room on match 

days because we were marginalized in the sale and we don’t want to be marginalized 

in the operations (personal communication, February 2017). 

 

Addressing concerns about not being marginalized in the operations of the club, the 

Swansea City Supporters' Trust has retained a Supporter Director on the Board of Directors 

who is there to represent the fans’ views and as well as an Associate Director on the Board 

of Directors. As raised earlier by McCarthy and Zald (2001), there are a range of ways that 

the Trust can go about to mobilize resources for its collective benefit and one of these is to 

strike an alliance with those in power. When asked how he saw the Trust’s tactics moving 

forwards given the challenges it now faces, Phil Sumbler stated:  

 

We have accepted that the American owners are here to make money and the way 

they are here to make money is to keep the club in the Premier League. The club 

would only ever be worth fraction of what it is worth in the Premier League. The way 

we look at it as a Trust is that we currently retain a shareholding of 21 per cent in a 

club they valued to be around £110 million. We could for arguments sake in five years 

own 15 per cent because the club is now worth £200 million, so therefore our 

shareholding would be worth more. There is a danger that we could be diluted in the 

future. We have agreed with the Americans that we will go back and talk with them in 

the summer about what our shareholding looks like because there might be a piece 

where they want to buy one-third of our shareholding and put £10 million in our bank 
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at which point we might think that’s not a bad deal and we will protect that. There is 

an argument should we sell it all and bank £25 million. But what does £25 million get 

you nowadays? Given the amount of money flowing into the Premier League, the 

Americans could double their investment in five years and we would be part of that 

(personal communication, February 2017). 

 

In their analysis of collective mobilizations, Kriesi et al. (1995) identified internal and 

external outcomes. Internal includes those that affect the group such as the formation and 

maintenance of individual and collective identities of group members. With regards to 

external, these include engaging in consultation procedures and undertaking negotiations to 

seek inclusion with the potential to open up new advantages in seeking to gain some 

identified ‘success’ (such as what is about to happen with the current owners). Sumbler 

states how they do not have a target figure for their shareholding, but believes it should be 

over 10 per cent so that in the event of any takeover they cannot be forced to sell and can 

always have a director on the board as this is what they had worked so hard for over the last 

15 years.   

 

 

Conclusions: 'Success' and 'Trusting' in Supporters' Trust 

As outlined in Chapter Two, space and place are of social and cultural importance in football 

fandom at clubs throughout the world. In the case of the emergence of a supporters’ trust 

at Swansea City, it was the fear of losing a professional club due to financial difficulty that 

was a driving force in seeking supporter ownership of the club. Collins (2004) interaction 

ritual theory can be applied to the emergence of collective action at Swansea City as 

emotions were initially transformed in the process of everyday interaction in an online 

space where social relations were built before moving into urban space. Beginning with 

emotions such as fear and anger, this intensified into collective effervescence that produced 

a moral solidarity that sought to enforce change and preserve the status of the club as a 

cornerstone of the local community. The example of Swansea City also had resonance to 

Castells' (2013: [2009]: xxxix) description as to how 'movements usually begin on the 

internet social networks, but they are not identified as movements until they occupy urban 

space.’ 
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This chapter has illustrated is the success behind a collective mobilization of supporters that 

can challenge the views of Kriesi et. al (1995: 207) who state: 'the most fundamental 

obstacle to research on social movement outcomes - the problem of causality, that is, the 

difficultly of assessing the extent to which the movement has contributed to producing a 

certain effect'. The aim for any movement is to advance its set goals and building on 

Gamson’s (1990 [1975]) work on success, the Trust were part of a change in organizational 

characteristics that influenced the ‘success’ the club has managed to achieve since 2002. 

Whilst there remain a significant number of passive supporters at the club (in terms of 

membership numbers for the Supporters’ Trust), given that the Trust has been a part-owner 

of the club for over 15 years indicates the important role it has played in using networks and 

collective mobilizations to guarantee a professional club in Swansea as well as contribute 

towards the club gaining promotions through the leagues to compete in the Premier League 

and in a European cup competition (in the 2013/14 season the club competed in the Europa 

League).  

 

Furthermore, although Giugni (1998) stated that success for collective actions is often 

difficult to define, it was clear as to what the supporters’ trust at Swansea City was 

established for. Without its involvement there was a real danger that the club would have 

potentially faced irreversible financial catastrophe. For 14 years, there was a relatively 

tranquil period with on-the-pitch success, but since April 2016 the Swansea City Supporters 

Trust has faced a different kind of challenge with the takeover and questions being asked of 

the supporters' trust by members as to its knowledge of this and its future role as a 

significant shareholder.  In the eyes of many fans, Huw Cooze lost their trust as their 

representative on the board of directors and was replaced.  For many others, this was not 

enough to prevent a reduction in their trust in Phil Sumbler.  These two individuals 

represented the entrepreneur and guarantor of their collective trust. With the current 

owners being majority shareholders and having the majority of voting rights the Trust are 

employing different tactics to retain a collective presence in an overall ownership structure. 

One aspect of this, at the time of writing, is to meet with the owners to engage in 

discussions about the possibility of reducing its shareholding but maximizing its value if the 

club retains Premier League status. Given the unique circumstances in currently owning 21 
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per cent, any reduction could reflect the reality of collective mobilization at a Premier 

League club in a global world where investors have greater financial resources than the vast 

majority of supporters at their disposal.  
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Chapter Six:   

Ticket Prices Campaigns, Urban Space and Twitter: Social 

Networks and Storied Connections 

 

Introduction 

In a typical transaction system a market comprises a set of buyers and sellers who interact 

within their relationships to exchange money for a good or a service. In football, clubs sell 

their goods or services (such as tickets to matches) to supporters, and the actions of both 

sets of agents jointly determine this ticking price structure (Knoke 2012). In the neo-classical 

economic tradition of perfect competition, it is assumed that there is a complete absence of 

market power: the proportion of football fans involved in action is too small next to the 

wider body of seemingly apathetic supporters to affect price, even if they may benefit from 

match attendance ticket price cuts (see also Olson 1968). In its place, the intersection of 

buyers and sellers aggregate supply and demand curves determine both the quantities and 

prices that ‘clear the market’ (Knoke 2012).    

 

Crossley (2011: 29) noted how social world, or fields, has temporal dimensions where what 

had previously happened in an interaction shapes what may happen later.  However, the 

traditional neo-classical economic model overlooks this, assuming that information about 

previous transactional histories are unrelated to current price-setting exchange, therefore, 

markets are atomized institutions in which social, political, religious, cultural, and other 

connections are irrelevant.  Free markets form the ideological bedrock of modern capitalist 

economies (Davies 2016). Taking the football market as an example, if clubs (producers) and 

consumers (supporters) can freely pursue their self-interests, without government 

intervention or constraint, they will collectively choose the most efficient allocation of ticket 

prices, and in the wider sense maximize the utilities of networks and aggregations of social 

actors. As Smith (1937) notes, the self-regulatory dynamics of an unfettered market, creates 
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the best of all possible economic worlds (Knoke 2012).  The relational sociology approaches 

outlined in Chapters One and Two rejects this assumption. Football clubs (consciously or 

unconsciously) and supporters are deeply embedded in social relations of network, as well 

as other institutions such as the media and politics.  Actions are not isolated from each 

other, or for that matter from other institutional systems that deeply influenced behavior, 

but are continually shaped, constrained and distorted by network structures. 

 

This connectedness impacts on the economic and political issues of actors who are part of 

the multitudes of supporter collective actions, who mobilize around diverse issues such as 

the perceived injustice related to multifarious forms of social inequality, anti-government 

campaigns, and consumer exploitation. It is the connectedness of the protest movements 

that mobilize individuals and can facilitate change, be it falling of governments (Goodwin 

and Jasper 2014) to a reduction in consumer prices (Hendrix et. al 2009), and social media is 

a prominent tactic. Indeed, as discussed in Chapter Two, social media has played an 

increasingly important role in contemporary mobilizations across the world, from protests in 

Iran, Iceland, to the Egyptian revolution; online connectedness combined with offline 

networks (Castells 2013 [2009]; 2015 [2012]) has been a key feature, and they impact upon 

economic and non-economic behavior. As Chapter Two outlines, Castells suggested that 

networked social movements that draw upon offline space might be ‘leaderless’, with actors 

involved able to connect and reconnect instantaneously rather than being held in 

bureaucratic and hierarchical structures.  He argues that they are characterized by the 

hybrid of urban and online space.  Whilst this asserts the connectedness of collective action 

in the digital age, it is less successful in evidencing it to be the case.  Using the tools of SNA 

using social media data we explore protest campaigns against the level of ticket prices.   

 

As such this chapter has two distinct parts, reflecting various dimensions of cultural 

relational sociology.  First, as noted in Chapter One, interactions have phenomenological 

and symbolic dimensions as actors reflexively read and respond to their own actions and 

those of others.  In making this point, the affective dimension is important in making the 

movement ‘move’ (Crossley 2005).  However, second, we recognize that network structures 
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underpin and shape human behavior thus drawing upon the structured dimensions of 

cultural relational sociology. In this chapter we capture both these positions by exploring 

how football fans are embedded in networks of social relations that impact perceived value 

and ticket prices, and as a movement constraints the normal market conditions which see 

rising prices when demand outstrips supply. Additionally, we provide a critical exploration of 

the social worlds of movements that operate in online and offline spaces, focusing on its 

structure and how information flows, relating it back to touchstones for cultural relational 

sociological analysis of collective action presented in Chapter Two.  In doing so we focus on 

two inter-related fan movement protests, The FSF's ‘Twenty’s Plenty’ and Liverpool fans' 

‘Walk Out on 77’, the former a national protest movement against the cost of ticket prices 

in English Football, the latter a more localized protest relating to a specific club.  While FSF 

were introduced in Chapter One, it is worth reintroducing it as 'a democratic, non-partisan, 

non-profit making and non-party political organization' (FSF 2014) that represents over 

500,000 members and has strong affiliations with various other fan organizations across 

England, such as those related to individual clubs and Supporters Direct, with whom it 

shares its annual ‘Supporters’ Summit’ meeting (Burnham 2000; Hamil 2001; Kennedy 2012; 

Kennedy and Kennedy 2012).  We have attended each of these joint meetings since they 

were launched in 2013 and found that, although they change physical place, they serve as 

the movement 'foci' (see Crossley 2008a; 2009; 2015) where groups of fans engaged in 

collective action at football clubs meet with their equivalents at others, while politicians 

such former Labour front bench minister Andy Burnham (who was also chair of Supporters 

Direct) to discuss the cultural politics of football in the UK.  Thus as an officially recognized 

supporter body, several of FSFs key personnel have pre-existing working connections and 

are engaged in the 'submerged reality of movement networks' (Melucci 1989: 338) with 

senior members working with the Football Association, the Premier League and the Football 

League, as well as some politicians and high profile journalists, even if these connections are 

seemingly informal such as personal friendships.  In this chapter we principally explore the 

networks associated to these protests and campaigns on the social media platform Twitter, 

looking at how the people come together build a network structure and what flows within. 

We begin by outlining the phenomenological story and backgrounds of these bouts of 

collective action before later moving on to explore the network structures of 

communication around two protests. 
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‘Twenty’s Plenty But Thirty’s Dirty’:  Ticket Prices, Supporter Campaigns and ‘Success’ Stories 

The section heading relates to a campaign line which the FSF spread to combat the cost of 

away ticket prices in the Premier League.  Each number related to the number of pounds a 

ticket might cost and the full phrase was: ‘Fifty’s shifty, forty’s naughty, thirty’s dirty – 

twenty’s plenty.  A fair deal for away fans please’.  The level of match admission prices were 

not new concerns to many football supporters: for instance, in 1971 Ian Taylor argued that 

football’s commercialization – of which rising match admission prices was part – was 

alienating lots of supporters.  Similarly, while King (1997b; 2002 [1998]) points out that 

many of the ‘lads’ he researched – a masculine group of Manchester United fans in the 

1990s - found it difficult to keep up with increasing match-day ticket costs.  At the launch of 

the new Premier League some fans shared concerns of being dislocated from the club they 

support and being priced out of attending matches (Millward 2011: Taylor 1992).  These 

concerns became manifest in the idea that the rising financial costs meant newer, more 

affluent but less vociferous supporters who would weaken the vibrant atmosphere at 

matches.  A typical form of this discourse is found in Manchester United fans’ Red Issue 

around the time in the new elite league was launched: 

In years to come the joy of watching a simple game of football is going to take 

investment of huge proportions.  How are supporters of tomorrow going to be 

indoctrinated in to going to Old Trafford if the cost of the game for a family of four is 

in excess of fifty pounds.   

Veg. (1992) ‘New Year Portion’, Red Issue 4(6): 3.  

 

In the material sense, the cost of match attendance grew relative to the broader inflation of 

other consumer products in the U.K. and elsewhere.  From 2011, BBC published results from 

its (now annual) ‘Cost of Football’ survey.  The initial results showed that, despite levels of 

seat occupancy levels of over 90 per cent in the Premier League, tickets at some clubs were 

very expensive: ‘[London based football club] Arsenal hav[ing] the most expensive ticket in 

domestic football at £100 for one of five Category A games [the highest profile matches] for 

the new season’ (BBC 2011).  Relationships are sometimes based upon contrasting 
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differences as well as similarities entail and such a contrast was regularly given to 

Germany’s Bundesliga clubs where the ownership structures gave the collective fans’ groups 

a controlling share of the legal ownership of the football club (see Kennedy and Kennedy 

2012) and, crucially, in the vibrant standing sections of the crowd – outlawed in the UK in 

the aftermath of the Taylor Report (1990, see Bale 2000) – match admission ticket prices 

were considerably cheaper than in the U.K.  For example, FSF chair, Malcolm Clarke, 

reflected upon the BBC's 2012 'Price of Football' results by stating: 

There’s a danger of alienation between fans and players at the top of the game. 

Younger fans in particular are being priced out and if they don’t get the live football 

bug at a young age they might not become season ticket holders. If you compare 

prices to other countries like Germany there are huge disparities. Season tickets at 

Borussia Dortmund start from €225 [then approximately £183] which includes three 

Champions League games – that works out at about £8.90 per match and includes free 

public transport. In comparison the prices at many of our clubs are simply 

unacceptable. 

quoted in FSF (2012) 

  

Spirit of Shankly (hereafter 'SoS'), a supporters' union of Liverpool football club fans, had 

made the quest to keep football match attendance ‘affordable’ for working class fans one of 

their key aims since their formation in 2008 (see Millward 2012; 2016; Monaghan 2014; 

Rookwood and Millward 2011; Williams 2012). Although the group had roots in other 

cultural movements that predated SoS, such as the 'Keep Flags Scouse' campaign (see 

Millward 2011), the 'moral shock' (Jasper 1997; 1998) which sparked the group into action 

and was the catalyst for recruitment and connection for some members was the 'leveraged 

debt' that was being placed on to the football club by its unpopular then-financial owners 

Tom Hicks and George Gillett.  After SoS played an active role in the Hicks and Gillett being 

forced to sell the club in 2010, relationships between members were sustained and grew 

but had turned their collectively generated aims toward lowering the cost of match 

attendance.  Crossley (2011) points out that interactions and networks can be the product 

of pre-existing relationships and this is important to understanding how this action 

unfolded.  In January 2013, Liverpool supporters were charged £62 to watch a match against 

Arsenal.  This was before travel, food, drink and other costs were worked out.  This provided 
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a further 'moral shock' for a televised Wednesday evening fixture.   SoS' network of fans 

contained members who were savvy with media production knowledge and produced 

banners that adorned stadiums on match-days in front of a television audience that 

stretched 212 countries across the world.  The dissatisfaction gained a visual dimension that 

was beamed around the world. SoS began producing flyers and, as a tactic to raise 

awareness of rising ticket costs, distributed these to fans of Liverpool and other clubs to 

spread their message.  One such flyer, passed to one of the authors when Liverpool visited 

Wigan Athletic in March 2013, is photographed in Figure 6.1 (below): 

 

Figure 6.1:  Personal photograph of SoS flyer illustrating the growth in the price of match 

attendance 

The graphic flyer works out that, between 1989 and 2013, the average football ticket price 

had risen by 716 per cent.  It then takes the typical price of a range of other goods in 1989 

and multiples this by the margin of ticket price increase to show how the cost of attending 

football matches had grown disproportionate to other consumer goods.  The graphic gained 

traction amongst fans of other clubs and was discussed on social media channels and online 

forums as well as, no doubt, in physical spaces such as homes, public houses, and football 

grounds around the country.  In doing so, although we do not know if it was a deliberate 
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move or not, SoS were forging affective connections to supporters of other groups around 

the common concern of ticket prices, and these new relationships often cut across 

traditional fan rivalries. 

