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Football supporters and the commercialisation of football:
comparative responses across Europe

Peter Kennedy* and David Kennedy

School of Business for Society, Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, Scotland

European football market finances appear to be in very good health and imper-
vious to the current Euro-wide financial crises. Yet beneath the apparent finan-
cial buoyancy a different story emerges, one of fan exploitation, spiraling debt
and the threat of bankruptcy hanging over many clubs. In this introduction to
the special issue we chart what is effectively a political economy of debt under-
pinning the European football market and threatening to bring professional foot-
ball in Europe into disrepute. Against this backdrop the paper considers the
impact financial exuberance and systemic debt has had on fans’ identification
with clubs. It is argued that whilst football fans have borne the social and eco-
nomic costs of weak governance and lack of financial regulation, which have
become the hallmark of European football, they have also shown themselves to
be highly resistant to the commercialisation of football and innovative in their
responses to this commercialisation.

Writing in his organisation’s Annual Review of Football Finance in June 2010, Dan
Jones, partner in the Sports Business Group at Deloitte, commented:

European football’s continued revenue growth demonstrates an impressive resilience to
the extremely challenging economic times – underlying the continued loyalty of its
fans and the continued attractiveness of football to sponsors and broadcasters.1

With economic performance in the European Union running at a negative-to-stagnant
growth rate, the continued expansion of the European football market at 8% per
annum meant that Jones’ boast was not without substance. The first decade of the
twenty-first century has witnessed market growth from e8 billion per annum in reve-
nue to almost e16 billion per annum, powered by the so-called ‘big five’ leagues in
England, Germany, Spain, Italy and France (Figure 1).2 The English Premier League,
Germany’s Bundesliga, Spain’s La Liga, Italy’s Serie A and the French Ligue 1 are
five of the six most highly supported leagues in world football (only Mexico’s Pri-
mera Division is able to compete with Europe’s elite leagues). In terms of the whole
of world sport, only the US National Football League and Indian cricket’s Premier
League can boast higher average attendances than the best attended European foot-
ball league, the Bundesliga.3 The big five together attracted almost e12 billion in
television rights deals in their last round of negotiations with media groups. Their
commercial revenue, boosted by corporate sponsorship, amounts to e2–3 billion
annually,4 and Europe’s flagship tournament, the UEFA Champions League, is now
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confirmed as the ultimate competition in global club competition. With a worldwide
audience of more than four billion viewers per season, the viewing figures for the
Champions League final now surpass that of the NFL’s Superbowl. The European
football governing body, UEFA, receives over e500 million in broadcasting and
sponsorship deals for the Champions League.5

While such headline figures point toward a sector in rude health, some commen-
tators take the view that focusing on them is ‘akin to complementing a man in
intensive care for having a full head of hair’.6 A more forensic examination of the
state of European top-flight football reveals another, very different picture: one of
debt, bankruptcy, a loss of competitive balance, and a barely concealed resentment
of fan exploitation. The enormous riches pouring into European football may have

Figure 1. Revenue growth of the ‘big five’ European leagues – 1995/1996 to 2007/2008
Source: Deloitte Annual Review of Football Finance 2007.
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produced an unrivalled spectacle of top-class players from around the globe
producing football of the highest standard, played out in state-of-the-art stadiums,
but this has been accompanied by instability in the game. Top-division clubs in Eur-
ope have run up bank debt and commercial loans of e5.5 billion; 32% of clubs are
in negative net equity (that is, their debts are larger than their reported assets); costs
consistently outstrip income; and competitive balance has been diminished both
between leagues (88% of the all-important revenue generated from European-wide
broadcasting goes to the big-five leagues) and within leagues (the four largest teams
in each top European division have on average four times the income of their
domestic opponents).7 Though the financial spoils resulting from success are
immense, the cost of failing to achieve success – realistically the only outcome for
the vast majority of clubs – can be catastrophic. As one commentator puts it:

… the face of European football is contorted by the strain experienced by clubs
attempting to remain on a financial tightrope which is constantly being yanked by
their competitors. It’s as simple as this. Clubs need to be successful if they are to pros-
per. But to be competitive they have to invest in player transfers and wages which, all
too often, they are unable to afford. For all but the biggest clubs, every season repre-
sents a gamble. For those whose gambles do not pay off the result is relegation,
reduced income and the prospect of severe financial difficulty. It’s a kind of financial
Russian roulette.8

Casting an eye around the various European leagues hammers the point home. In
the first decade of the twenty-first century unsustainable debts drove a number of
clubs to financial ruin or the brink of it. Italian clubs AC Fiorentina (2002), AC
Parma (2003) and SSC Napoli (2004) were declared bankrupt, later to re-emerge
under slightly different identities after spells in the lower Italian leagues. In
Holland, bankrupt HFC Haarlem had their 121-year existence terminated in 2010,
and BV Veendam were declared bankrupt in the same year. The case of Alkmaar
Zaanstreek (‘AZ’) underlines the seriousness of the situation in Holland: Eredivisie
Champions in season 2008/2009, the club was being run by administrators by 2009
as a result of its main sponsor, DSB Bank, being declared bankrupt.9 The serious-
ness of financial woes in the Eredivisie prompted the Dutch Football Association,
the KNVB, to seek a pledge from each participating Eredivisie club before the
2010/2011 season declaring that they had enough cash to reach the end of the sea-
son. In Spain, clubs in La Liga are saddled with enormous levels of debt. Between
them, Barcelona and Real Madrid have debts totalling almost e1 billion (a level of
debt anchored by the two clubs’ ability to generate enormous commercial deals),
while Valencia CF’s debt is more than e600 million and Atlético Madrid has debts
in excess of e300m. Traditionally, Spanish clubs’ debts have been underwritten by
the local state or by regional banks. When Sporting Gijón went into administration
their ‘brand image’ was bought by the municipal authority in order to rescue the
club. As one Sporting Gijon insider put it: ‘The council could not let us disappear;
Gijón without Sporting is not Gijón.’10 However, this is a system coming under
increasing pressure as the global recession continues to bite. More recently, RC
Celta Vigo filed for voluntary insolvency, and Real Sociedad and Levante have also
gone into administration. Unable to find a backer to take on its debts, RCD Mallor-
ca went into voluntary administration in 2010, and the Spanish FA have threatened
RC Deportivo La Coruña with demotion from La Liga because of their financial
conduct. The English Premier League generates both the greatest amount of revenue
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in European football and its greatest levels of debt. The total debts of its member
clubs stood at just under e4 billion in 2010, anchored by huge television broadcast-
ing deals and the fact that – unlike in most other European leagues – clubs own
their own stadiums and are able to borrow against this asset. This has not, however,
prevented high-profile cases of financial failure when clubs have taken on unsus-
tainable levels of debt in their attempt to fulfil competitive ambitions: Leeds United
FC – Champions League semi-finalists in 2001 – went into voluntary administration
in 2007; West Ham United FC narrowly avoided bankruptcy in 2009 when their
holding company, Hansa Holdings, went into administration; and most recently
Portsmouth FC filed for administration after running up e160 million in debt. The
problem of debt is not confined to the continent’s premier leagues. Further down
the pyramid, lower league clubs, attempting to make the breakthrough into more
financially lucrative divisions, are equally susceptible to insolvency. In the summer
of 2010, for example, 20 Italian clubs from Serie B, Prima Divisione and Seconda
Divisione were declared bankrupt and prevented from competing in their respective
divisions.11

The loosely regulated path that football has taken has brought with it socio-
economic consequences for football fandom. The massive expansion in football
finances is driven, directly and indirectly, by the commercial exploitation of a ‘brand
loyalty’ that generates money from fan allegiance to football clubs nurtured over
generations. The emphasis is upon the consumption of football, through expertly tar-
geted merchandising that exploits communal identity and the adoption of an exorbi-
tant pricing policy for watching football, both in terms of matchday tickets and of
pay-per-view broadcasting. And, of course, through such participation fans help to
create the spectacle that attracts commercial sponsorship. Fan allegiance is seen as
elastic. If existing stadia cannot churn out the required revenue, supporters can be
shunted to new locations and new stadia which can improve the club’s finances; if a
club is not considered to be viable from a commercial perspective, it can be merged
with local rivals. Even in the teeth of an economic recession fan identity is a rich
seam that revenue-hungry clubs are eager to mine. For instance, the traditional mod-
erately priced ticket to watch matches in the German Bundesliga – a reasonably well
regulated league in comparison with others across Europe – has come under threat
from successive price hikes and the introduction of premium-game surcharges.
German supporter groups fear a situation will develop in which young and lower-
income fans will be squeezed out of match attendance and a process of ‘gentrifica-
tion’ of German football, similar to the process witnessed in the English Premier
League in the past years, will be set in motion.12

As the commercial ethic penetrates further into the game, a sense that the social
value of football is beginning to be ground down by financial imperatives has
caused alarm. UEFA’s president, Michel Platini, has spoken of an

explosion of sectoral and corporate interests at both league and club levels in all team
sports that are played professionally. These initiatives, which often attract enormous
media coverage, are designed to benefit one element, particularly if it is powerful and
rich, rather than the masses. Attempts are made to reduce a discipline into a show, to
demean a sport in order to convert it into a product. It is becoming more important to
make a profit than to win trophies.13

An institutional response to this ‘reductionism’ – with the European Union and
UEFA at the vanguard – has been forthcoming. In 2005, under the auspices of the
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United Kingdom’s presidency of the European Union, sports ministers from Britain,
France, Germany, Italy and Spain set up a working group to provide the European
Union with a sports model which enshrines in European law the principles con-
tained in the Nice Declaration (2000), which underlines ‘the social, educational and
cultural functions inherent in sport’. For their part, the sports ministers concentrated
attention on the issue of fair competition and, with respect to this, on professional
football; this was reflected in the addition to the steering group of Sepp Blatter, the
general secretary of world football’s governing body, FIFA, and Lennart Johansson,
then chief executive of European football’s governing body, UEFA. The outcome of
that meeting was the setting in motion of an Independent European Sport Review
(IESR), which the ministers commissioned Portugal’s former deputy prime minister,
José Luis Arnaut, to carry out. In May 2006 Arnuat produced his report, The
Independent European Sports Review (IESR). Arnuat concluded:

Sports in general and football in particular are not in good health. Only the direct
involvement of political leaders, working together with the football authorities, can put
it back on the road to recovery… there is a real risk that the ownership of football
clubs will pass into the wrong hands, the true values of the sport will be eroded, and
the public will become increasingly disaffected with the ‘beautiful game’.14

He presented a series of recommendations aimed at curbing and controlling the
commercial excesses that have been viewed as bringing professional football in Eur-
ope into disrepute. Arnaut recommended a fit and proper persons test for all poten-
tial owners of football clubs – principally as a means to deter the use of European
clubs as money-laundering operations. He also suggested the need for a salary cap
for players as an important step toward securing a competitive balance between
clubs. The Report also called for the issue of player-trafficking to be addressed,
with Arnaut in favour of stricter controls on the licensing of football agents. A
more even distribution of wealth generated by the game was also a key element of
the report. To this end it was argued that ‘central marketing’ of the game (that is,
national leagues collectively bargaining with TV companies over the sale of image
rights to televise matches) is the most suitable vehicle through which to begin to
bridge the gap in income between top clubs and others. The ultimate objective of
these recommendations was to ‘provide a comprehensive and robust legal frame-
work’ for football’s governance which allowed UEFA the authority to take a force-
ful lead on these issues, free from vested commercial interests’ threats of legal
challenges to their efforts in the European Court.

One of the most eye-catching statements made by Arnaut with respect to foot-
ball’s governance is that supporters should have a greater say in the running of the
clubs they support. Arnaut stated that a ‘properly structured supporter involvement
will help to contribute to improved governance’ of football clubs.15 The report
highlighted the work carried out by Supporters Direct in Britain, an organization
which aids the foundation and development of football supporters’ trusts committed
to the principle of mutual ownership of shares in football clubs. The report, noting
the absence of a pan-European body representing the interests of supporters that
UEFA could enter into structured dialogue with, advocated enquiries into the feasi-
bility of ‘rolling out’ the British Supporters Direct model at a European level (while
taking into consideration the different club ownership models that exist across Eur-
ope). In 2009 a joint UEFA/Supporters Direct report was published, entitled What
is the Feasibility for a Supporters Direct Europe?16 Most recently of all – effective
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from the 2013/2014 season – is UEFA’s directive imposing financial fair play regu-
lations across its member associations.17 Seeking to curb the big spending that has
been the catalyst for many bankruptcies, UEFA are now insisting on a so-called
‘break-even’ requirement that will compel clubs not to spend more than the income
that they receive. Clubs will also have to ensure they pay liabilities promptly rather
than building up vast mountains of debt.