    

Manchester City also visited Arsenal in January 2013 with their supporters were also 

charged a match admission price of £62 for match televised on Sky Sports in the UK and on 

many other channels around the world.  This pricing policy and fans' response received 

significant media coverage, particularly in The Guardian newspaper where the 'political 

economy of football' journalist and Manchester City supporter David Conn worked.  Many 

Manchester City supporters boycotted the match and 912 out of 3,000 tickets were 

returned unsold to Arsenal.  The Guardian interviewed Manchester City fan Richard Taylor 

in its coverage of the event.  He said: 

Ticket costs are becoming a big problem for fans, especially at away games, and I 
thought that, by making a banner, we'd get the issue a bit of publicity.  We took it into 
the ground and it seemed to create a bit of a stir; people were taking photographs of 
it. Then, within a couple of minutes, a steward walked over. He told me: 'I agree with 
what you're trying to say but I'm under strict orders from my boss to take it off you'. It 
used no offensive language and there had been no complaints about it, but the 
steward replied that it was against ground regulations and if I didn't give it to him he'd 
have to get the police. [When he refused to surrender the banner] Suddenly two 
policemen were on one side of me and two on the other.  They told me to hand it over 
or be escorted out of the ground and arrested [for a breach of the peace]. Part of me 
didn't want to give in but I didn't want to miss the game and, in the end, I decided it 
wasn't worth the hassle so I let the police take it away. A steward brought it back at 
the end but it's disgusting that we couldn't use it to challenge the ticket prices 
peacefully. It's disgraceful. In Germany it's very different, when we travelled to 
Dortmund [last month] to watch City in the Champions League our tickets were £24 
and we had free travel from Düsseldorf. 

Quoted in (The Guardian, 14 January 2014) 

  

To be sure, Richard Taylor was asked to hand his banner voicing displeasure to the security 

stewards or the police.  When he initially refused the confiscation, he was threatened with 

ejection or arrest until he handed it over.  Once again, the comparison with ticket prices in 

German football is given.   
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FSF launched its 'Twenty's Plenty' campaign later that month with the aim of capping the 

price of away tickets at £20.  FSF premised that visiting supporters provided a vibrancy to 

the atmosphere, which is important to the mediatized product - and that the television 

revenues the Premier League generated were worth significantly more than what would be 

raised through away ticket sales.  At the launch of the campaign, FSF deputy chair Martin 

O'Hara said:  

 

Without away fans, the atmosphere at games dies and football loses a large part of 

what makes it so special.  In the short term, clubs might make a few extra quid by 

squeezing away fans dry but long-term vision is required.  Who wants to go to games 

without away fans, games without passion?  We believe that an away ticket price cap 

of £20 would make football more affordable and halt the decline in away fan 

attendances. 

Quoted on BBC (2013) 

SoS launched its 'Football Without Fans Is Nothing' campaign at Liverpool's 'Static Gallery' 

on 9 May 2013 and followed it up one week later with a meeting held in The Horseshoe Inn 

public house, near London Bridge.  The meetings were a clear attempt to reach out to other 

fan groups and organize a collaborative ticket price protest march outside the Headquarters 

of the Football League and Premier League, at Gloucester Place in London on 19 June - the 

date when the fixtures for the following season would be released.  Hill et. al (2016) cover 

the run-up and description of this event.  However, at the launch meetings SoS chair, Jay 

McKenna, whipped excitement up in the room by declaring: 

Spirit of Shankly have started a campaign on ticket prices and we've wanted to a do a 

bit more on it because we believe it's too much.  We believe not enough is being done 

to tackle how supporters are being priced out because it's been left to the clubs and to 

the sponsors and to the authorities to decide how this game is run.  We are the mass 

movement of this game - we are the many and they are the few - and we've forgotten 

that and allowed them to break us down into they're Liverpool, and they're Everton 

and they're Manchester United. But we want to go over that, we want to push past it 
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and say that 'if as one, if as football fans in general we want to work together we can 

achieve huge gains.  And the first one of them is ticket prices [...] We want as much 

contribution as possible from the floor - I could go on about this matter all night, as 

many of you can testify so... please do join in and contribute and share your thoughts 

and ideas on what should be done. Don't be afraid to say 'I think that'll do shit, 

basically' and tell us where we are going wrong or tell other clubs what you need them 

to do or what you're doing at your clubs or where the big issues lie. So tonight's 

attendees, just look at the list, we've got people who've signed in who are supporters 

from all the big clubs like Liverpool and AFC Wimbledon [as AFC Wimbledon fan Kevin 

Rye from Supporters Direct pointed at the sign in sheet], Manchester United and 

Everton also turned up and Tranmere [Rovers], Crewe [Alexander], Wigan [Athletic] 

and people from Melbourne and Toronto FC as well. 

(fieldnotes, 9 May 2013) 

 

It was clear that as well as generating collective excitement and a belief that the level of 

ticket pricing could be challenged, Jay McKenna was holding out the opportunity to connect 

with other fan groups at clubs considered Liverpool’s rivals.  Effectively, rivalries were 

suspended in the name of the cause and new networks of connections - and the sharing of 

skills/resources - were forged.  Short statements of support were provided by Dave Kelly, 

representing the Everton supporters' group Blue Union (who stated: 'I think there's an 

enthusiasm out there that the fightback needs to start and it needs to start now' fieldnotes, 

9 May 2013), and Duncan Drasdo, speaking on behalf of the Manchester United Supporters' 

Trust.  Both these clubs were considered Liverpool’s traditional and 'hot’ rivals (see 

Giulianotti 2002).  Kevin Miles, representing the FSF, was also present at this meeting, 

pointing out the existence of the 'Twenty's Plenty' campaign although it seemed as if there 

was a mixed reaction to his plea to join this instead of setting up an alternative.  

 

The June protest took place amid strong enthusiasm from the 400 supporters who joined 

the march.  SoS, Blue Union, Manchester United Supporters' Trust, the Tottenham Hotspur 

Supporters' Trust, Arsenal fans' 'Black Scarf movement' and Crystal Palace's Holmesdale 

Ultras all had a strong, visible presence.  Castells argues that people and relationships 

forged across both urban space and online discussions creates and makes real networked 
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collective action. The 'mass-self communication' of digital technologies, including social 

media, are used in urban space - and connections made and strengthened (Castells 2015 

[2012]). Hashtags that were used in connection to the protest included '#enoughisenough', 

'#footballwithoutfansisnothing' and '#StandAMF' ('Stand Against Modern Football, see Hill 

et. al 2016).  Additionally, those who were not at the event could follow the protest through 

photographs and texts.    

 

Measuring a collective action's direct outcomes is notoriously difficult (Giugni 1998).  

Indeed, the very constitution of 'success' emerges from the collective values and aspirations 

of those judging such.  These values and aspirations are also the product of relationships.  

'Success' thus becomes a reflection of the communication of ideas of 'success' in networks 

of networks of networks of networks, to paraphrase Crossley's (2011) argument. In the light 

of this the success of this protest was, predictably, debatable - perhaps according to the 

position of the actor who is doing the judging in the network.  For instance, Football 

Supporters Europe (FSE, see Chapter Seven) declared the protests to have ‘reclaimed the 

game’ for English fans (FSE 2013).  Materially, the Premier League offered £12 million over 

three years to improve away fans’ experiences of attending games to be distributed through 

each club in the way it saw fit (BBC 2013). However, on the other hand, at a north-west 

(England) FSF branch meeting in April 2014, attendees refrained from declaring this 

intervention a direct result from the protests. One audience member suggested that these 

moves should not be recognized as ‘enough’ given that the Premier League’s broadcasting 

agreements had grown in value for three years and that – in reality – the budget amounted 

to small financial savings for each travelling fan over a full season (fieldnotes, 3 April 2014).iii  

Nevertheless, the money therefore offered from broadcast deals was a thin slice of 

contracts valued at £5.5 billion for the 2013/14-2015/16 seasons (David and Millward 2014). 

 

On 14 August 2014 this physical protest was followed with another which had 250 people in 

attendance.  This time the protest had not been organized through a fluid coalition of 

supporter groups (led by SoS) but by the FSF.  The same hashtags were used, but FSF 

outlined another official hashtag in line with its campaign title: '#TwentysPlenty'. Afterwards 
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FSF member and Tottenham Hotspur Supporters' Trust member Martin Cloake (2014: 16) 

wrote that expecting ticket prices to immediately change is ‘as futile as waiting for “the 

football bubble to burst” – a prediction popular a few years ago but also not likely to pass 

any time soon. What matters is that the discussion is happening, and that fans are 

organizing around it [...]. The fact that a cross-club campaign is actively supported by a wide 

selection of fan groups and that the football authorities felt the need to be seen to at least 

pretend to take it seriously, indicates progress'.  Thus, Martin Cloake, possibly guided 

through his networks of association, saw the protest as indicating 'progress', however Hill 

et. al (2016) capture the voices of other fan activists, potentially in other networks, who saw 

it as lacking the energy of the previous year, possibly because it was organized in a 

hierarchical way. 

 

Alongside these accounts we also capture the structures of the loosely overlapping 

networks that connect the ‘Twenty’s Plenty’ campaign and SoS' ‘Walk Out on 77’ protests, 

on the social media platform Twitter. This is important because Twitter has an underlying 

structure that is fundamentally a social network (Murthy 2012; 2013), and as such can be 

measured using the tools of SNA (Hansen 2011).  As Smith et. al (2013) note, Twitter 

represents a network of users who are connected to one another via relationships displayed 

when one user ‘follows’ another user, exposing themselves primarily to the messages 

authored by the people they select.  Such a network allows the examination of 'tweets' as 

the mode of open communication on the platform.  The architecture of Twitter 

communication has several functions that allow for such conversations and information to 

flow through these connections, namely @replies, @mentions and #hashtags. It is the later 

concept that this chapter focuses on. The hashtags ('#') function was created as descriptive 

keywords to form conversational communities on a given topic, that may otherwise be 

disperse (Smith et al 2013).  Alperstein (2013) views those who tweet with the same hashtag 

as within an issue-bound group amorphous group, not in a 'relationship' (also Crossley 2011 

points out that there are different strengths and forms of 'relationship'). ‘Twenty’s Plenty’ 

campaign and SoS' ‘Walk Out on 77’ protest both used a hashtag to co-ordinate action and 

generate flow of information, in doing so created a network. 
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#Twentysplenty and #Walkouton77 

FSF (2013) claim that their 'Twenty's Plenty' campaign aim is to ensure football clubs 

recognize and reward the contribution of away fans by getting together to agree an across 

the board price cap on away match tickets of £20.  After the first and second ticket price 

marches we earlier detailed, on 3-4 October 2015, FSF planned and coordinated 'a weekend 

of action' protesting on ticket prices at football stadia across the UK under the banner of 

‘Twenty’s Plenty’.  Fans were asked to tweet pictures and evidence using #Twentysplenty. 

The offline protest involved fan groups at all Premier League and many Football League 

matches unfurling banners demanding that tickets prices for away games be capped at £20. 

Coverage was widespread and appeared in several of the weekend editions of the many 

leading British media sources, including BBC, The Guardian and The Telegraph.  Across the 

weekend Twitter was a medium for communicating ideas, tactics and images of the protest 

as FSF's Director of Communications, Michael Brunskill noted: ‘the significance of social 

media in growing and sustaining the campaign’ (quoted BBC 2015).  

 

Early in 2016, 'Walk Out On 77' took place during Liverpool's home match against 

Sunderland (6 February).  This protest was orchestrated by the Spion Kop 1906 group - a 

group of 1906 supporters who watch homes match together on Liverpool famously 

vociferous 'Spion Kop' end of their Anfield ground - but was backed by the SoS, with whom 

it shares many overlapping memberships and can be considered to be related to their 

earlier outlined campaign.  The fans' collective consternation was that with 'no explanation' 

(SoS 2016) the football club announced that there would be an increase from £59 to £77 for 

each single top-priced match ticket in its newly redeveloped Main Stand from 2016/17.  In a 

series of tweets in the week preceding the match, Spion Kop 1906 communicated to fans:  

'Saturday is your chance to make your feelings known. Unhappy with the prices for 

next season? Then #WalkOutOn77' 

'77 - a number associated with @LFC. From Rome '77 [when Liverpool won the 
European Cup] to £77 a ticket. Let's give the number 77 a meaning on Saturday. 
#walkouton77' 
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'If the club want to charge up to £77 a ticket, make your feelings known and walk out 
on 77 minutes' 

'Up to a £13 increase in the Anfield Road [an end of the Anfield stadium] next season. 
If you're not happy then show your anger.' 

'Up to a £116 increase in The Main Stand next season. If you're not happy then show 
your anger.' 

'Centenary Stand [a stand on the side of the Anfield stadium] increasing to £66 when 
we told @LFC £59 was too expensive.' 

The tactic was that in front of a global television audience supporters from across the 

ground would leave their seats and head for exit thirteen minutes before the end of the 

match, on the 77th minute.  As thousands of supporters left the stadium, Liverpool led 

Sunderland by two goals to nil.  However, with the loss of their fans' support, Liverpool's 

playing team collapsed and ended up drawing the game as Sunderland, occupying a lowly 

place in the Premier League table, scored two late goals.  Rob Guttman (2016), a prominent 

Liverpool supporter who owns several bars and social spaces wrote in The Guardian: 

I’ve never seen a crowd finish a football team like that. The match was won, Liverpool 

2 Sunderland 0. Then the 77th-minute protest began. About half the Kop walked, and 

a significant portion of the rest voted with their feet too. The dissenting mass totally 

sucked the life out of their team, Sunderland seized the moment, and the win was 

stolen. The point, emphatically made. 

No witnesses could have failed to draw the inference. Crowds matter. People matter. 

Without fans it’s just 22 fools in a field. Even [Liverpool playing team manager] Jürgen 

Klopp has referenced this in the past. 

Before the game there was plenty of talk but no real sense of what might actually 

unfold in the ground. The week was tense: plans were hatched, black flags prepared. 

The point we were making was this: we’re worth more. An £8.5 billion TV windfall 

[which was the next television rights contract, to be shared between all Premier 

League clubs] deserved to be shared and the launch of a new 8,500-capacity main 

stand at Anfield represented a major opportunity to do that. The planets were 
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aligning: this was the moment when our club could have made us proud. We could 

have been first to the punch. 

I’ve been giving Liverpool my money as a season-ticket holder for 30 years. They’ve 

got me. Like all of us, a slave to football’s rhythm. We’d just like to feel they weren’t 

laughing at us. 

Today felt like a flag had been planted, and maybe things will never be the same again. 

I expected sadness but there was mainly stoic pride. The Kop, defiantly mute for an 

hour, roused itself with trademark angry majesty on 75 minutes and cheered the 

faithful home. Never so literally. 

77 and out. So many of us gone – hopefully not forever. But enough is enough. 

 

The fans vowed to continue the protests with future games that season.  SoS' Jay McKenna 

reported that: 

We have got Manchester City and Chelsea at Anfield so those two league matches – 

where prices are still going to be on the forefront of people’s minds – will be 

opportunities where we will discuss what action we take next.  For us, it is 

unequivocal: this is the start. A walkout of Anfield is unprecedented – it has never 

happened before – and I can’t think of an occasion where it has happened in such 

numbers in another league ground in the UK. We don’t have a firm idea of what we 

will do yet as this has all happened very quickly, so we will take the next two days to 

take stock and talk to the supporters about what we do next. But we will be taking 

action because we need to. Yesterday wasn’t about letting off steam, and saying we 

are a bit angry but we will carry on. We really need Liverpool Football Club, the 

owners, and the executives to think to themselves: ‘Is this the right approach?’ 

Quoted in (The Guardian, 7 February 2016) 

The club seemingly did ask themselves 'is this the right approach?'.  In the wake of the 

media coverage of the protest, Labour Party MP Clive Efford asked then-Prime Minister 

David Cameron (from the Conservative Party) to meet with the FSF to discuss possible 
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solutions and legislative changes to ensure lower ticket prices for supporters.  Cameron did 

not commit to this, but recognized the high price of match admission to be 'a problem' 

(Riach 2016).  On 10 February, Liverpool's financial owners, Fenway Sports Group (FSG) 

(principally made up of a consortium of John W Henry, Tom Werner and Mike Gordon) 

published an open letter to the club's supporters in which they ' would like to apologize for 

the distress caused by our ticket pricing plan for the 2016-17 season [... which they] got 

wrong' and froze ticket prices.   Many fans, in their networks of association, saw this as a 

sign of 'success'.  What is more, one month later, and with BBC (2016) breaking the news 

with a photograph of the 'Walk Out on 77' protest, the Premier League announced that was 

inserting a £30 price cap on away match tickets at all games in its competition.  While FSF 

had initially declared 'Thirty to be Dirty' and Labour's shadow Minister for Sport Clive Efford 

said the £30 cap is 'still £10 above the level that fans have called for', Kevin Miles said the 

organization was 'very pleased the voice of fans has been listened to'. SoS followed this up 

by calling it 'a very good step in the right direction' (BBC 2016) and such meetings continue 

with the Premier League Chief Executive Richard Scudamore (Turner 2017: 129). The 

networks within the networks of this association reasonably saw their actions as playing a 

role in the yielding this 'success', affording them the opportunity to tell the story of their 

relationships which has a point to 'pause' the narrative on a point that generates emotions 

of happiness and pride.  In the next section we move toward a network theory approach 

utilizing formal SNA to show the Twenty's Plenty campaign pulled affiliated fan groups into 

the social media campaign that crossed historical rivalries and diverse geographic places 

across Britain, drawing in supporters from clubs.  

 

Structuring the Protest Networks 

Our interest in how protest movement networks online architecture's structures took us to 

use the main hashtags of #twentysplenty and #walkouton77 as a proxy for patterns of 

communication in the network.  This is not, as Rainie and Wellman (2012) caution against, 

technologically reducing the network to online communication but simply to find an online 

proxy for its measures of connections between those involved.  A graphical representation 
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of the two Twitter network structures is shown in Figures 6.2 and 6.3, and Table 6.1 shows 

an overview of the graph metrics on these socio-graphs.  

 

Table 6.1 Graph Metrics  

 #Twentysplenty #Walkouton77 

Actors  4689 941 

Edges (ties) 7953 1170 

Density 0.00035 0.0012 

Average Geodesic Distance 3.78 3.32 

Average Degree 1.7 1.4 

Clustering Coefficient 0.15 0.06 

  

As the two networks, in each of the columns demonstrate, there are complex patterned 

relationships that structure these communities. Of the two, #Twentysplenty has a greater 

level of actors engaged in the online communication than #Walkouton77, perhaps reflecting 

a proportion of the wider population of 'football fans' as opposed to a proportion of 

'Liverpool fans' it engaged. Indeed, as the metrics in Table 6.1 show, there were 4,689 

individuals within the #Twentysplenty community in comparison to 941 within the latter, as 

such the information flow (measured by communication 'ties' of tweeting/responding to 

tweets with the hashtag) is certainly much greater. However, whilst these structures are 

differentiated by volume, the patterns of structure are similar with a cluster of centrally 

engaged actors surrounded by an outer layer of more peripheral actors (see both Figures 6.2 

and 6.3). This claim is supported by the graph metrics where the two graphs share a very 

low density level (being the proportion of potential ties that are realized). Table 6.1 

illustrates that the average geodesic distance - as the average path length information has 

to travel to connect any two individuals - for #Twentysplenty (3.78) and #Walkouton77 

(3.32). This reinforces the similarities of structure and network flow within these two 

communities, but also suggests that although being low in density these communities have 

quite short paths for information to pass between all members. This means that information 

can pass relatively quickly through these networks as it does not have a great deal of 
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distance to travel. On a related note, the average weighted degree, which records the 

number of connections of each actor in the network, their degree, and derives its average, 

also demonstrates both the similarity of the networks. Indeed, across both communities the 

average degree is very low, which indicates that actors within the network in general (on 

average) are loosely connected. The final measure on Table 6.1 is the ‘clustering coefficient’, 

which is a measure of the degree to which actors/nodes in a network tend to cluster 

together. Furthermore, this measure describes the strength of the connections between the 

nodes, that is, it measures the proportion of weak/strong ties in the network (on a scale 0-1, 

0 being low and 1 high), a low clustering coefficient is indicative of a network comprised of 

numerous weak ties. Both these networks show low average clustering, which suggests that 

these structures are built on connections of weak relationships. Cumulatively this evidence 

supports the notion that contrary to much of the literature on social movements (see 

González-Bailón and Wang 2016), these networks are built on weak ties (measured by low 

density and clustering coefficients) yet information can still traverse the network quickly 

(measured by the relatively small average geodesic distances).  

 

The metrics presented in Figures 6.2 and 6.3 give an overview of the whole network but are 

unable to determine or identify clusters or sub-networks within them, in which nodes are 

substantially more connected to one another than to nodes outside that subgroup (see 

Carrington et. al 2005; Newman 2004). As noted by Himelboim et. al (2013), clusters on 

Twitter are the context in which users are exposed to messages, therefore offering the 

potential to generate capital and mobilize resources. Equally, these different networks may 

be exposing different communications to other members that might be at odds with the 

centralized message of the protest movements. By applying the Clauset-Newman-Moore 

cluster algorithm to these two protest networks, we can draw out the partitions of sub-

networks, exposing the divisions within the protest movements (for more information see 

Clauset et. al 2004; Hansen et. al 2010; Millward et. al 2017).  These two socio-graphs 

(networks) are presented in Figures 6.4 and 6.5, with the nodes/actors have been sized by a 

centrality measure (betweenness – discussed in next section) to illustrate the important 

actors in the clusters.   
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   Figure 6.2  Twitter network of #Twentysplenty campaign  
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   Figure 6.3  Twitter network of #Walkouton77 campaign
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Connected Sub-Networks of Action 

The #Twentysplenty network presented in Figure 6.4, has in total 118 community clusters, 

although the actual network is dominated by 19 sub-networks, with G1-G5 being the most 

significant. The remaining clusters are on the fringes of the whole network. It is important to 

note that whilst we focus on the most dominant clusters here, these groups on the fringes 

form a very important contingent for social movements. Indeed, for Smith et. al (2013) 

these individuals are potential recruits to the movement and can be drawn into the center 

of the network and increase the size and level of activism in future campaigns. The following 

breaks out core characteristics of G1-G5.   

 

Making up the cluster in G1 are 771 individual actors, 16 per cent of the network. The 

community is focused around three highly central actors: the 'Twenty's Plenty' Twitter 

handle, along with 'The Away Fans' account which describes itself as 'a community 

celebrating football supporters that travel across the country following their team' in its 

Twitter description and 'BigDollarRich' who is a Swedish-based Norwich City supporter that 

regularly tweets about enterprises that could be reasonably be described as from the 

political left.  The wider tweeted content from this group shows that they mainly directed 

individuals towards news media sources on the protest rather than voicing their own 

opinion/reports on the event. Furthermore, analysis of key words circulating around this 

community were based around the ticket pricing issues, with the most mentioned and 

replied to being supporter groups affiliated with football issues rather than football clubs 

(that is it was supporter welfare groups rather than the traditional fan groups affiliated to a 

specific club). G2, made up 11 per cent of the network and centered around the FSF who are 

information 'brokers' (Diani 2015) and important in linking other clusters in the network 

together. G2 was much more engaged with those organizations and individuals with political 

capital such as the BBC, football TV pundits, key journalists and politicians than G1. Indeed, 

Granovetter (1973) argued that weak ties help to build trust and co-ordination among a 

large group of loosely affiliated members (Lehrer 2010) and this might have occurred in this 

large sub-network as it reached out to organize the campaign to other actors. 
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G3 was made up of 490 actors, accounting for 10 per cent of the total network and was 

mainly made up of fan groups and individuals that followed Manchester United.  Whilst they 

still engaged in the key message of the protest, messages were often framed in relation to 

Manchester United and its supporters although not usually negatively against their 'rivals' 

on this day.  Two fan journalist accounts were central in this group and they created and 

generated news content for their followers, mostly made up of other Manchester United 

supporters. G4 was a sub-network defined by their dissemination pictures of the football 

supporters at the protest, and they make up 8 per cent of the whole network. They tweeted 

and retweeted photographs of supporters engaged in the protest in urban spaces (Castells 

2015 [2012]) of the stadiums across the U.K.  

G5 was made up of 315 actors (7 per cent of the whole network) and was made up of the 

fans closely connected to ‘SoS’ and ‘Blue Union’ at Liverpool and Everton.  These groups 

were discussed in the storied dimensions of the movement earlier in this chapter and were 

highly prominent in the first protest march and the earlier meeting at Static Gallery in 

Liverpool.  Although linking into the main themes of the protest, this group regularly added 

their own hashtagged slogans to communications such as #ScouseSolidarity and 

#ScousersStrongerTogetheriv to their tweets with #twentysplenty.  Like G2, G5 also included 

journalists who either then or had previously worked for The Liverpool Echo (some of these 

journalists now worked for national newspapers). The group was connected to the urbane 

locale of the city of Liverpool but were well connected to other groups in the whole 

network; indeed, both ‘SoS’ and ‘Blue Union’ had connections to the key actors in G1 and 

G2 which were not defined by any strong support for other teams. The other clusters were 

much smaller and tended to congregate along football club allegiances. For example, G7 

was comprised of Chelsea supporters and its 'official' news channel broadcast through the 

club's media platforms; G9 was made up of Manchester City fans and supporter groups; G17 

was centered on supporters of Leicester City, and G18 was similarly associated to Arsenal.  

Connections between these groups existed but only on a loose way perhaps hinting at 

coalitions of convenience but still facilitating the transfer of information and ideas.  These 

connections were not as strong as might have been suggested at the cross-group meetings 

that were held in 2013.  
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A temporal dimension of cultural relational sociology outlined in Chapter One is that 

relationships formed in previous interactions past may be able to reactivate in the future. 

Networks established in earlier bouts of collective action can be used to mobilize new 

campaigns. Accordingly, 65 of the actors who formed the #Twentysplenty network were 

part of the Twitter presence for #Walkouton77 action.  Therefore, the campaigns drew upon 

some of the same actors.  However, as visually through Figures 6.2 and 6.3, these networks 

had both 'cores' and 'peripheries', structurally-defined as through connections to other 

actors in the protest.  When this is taken into account only four actors were in the 'core' of 

both: these are ‘SoS’, ‘The Liverpool Echo’ newspaper, ‘Twentys Plenty’ and ‘FSF’.  These 

actors are organizations rather than individuals.  The 65 actors who tweeted with both 

hashtags, included journalists (such as Tony Barrett, then working at The Times but who had 

previously worked at The Liverpool Echo and who Millward, 2011, discussed as being well 

connected to SoS), television and digital media agencies (BBC Sport, The Daily Mail), football 

pundits and presenters (such as Colin Murray and Robbie Savage), and current players 

(including Joey Barton).  Each of these may have had different reasons for tweeting under 

the hashtag and may not have necessarily been 'involved' (recognizing 'involvement' to 

mean a range of different actions) with the protest campaign away from social media. Each 

also had a different set of social connections and 'communication power' (Castells 2013 

[2009]), in that they have access to different media, political channels and the number of 

'Twitter' followers the reach to whom would be otherwise unobtainable.  

 

#Walkouton77 had a total 109 sub-networks (‘G’s), although nine sub-networks made up 

the bulk of the majority of the whole network (presented visually in Figure 6.5). Smith et. al 

(2014) describe a 'broadcast network structure' to exist when the best connected actor is in 

a powerful position in agenda setting and dictating the flow of information. G1 is the largest 

sub-network in the whole network and represents a broadcast network structure and the 

lead organizing fan group '@SpionKop1906' was its best connected actor. In G1 the top 

paired words centered on distributing of leaflets and meeting points (i.e ‘handing pub’; 

‘leaflets ground’) with @SpionKop1906 a 'go to' reference point for other members of G1 

and the whole network.   15 per cent of the whole network were in G2.  This sub-network 

where 15 per cent of the network had no clearly defined 'leader'.  Key words that actors 
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within it used included ‘ScouseSpring’ (a reference to the Arab Spring) and discussed the 

protest as it unfolded rather than its organization and coordination, as found in G1 and G3. 