The various new reforms are, in essence, no more than measures for sustainable
spending and rational business plans which have been advocated for a long time by
‘industry’ experts – UEFA’s requirements are an intervention on these grounds,
rather than relying on often unforthcoming clubs and individual associations to self-
regulate and bring about financial discipline.18 However, this and other interventions
into football governance by legislative bodies are promulgated along the lines of a
plan to combat an existential threat to the game. Speaking to the European
Parliament in 2008, Michel Platini commented:

Two key aspects make the European model of sport both unique and completely fair:
the financial solidarity between the different levels of European sport and the openness
of competitions… Any attempt to undermine these two elements would sound the
death knell of the fundamental relationship that exists between sport and society in
our continent. 19

This view is shared in much of the critical literature, where the future of football is
portrayed in terms of a struggle to determine its primary role as either an economic
or a community asset. The debate is usually framed in terms of the ongoing
commodification of football:

that process by which an object or social practice acquires an exchange value or
market-centered meaning… involving the gradual entry of market logic to the various
elements that constitute the object or social practice under consideration.20

Overall, the ascendant view within this literature would appear to suggest that foot-
ball has become, or is in the process of becoming, a business, and that the relation-
ship between football clubs and their supporters is becoming narrowly defined in
terms of producer and consumer.21 While there is little doubt that professional foot-
ball, as with professional sports in general, is experiencing commodification, the
reality is that football clubs are not simply businesses, nor can they ever aspire to
be organizations driven solely by the desire to expand or protect economic value.
Football’s desire to be seen as a community asset based on local identities and tra-
ditions, on the one hand, and its pretensions to be a business on the other hand,
contradict each other and rest on an uneasy compromise. Clubs hover between this
ontological uncertainty: between being businesses and being community assets.

The collection

The aim of this collection of studies is to render the implications of this uncertainty
for an understanding of football supporters’ resistance to, and compromise with,
commercialization. Moreover, football clubs and their supporters exist in their own
unique national and local contexts, making some clubs/fans more or less prone to
being drawn into the commercial pressures sweeping through professional football.
In this respect, a European-wide study can offer us a comparison of the variety of
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reactions to commercialization and a vantage point from which to understand what
is happening within the European game at this moment.

To begin, David Kennedy’s contribution uses the vehicle of English Premier
League club Everton FC’s attempts to relocate to a new stadium as a means to
examine supporters’ attitudes toward commercialization and the changing nature of
football communities. In December 2006 the board of directors at Everton Football
Club declared their intention to explore the possibility of moving from Goodison
Park, Liverpool, their home since 1892, to a new stadium in Kirkby in the nearby
borough of Knowsley. The proposed move was hugely controversial for Everton
supporters. During the course of the Everton stadium dispute Kennedy carried out
and published research which attempted to cast light on the variety of different
viewpoints concerning the club’s proposed move, in an effort to draw out the com-
plexity of the fans’ opinions regarding the relocation of the club. In particular, he
sought to assess the balance of forces among supporters, between those who could
be described as traditionalists (or ‘cultural conservatives’) and those defined by a
market-led attitude. Football fans’ behaviour toward the commercial strategies of
club owners has usually been framed in terms of either accommodation with or
resistance to the commodification of professional football. However, the author
rejected, on the basis of his findings, any thesis assuming either the inexorable pro-
cess of commodification or fierce resistance to this process, suggesting instead that
the reality is somewhat more complex and nuanced. Overall, the evidence presented
pointed toward supporters pragmatically adapting to commercial rhetoric, simply to
press their case: fans from both sides of the stadium relocation debate deployed the
language of commercialism in order to support or undermine the business case for
the move. In later research – which forms the basis for his chapter in this study –
it was found that the language of commerce had become even more influential
among fans, evidenced by varying degrees of willingness to fuse the needs of busi-
ness with notions of football club tradition. Intrigued by the softening of attitudes
toward commercialism, Kennedy sets out here to provide a theoretical understand-
ing of this development by utilizing Jürgen Habermas’ concept of a struggle
between the systems world and the life world (with the former tending to colonize
and corrupt the latter). By enlisting this concept, the author provides an explanation
of events in terms of the attempted superseding of one ‘common sense’ view of
football community (in which supporters accept a pragmatic accommodation to
commercial pressures – though, crucially, this is mixed with an outright rejection
of their identification as consumers or customers) with another ‘common sense’
view of that community (a new configuration of motives and ideas that advance
commercialization, in which a supporter’s sense of moral ownership of the club
has been weakened by the diktats of concern for its competitive resources and
financial health).

We continue our study with a chapter concerning football governance in
Germany. Drawing on a number of interviews with fans and industry commentators,
supplemented by a wide range of secondary sources, Udo Merkel provides an
account of the attempted bourgeoisification of football in the Bundesliga, contextu-
alizing the movement toward greater commercialization of German football by high-
lighting traditional football communities’ stubborn resistance to the process.
Deploying Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, Udo argues that the struggle
over the direction football has taken in Germany cannot be viewed in isolation from
the wider debate about social-class relationships in that country. He concludes that,
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despite the shift toward a greater commodification of the game in Germany, the
scope for democratic involvement of fans in the control of the game there remains
strong relative to other major European leagues.

The onset and intensification of commerce within German Football were reflec-
tive of the changes occurring in the wider political economy, arising from corporate
and media interests in the mid-1960s, and eventually ruptured the hegemonic hold
of amateurism over football authorities clubs and their wider fan base, through
which the upper and middle classes were able to retain their dominance over the
direction of elite football in Germany. However, while money poured into football,
rationalizing the number of clubs, making the remaining clubs into corporate-
backed business entities and breaking player wage barriers, German clubs have
never been the target of takeover bids from foreign capitalists with apparently
unlimited supplies of money. Commercialization here was based on homegrown
capital and was more susceptible to fan resistance. German football may have
become increasingly commercialized, but it still remained a German affair, involv-
ing German players, fans, corporations and media. Those who had commercial
interests in the club (such as corporate patrons, advertisers and media) were highly
sensitive to fan loyalty. When many fans ‘voted with their feet’, staying away from
football grounds in the early 1970s and again in the early 1980s in response to ris-
ing ticket prices and the growing social and cultural gap between fans and ‘over-
paid players’, clubs reacted quickly by introducing corporatist measures (for exam-
ple, by regulating the ticket market and encouraging a closer relationship between
players and community). In the early 2000s the reliance of German football on
German capital, this time in the form of the media group Kirchsport (a business
entity that owned the broadcasting rights to the top two German league matches),
proved again to be fragile. When the media corporation went bankrupt in 2001
clubs were forced to slow down and reverse the pace of commercialization, drawing
them closer to their community of fans once more. The author describes how a sec-
ond wave of fan resistance came in response to other aspects of commercialization,
namely the commercially friendly environment of the new stadia that have emerged
in recent decades and the resultant new middle-class fan base. Working-class fans’
resistance took symbolic forms: using dress codes and national flags, and emphasiz-
ing solidarity with the traditional values of the football fan. The close relationship
between clubs and communities meant that this resistance was transformed into
clearly defined political stances – perhaps the most obvious example of this is to be
found in the close-knit subculture of fans of FC St. Pauli of Hamburg, where wider
social issues, such as opposition to racism, homophobia and fascism, have informed
and fuelled resistance to the ‘corporate takeover’ of German football.

In his chapter, Amir Ben Porat provides an outline of the historical shift in the
structure of Israeli football, from what are seen as political preoccupations among
the game’s governing bodies in that country to the embracing of entrepreneurial
forms of governance and a greater emphasis on clubs’ independence from national
federation constraints. This movement, Amir argues, mirrors the development of
Israeli state economic policy away from central control and toward the embrace of
a free-market economy. ‘The story of football’s commodification in Israel’, he
explains, ‘is understandable only in the context of the history of Israeli society’.
With respect to this, he presents the evolution of football in Israel – the move away
from its roots as a ‘community project’ toward a privatized form of sport – in the
form of a series of phases of commodification.
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The game’s early impetus in Israel in the post-World War Two period came
from the auspices of general sports federations organized around political groupings
from across the political spectrum: from the Labour Camp on the left, to the right-
wing Zionist parties. Football clubs in the early period of the game’s history in
Israel were closely associated with the political ideology of their founding members;
strictly amateur affairs, they were reliant on municipal patronage for the financing
of their efforts. From the 1950s, football in the country went through a series of
stages in a move toward greater commercialization of its operations. The move
toward the greater commodification of football in Israel begins with the disintegra-
tion of amateurism – first with the advent of semi-professionalism in the 1960s and
1970s, and later with full-blown professionalism. The breach was initially made
with Israeli players turning professional with clubs outside of Israel. Gradually, the
national associations became powerless to stave off the clamour for an internal mar-
ket for players amongst competing domestic clubs. One of the main reasons for the
incremental movement toward an accommodation with professionalism was
the political nature of football in Israel. The social glue that the game provided for
the new state, integrating a variety of groups – from established Israeli citizens, to
new immigrants from different countries, to the local Arab population – meant that
the modification of control over club/player relations was a price worth paying.
Another reason was the pressures being exerted on old political allegiances by
changes taking place within the economy.

Professionalism in football was encouraged and enabled by deregulation of the
state economy, which reached a critical stage during the 1980s with the increased
privatization of traditional areas of state activity. These changes are argued to have
been responsible for the transformation of views of Israeli football, from its being
seen as a community asset toward acceptance of the sport’s being within the orbit
of commodified social relations. This changing state of affairs was manifest in the
increasing power and independence of Israeli League clubs vis-à-vis the sports fed-
erations that traditionally enjoyed control over them. In basic terms: the role of the
public sector within the game shrank, and with it any vestige of non-commercial
influence. Amir concludes his historical analysis of the growing commodification of
Israeli football by assessing its impact on Israeli football fandom. More particularly,
he assesses what he sees as key differences in outlook among fans created through
this repositioning of the Israeli game.

Hans K. Hognestad’s chapter analyses trends in football fandom in his native
Norway. In Scandinavia, and more especially in Norway, football fans have for
many decades developed allegiances to overseas clubs parallel to those with their
local team. The huge levels of transnational support for English clubs in Norway
which has gathered pace since the 1990s is of particular interest for the understand-
ing of the globalization and commodification of football. Hans examines the extent
to which fan identity has fallen victim to the type of cultural homogenization that is
said to accompany the expansion of international capitalism, marked by the advent
in football of transnational networks (that is, the rise to prominence of fan identifi-
cation across borders with dominant foreign and commercially successful football
leagues and their pre-eminent clubs) and, on the other hand, the ways in which fans
have resisted this process through the maintenance of traditional local identities that
evolved through football support. The author concludes that the contestation of
identity is far more complex than is offered by these polarities, however. Although
a multitude of media platforms are devoted to bringing a highly commodified global
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football ‘product’ into our lives (not least through the market dominance of the
English Premier League), and although football discourse is facilitated and struc-
tured by capitalist corporations, fan experiences and practice are always charged
with a particular, local content, and an ongoing tension exists between global forces
and the particular or local. Hans argues that it is increasingly difficult to find con-
vincing arguments for making a general division between the domestic (or what the
author describes as ‘thick solidarity’) and the transnational (or ‘thin solidarity’) in
football fan identity.

Ramon Llopis-Goig provides us with a study that looks at the changing land-
scape of Spanish football in the context of the process of commodification of the
country’s social and economic life. Traditionally, the Spanish game has been ana-
lysed in scholarly studies in terms of either the effects of crowd violence or the
nationalist and regionalist implications of Spanish clubs. Latterly analysis has also
stretched to include gender issues (and the process of constructing masculinity, in
particular) and there has been a spate of studies dealing with racism and xenopho-
bia, both of which have blighted the Spanish game in recent years. Little attention,
however, has been given to studying the effect on fans of the rapidly expanding
influence of commercialization on Spanish football. Helping to remedy the paucity
of coverage in this respect, Ramon carries out an empirical study of fans of Valen-
cia FC and Levante UD. In particular, a discourse analysis is carried out on inter-
views conducted with fans of the two clubs, which seeks to unpack opinions
concerning club ownership and perceptions of the effects of increased commodifica-
tion on football fan culture. The conclusion drawn is that by and large, the process
of commodification has not affected fans’ feelings of identification with their clubs.
The author argues that ‘hyper-consumption’ has been generated – to a great degree
via intensification of football information in the media. This has in turn led to an
intensification of the ‘entertainment-festive dimension’ of match attendance at stadi-
ums. However, this is accompanied by a sense of symbolic ownership of their clubs
among the fans interviewed – a situation in no small part driven by paternalism, the
local roots of the majority of the clubs’ presidents and the strong pull of the clubs
as totems of regional identity. A growing contradiction exists, therefore, between
Spanish football’s role as part of an entertainment industry that produces great
enthusiasm among the fans, and this enthusiasm’s coexistence with an uneasy
feeling about the dangers of the course that has been embarked upon.

The penultimate chapter in the collection comes from Peter Kennedy, who exam-
ines the role of Supporters Direct, a football initiative set up by the British govern-
ment in 2000 as a way of intervening in the unequal relationship that exists between
the relatively powerless supporters of football clubs and the private shareholders
who have organizational control of clubs. Primarily, the focus of Supporters Direct
has been facilitating the establishment of mutual forms of ownership at football clubs
by offering a helping hand in setting up supporters’ trusts. Although the empirical
element of the study is chiefly concerned with a critique of the performance of Sup-
porters Direct as it has influenced British football, there is a European dimension to
it in that the model has been given the backing of the European football governing
body, UEFA, which is encouraging its rolling out across other European leagues.
Offering a Marxist political economy of football that gives priority to the unstable
commodity structure of the football business, the aim of Peter’s contribution is to
question the assumed progressive nature of Supporters Direct and reveal an alterna-
tive view of that organization: that it is an integral part of a social policy aimed at
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the preservation and extension of commodified social relations. Peter argues that
there is a contradiction at the heart of the supporters’ trust movement, its ‘levelling’
ideology being counterbalanced by a willingness to be utilized for commercial pur-
poses by the football club hierarchies that the trusts seek to replace – a contradiction
that, if one is concerned with attempts at formulating a more democratic governance
for the game, ought to be considered with care before the Supporters Direct model is
rolled out beyond the United Kingdom and into mainland European leagues.

The final contribution is from John Williams. The analysis of the ongoing Liver-
pool FC ownership struggle forms the backdrop to his contribution to the collection.
In the midst of the high finance drama played out between competing billion-dollar
consortiums seeking to gain control of the Merseyside club, a grass-roots movement
has emerged through fan groups such as Share Liverpool and the Spirit of Shankly
supporters’ union. In his chapter the author seeks to highlight attempts by organized
Liverpool fans to both come to terms with the commercial realities faced by a
global force like Liverpool FC and to reinforce a moral economy by preserving
what are seen as non-negotiable, traditional values underpinning and defining the
organization.

Conclusion

The major purpose of this book is to describe and analyse supporters’ reactions to
the commercialization of football in Europe. What we discover is that the process
of commercialization is uneven, as are the resulting tensions between football as
both culture and business, and as both community asset and economic commodity.
What the book demonstrates is how supporters contextualize and respond to these
tensions within local histories, which ensures that any examination which adopts
over-arching processes, such as neoliberalism, in an attempt to understand the com-
mercialization of football must consider how they are pulled out of shape, altered
and reconfigured by the embrace of local politics, social habitus and tradition.
Hence we find plenty of examples where the relationship between football fans and
clubs is characterized by a high degree of resilience, vitality and unpredictability –
the fans’ opposition has a rebellious and subversive quality and has helped to force
a large number of compromises on the other side.

And yet, the volume also finds evidence that the fragile business status of the
football club increasingly exposes supporters to the game’s rampant commercializa-
tion. It is certainly the case that this exposure has diverse consequences for support-
ers. Nevertheless, as this book explores, it can drive supporters more firmly into the
language of commerce, as they feel there is no way out except to support their
club’s fight to stay in the business and ‘compete’ with other clubs with much bigger
‘asset bases’. There is little irony in the fact that it is often the strong sense of
moral and symbolic ownership internalized by supporters that makes them just as
susceptible to the promises of economic redemption and a future laced with success
proffered by hostile or friendly takeovers as they may be to the guile of paternalism
and the local roots of club owners.

The volume considers how on the one hand, commercialization can tend to
incite supporters’ interest and fascination with their club. As the club spins through
an uncertain and heady cycle of change (owners, staff, players, sponsors all come
and go in the search for success), the one abiding relationship remains that between
fan and club. Hence the club becomes a reference point for supporter identity in a
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fast-changing and unstable environment. It also considers how on the other hand,
supporters often react to the same commercial forces in very different ways – for
example, becoming football nomads; tourists, disillusioned with their local club,
lured by the consumer choices offered by the mediatization of football.

Notes
1. Deloitte: ‘European football market grows to e15.7 billion’.
2. Europe’s ‘big-five’ total league revenue (combined matchday, commercial and TV

revenue) 2010:
English Premier League e2.3 billion
Bundesliga e1.6 billion
La Liga e1.5 billion
Serie A e1.5 billion
Ligue 1 e1.0 billion
The big five leagues are followed in terms of revenue generation by the Dutch Eredivisie
(e422m), the Russian Premier League (e352m), the Turkish Super Lig (e342m) and
the Portuguese Liga (e256m). To underline the gulf, the English Football League
Championship (English football’s second tier) is bigger in revenue terms than any of
these leagues (e440m). See https://www.deloitte.com/view/en_RU/ru/press/029abc-
deb4959210 VgnVCM100000ba42f00aRCRD.htm

3. Average attendance in 2009/2010: Bundesliga 42,000; Premier League 34,000; La Liga
30,000; Serie A 27,000 average; Ligue 1 20,000. See European Football Statistics. Atten-
dances will rise in France and Italy over the coming years if the planned stadium
improvements in those two nations go ahead: see fourfourtwo.com, ‘New Stadiums Not a
Cure for All Italians’; Ligue1, ‘Stadium Development: France’s Sporting Renaissance’.
For the Bundesliga international comparison see EA.com., ‘Bundesliga Has Third-Highest
World Attendance’.

4. Leading the way is the English Premier League: the total value of the Premier League’s
current broadcasting rights deal, including the overseas packages – a market the English
game has had particular success in compared with their largest European rivals – stands
at e4.3 billion. EPL figs based on exchange rate of £1 = e1.2 as per time of writing. See
‘Deloitte Annual Review of Football Finance 2010’. The current Bundesliga contract –
relatively modest in comparison with the other leagues in the big five, given the attraction
of the German League for fans and sponsors – is e1.65 billion. Legal restrictions on pay-
per-view contracts are currently under review, however, with leading figures in the Ger-
man game such as Bayern Munich president, Karl Heinz Rummenigge, pushing for
greater broadcasting options that could see the Bundesliga’s revenues from this quarter
soar: see Goal.com, ‘The more profitable Bundesliga has a brighter future than the debt-
riddled Premier League, say analysts’; see also ‘Rummenigge rejects Bundesliga TV idea,
calls for better rights deal’. With no collective bargaining in La Liga, Real Madrid and
Barcelona dominate the revenue from television agreements. Both clubs signed a deal
with Grupo Mediapro in 2006 that expires in 2013. Real Madrid’s contract is worth e1.1
billion and Barcelona’s e1 billion: see ‘Real Madrid, Barcelona Face Pressure on Televi-
sion Deals’. Serie A will receive a total of more than e1 billion from the new collective
TV rights: see ‘Serie A Likely to be Back in Black on TV Boost’. In Ligue 1, the Ligue
de Football de Professionnel reached an agreement with Canal+ and Orange over four
seasons for e2.75 billion: see ‘“Everyone Gains” on Rights Issue’.

5. www.bbc.co.uk, ‘Champions League Final Tops Superbowl for TV Market’.
6. The Telegraph, ‘Deloitte’s Picture of Football Shangri-La Not Enough to Fool Top

Clubs’
7. ‘The European Football Club Landscape’, UEFA Report, February 2010. The most com-

prehensive financial review ever undertaken by the body, the report surveyed 732 top-
division clubs across all European leagues.

8. Cuttler, ‘Big Debate: Football’s Finances’.
9. AZ owner Dirk Scheringa is also DSB Bank’s owner. In 2006, Scheringa, who had

financed the club with the bank’s money and allowed a e67 million club debt to amass,
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decided to change that debt into club shares. When DSB Bank went bankrupt the
administrators naturally turned their attention to the club. See ‘Dutch Clubs Still Facing
Financial Peril’.

10. The Guardian, ‘Domination by Barcelona and Real Madrid making Spain the new
Scotland’.

11. FIFPro, ‘Crisis hits hard: 20 Italian clubs dissolved’.
12. When Saturday Comes, ‘German Fans Fighting Bundesliga Price Rises’; see also BBC

Sport,‘German Club Fans Set for Boycott’.
13. UEFA, ‘Platini Plea for Values’ .
14. Independent European Sports Review 13–4.
15. Independent European Sports Review, 72–3.
16. However, sustaining the approach of Supporters Direct within the context of continental

Europe is, by the organization’s own admission, fraught with difficulty. Different coun-
tries have distinct sporting and legal systems, making share ownership – the cornerstone
of supporter trusts – not the most logical way to deal with governance issues. It is the
case also that some organized fan groups value non-involvement in club affairs, prefer-
ring to keep their independence and integrity, which could be compromised by being
part of the ownership and command structure of a football club. See ‘Supporters Direct
Keeps the Faith in Fan Ownership Despite Setbacks’.

17. ‘UEFA Club Licensing and Financial Fair Play Regulations 2010’.
18. From Deloitte’s Annual Review of Football Finance 2010: ‘…we appear to be seeing a

continuing shift from a sustainable “not for profit” model towards one with potentially
calamitous consistent and significant loss making characteristics… On many occasions
we have hoped that increased revenues would facilitate a move towards a more rational
approach but, in a classic example of competitive game theory, clubs are continually
driven to maximise wages rather than profitability.’See Deloitte, 2–3.

19. ‘Platini Plea for Values’.
20. Giulianotti, ‘Supporters, Followers, Fans, and Flaneurs’.
21. Nash, ‘Contestation in Modern English Professional Football’; Hudson, J. ‘Critically

Examining the Commercialisation of English Football’; Crolley and Hand, Football,
Europe and the Press; Giulianotti,. ‘Sport Spectators and the Social Consequences of
Commodification’; Robinson, ‘The Business of Sport’.
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Football stadium relocation and the commodification of football:
the case of Everton supporters and their adoption of the language
of commerce

David Kennedy*

Glasgow Caledonian University, Glasgow, Scotland

To what extent have supporters surrendered to the view that football is just
another business to be understood in terms of the power of money? This ques-
tion is posed by looking at the recent debate between supporters of Everton
Football Club concerning their club’s proposed ground move from Goodison
Park, Liverpool to Kirkby in the neighbouring Metropolitan Borough of Knows-
ley in Merseyside. What comes to the fore is the tension between fans mani-
fested in the contradictory ways supporters are now approaching the game: at
once concerned with football as an emotional asset and mindful that, as a busi-
ness, their club must place heavy emphasis on commercial strategies. We posit
the point of view here that an emerging commonsense appears to be eroding the
traditional feelings of emotional solidarity between supporters in their collective
attachment to the club whilst encouraging more individualistic, instrumental and
quantifiable forms of attachment. The findings are contextualized by drawing on
the work of Jürgen Habermas, in particular his concept of a ‘systems world’
colonizing and corrupting the ‘life world’.

English football clubs pride themselves on their home ground being central to their
heritage and identity. Stadiums are viewed in emotional terms that one usually asso-
ciates with places of religious worship. In recent years this view has had to give
way, particularly in the English Premier League, to a more secular, even calculative
view of stadia. Clubs are now given to viewing stadia as fundamental to generating
revenue and developing the club ‘brand’. New stadiums are now seen to offer a
springboard for clubs to create partnerships with other ‘market-players’ across vari-
ous industries, such as finance, leisure, entertainment and tourism. One Premier
League club after another has upped sticks and decamped to a new stadium. In
2007, Deloitte estimated that ‘[t]otal stadia investment by English clubs since 1992/
93 is now well into its third billion – with £2.2 billion spent up to the end of the
2005/06 season…’, suggesting that ‘… stadium investment can deliver a significant
element of a successful club business strategy’.1

The owners of Everton Football Club have taken this rationale on board in
recent years and have sought to move away from Goodison Park – their home since
1892. Their most recent effort to leave the current stadium was a (heavily criticized)
proposal to move to a new stadium in the town of Kirkby, on the outskirts of the
City of Liverpool. We have detailed in studies elsewhere the trajectory of the club’s
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attempt to move away from its long-time home at Goodison Park to Kirkby and
have offered a detailed account of the struggle for and against this among Everton’s
fan base.2 In this chapter, however, we are more centrally concerned with retracing
the controversy surrounding that dispute and, in a more general sense, what the
Everton stadium dispute highlighted in terms of supporter attitudes to the commer-
cialization of English Football. In what follows, we first describe Everton support-
ers’ reaction to an article we submitted to one of their main fan websites, with a
view to tracking changes in supporter attitudes to commercialization. Our argument
within that paper was that the language of commercialization is gaining ground in
supporter discourse. We then sought fans’ responses on this proposition via a forum
debate.

Later in the chapter we seek to contextualize our findings from the forum debate
by drawing on the work of Habermas – in particular, his concept of ‘system’ and
‘life’ worlds. The chapter begins, though, with an overview of the Everton board of
directors’ rationale for the move, and the timescale involved.