The latter of these sub-networks, G3, made up 14 per cent of the whole network and 

involves those strongly connected to ‘SoS’.  This is of little surprise given that the storied 

dimension of the 'football without fans' ticket price movement saw it and its members 

heavily involved in its organization, with Hill et. al (2016) describing some of the individuals 

involved in its network being 'soft leaders' in the UK Stand Against Modern Football 

movement.  Key paired words in G3s tweets included ‘print and leaflets’, ‘leaflets and give’, 

‘give and out’, ‘out and pubs’, ‘pubs and coaches’, and ‘ground and walkouton77’: these 

were all indicative of spreading out information for dissemination of campaign materials at 

certain physical meeting space 'foci'.  Given the connections SoS had worked hard to 

achieve with mainstream media organizations across its lifespan (highlighted earlier in this 

chapter and Millward 2011; 2012; 2016b) it is unsurprising such actors (BBC, BT Sport and 

The Daily Mail) are connected to this group even if they might not be part of the tactics SoS 

openly communicates.  As such, they might be considered to be part of a 'submerged 

networks' (Melucci 1989) where experienced campaign groups recognize that they have to 

forge connections with established media channels through multiple means, including in 

social media space. G4 is a much smaller sub-network, accounting for less than 5 per cent of 

the whole network and is built around two actors with much smaller followings than the 

organizations involved in G1, G2 and G3 (and the individuals who comprise them). A key 

word within the information from this group was based around issues associated with 

‘solidarity’ - showing support for the protest but not organization of its action. The other 

main sub-networks G5-G9 centered on one key individual often members of more 

traditional supporter groups spreading out information, much like the broadcast structure 

network of G1 but on a much smaller scale.  
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Figure 6.4 Cluster Network of #Twentysplenty 
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Figure 6.5  Cluster Network of #Walkouton77
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Structured Networks: Central Actors Involved Collective Action 

This section explores the actors according to the metrics of centrality measures to deeply 

evidence who were the most connected individuals involved these bouts of collective 

action. Three measures of centrality are discussed. First, betweenness centrality which is a 

measure of prestige or brokerage is derived from how often an actor/node falls along the 

shortest path connecting two other actors, such that they may broker between these 

individuals (Crossley et al 2014).  Second, in-degree centrality which is simply the number of 

connections going into an actor, as such a high in-degree is indicative of a receiver of 

information. Third, out-degree centrality is the flipped version of in-degree in that it is 

messages going out from an actor to other actors. Within social media these three nodes 

are important, in that they can influence behavior and ultimately restrict or facilitate 

information flowing through it.  

Table 6.2 and 6.3 present the central actors in the network in each of these measures on the 

#Twentysplenty and #Walkouton77 network. There is a betweenness tendency that in 

#Twentysplenty's whole networks and sub-networks the best connected actors are 

organizations rather than individuals.  This pattern is only partially repeated in 

#Walkouton77 where the best connected actors are @spionkop1906 and @spiritofshankly 

but then after them, many of the individuals involved in these fan groups are the best 

connected.  This might reflect that #Twentysplenty was a nationally set campaign which, to 

paraphrase Anderson's (1991 [1983]) idea, was an 'imagined community' where actors had 

never met or even previously exchanged messages.  On the other hand, #Walkouton77 

spread from a group of people who watched football matches together and therefore knew 

each other - even if only slightly - than was the case in the national campaign.  In-degree 

relates to messages directed at an actor that is, tweets heading to a Twitter user from 

another. Unsurprisingly, the central players on this measure are a mirror image of the 

betweenness scores with some adjustment in ranking. Clearly, on both networks these 

individuals hold key brokerage positions, information flow is like a magnate to these 

individuals within their clusters, there are soft leaders in both communities use of online 

communication. However, out-degree differs from the other measures on both the 

#Twentysplenty and #Walkouton77 network. First, those names underlined in both tables 

6.2 and 6.3 have a high betweenness and high out-degree centrality. Second, the out-degree 



 

168 
 

values are relatively lower in comparison to in-degree. This means many more messages are 

coming into these actors from different parts of the network, but only a fraction is going 

out. In other words, these key actors with high betweenness centrality are absorbing tweets, 

as in information gathers, but they are not necessarily passing this information directly on to 

other tweeter users. This type of structure may minimize the overall effectiveness as 

information can become locked into certain clusters. 
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Table 6.2 Centrality Measures for #Twentysplenty - underlined names have a high 

betweenness and high out-degree centrality 

Actor  Betweenness Actor 
In 

degree 
Actor 

Out 

degree 

the_fsf 8604879 the_fsf 949 twentys_plenty 161 

twentys_plenty 4993728 twentys_plenty 478 the_fsf 131 

awaydays23 3114115 awaydays23 428 markmarriott7 55 

sam_kenney 1315824 Fulltimedevils 279 roybentham1 51 

Mrstephenhowson 1218098 Spiritofshankly 234 Bigdollarrich 49 

fulltimedevils 1076716 Theawayfans 183 sebderay_1894 34 

chelseafansyt 908364 Theblueunion 173 Telfordblues 34 

livechonews 732369 Mrstephenhowson 170 Nwprogrammes 30 

theblueunion 679535 Chelseafansyt 146 Awaydaysyt 28 

bigdollarrich 676081 sam_kenney 145 Theblueunion 25 

Awaydaysleepers 649764 Livechonews 115 Susanwtid 23 

spiritofshankly 648595 david_conn 100 blefuscu74 22 

theawayfans 621443 Thefootballrep 84 Drasdo 20 

Footyawaydays 545340 ufs2013 76 tfeditor1892 19 

Timxclarke 524485 Timxclarke 75 Davefckelly 17 

casualultra_ 471933 terracelife_ 74 brianmiller216 16 

arsenalmoh8 471309 casualultra_ 71 barbs_paul 12 

terracelife_ 469218 footyawaydays_ 68 sammcbride98 12 

basti_red 463232 Mancitymen 67 villa_trust 11 

ufs2013 462041 arsenalmoh8 65 1894group_mcfc 11 
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Table 6.3 Centrality Measures for #Walkouton77 underlined names have a high 

betweenness and high out-degree centrality 

Actor  Betweenness Actor  
In 

degree 
Actor 

Out 

degree 

spionkop1906 518152.060 spionkop1906 393 philrowan1 15 

spiritofshankly 128449.332 spiritofshankly 109 tedthered77 12 

philrowan1 107255.116 jay_78_ 56 Collypool 7 

jay_78_ 87496.143 philrowan1 55 Iphobin 7 

tedthered77 59356.533 tedthered77 43 danigennard91 7 

anything_lfc 46127.932 lfc_banners 40 Tenovatenchido 7 

Tizlad 41481.496 anything_lfc 35 Tizlad 6 

lfc_banners 35922.433 Tizlad 35 Yeethekop 6 

kopice86 34178.372 kopice86 25 the_rasturam 6 

pauljones1981 22764.257 shanklysboys1 24 Atwinny 5 

danielnicolson 21651.877 Thisisanfield 24 Redsforeverrrr 5 

Yeethekop 18538.285 Lfc 22 Jacquessantucci 5 

the_rasturam 17497.846 danielnicolson 19 Indiankopite 5 

Collypool 17148.406 pauljones1981 16 2014winners 5 

shanklysboys1 15969.216 liver16bird 15 Doolez 5 

Thisisanfield 15969.216 Atwinny 11 Huytonbad 5 

Atwinny 14019.938 Indykaila 8 Kolotoure 5 

Redsforeverrrr 12596.920 lost_sophist 7 kopgirl1991 5 

lfc9696 11408.000 Livechonews 7 Lfcwool 5 

Neilshaefer 9795.965 l9red 7 Spezialuruguaya 5 

 

 

Conclusions:  The Relational Contours of Ticket Price Campaigns 

This chapter has drawn together qualitative field material and quantitative analysis of 

intertwining campaigns to that fought to against the high price of live football match 

attendance costs.  The national and Liverpool-specific ticket price campaigns (including 

#Twentysplenty and #Walkouton77 but also the storied dimensions of the protest) drew 

upon the resources offered by members which were mobilized in the networks of collective 
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action. In empirically capturing these campaigns the chapter drew upon storied, structured 

and temporal dimensions of cultural relational sociology, as outlined in Chapter One.  In all 

cases of mobilization in this chapter, the campaigns reasonably claimed successes, although 

the qualification of what made the 'success' is understood within the relations of those 

actors involved and reporting on such campaigns.  'Success' is not an objective term but 

culturally constructed through the values created in networks of association (Mische 2003). 

 

As discussed in Chapter One, Borgatti and Halgin (2011) claim that much of the theory 

associated with social relations can ultimately be traced to the mechanisms and processes 

that interact with network structures to yield certain outcomes for individuals and groups. 

Three key mechanisms are advanced from the analysis presented in this chapter.  First, ties 

come in different strengths.  At meeting places such as the Static Gallery and the Horseshoe 

Inn, ties of varying strengths were formed in lived urban space that cut across traditional 

rivalries, a defining cultural feature of football fandom.  Messages from these meetings 

were tweeted out and a protest in the lived urban space of Gloucester Place emerged.  This 

was anticipated, reported upon and commemorated in the way Urry (2005 [1990]) suggests 

tourists do as they 'gaze' upon places: in other words, they spread emotions of affect.  

Through social media, networks and sub-networks can be built upon 'weak ties' 

(Granovetter 1983) that facilitate the rapid sharing of such forms of information and 

generate feelings of unity and 'hope' (Castells 2015 [2012]).  Whilst there has been much 

criticism of these types of ties for activism (Gladwell 2010; Giraldi 2016) we would suggest 

that this type of tie was important in sending out the messages and images of the protests 

outlined in this chapter across the world, including the 212 countries in which the Premier 

League is broadcast. In making this point we argue that weak ties can formed as 'submerged 

networks' in collective action (Melucci 1989) to media agencies as a means of gaining 

coverage of protests.  These connections could be strategic, as a tactic of raising awareness 

and recruiting members, but may not be declared by protesting actors.  The weak tie 

ensures that selective information can be passed to the media very quickly across the 

network and its sub-networks.   
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Second, related to this, protest movements can be considered to be strategic coalitions in 

pursuit of a broadly shared (and relationally conceived) aim.  While some organizations 

documented in this chapter are comprised of individuals who are tightly bound together, 

others are not. The protest networks are usefully broken down qualitatively through 

fieldwork, or quantitatively through algorithms such as the Clauset-Newman-Moore into 

their sub-networks. 'Unity' and 'solidarity' between sub-networks may be entirely 

situational but can be used as mechanisms to excite individuals.  As Crossley (2005) stated, 

emotions - that for Burkitt (1997; 2014) are relationally generated - make movements 

'move'.  The clustering of the whole network into smaller sub-networks is also an interesting 

complexity in the second half of the chapter adds to this point. When networks can be 

partitioned into clusters, information flow can be impaired if there is an absence of ties 

across communities, this will result in information becoming trapped in the areas of high 

internal density (Gonzalez-Bailon and Wang 2016). However, the networks here are 

characterized by low density and short paths. Interestingly, and perhaps at odds with the 

current literature, rather than the often portrayed flat decentralized structures of online 

worlds, there does appear to be more of a loosely adhered to hierarchical structure, with 

communities being built up around key actors, or 'soft leaders', with a loose connection 

between them. A further feature of these clusters is that the key actors are what Ronald 

Burt describes as brokers, and play a major role in the flow of information throughout the 

network.  

 

Third, networks and sub-networks have well connected actors within them.  Our storied 

account in this chapter showed SoS, FSF and some of their key members to hold these roles.  

SoS may be structured more informally and non-hierarchically than FSF but in both 

instances key individuals - who are well connected - have key roles.  One such role is as a 

'broker', forging new connections with other (sub-)networks and offering out information to 

the networks of networks of networks of actors involved in collective action. The 

formulation of a protest movement requires co-ordination and an effective efficient flow of 

communication and information between those involved. Therefore, it requires connection 

between actors and a structure that allows information to travel quickly across the network. 

It is evident that the protest movements in this chapter, in terms of overall structure, are 
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characterized by weak ties and short paths of information flow.  Well connected actors 

played an important role in this action.  As Crossley (2011) notes, individuals in brokerage 

positions can mediate between otherwise unconnected parts of the network, which leads 

them to many advantages, but can be constraining when trying to mediate between two 

communities. It is evident that both #Twentysplenty and #Walkouton77 networks are built 

around brokers.  For Gonzales-Bailon and Wang (2016), the success of communities utilizing 

online spaces depends on the willingness of brokers to spread information. They argue 

networks afford but do not determine dynamics of information diffusion. If information 

brokers do not engage information is lost or restricted. The diffusion of information is 

relevant because it helps organize protests. Therefore, connectivity often taken for granted 

in online networks depends on the existence of these central actors who connect 

communities and link to other well connected actors (structural holes).  The fact that these 

networks can be clustered into communities the absence of these brokers would result in a 

collapse of the wider group. They are essential actors in holding the online protests 

together. In effect these soft leaders with brokerage positions are to some degree what 

Castells (2013 [2009]) terms switchers, whose power lies in their ability, 'to connect and 

ensure the cooperation of different networks by sharing common goals and combining 

resources’.  Yet Gonzalez-Bailon and Wang (2016) argue that actors occupying brokerage 

positions need to be engaging in actual network exchanges to become information brokers, 

rather than network brokers. Switchers only become powerful in connecting and 

coordinating information. This subtle difference is of vital importance, we noted earlier that 

many of the central actors often have limited information emanating outwards (out-

degree), to that end they are brokers but not information brokers. Therefore, protest 

information diffusion was not maximized. Interestingly, in the #Twentysplenty community 

the big players in G1 and G2 (‘the_FSF’, ‘twentys_plenty’, and ‘bigdollarrich’) have very large 

centrality out-degree scores; they are clearly information brokers and driving the 

information within the network.  Conversely, in #Walkouton77 the key actors (‘jay_78_’ 

‘Spiritofshankly’, and ‘spionkop1906’) do not appear to be information brokers. The failure 

of these groups to diffuse information may have limited the overall effectiveness of the 

network. Perhaps this was a reason why the #Twentysplenty campaign had a greater level of 

engagement. 
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Themes of space and place emerged across this chapter, too.  National and club networks 

interacted with geography in alternative ways. Whilst, #Twentysplenty campaign involved a 

geographically diverse set of actors, the #Walkouton77 used social media to co-ordinate 

action in physical space (i.e. handing out leaflets at certain locations). In understanding 

these networks, it is worth reiterating again that these communities formed out of - and 

through - a hybrid of offline and online spaces, using a hashtag that linked to protests 

happening in a physical space. Therefore, these structures are being built in real time, which 

may reflect the tactics used in their construction and dissemination of information. 

Furthermore, given the nature of the national protest of #Twentysplenty, with over 20 

urban protest sites, social media was essential in shrinking geography, creating spatial 

compressions (Harvey 1989). In this space support groups belonging to different 

movements, with different approaches, policies and tactics, but were able to come together 

in a space and exchange views, share information, and share tactics (Crossley 1999). The 

hybrid nature of modern movements in urban and virtual worlds was identified by Castells, 

and their interconnection is a crucial element. We demonstrate that just as the online 

connection of football supporters were essential in the Egyptian revolution (Costanza-Chock 

2014), the online manifestation of these physical supporter protests was a key tactic in 

bringing geographically diverse groups into one space. Here the nature of the structure of 

weak ties, brokers and small path distances supported the communication flow, without the 

obstacle of geography. Therefore, although different support groups were involved the key 

messages were universal and centrally organized. Technology and social media has actually 

made it possible to shrink geography in a way that was impossible before social media, 

pulling together very geographically separate groups into a network which is supported by 

the communicative architecture of Twitter.  As such, Castells (2013 [2009]; 2012) is right to 

note informational capital as important in forging relations that establish counter-power.  