Background

In December 2006 the board of directors at Everton Football Club declared their
intention to explore the possibility of moving from Goodison Park, Liverpool –
their home since 1892 – to a new stadium in Kirkby, in the nearby borough of
Knowsley. The club entered into an exclusivity deal with prospective partners
Knowsley Borough Council (the owner of the land on which the new stadium
would be erected) and Tesco PLC (the retailer providing ‘enabling funds’ for the
scheme). In the months that followed, plans were announced to build a 50,000-seat
stadium as part of a £400-million development aimed at the regeneration of Kirkby
town centre. The Tesco-driven scheme would also see the building of a 24-hour
Tesco Extra supermarket, 50 additional retail units, new bars, restaurants, and a
hotel and leisure development.3 Everton’s project was part of a larger trend among
Premiership clubs to either regenerate or build new stadiums from scratch in an
attempt to ‘develop the iconic brand’, take advantage of multi-use facilities and
construct media-friendly arenas.4 For their part, multinational corporations like
Tesco have been keen to foster links with sport as a means of constructing ‘socially
responsible’ corporate identities and ‘building brand communities’ vis-à-vis local
authorities and sporting institutions, to address stricter urban planning regulations.5

With the firming up of the proposal to relocate the club, Everton FC chairman
Bill Kenwright declared himself duty-bound to offer the club’s fans a ballot on the
proposed move to Kirkby and stated that any decision made by the fans would be
abided by. Between 6 and 23 August 2007, Everton Football Club, with the aid of
the Electoral Reform Society, conducted a ballot of 38,000 season ticket holders
and shareholders to gain their views on the proposed stadium move. The ballot per-
iod revealed major tensions and splits over the issue, indicated not only by the 59%
to 41% majority in favour of the move, but also by the high percentage of absten-
tions (almost one third of those entitled to vote). In their official notification of the
ballot result on Friday 24 August 2007 the Everton board of directors reflected:
‘Whilst we concede that the proposed move has undoubtedly provoked a heated
and sustained debate, it is reassuring to know that the majority of Evertonians do
support the Club as it pursues its long-held desire to provide a world-class stadium
for its world-class support’.6
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This declaration did little to quell a fierce debate amongst Everton supporters
concerning the rights and wrongs of the proposed move. The central issue was over
the potential loss of identity. A grassroots organization, ‘Keep Everton In Our City’,
became both the rallying point for dissenters to the project and the target of ire for
supporters broadly favouring the board’s decision to move to Kirkby. Opponents to
the move in particular became highly active in lobbying public and private institu-
tions, both local and regional, capable of influencing a rethink on the Kirkby sta-
dium scheme, and the issue provoked national interest.7

Though the club remained steadfast in the face of heavy criticism, a period of
uncertainty for its relocation plans was ushered in when, in August 2008, the Secre-
tary of State for Communities and Local Government judged the proposal to fall
foul of local and regional planning policy. At that point the scheme was ‘called in’
for inspection at a public inquiry. Over a year later, on 26 November 2009, the Sec-
retary of State – agreeing with the planning inspector’s opinion that the project
breached local area planning policy and would discourage business away from
nearby town and city centres – rejected the scheme; a decision the applicants
declined to appeal.8 In the immediate aftermath of the rejection Bill Kenwright con-
ceded that the issue of moving Everton out of the city’s boundaries had been con-
troversial and divisive. The owners of the club declared that, while they were still
seeking a new stadium as a solution to the ongoing financial limitations faced by
the organization, any such stadium would have to be located within the City of Liv-
erpool.9

The toxicity of the issue of relocating professional football clubs meant that the
heated debate between supporters was almost exclusively portrayed in local and
national press coverage in terms of a break along a stay/go fault line – the situation
apparently being made more pointed in this case by the proposed shift taking the
club outside civic boundaries. However, what the Everton stadium debate demon-
strated most clearly (and something which united both sides on a more fundamental
level) is the contradictory ways in which the club’s supporters now approach the
game: at once concerned with football as an emotional asset and mindful that, as a
business, their club must place heavy emphasis on commercial strategies.

Overview of previous findings

During the course of the Everton stadium dispute we carried out and published
research which attempted to cast light on the variety of different views concerning
the club’s proposed move. It was clear that the debate over Everton’s proposed
move was more nuanced than the simple division over spatial concerns generally
attributed to it, with subdivisions among both supporters and opponents of reloca-
tion. Our objective was to acknowledge this complexity and also to draw some con-
clusions regarding the essential differences between supporters beyond their
rejection or acceptance of Everton’s plan to shift the club out of the City of Liver-
pool.

In particular, we sought to use the Everton stadium debate as a case study in
order to assess the balance of forces amongst supporters: between those that could
be described as traditionalists (or ‘cultural conservatives’) and those defined by a
market-led attitude. It is widely recognized that, traditionally, football supporters
share strong bonds, a common identity and a sense of ‘moral ownership’ of their
football club. Studies on football fandom, though, indicate that supporters are
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increasingly aware of the financial exigencies of the club they support. The behav-
iour of football fans in relation to club owners’ commercial strategies has been
framed in terms of either an accommodation with or resistance to the commodifica-
tion of professional football. On the basis of our findings, however, we rejected any
thesis assuming either the inexorable process of commodification or fierce resis-
tance to this process, and suggested that the reality in any given circumstance may
be somewhat more complex and nuanced.

While there was some evidence to support the axis of ‘accommodation and
resistance’ in terms of commodification, overwhelmingly our case study suggested
that what united Everton supporters across the fan divide over the stadium issue
was a critical and reflexive attitude toward the proposed move, forged out of an
ability to deploy market rhetoric and argument to make their case. Overall, the evi-
dence presented pointed toward supporters pragmatically adapting commercial rhet-
oric simply to press their case: fans from both sides of the stadium relocation
debate deployed the language of commercialism in order to support or undermine
the business case for the move. Those against the move (even those whose primary
critique was based on the language of tradition and community) executed their
argument over the presumed shortcomings of the club’s relocation’s plans in the
form of a sustained critique of its economic irrationality (supplemented by a rigor-
ous appraisal of possible alternative business ventures with respect to either the
refurbishment of the club’s Goodison Park stadium or a new stadium built within
the City of Liverpool’s boundaries). The central finding of our work, then, was that
Everton supporters were able to deploy the language of the market both for and
against the move, with a mixture of pragmaticism and scepticism at the fore.

The conclusions drawn on the stadium debate made us curious to discover
whether this snapshot of Everton supporters was a balanced representation, not only
of their attitude to the proposed stadium move, but also in terms of their relation-
ship with their football club. We wondered if supporters’ responses to our original
findings would reinforce or contradict our earlier conclusions. With this in mind we
submitted our views as an article on Toffeeweb – the longest established indepen-
dent Everton website, and the premier internet source for commentary and discus-
sion of the club’s fortunes – and took part in a dialogue with supporters over the
course of two days in October 2008 in order to probe further into the fans’ mindset.
In light of their experience of the then ongoing stadium relocation saga, we specifi-
cally attempted to gauge the extent to which supporters had surrendered to the view
that football is just another business to be understood in terms of the power of
money, and the extent to which they resisted this viewpoint.10

What we found, in part, was a gulf between on the one hand, those who advo-
cated a more complete integration of football into the market economy (supporters
who could be approximated as being more than willing to accept the ‘commodifica-
tion of football’ thesis), and on the other hand, those who rejected any suggestion
of a need to embrace commercial strategies which would colonize what was viewed
as a sacrosanct cultural icon. So, for example, one supporter took this view of foot-
ball’s role in the world economic order and the opportunity this present state of
affairs affords his football club:

Like it or not, globalization is a fact, a part of modern day society. That facilitates cor-
porations AND individuals being able to broadcast themselves and reach markets and
other individuals across vast distances in an instance in ways previously unheard of.
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A successful strategy [corporate involvement in football clubs] in extending your cli-
ent base and thus improving your income streams and projecting your image to new
markets is… I prefer the club to stand or fall within a free market rather than one
over-legislated.

Another supporter exhibits sentiments diametrically opposed to the above point of
view in this statement:

My blood runs cold at the thought of My Club losing its heritage and identity… Or
that it becomes the plaything of some semi-interested billionaire… English football
needs an example, proof that the game hasn’t completely lost its soul, it needs a club
that can stand toe to toe with the the clubs who have sold out. I would not be broken
hearted if that club was to be Everton.

Such a chasm of difference featured in our initial published research papers. How-
ever, these points of view can be considered to be extreme outliers in the context of
our later canvassing. For the greater part of the exercise we found the language of
commerce had become even more influential, evidenced by varying degrees of will-
ingness to fuse the needs of business with notions of football club tradition. A point
is reached at which ‘tradition’ becomes instrumental to the increasing hegemony of
commercial rationality amongst fans. This can be demonstrated by first highlighting
the range of views on the proposed Kirkby stadium relocation and then broadening
the analysis to establish Everton supporters’ views of the more general debate
regarding commerce and football.

Recent findings

One of the major talking points revolved around the importance of preserving what
many supporters view Everton to be – a community asset – while coming to terms
with the need to expand the club’s commercial potential. This was the crux of the
debate over relocation: it was not so much a geographical dispute between those
advocating staying in Liverpool at all costs and those seeking a switch to Kirkby,
but a debate concerning the nature of community. Both culture and economy are
constituent parts of community in the formation of club and supporter identity.
What is of interest in what follows is how fans respond to the tension between cul-
ture and economy in supporting arguments concerning how they identify with their
club. In this respect, all supporters recognized that it was necessary to preserve
community, but this was accompanied by a debate that was tempered by what was
deliverable in an economic sense and the financial benefits to be accrued from mov-
ing to a new location. Indeed, as will become clear, the preservation of community
appears here to be premised to variable degrees on this ‘economic sense’-making in
the construction of community. Initially, ideas regarding ‘community’ that are
directly linked to tradition and an anti-market perspective could be discerned, but
they had far less ‘purchasing power’ with respect to capturing the centre ground of
discussion as the discussion progressed.

It was put to the Everton supporters that the club’s role at the hub of a commu-
nity was one of the defining features of the relocation debate and that fear of fritter-
ing away the stock of social capital built up by disturbing the status quo was a
primary concern within the debate. Here, the pro- and anti-relocation fans found
common ground. The view of one fan that ‘football fans care about winning but
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they associate with the club for kinship, tradition, community, tribal roots and pas-
sion’ was one that resonated with other participants in the discussion. Convergence
on the issue was however tested by the question of just what defines ‘community’,
and this invariably brought the issue of financial ‘deliverability’ into the equation.
So for some, the club’s home of Goodison Park was central to providing a sense of
communal identity:

[T]here is a passion and an ownership for the club in the city. That’s why there is
fierce debate because when a family is threatened the natural instinct is to protect and
fight for the values you hold dear. Over the past 40 years we have seen the heart
ripped out of the city and seen it rebuild itself but there has been constants that have
been held dear, Anfield and Goodison Park to both sets of supporters have provided
the community with a focal point of stability for so long.

Other supporters were not impressed that the club threatened to degrade the
communal basis of the organisation. One took this theme up:

The fact that more money was available to support a particular decision is not the only
factor to be considered – in other words it should not be possible to site the Everton
FC ’franchise’ if it ever exists in the middle of Milton Keynes if a business model
says we would make more money there.

For other supporters, a sense of community is a moveable feast that can be fostered
through appropriate investment and marketing:

Of course, both Everton and Liverpool football clubs are woven into the very fabric
of the city of Liverpool AND Greater Merseyside. That is not to say that either clubs’
sphere of influence or ambition should be limited to – say – a 50 mile radius of the
city. Good investment and marketing CAN consolidate the existing family, rather than
break it up. More… it can EXTEND the family and embrace even greater numbers
across the entire globe. I do not think that DILUTES the club’s relationship with its
fans, or the fans affiliation to the club. Rather, it consolidates and builds on it… Under
the governance of ‘big business’ [community] does not have to be limited to Liver-
pool postcodes.

After coming under fire from some for his boldly pro-corporate language, the same
correspondent sought to clarify his position in order to allay the criticism, though
he continued to underline what he believed to be a pragmatic commercial approach
to the relocation issue in an attempt to outflank detractors.

Yes the physical move isn’t what anyone wants but in our situation we have no right
to expect to be able to afford that massive stadium – and this is a way we can. If our
financial situation changes then that imperative changes too… We take pride in our
history – but that history is studded with times when our forefathers took risks… So –
lets take the good parts of the Man U business model and the good parts of being a
community club and try to put them together in Everton football club – that is what
the current regime are trying to do.

This elaboration found favour amongst other contributors, who – while conceding
to the supporters perceived to be arguing from an outmoded parochial notion of the
football community that chasing revenue growth should not be the only consider-
ation in relocation – counterposed a future of treading water in a competitive sense
with the chance that a new stadium might offer to push for on-field success:
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The community has changed and all that is happening now is that the stadium might
be moving slightly to offer us a far more comfortable stadium. The move is not an
ideal situation, but in my view is tolerable. This move is not just about following
money, it is about improving what the club offers its community – its whole commu-
nity.

I think there is only one consistent desire in all of us fans – the desire to win… I want
us to take every course of action within our power to achieve that success again …
for me risk is all part of the game and indeed part of life itself. For some this club is
a sort of family, and they project the same protective feelings towards it as they would
their biological family. For me it exists to win trophies and little more, it lives and
dies trying to do that.

Overall, the dominant view that appeared to unite supporters was acceptance of the
need for a ‘viable’ (a word that was used often by contributors) stadium plan that
could see the club better commercially geared for the future, in an effort to increase
on-field competitiveness.

Given that the argument for relocation put forward by the club’s owners primar-
ily rested on the need for a financially ‘deliverable’ stadium, and that even the sup-
porters of that line in our discussion group conceded it was a risky strategy, it was
suggested that another approach to the club’s stadium issue might be to explore the
possibility of the club remaining at Goodison Park or within its immediate environs.
The global financial downturn left a question mark hanging over the private sector-
led Kirkby stadium plan. The existing proposals relied heavily on cheaply available
debt finance and the consumer spending spree necessary for the envisaged retail
and leisure scheme required by the club’s enabling partners. Supporters were asked
whether, under these circumstances, an alternative solution involving local govern-
ment (in this case Liverpool City Council), supporters and club could offer a realis-
tic way forward. Not unlike the situation at some clubs in Europe which are
organized on a mutual partnership basis, this would involve local government tak-
ing responsibility for building a new stadium, sharing revenue with the club and,
perhaps, working toward a situation whereby supporter representatives and other
community representatives had a say in the club’s affairs. However, such an
approach was unwelcome on both practical and ideological grounds. One typical
reaction was the suggestion that a municipal/mutual stadium solution had its own
pitfalls:

That strikes me as being way too interventionist and, potentially, even more destabilis-
ing to the club with such a hotch-potch of interested parties governing it.

In a similar vein, another fan stated that, though not opposed in principle to such a
model, he was

doubtful of its viability for Everton FC. Whilst supporters occasionally make a lot of
noise in this context, when it comes to action they generally start looking at the
ground and start shuffling their feet. Similarly, given their track record until now, I
don’t have much confidence in the ability of Liverpool City Council to be competent
partners in such a package.

Talk of ownership and governance prompted a broadening of the discussion to
address whether there was a danger of Everton’s total capitulation, as an
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organization, to the sort of hard-nosed business ethic increasingly adopted by
English Premier League clubs. This turn in the discussion was also stimulated by a
statement made on the club’s official website by Everton chief executive Robert
Elstone. Although Elstone’s intervention was made in relation to the general trends
within the English Premier League concerning business models, his thoughts must
be seen in relation to the Everton situation in particular, in which severe questioning
and criticism of the club’s own business plan for the Kirkby stadium scheme and its
failure to address outstanding issues raised by supporters regarding the move
continued to dog the Goodison hierarchy. In a revealing passage, the Everton CEO
argued that:

Football’s never been short of people telling it how to run itself. … the fan-ownership
model has been put forward on many occasions as the mechanism to ‘give back the
Club to the fans’. Besides the small matter of raising funds, and, as we know hun-
dreds of millions of ‘funds’, whether we like it or not, fan or customer ownership, as
far as the UK goes, is an alien business model. [L]ike it or not, football is a business,
commanding huge revenues, employing household names and embracing significant
economic and social responsibilities. In my view, we (fans) cannot accept the cash to
build stadia and invest in players and then turn around and dictate how the business is
run. We cannot have our cake and eat it. The best way to run such businesses – foot-
ball businesses, is the same way it is done in any other business – the long-established
and rigorously tested corporate model…11

The supporters involved in our discussion were asked whether this robust defence of
football’s place in the market economy, the insistence on corporate governance of
football clubs and the perceived role of supporters as offering only their custom by
way of influence, was reflective of their own thinking. On the issue of governance,
there was an almost universal acceptance that supporters were not appropriate own-
ers or decision makers for a professional football club. As one contributor put it:

[A] committee of supporters running Everton amounts to, and is fraught with, difficul-
ties. The company articles and terms of engagement in the day to day running of the
club would need to be very, very clearly scripted for such a union to even begin to
function effectively. That’s even before we get to the contentious issue of just who is
nominated to represent the different groups you propose, how they are elected into
(and out of) office, how their roles are defined in the set up, what executive and veto
powers they have, and what constitutes the different parties percentage of voting
power in the overall scheme of things. That’s just off the top of my head.

Others took up this theme concerning what were believed to be the insurmountable
practicalities of the supporter ownership governance model:

… you cannot choose to ignore the considerable finances involved in the running of a
professional sports club and view it as somehow prostituting the club, selling out its
fans, history and ‘soul’. I fully appreciate the emotive pull allegiance to a football club
has for its followers. But important decisions cannot be taken on emotion alone. A
degree of pragmatism has to be taken, too.

This opposition along financial, logistical and legal grounds to a more democratic
model of club organization was underscored by an ideological affirmation of
running clubs along business lines, with businessmen owning and controlling the
organisation. This was evident when the discussion turned toward the Everton
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CEO’s belief that football is a business and that Everton should be run as other
companies are run. A supporter challenged the discussion group

to propose an alternative to Everton FC being run as a money making business,
because I can’t see any other way to achieve success. It is all very well bemoaning
the loss of some sort of ’true spirit’ of the game but unless you want us to stand alone
against the tide of cash this is little more than a narrative of changes within the game
ultimately caused by professionalism.

Picking up this theme, another supporter was at pains to underscore the essential
corporate nature of the club:

We are NOT a Sunday League football club. Our brand is a registered company, com-
peting in the most lucrative professional league of the world’s most popular sport.
That simply cannot be ignored.

This issue of ‘branding’ was then taken up, with the discussion group being asked
whether the use of such language in relation to their club was itself a reflection of
the dominance of the business ethic ushered in by the acceleration of football’s
commercialization in recent years. One contributor disagreed strongly:

The fact is we ARE a registered brand… The business ethic and money has ALWAYS
dominated professional football. To believe otherwise would be naïve. I doubt if there
has ever been a golden age of professional football when there was a perfect balance
between the governance of the club, its supporters and its playing staff… Because of
the riches that are now coming in (AND flowing out of the game…) at the highest
level of professional football, the issue has come into sharper focus than ever before…
Like it or not – Everton Football Club is a professional sports team, competing in the
most lucrative league in the world. The word ‘competing’ is key here. Because we are
not only competing on the playing field we are competing in the market place. And if
we have serious ambitions – as supporters, never mind the club management – then
we have to accept that to improve as a club, we need to chase the bucks too…

While other supporters did not concur with the analysis that football has historically
embraced the business ethic and that this has always dominated the rationale of
football clubs, there was widespread (and reluctant) acceptance that its pro-business
sentiment was now the only realistic one to hold:

Tradition has brand value. Tradition dictates why we love our club but there is a reali-
sation that life changes, the game has changed and so must we. Do we adopt commer-
cialism to the point of Chelsea and now Man City? Or do we forge our own values
and say this is what we as a club stand for and where we belong… Can we afford to
join the race or can we afford it if we don’t?

To be or not to be, that is the question. Do we run the Football Club as a business… or
are we in the Football Club business? How far do we push each is the only question.

Reflections on recent findings

The above offers a small but representative sample of a more extensive discussion,
which demonstrates our earlier point that business rationality takes centre stage
among fans. While there was some evidence to support the axis of ‘accommodation
and resistance’ to commodification, the evidence of this case study suggests that what
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unites supporters is their willingness to deploy market rhetoric in their argument to
make their case, without necessarily succumbing to commodification; a reluctant
acceptance of a business model rather than a wholesale buying into that model and
viewing their relationship with the club as that of a customer or consumer. Signifi-
cantly, there were only a few clear examples of resistance to the language and prac-
tice of commerce. These supporters’ comments, while intimating a degree of
cynicism towards corporate involvement, nevertheless showed an air of market real-
ism with respect to the financial future of the club and the necessity of securing that
future through corporate strategy – albeit one that meets resistance when that strategy
imposes what is perceived to be an existential threat to identity (as underlined by the
proposed relocation of Everton’s home outside the civic boundaries). What we wit-
nessed overall, then, was a more pronounced conservatism than was found in our ear-
lier papers. This outcome was slightly unexpected. By the time of our discussion
with the group of supporters, expectations that the club’s proposed relocation would
come to fruition had been greatly reduced by the government’s decision to ‘call in’
the stadium development scheme for inspection. Under these circumstances one
might, by and large, have expected supporter appetite for Everton’s turn toward
greater commercial involvement to have been blunted rather than, as appears to have
been the case, remaining healthy. This brings the argument back to our earlier point:
initially, ideas regarding ‘community’ directly linked to ‘tradition’ and an anti-market
perspective can be discerned, but they became far less prominent and had far less
purchase with respect to capturing the centre ground as the discussion progressed.

How can this be explained? The discussion between supporters would appear to
indicate that ideas surrounding ‘community’ are being colonized by language asso-
ciated with the market as opposed to language associated with tradition and local-
ity.12 In this respect, the market (or business ethic) is gaining a strong hold,
becoming hegemonic in defining the common-sense language of community. If one
views community as symbolizing and embodying the tension between culture and
economy, then the common sense influencing supporters is one in which the econ-
omy takes priority over culture in constructing arguments about the nature of com-
munity and how best to sustain it.13 The debate amongst Everton supporters
suggests that culture as symbolic of cooperation, tradition and sense of place is
losing ground to the language of the economy (winning, competition, efficiency,
business acumen) as a means of defining community, due to commercial pressures
gaining an ever-increasing foothold within the game.

One can say that one form of shared commonsense14 is being dislodged – if not
replaced – by another. In this case, the dislodged commonsense is grounded in and
through traditional images of football for its own sake, expressed in terms of mythi-
cal ideals of a golden age of football ‘for itself’. Here, players and management are
part of the community (playing/managing solely for the love of the game), where
supporters accept a pragmatic accommodation to commercial pressures, mixed with
an outright rejection of their identification as consumers or customers. Dislodging
this view is an emergent commonsense which would appear to include elements of
the old, subordinated within a new configuration of motives and ideas that advance
commercialization by reinforcing an environment in which a supporter’s sense of
moral ownership of their club is weakened by the diktats of concern for club
resources and financial health. The emerging commonsense appears to be eroding
the status of those holding traditional feelings of emotional solidarity between
supporters in their collective attachment to the club and encouraging more
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individualistic, instrumental and quantifiable forms of attachment. Habermas15

might well sum this point up by suggesting this is one more piece of evidence of a
much larger process in which the ‘systems world’ is colonizing and so corrupting
the ‘life world’. Indeed, we feel it is worth pursuing the ‘system’ and ‘life world’
concepts, because they help to place the changing dynamics of fans’ orientations to
football clubs in a wider context.

Theoretical reflections on changing supporter discourse

Both ‘system’ and ‘life worlds’ intersect as tendencies in the one world of late
modern capitalism, which, for heuristic purposes, can be separated to allow a
clearer grasp of the meaning and consequences of each. Habermas (1971) refers to
the life world as ideas and practices that are communicated through culture and
mediated through myths, symbols and rituals. It is social life weaved from inter-
subjective understanding and communication between people, treated as ends in
themselves rather than means to an end.16 As Brown and Goodman (2001) reflect:

[f]rom the viewpoint of the participating subject, the life world is a resource of impli-
cit assumptions, pre-interpreted knowledge and traditional practices. As such, the life
world provides the necessarily assumed context for individual actions that are often in
conflict with the actions of others.17

While the life world in modern capitalism cannot escape rationalization (abstract
relations) in the sphere of cultural, social and personal relations, rationalization
remains embedded in and subject to a more critical and reflective approach to cul-
ture, the development of formal legal institutions in society and personal skills, atti-
tudes and motivations.18 Therefore, rationalization may complement collective
tradition and inter-subject coordination when it is tempered by the concurrent devel-
opment of reflexive communication, negotiation and democratic dialogue.19 To put
it another way, more abstract general means of control, such as bureaucracy, the
market and professional expert systems of knowledge, remain subordinate to tradi-
tion, custom and hence inter-subjective human control.20

In terms of football and our discussion of Everton supporters above, then, the
life world has definite affinities with the traditional commonsense mentioned above,
where supporter identity is constructed around notions of locality and tradition and
in which Goodison Park is more than the sum of its parts – effectively a conduit
for the lived experience and heritage of spectators. Indeed, one might situate those
supporters keen to argue for maintaining ties with a revitalized Goodison Park
within this imperative. Or, to revisit one fan’s comment:

The fact that more money was available to support a particular decision is not the only
factor to be considered – in other words it should not be possible to site the Everton
FC ’franchise’ if it ever exists in the middle of Milton Keynes if a business model
says we would make more money there.

In contrast, the counter-tendency to create social interaction by means of the
systems world manifests in the development of abstract social structures that steer
society and constrain, shape and dominate inter-subjective understanding. The struc-
tures in question include money and economic markets (and the related language of
economic science), as well as rational bureaucracy, with its abstract rules across
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industry and government.21 When the systems world dominates inter-subjective
understanding, debate and discussion are steered by ‘money talk’ and management-
technical-speak borrowed from ‘expert knowledge’ systems (economics, accoun-
tancy, political science, and so on). It is this kind of language that reverberates
around the new commonsense among Everton supporters mentioned earlier, which
places emphasis on economic rationality in defining community in ways that treat
the proposed ground move as ‘good business sense’ and the ground as simply
bricks and mortar. Indeed, the orientation towards the common sense of ‘money
talk’ and management-technical-speak borrowed from ‘expert knowledge’ systems
is captured time and again in the quotes raised earlier and is never better epitomized
than in the quote revisited here:

The fact is we ARE a registered brand… The business ethic and money has ALWAYS
dominated professional football. To believe otherwise would be naïve. I doubt if there
has ever been a golden age of professional football when there was a perfect balance
between the governance of the club, its supporters and its playing staff…

This line of thinking is conducive with the prevailing wider environment, in which
the steering structures of the systems world now dominate more than ever before
and so are not isolated. The steering structures of the systems world emerge for two
positive reasons: first, to manage and moderate unintended consequences – which,
by definition, fall outside of communicative discourse – and so steer them towards
particular intended ends based on democratic dialogue (inherent to the life world);
second, as a way of coordinating means-ends without recourse to constant commu-
nication, argument and negotiation. However, once system imperatives dominate to
the point of corroding the life world, the means-ends dialogue become governed by
economics and finance.22 We see this clearly in supporter dialogue, whereby argu-
ments about the ‘Goodison tradition’ and alternatives to the Kirkby move are
increasingly thwarted and nullified by the mantra of ‘lack of money in a commer-
cialized environment’, and so treated with incredulity.