 

Supporters are connected in many ways. From offline urban spaces where they meet, to 

online worlds where they share and co-ordinate information and tactics. These online 

spaces remove geographical boundaries and are structured and influenced by various 
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network mechanisms, that facilitate information flow. The Introduction to this chapter set 

out the neo-liberal economic position for setting prices for football matches. In that 

tradition supporters are too many and too small for individual action to affect price, which is 

set at the intersection of supply and demand. Football supporters are not isolated 

individuals using rational judgement in pursuit of consumption. We have shown that 

supporters, or more precisely fan movements are embedded structurally in networks and 

these structures can facilitate communication between supporters and their 

interconnectedness is central in their resistance of accesses of capitalism. It is evident that, 

rather than being an isolated group of consumers, these supporters did come together in 

offline and online spaces to create action and claim 'success' in influencing ticket prices in 

the ways Knocke (2012) would not have anticipated. 
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Chapter Seven:   

Football Supporters Across Europe: Co-operation and 

Solidarities in Networks of Fan Movements  

 

Introduction 

Shortly after the tragic photographs showed three-year-old Alan Kurdi’s lifeless body on the 

shoreline of Lesbos, hundreds of fan groups across Europe displayed banners that stated 

‘Refugees Welcome’. In the following weeks, other fan groups displayed the opposite 

sentiment by declaring ‘Refugees Not Welcome’. We could look at this brief outpouring of 

humanity or protectionism as mere coincidence collectively reacting to the emotional 

events of a child’s death that symbolized the ‘refugee crisis’ during 2015. Yet deeper 

relational sociological analysis demonstrates how football fans across Europe are engaged in 

complex and variable networks of interaction where they share information or seek to 

assert their difference. Traditional and social media helped disseminate the images of Alan 

Kurdi, and also the images of fans displaying their banners. Many are members of fan 

organizations locally, nationally and internationally and regularly interact with fans of many 

different clubs. These acts of cooperation and solidarity are not restricted to helping 

refugees, but also relate to activities to challenge discrimination, resist police repression and 

general ‘Against Modern Football’ campaigns. Social media facilitates these interactions, but 

face-to-face meetings at fan congresses and football matches help foster collaborative 

networks within the social world of football fandom. Ideas get shared and collaborative 

campaigns emerge from what is often considered to be rival fan groups. 

 

As discussed in Chapters One, Three and Six, the cultures of football fandom have usually 

been made and remade based upon rivalries. As De Biasi and Lanfranchi (1997) observed, 

fan identity in Italy is based upon 'the importance of difference'. In Argentina, Archetti 

(2001: 154) highlighted that ‘no identity can ever exist by itself and without an array of 
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opposites, negatives and contradictions’. Despite Armstrong and Giulianotti (2002: 1) stating 

that ‘The history of football is the story of rivalry and opposition’, football, like many social 

relations, is a complex web of conflicting and collaborating interactions. Just as Becker (2008 

[1982]) observed in the art world, ‘collective action’ comprises of networks of competing 

and cooperating individuals and groups. Clubs have to compete against each other in 

competition, but cooperate in order to hold those leagues and cups. Likewise, fans are 

placed in the same situation. Football fan culture predominantly focuses on the competition 

with other fans; in particular, the symbolic domination over rivals. Despite this, there is a 

long history of fans cooperating with rivals, particularly when faced with a different 

common enemy. In some cases, this was due to hooliganism as rival firms from a particular 

city would unite against a common rival from a different city. In Italy, the practice of 

gemellegi would see networks of friendships form around common rivals (Doidge 2015). 

Both conform to what Murphy et al (1990) calls ‘Bedouin Syndrome’ where the ‘friend of a 

friend is a friend and the friend of an enemy is an enemy’.  

 

Semi-formal and formal fan relationships have developed across Europe since the late 1990s 

(as also discussed in Chapter Six).  Increasingly, fans are cooperating with rival groups over 

significant changes affecting their clubs. There is a growing awareness that financial 

problems, changes to policing, or growing commercialism are not issues that are restricted 

to one particular club but affect fans of many football clubs. In this way, fans cooperate to 

contest the changes. There are increasing examples of rival fans cooperating to challenge 

larger issues, such as Borussia Dortmund and Schalke 09 fans campaigning together on 

behalf of their local club Duisberg who faced financial problems. In 1997, in the UK, a 

Plymouth Argyle fan invited fans of many clubs to support Brighton and Hove Albion when 

they faced problems with management (North and Hodson 2011 [1997]); this favor was 

reciprocated when Argyle faced financial problems fourteen years later. Rival Italian ultras 

have consistently united against a common enemy, especially the police (Doidge 2015; 

Doidge 2017). On a grander scale, fans of the three Istanbul teams joined forces in the Gezi 

Park protests (Nuhrat 2017; Turan and Özçetin 2017), and Egyptian ultras collaborated 

during the Arab Spring (Castells 2015 [2012]; El Zatmah 2012). More formal collaborative 

http://journals.sagepub.com/author/%C3%96z%C3%A7etin%2C+Burak
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networks are also forming across Europe, especially including Football Supporters Europe 

(FSE).  

 

It is also important to note the internal power dynamics of these organizations as well as the 

broader social, political and economic changes. There are complex interactions both within 

and between organizations (Nash 2000). Externally, economic and political power still 

overwhelmingly resides with the clubs and governing bodies despite agitation from 

supporters’ trusts and fan groups. Within organizations, there are power struggles and egos 

that do not always keep the key activities focused. This can be manifested in different ways. 

In many ultras groups, power is hierarchical and resides in the capo (head) and his (and very 

rarely, her) supporters. For other fan groups there are more formal procedures which 

means that power is dissipated across the group in a different manner. For democratic 

organizations like FSE, the guiding principle is to empower fan groups across Europe, and to 

do this through cooperation. Yet power is still relative to that of the clubs and federations.  

 

As we have seen elsewhere in this book, fans have been organizing political movements and 

associations in order to challenge and influence various aspects of football. Principally, this 

book has shown how fans of specific clubs have mobilized around issues affecting their 

clubs. King (2003: 184) argued:  

 

While it is possible that fans can be mobilized on a national level for certain critical 

developments such as the introduction of all-seater stadiums, it is almost impossible 

to sustain national fan groups beyond a period of crisis. 

 

Whilst there is some truth to King’s assertions that it is difficult to maintain a national focus, 

formal organizations can help create a sustained network that can be mobilized according to 

varying issues affecting football. Fans mobilize around local issues pertinent to their club 

such as stadium redevelopment, ownership issues, or name changes. Yet linking to a 
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broader network helps provide information and solidarity, as well as mobilizing fans from 

other clubs who are sympathetic. Fans are not hermetically sealed units that eschew any 

interaction with other fans.  This chapter acknowledges that having shared crises does help 

engender an emotional focus for fans of different clubs together. It also suggests that 

regular interaction, and a growing awareness of similar issues, as well as a shared solidarity 

in being a football fan, does sustain some relationships beyond local, national or European-

wide issues. Whilst this is not true for all fans, there are a sizeable group of fans who engage 

in various political activities that go above and beyond their own club, including supporting 

refugees, anti-discrimination activities, Supporters’ Trusts or running fan embassies that 

welcome fans to their city. 

 

Activist Fan Groups in Europe 

There is also a growing formalization of activist fan groups. It is possible to see a shift 

towards national organizations that are providing a formal network for local groups. This is 

also occurring on a European level. Throughout the 1990s in Britain we can see how national 

organizations formed to challenge a range of issues in football. Of those related to racism, 

Let’s Kick Racism Out of Football was formed in 1993 and changed to Kick It Out in 1997. 

Football Unites Racism Divides was formed in Sheffield in 1995 and a year later Show Racism 

the Red Card was established. The Gay Football Supporters Network was formed in 1989 

and the Justin Campaign started in 1998. The National Association of Disabled Supporters 

was formed in 1998 before changing to Level Playing Field in 2011. A similar pattern 

emerged in Germany. KOS Fanprojekte became the unifying organization for the network of 

fan projects in Germany (Giulianotti and Millward 2013; Doidge 2014). These fan projects do 

not have an equivalent in the UK and combine social work and fan engagement with 

education to challenge anti-social behavior in football, like violence and racism. BAFF, the 

Bündnis antifaschistischer Fanclubs und Faninitiativen (Association of Antifascist Fan Clubs 

and Fan Initiatives) was also formed in the early 1990s. Five years later in 1998 it changed its 

name to the less political Bündnis aktiver Fußballfans (Association of Active Football Fans), 

but retained the acronym of BAFF. 
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These national organizations help overcome some of the issues of wider fan cooperation. As 

King (2003) stated, fans predominantly mobilize over local issues. As Nicolai Mäurer (FSE 

2015) observes in Germany:  

 

cooperation between fans of different clubs is quite uncommon, too, especially within 

a city or a local area. There are some cases of friendly relations between different 

communities, i.e. Hertha and Karlsruhe, or Schalke and Nuernberg, which are rather to 

consider as exceptions, or between single groups which are parts of different 

communities. Aside from that, it's possible to work together within a countrywide 

operating organization like ProFans or "Unsere Kurve" or BAFF, or in the framework of 

an action or event given by the football association or maybe by an NGO… However, 

the main activities are done within the own community. 

 

In Germany, as elsewhere, cooperation is the exception rather than the rule. The culture of 

football is predicated on the formation of in-groups and out-groups and ‘the importance of 

difference’ (De Biasi and Lanfranchi 1997: 174). What this quote shows, however, is that 

fans from different clubs can mobilize collectively when there is a common focus provided 

by a particular campaign, such as #RefugeesWelcome, or linking to a national fan 

organization, like BAFF. The critical aspect of these national campaigns, however, is to 

ensure that they do not stifle the creativity or dynamism of the grassroots movements (Hill 

et al 2016).  

 

The process of national formation of fan organizations varies according specific national 

factors. Whilst fans in Germany and England have been actively engaged with changes to 

their club since the 1990s, political economic transformations have affected other clubs at 

different times. The approach has spread across northern Europe. As King (2003) observes, 

fans mobilize when their team becomes affected. Jasper (1997; 1998) calls this a ‘moral 

shock’. National fan federations occur when a change to regulations or ownership 

potentially effects fans of all clubs, regardless of the teams they support. And they are 
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influenced by similar movements elsewhere in Europe. The Danish Fans Federation (DFF) 

was formed in 2003, whilst the Swedish Football Supporters Union (Svenska 

Fotbollssupporterunionen) formed in 2008 with support from the DFF. The SFSU was 

crystallized when there was a threat the Swedish ‘50+1’ ownership model. Fans of the 

Jupiler Pro League in Belgium organized themselves as the Supporters Federatie Profclubs 

(SfP) in 2005. They demonstrate the power of fans working together as successive 

campaigns have united SfP and they have successfully resisted the introduction of a 

supporters’ identity card and negotiated an agreement about maximum ticket prices.  

 

Austria is a good example of the lack of national co-ordination. Whilst there are a number of 

diverse fan scenes in Austria, many of which are incredibly active, there is not a national, 

well-organized network that links them together. As in other nations, many fan groups face 

similar situations and similar issues. Prosupporters was established in 2012, and linked to a 

broader organization called FairPlay, but fans do not run this. Prosupporters provide a link 

and enable a dialogue between clubs, police and football authorities and attempt to speak 

on behalf of the fans, yet fans do not drive this (Giulianotti and Millward 2013; 2014). Active 

campaigns tend to organize on a local basis with fanscenes within clubs organizing events 

and campaigns independently. As Alexander Fontó from Vienna Supporters (of First Vienna 

FC) states, ‘Fans tend to stick to what they know, not considering the advantages of 

cooperation’ (FSE 2015). Germany and England can provide examples of good practice at 

establishing national links between fan groups, not just organizations like Prosupporters 

where fans are just one voice amongst the clubs and football authorities.  

 

France and Turkey demonstrate how new national federations are emerging, but in parallel. 

As we have seen in England with Supporters Direct and FSF, and in Europe with SD Europe 

and FSE, France and Turkey have two fan federations representing slightly different 

constituents. National fan co-operation is relatively new in both countries. In 2015 the 

Association Nationale des Supporters (ANS) was formed to represent ultras and other active 

fan groups. The same year the Conseil National des Supporters de Football (CNSF) was 

formed to help Supporters’ Trusts. French fans have faced further complications through 
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the refusal of the French Football Federation to engage in dialogue with fans, even though 

the ANS and CNSF. Aggressive policing and the authorities’ focus on violence have ensured 

that security has become the focus of fans in France.  

 

A similar situation has occurred in Turkey as the authorities attempt to eliminate violence 

particularly after the Gezi Park protests in 2013 (Nuhrat 2017; Turan and Özçetin 2017).  

Fans of Fenerahçe and Galatasaray joined with Istanbul rivals Beşiktaş to protest the 

development of Gezi Park, but broadly symbolizing the growing authoritarian approach of 

President Erdoğan. Some fans were even charged with ‘attempting to overthrow the Turkish 

Government’, although this was overturned in court. As has occurred elsewhere in Europe, 

the authorities proposed fan identity cards. This Passolig system is a combined e-ticket and 

credit card, but linked to a pro-government bank, thus raising concerns about access to 

personal data. The Passolig system provided the catalyst to bring fans from different clubs 

together. Fans joined forces to boycott games. Attendances fell by 50 per cent across the 

Superlig, and by two-thirds amongst the big three Istanbul clubs. Strong attachment to local 

teams in Turkey has traditionally hindered any collaboration. Yet, these national issues have 

helped fans co-operate. The fans’ rights network, Taraftar Haklari Derneğli (THD) was 

formed in 2012, while TarafDer (Taraftar Hakları Dayanışma Derneği – Fan Rights Solidartiy 

Association) formed a year later. Reinforcing how a local issue can act as a ‘moral shock’ for 

mobilization, THD was established by fans from Izmir-based clubs to challenge the proposed 

demolition of their football stadium. They have broadened to encompass other issues 

affecting football fans. TarafDer was set up in Ankara and has predominantly concentrated 

on legal issues and has a strong membership of lawyers who provide legal aid to fans. Both 

organizations have co-operated since they were established and successfully pushed for the 

Constitutional Court to hear the case against the Passolig system. What these co-operative 

networks demonstrate is that there is greater power for fans when they work together. It is 

notable that these networks formed outside of Istanbul, the power centre of Turkish 

football. Despite this, both networks are in discussion to merge their resources into one 

organization. The first cooperative action undertaken was to host a FSE networking meeting 

in Izmir in July 2016 (more of which is outlined below). As Castells (2013 [2009]) argues, 

power is relational and resides within the network of interactions. When fans combine their 

http://journals.sagepub.com/author/%C3%96z%C3%A7etin%2C+Burak


 

183 
 

effort and focus on specific goal, then they can wield substantial power over clubs, 

government or authorities.  

 

There are also specific historical and national factors that inhibit the formation of national 

associations. For example, in Italy, a strong local attachment to clubs, combined with a weak 

national identity, can impede national co-operation (Doidge 2015). Although a formal 

agreement was made between ultras in 1992 (see below), this did not sustain beyond an 

agreement around violence. Early attempts to bring fans together focused on the ultras in 

Italy. Projetto Ultra was formed in the 1990s to break down some of the barriers between 

ultras groups and prevent violence. Although funding has ceased, one lasting legacy is the 

Mondialli Antirazzisti antiracist world cup that takes place near Bologna every July. As has 

occurred elsewhere in Europe, government or police repression helps coalesce fan activism. 

In Italy, the introduction of the tessera del tifoso (fan identity card) in 2009 in the wake of 

the death of a policeman led to widespread resistance from fans (Doidge 2015). The tessera 

helped unite fans, but this has not led to a more formal national network emerging. Wider 

political economic changes did not lead to any wider cooperation in Italy until 2013, when 

supporters’ trusts of smaller clubs formed Supporters in Campo to share information. This is 

similar to Spain. Even though the law affecting club ownership in Spain was introduced in 

1992, it was not until 2008 that FASFE (Federación de Accionistas y Socios del Fútbol 

Español), the federation of supporters trusts in Spain was formed. Unlike Italy, members are 

not restricted to smaller clubs, but come from throughout the league.  