It is suggested that the more dominant the systems world, the more likely it is
that the sense we make of our interactions with others will be justified in terms of
the prevailing structures and rules governing the economy (money, science, bureau-
cratic organization, and so on). 23Individuals will tend to treat other individuals, or
the meaning and purpose of groups and organizations, according to the imperatives
of the abstract system and less as ends in themselves.24 Hence, supporters arguing
for the move to Kirkby or a new stadium within the City of Liverpool gain a
greater hearing than those who wish to remain at Goodison, because they are work-
ing with the imperatives of the systems world as currently structured. As Habermas
reflects, ‘to the degree that the economic system’ dominates, the ‘motives of perfor-
mance and competition gain the force to shape behaviour. The communicative prac-
tice of everyday life is one-sidedly rationalised’.25

Despite the tendency for the systems world to dominate life worlds, the domi-
nance is permeated by resistance.26 This is clearly evident in the case of football
supporters and websites: the internet offers greater scope for official discourses from
football clubs and institutions to colonize fan forums and steer discussion towards
system imperatives, yet the same communicative capacity can provide an alternative
collective voice for supporters which they can build on and develop into a
potentially rivalling anti-systemic discourse. Yet much of the information fans
access is produced within the football media and related business industries: one
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example is fans’ use of surveys and research produced by football industry accoun-
tants Deloitte, which gravitates analysis towards market realism. This is a source of
colonization we observed at play in the case of Everton supporters, who drew
knowledgeably on the business and financial literature related to football.

This dialectic between the systems and life world can aid understanding of sup-
porters’ attitudes. For example, it was initially noted, with respect to Everton sup-
porter dialogue, that during its most heated moments the debate conjured up a
polarization of attitudes: for example, one fan declared that they would ‘prefer the
club to stand or fall within a free market rather than one over-legislated...’, while
another deplored the prospect of their ‘club losing its heritage and identity, by mov-
ing to a second-rate stadium in the middle of nowhere, just to enable a few people
to profit…’ The polarization within the terms of reference of systems and life
worlds would appear to suggest that uncoupling had occurred, rather than the for-
mer having dominance over the latter. However, it was also noted that this polar
opposition quickly faded in favour of of an attitude consistent with a systems-world
mentality. It would seem that, despite there being a polarity, those who declare that
they would ‘prefer the club to stand or fall within a free market rather than one
over-legislated...’ are increasingly more representative than are ardent ‘traditional-
ists’. Habermas’ conceptual framework would seem to offer help in understanding
why opinion is weighted toward this viewpoint even if it is, of necessity, sometimes
modified in terms amenable to ‘traditionalists’.

However, it needs to be stressed once more that systems-world dominance is never
complete. According to Habermas, no matter how dominant the systems world threat-
ens to become, practice and language are invariably compromised because the life-
world perspectives are always present. Firstly, individuals have an interest in under-
standing and empathizing with others and developing a grasp of shared meanings;
developing hermeneutic knowledge about our place in culture and within systems of
shared meaning. Secondly, we have an inbuilt interest in emancipatory knowledge,
which is knowledge aimed at critical reflection on what is right and wrong, moral or
unethical – what is the good life. Habermas expresses concern, however, that if left
unmanaged the systems world will continue to have a negative influence on the life
world. On the one hand, there is hope for a more progressive fusion between system
and life worlds (the unfinished business of modernity); on the other, recognition that
systemic dominance and colonization remains the (albeit attenuated) reality.27

Indeed, it is this attenuated dominance and colonization which can be seen most
clearly in the tone and substance of the attitudes described earlier as ‘market realist’
and summed up rather well in the quote ‘[t]radition has brand value. Tradition dic-
tates why we love our club but there is a realisation that life changes, the game has
changed and so must we’. The tone is also one characterized by a cost benefit anal-
ysis that errs toward rational calculation where choices about the direction the club
ought to take are concerned; by, for example, what is best for the fan vis-à-vis other
fans of the club, and what is best for the club vis-à-vis other clubs: ‘I think there is
only one consistent desire in all of us fans – the desire to win… I want us to take
every course of action within our power to achieve that success again…’ On both
calculations, the question of what is best for Everton Football Club as a community
asset with wider implications for stakeholder ownership is marginalized.

Moreover, as we have seen, moral dilemmas about the direction the club ought
to take are governed more by the kind of instrumental rationality found in business
schools and far less by enduring cultural concerns about the place of football in
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society and how football ought to conduct itself with regard to supporters and the
wider community within which clubs operate. As noted earlier with respect to sup-
porter attitudes, wider issues concerning who should own and control clubs and
what their role in the community ought to be are ruled ‘out of court’ or derided as
out of touch with ‘the times’, or are opposed along financial, logistical and legal
grounds. What is left standing is an altogether different ‘ought’: a more democratic
model of club organization, underscored by the ideological affirmation of running
clubs along business lines.

In this respect, Morgan’s28 reflection is apt: underpinning Habermas’ concerns
about the over-weaning dominance of the systems world is the inevitable and cul-
turally corroding ‘seepage of instrumental reasoning into moral reasoning, and the
social/moral decline it sets in motion, is no where more apparent than in the case of
contemporary sports…’ The seepage in this case study, it can be argued, is top-
down, from the corporate structure of the football industry as a whole, through
Everton PLC to its fans. It is a seepage which can be identified, for example, in the
rational calculation of the means and ends to achieve maximum revenues through
attracting global media contracts, building the brand, gaining corporate endorse-
ments, expanding the real and virtual fan-base, and by intervening in the moral
deliberations amongst fans (‘turning moral deliberation into a species of instrumen-
tal reason’).29 It can be argued that the corporate owners of Everton FC are drawn
only to ‘rounding the edges off’ of their embrace of the systems-world language of
economic calculus by situating this embrace as a reluctant duty they must carry out
to facilitate the club’s survival and progression into the future; a position that those
club supporters uttering ‘market realist’ sentiment seem only too willing to echo.

The concepts of systems and life worlds provide useful insights into the dichoto-
mies and contradictions of the football industry and help to frame an understanding
of how supporters are responding to commercialization. However, every conceptual
framework has its limits, and concepts can never hope to capture the complexities
of social life; at most they can provide a useful map for situating the particular
within general social patterns and power relations. One can rightly argue that the
level of abstraction of ‘systems world’ is such that it cannot take account of the
specificities of industries and therefore the stability and dominance of their com-
modity structure: for example, the football industry does not have the same security
of commodity structure as, say, the fast food industry, and therefore there are limits
to the practical deployment of concepts such as the ‘systems world’ across all social
institutions. Nevertheless, the concepts of systems and life world, and perhaps more
crucially their application as dialectically related, can – as we have shown in the
case of the discussion and debate between Everton supporters – provide valuable
insights into particular conflicts and their relation to wider systemic changes in soci-
ety at large. To recall one supporter’s comment:

To be or not to be, that is the question. Do we run the Football Club as a business… or
are we in the Football Club business? How far do we push each is the only question.

Conclusion

We began this chapter by recognizing that Everton Football Club’s bid to move to
a new stadium was part of a trend amongst elite clubs in England. Indeed, new
stadiums are closely related to the political economy of debt financing that has
engulfed the English Premier League. When giving evidence to the Culture, Media
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and Sport Select Committee recently, Greg Clarke, the chairman of the Football
League, remarked: ‘[If I] had to list the ten things about football that keep me
awake at night, it would be debt one to ten’.30 A report conducted by UEFA in
2010 outlining the scale of debt across European football calculates the combined
debts of the twenty Premier League clubs at ‘just under e4bn (£3.5bn) – around
four times the figure for the next most indebted top division, Spain’s La Liga’; or,
put another way, 56 per cent of European club football’s debt.31

The problem of debt is, in turn, internal to the modes of governance prevalent
in the English Premiership. Clubs oscillate between taking on an Anglo-Saxon
model of ownership fuelled by debt, or becoming a multimillion-pound plaything of
the rich and famous.32 In between these options are clubs like Everton, mired in a
‘portfolio of debt’ that is increasingly difficult to service and lacking the necessary
asset base that the current owners of Manchester United can ‘sweat’ in order to
churn service debt endlessly. They are also without a billionaire suitor willing to
wave their debt away. Whatever the predicament elite clubs find themselves in, in
all cases the political economy of debt ensures that monetary concerns rule the Eng-
lish Premier League when it comes to footballing matters. English Premier League
football is becoming a vehicle for attracting – and, just as quickly, consuming –
money, as more of it circulates inward from advertising income, bank loans, ticket
price hikes, mega TV deals and outward again in the form of spiralling wage costs,
payments to agents, and/or interest payments to banks.

It is in this context that new stadiums take on strategic economic importance to
elite clubs. Therefore, the clamour for new stadiums is only partly driven by the
requirement of football as spectacle and is mostly driven by money motives – per-
haps not so much driven by the propensity to make money (this would be merely
the icing on the cake), but more by the belief (however unfounded) that a new sta-
dium will add enough extra revenue to help close the gap between what pours into
football and the pace at which it is consumed from within and without the game.
Yet this is not the only motivation for pursuing new stadiums. A new stadium may
also be attractive for club owners facing stagnation on and off the field; that is,
owners with little prospect of winning major trophies, unwilling or unable to hand
over the reins to an oil-rich tycoon, but intent on bridging the gap between money
pouring in and money pouring out of the club and/or lessening the general aura of
disenchantment among fans concerned with their club’s middling status or its pros-
pect of stagnation.

The failed attempt by the current owners of Everton Football Club to secure a
move away from Goodison Park and build a new stadium in Kirkby should be
judged in this latter context. Firstly, monetary considerations drove the move: as the
fan protest group Keep Everton In Our City note,

In the years that Everton have managed to publish annual accounts it is noticeable that
since the formation of the Premier League the club’s total debt has steadily increased
from less than four million to approaching £80m whilst the club’s assets have measur-
ably declined.33

However, the attempt to depart Goodison for pastures new was driven by more than
the necessity of closing the debt gap mentioned above, crucial though this task was
(and remains). Another motivating factor was the attempt to generate an aura of
progress in a situation of stagnating ambitions (a strategy to enchant and animate
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supporters amid the reality of season-long disenchantment). The motives behind sta-
dium moves are complex, and never more so than in the case of Everton Football
Club. Notwithstanding the belief that a ground move was in the interests of foot-
ball, a new stadium was a monetary strategy: a new asset to sweat; a new bargain-
ing chip to secure a higher share price if and when the club were to be sold on.
Even before this option began to split at the seams an air of desperation had sur-
faced within the club, percolating through into the life worlds of supporters active
on websites. Indeed, the KEIOC campaign witnessed a perceptible shift in the bal-
ance of argument, from the traditionalist solution of remaining at Goodison toward
alternative stadium sites that are guaranteed to add more value to Everton’s coffers.

In summary, the debate between Everton supporters signifies a situation in
which Everton Football Club’s fragile business status is increasingly exposed by the
rampant commercialization of the game. But this exposure drives supporters more
firmly into the language of commerce, as there is no way out except to fight to stay
in the business and ‘compete’ with other clubs with much bigger ‘asset bases’ – to
use Habermas’ language, the life-world is threatened with colonization by the sys-
tems-world. As community assets and aspiring commercial entities, football clubs
are by their very nature always going to be on the edge of viability. This edge
exposes the tensions we have noted in the discourse between Everton supporters.
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Football fans and clubs in Germany: conflicts, crises and
compromises

Udo Merkel*

School of Service Management, University of Brighton, Eastbourne, United Kingdom

In 2005, the economic value of the football industry in Germany was estimated
at around e5 billion. At the end of the 2009/2010 season, the 18 Bundesliga
clubs registered a combined turnover of just over e2 billion. As in many other
countries, the largest proportion of the clubs’ income derives from sponsors,
fans, the sale of TV rights and merchandising. This chapter provides a short
overview of the relatively late formation of the commercial axis of professional
football in Germany, focusing on the commodification, commercialization, and
eventually bourgeoisification of this popular sport. This process has been accom-
panied by a number of conflicts and tensions, as the game’s traditional fans have
often been treated as ‘poor relatives’. The growing wealth of players, the greed
of many football directors, the lack of respect for the local community and the
blatant commercialism of the industry has not gone down well with fans, as
their colourful and systematic resistance to the so-called ‘modernization’ of the
game clearly shows. I will argue that the rather fan-friendly attitudes and struc-
tures of the German Bundesliga, which provides more opportunities for fans’
democratic involvement than any other professional football league, is the out-
come of constant hegemonic struggles.

Introduction

Germany has won the Football World Cup three times (1954, 1974 and 1990) and
has hosted this prestigious global sports spectacle twice, first in 1974 and most
recently in 2006. The 2006 World Cup was full of surprises both on and off the
pitch. As widely expected, the organization was smooth, efficient and flawless.
What few have predicted, however, was the team’s creative and attractive attacking
style of play under Jürgen Klinsmann, the inexperienced but enthusiastic manager
of the German national side. In the end, Germany came third. However, this World
Cup will be remembered for other, more significant reasons.