 

European supporter federations formed in parallel to the formation of national fan 

associations. Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s there was a growing awareness of 

European partners (King 2000; 2003). This is reflected in the growth of European fan 

organization. The earliest group was the European Gay and Lesbian Supporters Federation 

(EGLSF) that was formed in Germany in 1989. Ten years later, anti-racist groups from across 

Europe, including Kick It Out, BAFF and Never Again in Poland agreed to have a pan-

European network called Football Against Racism Europe (FARE). This has been followed by 

Supporters Direct Europe in 2007 and Football Supporters Europe a year later. The Centre 
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for Access to Football Europe (CAFE) was formed in 2009 to champion the rights of disabled 

football fans across Europe. The location of the headquarters of these organizations helps to 

reiterate the Anglo-German lead in fan activism. CAFE, FARE and Supporters Direct Europe 

are all based in London, whilst FSE and the EGLSF are both based in Germany.  

 

Whilst the location of these pan-European organizations denotes a North European focus to 

fan activism, they also provide a repository of activists and information that can help and 

support fan groups across Europe, including those who want to set up national networks. 

FASFE and Supporters in Campo were both established as national networks of Supporters’ 

Trusts in Spain and Italy respectively and were done so with the support of SD Europe. The 

formation of Turkish organization THD was facilitated by FSE, and reinforced through the 

annual networking event in Izmir in 2016. Certain anti-racism groups will look to FSE or FARE 

in order to help challenge racism in their respective nations. It is important that these 

groups recognize their North European cultural and political context and support fans across 

Europe. FARE’s anti-racism conference in Barcelona in 2015 and FSE’s networking event in 

Izmir in 2016 both made important contributions to expanding the dialogue.  

 

Referring to wider European fan organizations can provide protection for fans’ freedom of 

expression in their home nation. In 2015, in a match against, fans of Balçovaspor in Izmir 

unveiled a banner declaring ACAB. The police charged the fans for unfurling an offensive 

banner as ACAB stands for ‘All Cops Are Bastards’. The fans successfully defended the 

charge by arguing that ACAB actually stood for ‘All Colours Are Beautiful’, the campaign for 

FSE’s Anti-Discrimination Division. These broader interactions across local and national 

borders can provide more than solidarity, but strategic information that supports and 

empowers fans.  

 

Football Supporters Europe: Working Utopias and Expanding the Network across Europe   
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FSE is central to these networks. Founded in July 2008 when FSF hosted the first European 

Football Fans’ Congress at Arsenal's Emirates Stadium it drew upon membership from 

Football Supporters International, who provided information, assistance and advice at Fan 

Embassies/Parks at international tournaments (see Curi 2008; Frew and McGillivray 2008; 

McGillivray and Frew 2015; Millward 2009a; Selmer and Sűlze 2010). FSE is an independent, 

representative and democratically organized grass-roots network of football fans' in Europe 

with members in 48 countries across the continent that is recognized as an association of 

supporters by the confederation of European football, UEFA and, away from sport, the 

Council of Europe.  It has members that are networked within national and club-specific 

bouts of collective action across the continent.  FSE is an organized network that links fans 

and fan groups across Europe. Membership is open to local and nation fan groups, as well as 

individuals on the premise that individuals pledge to 'proactively support' principles of: (1) 

opposition to any form of discrimination that is based on grounds such as ethnic origin, 

ability, religion and belief, gender, sexual orientation and age; (2) a rejection of physical and 

verbal violence (both physical and verbal); (3) the empowerment of grass-roots actions of 

football supporters and (4) the promotion of a positive football and supporters' culture, 

including values such as 'fair play' and 'good governance'.  Notions of what is 'positive' and 

'fair' are not held by the group in a rigid way but created through the networks of networks 

to mean anti-discriminatory. This is intended to allow for communication across a wide 

number of supporters.  

 

Both of the threads of Fan Embassies and Fan representation remain. FSE is a democratic 

organization with a committee that is elected from members from across Europe. It also has 

two divisions: Fan Embassies and the Anti-Discrimination Division (ADD).   Each year FSE 

leads in the organization of European Football Fans' Congress (held in a different city each 

year) in which workshops focus on issues related to combating discrimination, ticketing, 

'fair' policing and the promotion of vibrant but inclusive 'fan culture' are held. 

As outlined in Chapter Two, Crossley (1999) talks about movements of collective actors 

drawing upon ‘working utopias’ that they can visit to ‘top up’ their beliefs in the 

movements’ aims and give the 'illusio' that is needed for continued action.  In other words 
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they are spaces where the movement’s culture is reformed/reproduced and that ‘people 

visit them in order to learn how to practice differently; how to perceive, think and act’ 

(Crossley 1999: 817).  FSE works hard to provide a variety of spaces for fans to physically 

interact and these serve a purpose in refreshing its activists’ views in the earlier outlined 

beliefs that FSE is based upon.  Every year there is an annual fans congress or networking 

event. From 2008 FSE have held an annual congress. Most of these have been in Northern 

Europe (London 2008, Hamburg 2009, Copenhagen 2011, Amsterdam 2013, Belfast 2015, 

Gent and Lokeren 2017), which reflects where the active fan groups are based. Yet these 

have also tried to reach out to different nations by going to Barcelona in 2010, Istanbul in 

2012 and the Mondialli Antirazzisti in Italy in 2014. At Belfast the following year, it was 

proposed that due to the time constraints of organizing an annual congress that FSE should 

move to a biennial congress. It was acknowledged that regular interaction was still required, 

so an annual networking event was instigated for the alternate years to the congress. This 

would be organized by the local fans and would be smaller in scale.  

 

For Crossley, those who visit working utopias use the material and sets of 'knowledge' 

generated through interactions in such spaces as a means to attempt to persuade others 

away from the space as to their specific views.  Effectively, they establish the conventions of 

a movement.  At the congress, fans views and stories are dialogically shared.  Many of these 

(sometimes from previous congresses) are made into material form in the bases of 

information leaflets, 'fanzines' (see Chapter One and Jary et. al 1991; Millward 2008) and 

stickers that symbolize members’ collective thoughts and endeavours.  FSE highlight the 

importance of conventions of fandom when communicating with fans. As Becker (2008 

[1982]) highlighted, conventions are important at helping people within a shared activity 

work efficiently together. FSE use forms of communication that are conventionally 

understood by fans across Europe. Not only is social media used, particularly Facebook and 

Twitter, but FSE use traditional forms of fan communication such as newsletters and 

fanzines. With their Revive The Roar fanzine, FSE draw together different contributors from 

across Europe to showcase their work and highlight the successes and difficulties.  
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Crossley (1999: 815) argues that the communion experienced in working utopias gives rise 

to commonly shared feelings of affect such as '‘excitement’, ‘stimulation’, ‘enthusiasm’, 

‘evangelism’, feeling ‘right’ and having ‘heads blown’.  Crossley argues (1999: 822) that 

working utopias are ‘places of pilgrimage, they become meeting grounds for key movement 

activists and intellectuals, and thus sites of debate and discussion’.  The workshops, and just 

as importantly, the social events where members can meet and solidify their bonds 

generate an excitement or hope at what other fan projects can achieve, providing the space 

where positive emotions - along with negative emotions such as anger at injustice (Jasper 

1998) - can be generated.  Crossley (1999: 822) also claims working utopias offer ‘different 

national movements, with different approaches, policies and tactics were able to exchange 

views, learning from each other even when they could not agree and borrowing from each 

other, thus enhancing their discursive and tactical repertoires'.  This is precisely what the 

activists from across 48 different national contexts offer at the congress as new tactics are 

formed and others exported in, for instance, fighting high ticket prices - particularly in the 

context of English fans seeking to incorporate selective elements of football in Germany into 

their national cultures (see Chapter Six). As FSE is officially recognized by UEFA as the official 

dialogue partner for European fans it has access to its political structures, but does not 

necessarily mean that they will be listened to. Hill et. al (2016) observed the paradox of 

formal fan networks. In relation to the FSF and the campaign against high ticket prices in 

England and Wales, formal networks can be perceived as taking over or stifling grassroots 

initiatives. Yet they also have official access to the governing structures of the game. 

Organizations like FSE have to walk a difficult fine line between access to political structures 

and representing the voices of a heterogeneous group of fans. Providing adequate 

opportunities for communication is important to limit accusations of empire building or 

quashing dissent.  

 

Networks are an important link between micro and macro aspects of social life (Granovetter 

1973; Putman 2000). The strength of these ties within a network is based on time, 

emotional intensity, intimacy and reciprocal exchange (Granovetter 1973). Obviously, these 

will vary depending on individual feelings and expectations within the relationships in the 

network. Homans (1950: 133) suggests that ‘the more frequently persons interact with one 
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another, the stronger their sentiments of friendship for one another are apt to be’. Whilst 

regular repetitive contact is important, the quality and emotional content of the interactions 

is important. Just regularly interacting with people does not automatically mean that we 

become friends, otherwise, our work colleagues would constitute most of our friends.   

 

The strength of FSE is providing an extensive, pan-European network of ‘weak ties’. The 

organization is effectively a formal network that links various affiliated individuals and 

groups. This allows fans or fan-groups from anywhere in Europe to link with others across 

many different networks. Granovetter (1973) highlights the importance of wider networks 

in communicating information. ‘The strength of weak ties’ lies in the ‘bridges’ that link 

across to other groups and networks. ‘Weak ties’, as Granovetter (1973: 1378) argues, ‘…are 

here seen as indispensable to individual’s opportunities and to their integration into 

communities; strong ties, breeding social cohesion, lead to overall fragmentation’. In his 

analysis of social capital, Putnam (2000) also emphasized the difference between dense 

relations within a group, or ‘bonding social capital’ and wider links to other groups, or 

‘bridging social capital’. Groups that remain too closed, no matter how strong and tight the 

relationships within the group, often do not successfully challenge wider power structures. 

This has been one of the problems that have historically afflicted football fans when they 

refuse to work with rivals (Doidge 2015; Hill et al 2016). Bridging links to other groups helps 

information get diffused and strengthens the overall network.  

 

Castells (1996; 1997; 1998) argues that digital technologies produce a ‘space of flows’. 

These spaces operate across time and space and allow people to share information from 

anywhere in the world at any time. These networks are more horizontal as users can 

communicate directly with others without going through a formal hierarchy. Castells (2015 

[2012]) suggests that these ‘spaces of flows’ help drive social movements. Grassroots 

movements, like the various fan movements described in this book, are ‘rhizomatic’, 

growing like roots and connect to a variety of other groups and networks. Like other social 

movements, these rhizomatic movements bypass conventional political parties and are non-

hierarchical. Hill et al (2016) observe that ‘soft leaders’ emerge that help bridge various 
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nodes in the networks. They have the social and cultural capital to link individuals and 

groups outside of their core group. This strengthens the network by expanding it, which as 

we shall see, enables members to utilize a wide range of weak ties throughout the network.  

 

Whilst the internet and social media have facilitated communication and sustained 

relationships across Europe, face-to-face interaction is still important. One of the important 

aspects of football fandom is the collective emotional energy of attending a match. As 

Durkheim (1915) demonstrated, the collective effervescence of the group contrasts with the 

mundanity of everyday life. Regular, ritualistic interaction produces this emotional sense of 

belonging. Having a focal point for the ritual produces solidarity from the group. In football, 

this focus is the team or rival groups of fans. Football matches helps fan groups differentiate 

themselves from their rivals, both through the performance of the fans, and the 

performance of the team. As Marx (1932 [1846]: 189) noted, we become more aware of 

ourselves as a ‘solitary individual… [in] precisely the epoch of the (as yet) most highly 

developed social… relations’. The greater range of interactions fans have with other fan 

groups helps differentiate them from each other and gives them a higher sense of self-

identity. Until the 1990s, this was predominantly achieved within local and national leagues 

and within the physical space of the stadium. 

 

Regular European football has helped form pan-European relationships between fans and 

fan groups. King (2000; 2003) has shown how the formation of the UEFA Champions League 

has helped restructure fan rivalries across the continent. Not only does the league format 

provide regular opportunities to play across Europe, the financial transformation, to which 

the Champions League has contributed, ensures there is a hegemonic group of clubs who 

regularly compete. This resulted in fans developing new rivalries across Europe, as well as 

becoming familiar with European cities. Cheap air travel has also facilitated the increased 

travel to away games across Europe. The result is a shifting cultural awareness of different 

cultures, and a sharpening of particularistic identities. King (2000) observes how Manchester 

United fans became more focused on their local Mancunian identity, rather than an English 

national identity. At the same time, there was a growing awareness of being part of a 
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broader imagined community of Europe. This is also occurring on a political level. Regular 

interaction through traditional media, social media, and matches helps expand this 

imagined community into a broader political movement. Fans are becoming increasingly 

aware that they are having similar shared experiences with fans across Europe. Increasing 

commercialization and changes to ownership, combine with changes to regulations and 

legislation affecting fans. As Tsoukala (2009) has argued, police are co-operating across 

Europe and similar repressive measures are being introduced by police and governments. 

The Council of Europe has introduced new ‘Convention on an Integrated Safety, Security 

and Service Approach at Football Matches and Other Sports Events’ in 2017 that lays out 

best practice guidelines for policing across Europe. FSE’s recognition by the Council of 

Europe ensured that it was part of the discussions that developed the Convention.  

 

Refugees Welcome: Smaller Networks 

Smaller networking meetings also provide additional focus and maintain the network 

throughout the year emerging from the two divisions of the Fan Embassies and the ADD. 

The former focuses on organizing the fan embassies at World Cups and European 

Championships. These bring together fans of national teams who want to support fellow 

fans of national teams at international events. The ADD organizes regular meetings to bring 

together fans that are campaigning against discrimination across Europe. There are four 

subdivisions within the ADD: Anti-racism and the Far Right; Refugees Welcome; Anti-

homophobia; and Women in Football. The ADD works with other groups to organize these 

events. For example, ADD co-organized their network meeting in Munich in October 2015 

with Football Fans Against Homophobia. Similarly, they worked with Queer Football Fans to 

host a Football Pride event in Berlin in 2016.  Giulianotti and Millward (2013) suggested that 

FSE needed to prioritize expanding its network to increase its influence to avoid dialogue 

including only the same engaged voices.  This opportunity emerged at the Berlin event when 

the German-born Russian international men's football player Roman Neustädter attended 

as a 'regular' delegate.  His presence, along with messages from the conference, was 

tweeted and retweeted using the event hashtag ('#footballprideweek') by fans' at the event 

and then across Europe, especially in Russia - a country in which state-sponsored 



 

191 
 

homophobia exists although it is clear that it needs more than these communications to 

change these deep-seated prejudices (Lenskyj 2014; Müller 2014). 

 

Collaborations and regular meetings create sustained focused interactions that maintain 

solidarity and help share information across Europe. Collaboration with the University of 

Brighton in June 2016 brought fans together in Paris for an event to understand how to 

make Refugees Welcome. The Paris event linked groups who had set up grassroots 

initiatives where refugees could be supported through playing football with fan groups who 

had led campaigns, volunteered or set up other initiatives. As one participant stated:  

 

It was very inspiring to hear the struggles other organizations deal with and the 

different solutions that come up with as well as to hear about the great job the fan 

club societies do for the integration of refugees in their countries (Danish fan, female, 

personal interview, June 2016). 

 

Participants learned from each other, and more importantly, drew confidence from the 

work of others. Again, paralleling Crossley's (1999) working utopias physical face-to-face 

meetings help share best practice and ideas.  The Refugees Welcome event clearly showed 

that fans forming relationships with refugees was where the real value of football rested. 