There was little doubt that this World Cup was one of the best ever – a view
expressed by participating teams, travelling fans, sport officials and journalists, as
well as high-profile politicians such as Kofi Annan and Tony Blair.1 This over-
whelmingly positive and enthusiastic feedback from around the world had several
dimensions. First, the Germans had confirmed that they could throw a decent party,
with the World Cup showing the fun-loving and hedonistic side of the German peo-
ple. Over one month, the country had revelled in its biggest and most enjoyable
party since the Berlin Wall came down in 1989. Second, Germany presented itself
as a confident, creative and multicultural host where visiting fans were not
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segregated but instead were encouraged to mingle. Fans without tickets were not
treated suspiciously but were given a warm reception. They were invited to watch
matches on giant screens, which had been put up in almost every city and town
centre in the country, for free: ‘Germany 2006 was the most “fan”-oriented event in
the tournament’s 76-year history.’2 Third, Germans appeared to forget the country’s
economic problems, at least for a short period of time, as the World Cup trans-
formed its internal mood. Most people appeared to revel in their role as generous
hosts, gracious losers and optimists. Fourth, Germany’s often uninspired, dull and
calculating football victories in the past used to be a mirror image of the country’s
self-image and its desperate attempts not to put a foot wrong.3 The new, more
attractive and fairly successful playing style clearly reflected wider changes, in par-
ticular the discovery of a healthy, confident and non-threatening patriotism.4 Mil-
lions of Germans publicly embraced the national flag and attached it to windows,
balconies, cars, bicycles and prams. Germany wigs were as popular as flags painted
on young people’s faces. In the past this spontaneous wave of national feeling and
patriotism would have caused a media-orchestrated public wave of indignation and
anger, reminding the Germans of their Nazi history. On this occasion, however,
British, Dutch and even Israeli media accounts were surprisingly positive and. It is
gratifying to imagine tabloid executives finally shedding the old Fawlty Towers
clichés presenting Germans as Sauerkraut-eating, goose-stepping Nazis.5

Germany’s top football division, the Bundesliga, is often praised for its reason-
able ticket prices, the preservation of a passionate terrace culture and the high stan-
dards of its stadia. However, this is not due to benevolence on the part of football
clubs and their directors; rather, it is the outcome of struggles, tensions and con-
tradictions that have been articulated most clearly through the country’s various
football subcultures. It is fair to say that Germany’s highest division is more inclu-
sive and allows for a certain degree of participatory democracy. These principles
provide the basis for a relatively close and harmonious relationship between clubs
and their fans, which the latter have been steadily fighting for ever since the intro-
duction of professional football.

The theoretical framework of this chapter derives from Antonio Gramsci’s con-
cept of hegemony, as this critical approach to the study of sport in society has made
some very important and influential contributions to a better understanding of the
political economy of modern sport. One seminal text in this regard is Richard Grue-
nau’s critical analysis of Canadian sport culture.6 While John Hargreaves subse-
quently employed Gramsci’s concept successfully in his systematic study of the
triangular relationship of sport, power and culture in Britain,7 George Sage has
clearly demonstrated that sport has also been deeply involved in the struggle for
hegemony in American society,8 and John Sugden and Alan Bairner’s study of the
contested nature of sport in Northern Ireland9 shows convincingly that Gramsci’s
distinction between political and civil society is a helpful analytical tool. However,
this differentiation cannot be absolute, since ‘the public and private spheres of soci-
ety are increasingly intertwined’.10

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony acknowledges the dynamic nature of class
struggles and rejects simple notions of economically determined class domination,
the traditional Marxist base-superstructure model and theorizations that blame the
seductive manipulative powers of ideologies leading to a false consciousness.11 The
sociological focus of this paper is therefore on ‘collective human agency in terms
of “relational” features of social class, which refer to the relative capacity of social

360 U. Merkel

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
 D

e 
Pa

ri
s 

1]
 a

t 2
2:

11
 0

5 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

3 



groups to deploy rules, resources and traditions in ways that further their particular
interests’12 Swingewood also suggests that ‘hegemony implied a democratic relation
between ruled and ruler, the existence of institutions which enable the subordinate
groups to articulate their own interests and defend them, to build their own distinc-
tive culture’.13 Football, as an element of popular culture with mass appeal, is an
integral and prominent part of the struggle for hegemony in German society. As
such, this paper intends to make a contribution to wider debates about the class
relationships and interrelationships that are at the heart of both hegemony theory
and questions of social change. My argument is that the current organizational
structuring of the German Bundesliga does indeed allow these fans more opportuni-
ties for engagement with their local clubs than many other European leagues. How-
ever, that ‘privilege’ is well deserved, as it is the outcome of a protracted and
concerted battle which fans have been involved in for the past few decades.

This paper is informed by several empirical studies, the collection of local,
national and international media accounts, attendance at a large number of football
matches, (semi-structured) interviews with fans, sport administrators and journalists,
and (participant) observation of various sport scenes and events in Germany over
the past ten years.

In the next section I will provide a detailed account of the emergence of the
commercial axis in German football. Subsequent sections then critically evaluate
the various fan responses to this development. Fans are understood as those young,
primarily male spectators who have a keen interest in football, are committed to
one club and team, publicly display their loyalty through various symbols, consider
the attendance of all home fixtures a ‘must’, and regularly engage in forms of
collective behaviour on the terraces.14

Context: the gradual emergence of the commercial football axis

In comparison to other European countries, for example England and Italy, the com-
modification and commercialization of football in Germany happened very late and
rather reluctantly. For most of the twentieth century, the German Football Associa-
tion (DFB) perceived itself to be the guardian of the old Victorian amateur ideal.
Football’s governing body argued that the involvement of money in sport was a
modern disease. As a competitive amateur game it was considered to be a continua-
tion of genuine German physical culture, distinctly different from the English game
and played in the pure and holistic spirit of physical and mental improvement of
the German nation.15

I have shown elsewhere that middle and upper-class men’s control of football’s
organizational structures in Germany provided the dominant classes with access in
the area of popular culture to those proletarian communities whose consent they
were seeking.16 They succeeded in disciplining the working class into conformity
with bourgeois norms of respectability. Consequently, workers adopted the club as
their organizational model. It had a long tradition in German middle and upper-class
history, was regulated by the state and formed the basis for an organizationally
fairly standardized civil society.

It was only in the 1960s that the DFB abandoned its dogmatic ideological posi-
tion on amateurism and the processes of commodification, commercialization and
professionalization took off. The most significant date in this period of rapid change
is obviously the creation of one national league, the Bundesliga, in 1963. By the
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end of that decade football had undergone the most dramatic and far-reaching
changes seen in the sport since its arrival as a kind of by product of the engineer-
ing, mining and textile know-how of the British, who helped to industrialize the
German Empire in the late nineteenth century.17 These developments had a major
impact on the organizational and cultural landscape of football and football clubs.
Very quickly, the largest German towns and cities brought forth one outstanding
club in a monopolistic position; the majority of small suburban clubs perished, and
with them the symbolic focus of many small local communities.18 The gradual loss
of close geographical and socio-economic ties between clubs and their supporters
was an inevitable consequence.

In 1972 the last barrier fell, with the removal of upper limits on players’ sala-
ries.19 Once local heroes, the players now became national (and, in a few cases,
international) stars; the supporters became fans; the clubs introduced businesses
principles and practices. The modern era increasingly required synthetic symbols,
such as flags, kits, badges or scarves, to bridge the growing distance between team
and fans. However, these were artificial props which could not counterbalance the
loss of the intense traditional relationship between local community and team. An
important opportunity for individuals to locate themselves socially and culturally
gradually disappeared.20

Critical voices had always warned that the commodification and commercializa-
tion of the game could have disastrous consequences. In the summer of 1971 their
worst fears came true, when evidence emerged that 18 of the previous season’s
matches (1970/1971) had been manipulated in exchange for a total of more than
one million Deutschmark.21 The DFB punished two clubs, two managers, five
administrators and 52 players from seven teams. Offenbach and Bielefeld lost their
licences, whilst Berlin, Braunschweig and Schalke suffered severely because of their
top players being banned.22 But most importantly, the reputation of German football
and the comparatively young Bundesliga had been tarnished badly.

One of the above mentioned clubs, Braunschweig, struggled as a result of this,
as its best player had been banned. The club therefore decided to attract more high-
quality – but expensive – players, and stretched itself financially to do this. In order
to avoid looming bankruptcy, the club’s president joined forces with Günther Mast’s
company, which had produced the herb-flavoured liqueur Jägermeister in the neigh-
bouring town of Wolfenbüttel since 1935. In 1972, Mast provided Braunschweig
with a cash injection of 160,000 Deutschmark. In return the club agreed to replace
the lion in its emblem with a deer, the well-known corporate logo of Jägermeister.
The DFB agreed to this modification of Braunschweig’s emblem. However, once
the moral authorities of German football realized that Braunschweig players were
displaying the Jägermeister deer on their chests, a protracted legal battle ensued.
This offered even more media exposure for Mast and his company. Despite the
legal problems, Jägermeister and Braunschweig had opened a new chapter in Ger-
man sport history; other teams followed swiftly in their wake, and the DFB gave
up its resistance. Six of the 18 Bundesliga clubs turned their players into running
billboards in the 1974/1975 season: Hamburg (Campari), Munich (Adidas), Düssel-
dorf (Allkauf), Frankfurt (Remington), Duisburg (Brian Scott) and, of course,
Braunschweig (Jägermeister) together earned about 1.5 million Deutschmark for this
Werbung am Mann (‘advertising on the man’).23

By the 1980/1981 season, all Bundesliga teams were decorated with the logo
and/or name of their respective sponsors. In total they received 7.5 million
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Deutschmark. By the start of the twenty-first century, sponsorship was contributing
more than 150 million Deutschmark to the financing of the 18 Bundesliga teams. In
the 2004/2005 campaign, funds made available by the sponsors of the first
division’s teams reached a historical high of more than 330 million euro (for
comparative purposes, this equates to 670 million Deutschmark). By this time,
Bayern Munich had become the Bundesliga’s top earner, receiving e120 million
from German Telecom for an eight-year deal.24

During the first half of the 1960s there was a widespread belief that TV cover-
age of football matches would have a negative impact on attendance figures. There-
fore the Sportschau, a national TV programme covering all aspects of sport on
Saturday evenings, was only allowed to report on three matches. Live coverage of
Bundesliga games was strictly forbidden and fans were even left in the dark about
which European midweek matches were to be shown on TV until a few hours
before broadcast. In the second half of that decade the Sportschau increased its
football coverage as well as its popularity, and for almost 20 years the 6–7pm
Sportschau slot remained an undisputed and unrivalled institution in German media.

In 1988, four years after private television channels came into existence, the
DFB sold the rights to cover Bundesliga football for three years to UFA, an agency
that was part of the Bertelsmann media empire, for 135 million Deutschmark. Sub-
sequently RTL plus, a new commercial TV channel, presented an innovative con-
cept – a two-and-a-half hour show called Kick-Off (Anpfiff), consisting of plenty of
commercial breaks and lots of rather dull match reports. However, as RTL plus
could only be received via a satellite dish, only a small number of people had to
suffer this boring embarrassment. Between 1992 and 1997 the DFB tripled its
income from the sale of TV rights. The ISPR agency, which bought this privilege
for the price of 140 million Deutschmark per year, was part of the Kirch media
conglomerate, which also owned commercial TV station Sat.1. From then onwards
Sat.1 offered a much more attractive and popular programme, which celebrated
every match as an emotional climax. Due to the enormous funds Sat.1 had to gener-
ate to repay the initial investment, the traditional Saturday evening of football
expanded considerably – commencing on Friday evening and finishing on Sunday
evening, with three programmes on offer. Consequently, there was more space and
time for advertising and commercial breaks.25

By the mid/late 1980s, then, an unholy alliance of ambitious football directors,
a greedy DFB, an army of keen sponsors and commercial TV channels had been
formed. Football’s commodification in Germany had quickly gathered pace.26 The
appropriation of market logic and principles by the Bundesliga clubs was certainly
completed very rapidly: the development of Bayern Munich from a small, provin-
cial club to a football superpower and brand clearly mirrors this process.

FC Bayern Munich mobilized not only a dislike which was rooted in regional-cultural
views of Bavarians outside Bavaria, it also upset ‘the man in the street’ who sensed in
this economically successful club a classic example of sporting high finance, a club
whose victories were made possible only by the power of money.27

However, the commodification of German football appears to have hit a ceiling.
Borussia Dortmund’s attempt to generate additional revenue through floating the
club on the stock market in 2000 had disastrous consequences for the club;28 it is
also worth noting that there are no Roman Abramovich, Silvio Berlusconi or
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Glazer-brother figures on the German football landscape. Nevertheless, there is little
doubt that the new political economy of football in Germany has caused some
fundamental changes to the social and cultural relations between clubs and their
supporters.

Resistance I: fans voting with their feet

One of the most convincing indicators of football’s popularity is matches’ atten-
dance figures. Fans often react promptly and unequivocally to changes. In the early
1970s, for the two years immediately after the match-fixing scandal in 1971, almost
all Bundesliga matches experienced a considerable decline in crowd numbers. Dur-
ing the 1972/1973 campaign less than five million people – a historical low –
watched matches in Germany’s highest league. This is an average of only 16,000
per game. Although there is no empirical evidence that identifies a causal relation,
there is little doubt that the Bundesliga suffered a severe blow and lost much of its
credibility. It was lucky for the German football industry that the national team won
the 1974 World Cup and reconciled the nation with its most popular pastime.

Ten years later, the next crisis occurred. In the 1985/86 season only 5.5 million
people, an average of 18,000 per match, could be bothered to make their way to
the local Bundesliga stadiums. There appears to be a complex set of interrelated
reasons for the dramatic decline in attendance figures. First, against the context of
growing unemployment and a stagnating economy in Germany, many ordinary peo-
ple were put off by the rising salaries of football’s top earners. Players changed
clubs for the sake of higher wages and earned millions of Deutschmark while many
Germans were worried about keeping their jobs. In 1977, Kevin Keegan joined
Hamburg for 2.2 million Deutschmark. Five years later, Karl-Heinz Rummenigge
was the first German player to be rewarded with about one million Deutschmark
for his services to the advertising industry.