The personal contact and interaction with new migrants was the only way that fans could 

bridge divides and help people feel comfortable in their new home city. A German fan 

demonstrated that a few fans from their group actively tried to build relationships with new 

migrants to their city: ‘They helped them with learning German or going to the authorities 

and filling out some bureaucracy stuff… there are also a lot of refugees playing now on their 

[the fans] teams. And, yes, sometimes they also invite them to our stands’ (German fan, 

male, focus group, June 2016). Building those relationships are more important in the 

stadium. As another German fans stated: 
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The club does quite a few things for refugees, invites them, gives out free tickets and 

from the beginning we thought that it’s not enough, just to invite them, but there 

should be people there explaining stuff, include them and meet them; form some 

relationships (German fan, female, focus group, June 2016) 

 

Whilst it is important that clubs and football federations have a variety of initiatives to 

widen the fan base of clubs, the real way that these initiatives can be sustained is through 

fans being friendly with refugees. These fans collect refugees, sit with them, talk to them 

and explain the culture and history of the club and its fans. 

 

At Elfsborg in North Sweden, when the refugees get tickets, fans go to their camps, 

meet them, have a talk with them and fix people that can speak their languages. And 

then coming to the terraces where the supporters are and going and standing with 

them and making them included (Swedish fan, male, focus group, June 2016). 

 

In this way, the refugees are provided with a more rounded and friendly experience. One 

German fan reinforces this point by stating that ‘it’s always important to make the people 

not only welcome, but to belong’ (German fan, female, focus group, June 2016). This 

emotional sense of belonging is what sustains football fandom and extending it to new fans 

is the best ways to integrate (Stone 2013).  

 

Forming personal relationships with refugee also demonstrates the ‘strength of weak ties’ 

(Granovetter 1973). When clubs provide free tickets, they are often for individual matches, 

and the often the refugees are left alone, sometimes marginalized in a separate section of 

the stadium. Building relationships is the way to make this sustainable, 
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It takes a longer time, but then those people talk to other refugees and it becomes a 

kind of chain reaction and they start inviting people to games… this empowers the 

people to help themselves and they become more self-confident and they start 

helping each other’s languages (German fan, female, focus group, June 2016). 

 

Chain reactions are important network developments. It is not necessarily the immediate 

friends and family, or ‘strong ties’ that recruit new fans; it is the extended network of ‘weak 

ties’. This was also observed in Denmark with recruiting female players.  

 

Often you can find a few women who are very into it. So you have to find some role 

models amongst them... And they are so committed that they want to go to the 

[refugee] centre to get the other women (Danish fan, female, focus group, June 2016). 

 

Trust is important in networks (Crossley 2011). Most importantly, the ‘role models’ become 

the important trusted bridge between the football project and potential recruits. Allied to 

this, the wider network of refugees is better connected into the social network which works 

better for social integration (Granovetter 1973; Putnam 2000).   It is also important for fan 

groups to be connected to broader networks and partnerships. McCarthy and Zald (1977) 

identified that mobilizing political allies was a key activity within social movements. Many 

groups working with refugees across Europe identified the lack of engagement from 

national football federations. For many fans engage in social activism, engagement with the 

authorities has always been arduous (Taylor 1992; Millward 2012; Doidge 2015). This is also 

true when fans work with refugees. When working together, fans share best practice and 

identify strategies of how fans created a dialogue with national federations. When fans 

identified best practice from football associations, other fans felt able to use this 

information to challenge their own federations. Ultimately, relationships are fundamental 

within the group, to share ideas and recruit new members, and to engage in a dialogue with 

those in power.  
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The Importance of Collective Emotions 

As with all social engagement, outside factors can provide the ingredients to enhance 

emotional relations. FSE’s 2016 annual networking meeting was held in the Turkish port city 

of Izmir from 14-17 July. The event was organized by a local committee of fan groups from 

rival teams in Izmir. It was intended to have two days of workshops, meetings and evening 

social events to create a space where fans could share experiences and ideas. Like other FSE 

events, the focus of the events was on issues faced by fans across Europe, including police 

repression, stadium moves and anti-discrimination. Yet many of these activities did not take 

place as late in the evening of Friday 15 July, an attempted military coup took place in 

Istanbul and Ankara. The local organizing committee had to adjust their plans accordingly. 

Despite this, the event still provided the space for fans to relate and share experiences.  

 

The incident provided an excellent example of inter-group dynamics, stratification and 

solidarity amongst a wide range of football fans, many of whom had never met each other 

before. When news of the attempted coup broke, it was still unclear about the details. Fans 

were attending the launch party, socializing, and eating and drinking. Members of the FSE 

committee informed all the attendees that a potential situation was taking place in Istanbul, 

possibly a terrorist attack, and that they recommended letting friends and family back home 

know so that they would not worry. Information throughout the night was sketchy as the 

story was unfolding in real time. Social media proved to be both a boon and a hindrance as 

it was becoming increasingly clear that there were many different stories emerging. The FSE 

committee and members of the local organizing team agreed to organize the coaches to 

take the attendees back into Izmir city center and to their hotels. All fans agreed to return 

and the coach journey was uneventful. Certainly, it was not clear that a coup was taking 

place in Izmir, and in the circumstances most fans agreed to stick together. 

 

Group solidarity was vital in this situation. Daniela Wurbs, the Chief Executive of FSE 

suggested that all fans 'stick together', rather than isolate themselves in their hotel rooms. 
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Some fans did return to their hotels and many of them took early flights home. Not sticking 

with the group isolated them, and they did not benefit from the collective emotion, 

effervescence and solidarity of the wider group. For the remaining 30-40 fans, it was 

suggested that we go to the pub we had been in the night before. It had wi-fi and this would 

allow people to communicate. One group of about 20 fans went off to the pub, whilst 

Daniela Wurbs and the local organizing team stayed behind to round up any other fans. The 

first group ended up outside a kebab shop as many people wanted to eat. Food and alcohol 

helped unite the group. Some individuals were concerned about what was occurring in 

Istanbul and Ankara. Others were checking social media and trying to pass on information. 

Potentially, this could have fueled anxiety, as some of the stories were sensationalist (and 

turned out to be not true). Others sought to keep the group united.  

 

The key thing in these group situations is not simply the collective emotional energy that 

unites people, but the work that is done by members of the group to keep the group 

focused. Durkheim (1915) argued that a ritual focus helped generate the collective 

effervescence that helped unite the group. In football, the game provides a ready ritual 

focus. In social movements, especially around football, work needs to be done by members 

to keep the group focused. During the failed coup in Turkey, members of the group worked 

hard to keep moral high and provide a different focus to the political events that were 

unfolding. In this way, group solidarity was produced in a positive manner. If the coup had 

become the focus, and in a negative way, then different emotions, like anxiety and fear, 

would have been allowed to flourish. This would have fragmented the group. 

 

When it became clear that the coup had failed, it was agreed that fans could return to their 

hotels. Some fans chose to sleep in the rooms of their friends, rather than return alone to 

their own hotels. Times were agreed for congregating to decide what should happen on the 

following day. Rather than run the workshops, it was agreed that attendees could do 

something social. Of the fans that stayed behind, it was suggested that fans could go to the 

beach. Some Turkish fans were staying at a communal campsite near a beach, about 2 hours 

south of Izmir. FSE hired a coach and many of the fans who decided to stay in Turkey opted 
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to travel to the beach. The solidarity that had been created the previous night was 

enhanced through the shared activity of coach travel and relaxing on the beach. It provided 

a space where fans from different clubs and nations could come together as fans and share 

their experiences as people and as fans. 

 

The group unity was enriched because the form of travel matched football fandom. 

Thousands of fans across Europe will hire coaches to travel to away games. The trip to the 

beach echoed many away matches. Even for the seasoned and well-travelled supporter, not 

every traveler to an away match will be known to each other. There is always a slow process 

of getting to know the others in the coach. Songs and jokes help fuel the atmosphere and as 

the fans approach the stadium, the atmosphere heightens and intensifies. When fans from 

across Europe ended up sharing the coach to a beach, then the focus changed. Despite this, 

the shared rituals of football help unite and join the group together. Fans from the local 

Izmir clubs took the lead in singing various chants. This helped to create a ‘typical’ fan 

experience, even if many of the fans did not know the words. One non-Turkish fan 

suggested that the local fans should teach the others a Turkish song. After some discussion, 

a chant entitled Sik Bakalim was chosen that was relatively easy for the non-Turkish 

speakers to sing. Taking part in this shared activity united all the fans, regardless of team, 

nation or gender in a shared aspect of football culture. As one FSE member said, ‘this is 

what it’s all about!’. The return trip was fueled with more alcohol and songs, as fans from 

different clubs tried to get their chants taken up by others on the coach. The jovial and 

supportive approach helped create a special atmosphere that united fans independently of 

the political situation unfolding around the fans.  

 

Jokes were made in Izmir about how a unifying experience for the 2017 fan congress in 

Belgium could be created. It was suggested that specially branded FSE T-Shirts bearing the 

slogan ‘we survived the coup’ would create a sense of unity. Many conversations were had 

that acknowledged how the situation had helped unite fans despite the lack of workshops 

and meetings that the networking event was supposed to engender. At the following 

congress in Gent and Lokeren, the topic of Izmir came up amongst those who had 
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experienced the previous year’s attempted coup. Once again, many remarked on what 

would happen in Gent or Lokeren to better the dramatic experiences of Izmir. On the coach 

trip to the opening party, the chant Sik Bakalim was started again. Ultimately, Izmir was 

supposed to be a networking event and the attempted coup provided many alternative 

opportunities to network with fans from across Europe.  

 

Conclusions: Relationship and Collective Emotions in a European Network  

Just as the photographs of the drowned Syrian child provoked an emotional outpouring for 

refugees, external political events can provide the emotional ingredients to bring a group 

together. Jasper (1997; 1998) refers to these events as ‘moral shocks’ and they can provide 

the necessary components for a network to coalesce and solidify. Football provides an 

important emotional vehicle for fans. It has long been acknowledged that football provides 

a sense of emotional belonging to a wider social collective. As has been demonstrated 

elsewhere in this book, fans are now mobilizing politically around activities associated with 

their club. This emotional attachment works with the ‘moral shock’ to motivate people to 

engage. This chapter has argued that emotion is a fundamental ingredient to fandom, 

political mobilization and is necessary for a network to form and endure.  

 

Significantly, fan networks are spreading across Europe. The growing interconnectedness of 

European football is resulting in a greater awareness by fans of developments across the 

continent (King 2003). The formation of Football Supporters Europe provides a hub and 

formal structure that creates important channels of communication for disparate fan 

groups. This means that fans can mobilize relatively easily around momentous political 

activity, such as the ‘refugee crisis’. Significantly, FSE ensures the continuation of the 

network through face-to-face activity. Fan congresses, networking activities and meetings 

around significant activity means that fan have a chance to build friendships and contacts 

across Europe and beyond constituting experiences of 'working utopias' (Crossley 1999), 

conjured through the stories told by presence of networks of protestors, for its congress 

delegates. This provides a hub for network activity (Castells 2000 [1996]; 2004 [1997]; 1998) 
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and this provides access to an extensive web of ‘weak ties’ (Granovetter 1973). This gives 

fans the potential to access information and strategies from a wider group of people and 

potentially gives more power to individual fan groups.  
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Chapter Eight:   

Conclusion:  Connections More Than Matter! - Relational 

Understandings of Football Fans' Collective Actions  

 

Our conclusion begins at the same temporal and spatial location as the opening vignette in 

this book - the FSF and Supporters’ Direct Supporter Summit in July 2017.  While the short 

story that opened Chapter One took us to the opening address of the conference, we have 

now fast forwarded to the closing keynote and journalist David Conn, whose work on the 

political economy of football has been mentioned across this book, is giving his address.  

This speech unites themes ranging from 'Clubs in Crisis', the Supporter Trust movement and 

the fans' fight against the injustices associated to 1989's Hillsborough disaster.  He is ‘weakly 

tied’ (Granovetter 1973; 1995) into fan activist networks and is speaking to an audience that 

includes those from non-league football (Chapter Three), Coventry City (Chapter Four), 

Swansea City (Chapter Five) and many of those who devised the ‘Twenty’s Plenty’ campaign 

(Chapter Six).  In total, there are supporters from around 90 different football clubs in the 

audience.  The conversations, debates and talks that have taken place in the space 

undergirds a renewed 'illusio' in the fan activists' belief in the supporters' movement.  The 

audience of social actors loudly applaud him, their energy for social change topped up one 

day after the same people collectively launched plans to challenge Rupert Murdoch’s news 

outlet, The Sun, on account of its reportage of football supporters across four decades.  For 

Castells (2013 [2009]), Murdoch is emblematic of hegemonic power in a transnationally 

networked society but the supporters in the room have generated a mood where they 

believe a ‘better future' can be fashioned through their collective action.  The terms of 

reference for that 'future' are imprecise, allowing many to buy into it.    
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FSE’s congress was held a week later across venues in Lokeren and Gent, Belgium where 

similar processes of gluing together weakly connected networks and actors in the 

movement took place.  Once more, talks and workshops were important but - equally 

crucially – so were the social spaces of nearby coffee bars and public houses.  This was the 

third football supporter activist conference held in less than three weeks - the week before 

the Supporter Summit, Pride in Football's 'Call It Out' conference was held, which also 

provided similar functions to sociality.  Indeed, some people attended all three events – 

many attended more than one.  

 

Chapter Seven includes reference to FSE's coordinator, Daniela Wurbs who, from its launch 

in 2008 until winter 2016, led the organization.  Prior to this, she had worked for FSF and 

provided an initial link between the two groups.  Kevin Miles, FSF's Chief Executive, is 

another tie, as he sits on FSE’s organizing committee.  The links stretch further, as numerous 

other members of Supporters Direct and FSF attended FSE’s 2017 congress, as they have 

done so in the past.  Social actor's memberships cross-cut the groups.  The strength of ties 

inside the organizations vary with those who attend all of the congresses are at least known 

to the organizers: some are firm friends, others just know each other through following on 

Twitter and a nod and smile when they meet in the ‘lived urban spaces’ of conferences or 

protests (Castells 2012 [2015]).   

 

As Crossley (2011) notes, networks know no boundaries in place or politics.  FSF’s (2017: 36-

37) ‘Annual Review 2016-17’, given to each delegate at the Supporters Summit, names 32 

British MPs, from five different political parties, that they liaise with to ‘give fans a voice in 

Westminster’.  Some of those in the audience at the Supporters Summit are actively 

involved with frontline politics and heard Conn’s keynote address ends with the following 

statement: 
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It is important we recognize that a football club is still a club [Conn’s emphasis] even 

though it may be a PLC [public liability company], floated on the New York stock 

exchange and registered in the Cayman Islands […] Clubs have membership, in this 

case drawn from fans, and has a collective identity that reflects its communities 

(fieldnotes, 1 July 2017)    

 

Conn rallied the audience by showing that despite commercial and business interests they, 

as football fans, were part of a ‘club’ that underpins the football team.  In other words, he 

drove forward the enthusiasm of supporters by reminding them that they were of crucial 

importance to their club. In doing so, his commentary resembled that offered by former 

England manager Sir Bobby Robson, whom – ironically - the room Conn was speaking in was 

named after, who wrote: 

 

What is a club in any case? Not the buildings or the directors or the people who are 

paid to represent it. It’s not the television contracts, get-out clauses, marketing 

departments or executive boxes. It’s the noise, the passion, the feeling of belonging, 

the pride in your city. It’s a small boy clambering up stadium steps for the very first 

time, gripping his father’s hand, gawping at that hallowed stretch of turf beneath him 

and, without being able to do a thing about it, falling in love.
 

Robson (2009: 2) 

 

Akin to Conn, Robson was correct to state supporters are part of the football club – 

although as Dunning (1999: 126) argued that ‘fans are, individually, the least powerful 

person in the football figuration’ – but was wrong to assume that those who are paid 

employees are not part of it.  All are part of its networks of relations, although they perform 

very different roles in its operations.  A football club, and the social worlds it gives rise to, is 

a clear expression of the multiplicity of actors collectively engaged in the cultural relational 

actions outlined in Chapter One and all subsequent chapters across this book.  As we noted 
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in Chapter Four, a football club’s board of directors is made up networks of actors each 

engaged in their own relationships with others who are internal and external to it.  We do 

not want to dispute their engagements in being part of the social world of a football club, 

but the empirical focus of this book has been on football fans.  The proposition that a 

football club is a business has been discussed elsewhere (King 1997c; Morrow 1999; 

Millward 2013; Doidge 2015).  Although money is generated by its business operations, 

revenue does not always (or even normally) transfer into profits.  Even considering this, the 

relationships in a football show it to be different from other business entities.   

 

Fans are important stakeholders in football.  In the terms we proposition in cultural 

relational sociology, they are deeply part of the effective and storied dimensions of a 

football club’s social world.  Although they hand over money in the form of ticket prices, 

television subscriptions and the purchase of consumer goods, their investment is their 

support (including its wide range of practises).  Fans' return on this investment comes in the 

form of the emotional gratification remembered both individually (such as attending an 

important match with a much valued relative) and/or collectively (including winning a 

trophy).  To guarantee this return, all a football club needs to do is to continue to exist as 

individual and collective memories will be made through the relationships in its social 

spaces.  Football clubs might reasonably be described in legal, business or administrative 

terms or as a collection of players and managers (i.e. the ‘team’).  However, it might also be 

understood in cultural terms – in terms of the symbolic dimensions made and remade by 

fans, players and their relationships with remembrance of previous fans and players that is 

concretised in the form of a football club crest, team colours, its name or – as discussed in 

Chapter Four – the urbanity in which it plays ‘home matches’.   As one of the political 

slogans discussed in Chapter Six stated: ‘Football with fans is nothing’.  Without them it 

would be a semi-vacuous entity.  
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Cultural Relational Sociology: Collective Action and Football Fandom  

The theoretical approach of cultural relational sociology takes inspiration from the ideas 

Crossley put down in Towards Relational Sociology  (2011).  As suggested in Crossley's book 

title, the approach he offers is still in development but he further concretised it when he 

used it to explore punk and post-punk movements of musicians and artists in Manchester, 

London, Liverpool and Sheffield (Crossley 2015).  Jenkins (2002) suggested that a theoretical 

approach is likely to refine when it is applied to empirical situations and subsequently 

reflected upon.  Effectively, an approach means little without the social worlds it operates. 

Therefore we have picked up on many of Crossley’s (2011) threads to understand the 

relational social worlds associated to the collective actions involved in some expressions of 

football fandom. Through applying of many of Crossley's ideas to our case studies, we 

devised three levels in which a cultural relational sociology could be developed.  These are: 

first, the central concepts in the turn; second, its key dimensions and third, seven 

touchstones that can be used for a cultural relational sociology in understanding the 

specifics of football fans' collective actions.  The path cutting through these levels is of wide 

significance to the discipline of sociology as it provides ideas for both a cultural relational 

analysis of sociality, and as an example of this, the collective actions of football fans.  Doing 

this moves the key contribution of this book beyond the specifics of the case studies in 

Chapters Three, Four, Five, Six and Seven.  This chapter now discusses these three levels of 

analysis in specific relation to the five case studies we have outlined. 

 

The five central concepts in cultural relational sociology we outlined were: i) 

relations/relationships, ii) interaction, iii) networks, iv) social actors and v) power/counter-

power.  Relations and relationships cut across our analysis, and across the production and 

consumption of football.  Relationships are made and remade between football fans in all 

case studies, and are evidently made between football fans and journalists in Chapters Four 
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and Six.  Alternatively, the breakdown of a relationship between supporters and the 

business owners of a football club prompted fan action in Chapter Four.  Without relations 

and relationships, the interaction needed to organize and carry out the collective actions in 

all chapters would not take place.  Repeated interactions and the structuring of 

relationships become manifest as networks.  This chapter opened up by noting that all case 

studies in this book - and many others across unquantifiable numbers of fans of football 

clubs spread across multiple countries - form networks of supporters engaged in sets of 

politics broadly framed to be 'progressive'.  These networks can be periodically 'switched' 

together at temporal periods in which weakly connected social actors - which could be 

groups, agencies or individuals - need to draw on each other's expertise, or resources.  

Power represents the social, economic and cultural interests embedded in the relationships 

that control supporters such as the government, the FA and football clubs. Counter-power is 

found in the acts of 'doing things differently'.  This takes the form of forging visions of 

alternative social futures (Chapters Three and Six), opposition to networks of owners who 

govern clubs in ways that jars with the values of many supporters (Chapter Four), 

supporters trusts (Chapter Five), and organized  resistance to hegemonic practises operating 

in the sport, such as expensively match admission prices (Chapter Six).  This counter-power 

might also include not paying for live streamed broadcasts of football matches (David and 

Millward 2012; Kirton et. al 2016).   

 

Cutting across these concepts we outline six dimensions of cultural relational sociology, 

which are: i) temporal, ii) spatial, iii) symbolic, iv) emotional, v) narrative and, vi) structured 

aspects.  First, networks, relationships and interactions all have histories.  Unsurprisingly, 

each of the socialities discussed in the chapters show the forms of collective actions to have 

enduring and sedimented histories.  If FSE's founding Chief Executive had not spent time 

working for FSF, she would not be so connected into that movement (Chapter Seven).  If the 

social actors in SoS had not mobilized through a range of movements they would not have 
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been in a position to forge with Spion Kop (with whom they have many cross-cutting 

memberships) to challenge ticket prices through the 'Walk Out on 77' protest (Chapter Six).  

If Swansea City supporters had not engaged in the discursive spaces afforded by internet 

forums it is contestable whether a Supporters' Trust would have emerged (Chapter Five).  

Similarly, the sedimented history of supporters' groups rivalries may present some 

difficulties in making cross football club action 'happen' (Chapters Three, Six and Seven).  As 

Crossley (2011: 29) notes, 'what happens early on in the interaction may both facilitate and 

constrain what happens later'.  Second, spatial dimensions of cultural relational sociology 

are important.  Effectively, this is to say that the collective actions discussed through the 

book are often related to specific spaces.  Online architectures are important in forging and 

representing relationships (see Chapter Six) but these ties become 'real' in lived urban space 

(see Chapters Three, Six and Seven).  It is in the spaces of public houses, protest sites or 

congresses that social ideas of 'success' are made, tactics forged and emotions are topped 

up.  It is also in such spaces where friends of friends become 'friends' and weakly connected 

individuals become more tightly connected. 

 

 

Third, cultural relational sociology has symbolic dimensions as actors interact, classify and 

typify each other. They also interpret the range of symbols in the social worlds of football 

fandom, submerging into their internal thoughts about themselves and others in that 

environment.  An actor's reflective thoughts about him/herself are as social and relational 

as those thoughts about others.  Across the book, examples have been discussed about how 

football fans and those in positions of 'power' in football have reflected upon the things that 

they have done in the light of the counter-power actions of others.  Examples of such 

reflection include Chapter Six’s account of Liverpool’s financial owners changing their 

ticketing plans in the light of protest and in Chapter Five, Huw Cooze standing down as the 

Supporters’Ttrust representative on the board of directors at Swansea City.   Fourth, cultural 
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relational sociology involves a recognition that the social worlds, including those that 

football is located within, have affective dimensions.  The 'moral shocks' prompted by the 

treatment of some people - such as refugees - outside of football (Chapters Three and Six) 

provide examples of dimension.  Similarly, the relocation of a football club away from its 

'home' locale (Chapter Four), fears about the long term future of a football club (Chapter 

Five) and anger at high match admission prices (Chapter Six) provide the emotions needed 

to make a collective action 'move'.  These emanating emotions, along with those coming 

from the excitement of communal protest activities, are arguably more social than 

physiological.  They are created, recreated and modified to form collective 'hope' for a 

‘better’ future.  Both the hope for and the design of that future are collectively generated 

and shaped by social processes that are inherently relational.    

 

Fifth, cultural relational sociology involves the recognition of narratives.  In each chapter, 

these narratives have begun with a socially conceived idea of 'injustice', including potential 

'victims' and 'perpetrators' and have mobilized with the idea that this can be successfully 

overcome.  In these narratives, a socially conceived idea of 'victory' (or 'success') must 

always be possible to ignite socially rooted ideas of collective 'hope'.  Sixth, there is a 

recognition that structures of sociality matter and shape connections.  The movements 

outlined in Chapters Three, Six and Seven are made up of coalitions of smaller networks of 

football supporters in which connections are 'switched on' and, through which, information 

flows.  These structured networks make the collective actions of seemingly disparate actors 

possible through overt and 'submerged' networks (Melucci 1989; 1996a; 1996b).   

 

Chapter Two outlines seven analytical touchstones to understand the collective actions of 

football fans.  These are: i) the structures of and roles in collective action; ii) affect, emotion 

and collective effervescence; iii) communication, cooperation and conventions; iv) 

mobilizing resources; v) tactics; vi) recruitment to collective action and ‘outcomes’ of 
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mobilization and, vii) the spaces and places of organization and action. Each is relationally 

defined.  For instance, Chapter Four shows how the role of the ‘villain’ is socially defined 

through networks and interactions of fans.  Across the movements, some, such as those in 

Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven have formally recognized roles while many across the 

chapters and in Chapter Three take on roles in networks of action informally. 

Communications with each other, the press, other fan groups and politicians might forge, 

reinforce and weaken connections between actors in the networks of that comprise 

‘football clubs’.  Meanwhile conventions for protest are socially made and shared through, 

for instance hashtags, and resources such as money and connections are mobilized but only 

become meaningful through interaction.  Even ideas of ‘success’ are socially generated, such 

as in Chapter Six when fans, despite complaining that ‘thirty’s dirty’ accepted the cap of £30 

for Premier League ticket prices as a marker of success in their ‘twenty’s plenty’ campaign.  

Such ideas of what constitutes ‘success’ along with the generation of emotion, affect and 

collective effervescence takes place in the spaces of collective action, where ties are made 

and reinforced.   

 

 

Last Words: Even Further Towards A Cultural Relational Sociology 

This book puts down a significant marker in shaping cultural relational sociology, but the 

theoretical project is not complete and needs further engagements with other empirical 

case studies.  By showing how networks of football fans adjoin in range of different 

strengths of connection, we have profiled the networks of networks of networks of 

interactions of interactions of football fans in what could be broadly fit under the banner of 

(relationally conceived) 'progressive politics'.  This drift toward ‘progressive politics’ mirrors 

wider trends in the study of social movements (Edwards 2014).  In other words, research 

such as that offered by McVeigh (2009) on the Ku Klux Klan is more unusual than those 

books and articles that explore environmental movements (such as Melucci 1996b).  
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However, we recognize that collective actions of football fans are not always from the 

(broadly defined) socio-political ‘left’ (see, for instance, Armstrong 1998; Robson 2004; 

Garland and Treadwell 2010; Treadwell and Garland 2011).  The cultural relational 

sociological approach, taking into account the three levels of theoretical analysis - concepts, 

dimensions and touchstones – would potentially gain a great deal if it was used to explore 

more ‘right-wing’ football fan collective actions.  Beyond this example, other ways to engage 

with the theoretical propositions through the concepts, dimensions and touchstones might 

include non-political forms of collective fandom (in football, sport, popular culture or less 

popular culture), social movements in contexts that may be removed from football fandom 

or forms of sociality that operate in entirely different social worlds to football or 

mobilizations.  We set no limit on the number in the ‘critical mass’ needed to partake in 

collective action.  Neither do we prescribe specific forms of theory or method that could be 

used, other than following Crossley (2011) in that they must have patterned connections 

between people at their core.       

 

The cultural relational sociological approach we utilize can be important in governmental 

and political terms as well as those that 'only' talk about culture (if such a divide is even 

possible).  For instance, several UK cross-party Parliamentary inquiries (including their 

'follow ups) into governance in football have been held in the twenty-first century.  Some of 

the actors detailed in their relationships, networks and interactions in this book have given 

evidence to such inquiries, and several of the MPs that are weakly tied to the networks of 

collective action have heard their evidence.  But weak ties can have strength (Granovetter 

1973), forming the basis of ‘being in touch’, exchanging tactics, sharing success stories and 

developing ‘conventions’ for action (Becker 2004 [1982]).  Discussions do not merely take 

place on official platforms - weak and strong ties are formed 'back stage' at rallies, 

congresses and social occasions, and are strengthened through technologically enabled 

communications -  and those who give evidence usually have the mobilized capital of 
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connections to such figures.   The call for 'improved governance' in the sport is made 

through the connections between fan activists and politicians.  The umbrella term of 

‘improved governance’ is framed and reframed in several socially rooted ways and,  in many 

cases, involves pleas for a regulator in the sport and the mandatory presence of a 

supporters representative (usually drawn from the network of fan/activists) on the 

networks of networks of football club's boards of directors.  Effectively, calls through the 

political machinery of cross-party Parliamentary inquiries ask for the free-market networks 

of actions to be disrupted by the potential blockages of social actors who are 'regulators', 

shifting the contours of 'power' in football.  Asking for fans to be given a 'voice' in the 

running of the club is to alter the networks that, to varying degrees, are accused of shunning 

them in their present and historically sedimented iterations.  The tools of cultural relational 

sociology are useful for the analysis of, and may hold some of the answers for, these 

political processes emerging through inherently social encounters.   We do not anticipate 

that these processes of connection are particular to the social worlds that involve football 

but might be found in many forms of collective action.    

 

Connections are clearly more important just ‘mattering’ in the social worlds that involve the 

consumption and production of football.  To say connections are important to the ways in 

which power and counter-power operate in football and other social worlds is to underplay 

their significance.  Indeed, to do this to any form of sociality would be an ontological error. 

As Rancière (2004) argued, the performance is itself political – and they are the 

performance. Therefore, following Tilly’s (2002) lead, they are those power and counter-

power arrangements.  The collective actions of power and counter-power are those 

relationships including the networks of networks of networks that are made up of the 

interactions of interactions of interactions of unquantifiable social actors that are connected 

through differing strengths of ties.   
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i 'Food banks’ are non-profit, charitable organization that distributes food to those who have 
difficulty purchasing enough food to avoid hunger.  They were introduced to the U.K. in the light of 
the recessions caused by the global economic crisis that emerged in 2008.   
ii This figure is before lost overseas television revenue is worked into the equation. 
iii The cumulative value of Premier League broadcasting rights was £3.182bn across the previous 
three seasons, compared to £5.5bn across the three seasons from 2013/14 (see David and Millward 
2014; Millward 2017).      
iv 'Scouse' is a term associated with those who hail from the elastic boundaries of cultural 
understandings of Liverpool as a city (see Belchem 2006; Boland 2008; Millward 2009; Rookwood 
and Millward 2011). 