Second, many club directors were so busy counting the income generated
through sponsorship deals and TV money that they forgot to look after their ‘bread
and butter’, the fans. Instead of appreciating their loyalty they started to consider
them as another source of income. In Hamburg, club officials introduced a system
which forced fans to buy two tickets at the same time – the most desirable tickets
for top matches could only be purchased together with tickets for a less attractive
game. Fans’ angry reactions led to the scheme being quickly withdrawn.

Third, the behaviour of some players caused serious consternation among fans.
Players publicly displaying their new-found wealth through status symbols, such as
expensive cars, in combination with the arrogance and immaturity shown by many,
undermined the common illusion that there was some sort of link between support-
ers and their team. Newspaper reports revealed the gambling obsessions of some
players, the outrageous life styles and excessive alcohol consumption of others. A
series of unacceptable events on the pitch contributed to the further dramatic deteri-
oration of many German players’ reputations.29 Consequently, the growing socio-
economic and cultural distance between football stars and their local communities
became an increasingly divisive issue.30

The measures that clubs took to regain the confidence and support of their local
communities were fairly simple. Many clubs – Bayern Munich was one example –
offered concessions to the unemployed. Others, such as Borussia Dortmund,
lowered their ticket prices and did not raise them for several years. Both Bayern
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Munich and Schalke made their players attend their respective fan clubs’ Christmas
parties. A trip down a local coal mine was a compulsory and educational excursion
for the whole Schalke squad. Furthermore, many Bundesliga clubs started to
employ fan-liaison officers, who were tasked with building bridges between the
clubs and their traditional supporter base and local communities.

But it was not only the clubs who experienced first-hand the effects of fans vot-
ing with their feet: the aforementioned TV channel Sat.1 also felt fans’ wrath when
it dared to abandon the 6–7 pm TV slot that had been dedicated to the coverage of
sports, in particular football, since the early 1960s. In 2001, Sat.1 changed the time
of its Bundesliga coverage to start at 8.15 pm. This arrangement was driven by the
desire for more people to subscribe to Premiere, a pay-TV sister station of Sat.1. Not
even the pleas of leading German politicians from all political parties could convince
Sat.1 to abandon this plan. The fans simply did not watch the programme; instead of
the usual five million viewers, only about two million people tuned in, thus forcing
Sat.1 to return the football coverage to its earlier slot after only three weeks.

A much more serious crisis threatening the basic existence of many teams in
both the Bundesliga and the second division occurred in the final stages of the
2001/02 season when KirchSport, owner of both leagues’ TV rights, went bankrupt.
The Kirch group’s plight threatened the survival of several German football clubs
due to their dependence on Kirch’s regular payments for TV rights. Smaller clubs
were worst affected – television money made up more than half of their income.
This financial crisis was so serious that the German government even considered
bailing out the country’s top football clubs with a e200 million emergency fund.31

In the aftermath of the KirchSport bankruptcy, all professional football clubs
had to lower their expenditure dramatically and immediately. This affected the exist-
ing squads as well as the clubs’ transfer-market activities. Many clubs reduced their
squad size – some even halved them – as, rather than the e460 million expected,
the German Football League received only e290 million.32 In 2003, approximately
200 professional football players were unemployed. Those who did continue to play
saw reductions in their salaries. Furthermore, after years of generous spending on
stadia and staff, football directors had to be much more frugal. Fans immediately
rewarded the emergence of this new modesty and the return of many clubs to solid
financial ground. The subsequent season (2003/2004) saw almost 11 million people
watching live Bundesliga matches and season ticket sales soaring to such an extent
that some clubs decided to cap their numbers.

Resistance II: symbolic rebellions and cultures of defiance

While ‘in the mid-1980s the English game was synonymous in the global public
imagination with spectator violence and an entrenched infrastructural decline’,33

German clubs started to repackage and rebrand the ‘football match’ product in order
to attract wealthier spectators. The event was increasingly sold as a respectable fam-
ily experience, an exciting spectacle and an entertaining leisure activity. The new
but slowly growing breed of bourgeois football spectators were able to enjoy the
comforts of many relatively new and modern stadia as well as the carnivalesque
and colourful performances of the more traditional football fans. It is against this
context of the bourgeoisification of the game that the existence and development of
very distinctive fan subcultures must be understood.
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The provocative symbolism of fans waving Deutschmark notes at players does
not require any explanation – the message could not be more unambiguous. Other
activities, however – in particular the subcultural style of football fans34 – are very
often not that easy to decipher. The subcultural performance of predominantly male,
young fans which emerged in the mid-1980s is deeply rooted in traditional work-
ing-class culture and celebrates proletarian values. It demonstrates and asserts an
unequivocal allegiance to a specific team, attempts to symbolically bridge the grow-
ing gap between team and fans, and is intended as a challenge to the more affluent
spectators.

These fans’ fairly uniform outward appearance, themed by the colours of their
respective teams, not only provides a clear expression of their identity but also con-
tributes to a sense of belonging and solidarity.35 Wearing football shirts, jumpers,
and hats is not only a public demonstration of loyalty and identification: these poly-
ester symbols of belonging also challenge other spectators. The question raised is:
who are the ‘true’ and ‘genuine’ fans? At the same time the use of provocative
symbols, such as the swastika and/or badges of the Red Army Faction, a well
known left-wing terrorist organization, is widespread. Flags are used to stand out of
the masses and to gain the attention of television crews, who often include pictures
from colourful terraces in their reports. That, in turn, gives fans the opportunity to
experience themselves through the televisual media. Given their marginal status, this
exposure is very likely to produce a significant sense of power. There is, nowadays,
a distinctly 1970s/early 1980s feel to many of these fans’ expressions of
commitment and passion, with an array of patches and pin badges attached to their
sleeveless denim jackets and scarves wrapped around their wrists.

The way many contemporary fans orchestrate their appearance still ‘signals a
body perception whose dominant principles are physical strength and aggressive
masculinity’.36 Although the celebration of masculine norms and values such as
power, strength, toughness and stamina offers a fairly romanticized view of tradi-
tional working class culture, it also stresses and challenges the differences between
the new, more affluent, middle class spectators and traditional supporters. The reg-
ularly occurring chants and songs focus on similar issues. They demonstrate a
close or even symbiotic relationship between supporters and their team, reiterate
the identity of fans and reveal an omnipotent self-perception. Provocations and
insults directed at the opposing fans are also integral to the fans’ ritualized
behaviour.

Although the subcultural style of these fans shows a high degree of continuity,
there have also been both subtle and major changes in German football stadia.
Whille traditionally many fans carried small, industrially produced copies of the
club’s flag, nowadays their flags are often hand-made, more imaginative and much
larger. The dominant feature is naturally the colour combination of the fan’s team
and its official emblem. Many fans have, however, added the flags of foreign play-
ers’ native countries; others have sewn the name of their group and/or home town
onto the fabric, and some banners highlight the club’s achievements. In some stadi-
ums an official parade of the largest and most imaginative flags prior to kick-off
has become a key feature of proceedings.37

The behaviour and subcultural style of these young people might best be con-
ceptualized as a culture of defiance. These fans are defiant in their attempts to assert
their sense of difference to the new breed of football spectators. Such defiance
brings with it a nostalgic and idealized re-reading of football’s history and cultural
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roots. Although such manifestations of nostalgia do not necessarily point to the
wish to turn the clock back, they do, nevertheless, question the direction of foot-
ball’s contemporary development and express a widespread dissatisfaction with the
way the game is currently run.

The fans of Hamburg’s less glamorous Bundesliga team, FC St Pauli, are not
only defiant, but also politically very aware and pro-active. In order to understand
the close relationship between politics and fandom, one needs to recognize the
interconnectedness and interdependence of club and working-class suburb. In the
case of FC St Pauli, the area is well known for its red-light district, squats and a
buoyant alternative youth scene. Since the mid-1980s the terraces of the Millerntor
Stadium have been famous for broadcasting political messages that highlight the
conflict between fan culture and commerce more explicitly than those of any other
fan group. But it was not only the explicit rejection of the increasing commerciali-
zation of football that caught the public’s attention: fans also raised banners
addressing wider political issues such as racism, sexism, homophobia, militarism,
and the re-emergence of neo-fascist groups in Germany. St Pauli fans organized a
number of political rallies criticizing local right-wing politicians, budget cuts, police
suppression and the opening of a shop selling Nazi memorabilia. It is this combina-
tion of political activism and football fandom that has made this small club well
known outside Hamburg. Interestingly, on many occasions a small number of play-
ers have actively supported the fans’ activities, through both signing petitions and
lending their presence on demonstrations.

At the annual general meeting in November 2007, a vast majority of attendees
urged the board of directors to ensure that ‘the name Millerntor-Stadium cannot be
sold, modified or changed for the purpose of advertising, sponsoring or as a reward
for any financial contributions to the club’. Although there was a short discussion
about whether this was a legally binding decision or a moral recommendation, two
weeks later the board of directors abandoned their plan to rename the ground in
order to finance its expansion and modernization.38 However, that was only one of
the many battles these fans have fought in the wider war against the commercializa-
tion of their club. Most recently, in December 2010, an influential fan group called
the Social Romantics published a petition that demanded a more restrained and con-
siderate approach to the club’s commercial activities. Although St Pauli’s president,
Stefan Orth, has repeatedly stressed that he has no intention to offer Disneyland-like
experiences in the Millerntor-Stadium, many fans do not seem to trust these kinds
of sweeping proclamations. One of their banners suggests that ‘Good intentions are
no substitute for good deeds’. The Social Romantics’ petition criticizes the installa-
tion of 200 business seats and VIP boxes, one of which has been bought by Susis
Showbar, a strip club from the neighbouring Reeperbahn: ‘Women were pole-danc-
ing during matches and stripping when St Pauli scored. Following protests, Susis
agreed to desist during games and to tell its employees to put more clothes on, but
the fans want the showbar’s people to get out altogether.’39 Although the Social
Romantics have been invited to join a working party that evaluates the club’s com-
mercial activities, they want more concessions and have even threatened a stadium
boycott. Perhaps they remember that the original symbol of St Pauli’s first wave of
organized resistance, the skull and crossbones, has become the club’s most success-
ful merchandising motive and an officially registered trademark. Although it has
become increasingly difficult over the past two decades to differentiate between
myths and reality, the multi-faceted political activities and resistance of St Pauli’s
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fans have certainly been innovative, and the fans themselves have become role
models for many others.

Drawing on props, slogans and action from political protest movements and
combining these with the attempts to preserve a meaningful football fan culture is
uncommon, but is typical of a very different subculture – the Ultras, who have
emerged over the past 15 years. When a large number of top German players
moved to the wealthy Italian Serie A league, the German media began to report on
foreign matches. Although English matches and teams were generally far more pop-
ular, the fireworks, banners and large-scale choreographies of the Italian Ultras
caught the attention of many German fans. Inspired by these the Madboyzs, a group
of Leverkusen fans, featured prominently in the headlines in 1994, surprising the
football world with some impressive pyrotechnics at one of their team’s UEFA Cup
matches. However, the Ultras’ sense of aesthetics and appearance is not the only
thing that differentiates this group. Their political explicitness also came as a sur-
prise to many. In sharp contrast with their Italian counterparts, Geman Ultras take a
left-wing stance that tries to preserve an old-fashioned, romantic and idealized ver-
sion of football. A huge banner that became part of the inventory of the Allianz
Arena in Munich in 2008 sums up their main cause: Gegen den modernen Fußball
(Against Modern Football).

Many clubs initially reacted positively to the Ultras, as their aesthetically pleas-
ing performances enriched the stadium atmosphere. However, this changed quickly
when club directors realized that these were a rather critical and outspoken species
of fan often displaying a left-wing political position. Ultras strongly oppose the
commercialization of the game, are very unpredictable, often create their own props
rather than purchasing merchandise and are not afraid of clashing with clubs’
directors.

The Ultras’ political agenda has gradually become more complex and differenti-
ated. In October 2010, almost 5000 Ultras marched through the centre of Berlin in
one of the most colourful demonstrations the German capital has seen for a long
time. Despite the very broad motto of this rally, Erhalt der Fankultur (preservation
of fan culture), the key concerns were very clear. Banners and chants focused on
the affordability of ticket prices, the increasing fragmentation of match days, the
renaming of stadia, and police surveillance and repression.40

The Ultras aspire to be critical, provocative and influential. Their commitment
to the subculture goes far beyond football matches and affects their everyday lives.
The preparation of their choreographies and the production of large banners and
flags is not only time consuming but also expensive. Rehearsals often happen in
disused hangars and under motorway bridges and it can take weeks for a perfor-
mance to be deemed ready. Despite the Ultras’ persistent attempts to offer a rebel-
lious and creative alternative, recent studies have revealed that their normative
system is rather traditional and has a number of similarities with the early football
subcultures discussed above. Key elements of their value system are the confirma-
tion and public celebration of masculinity (defined as a combination of courage,
strength, stamina and lack of fear), solidarity (focusing on commitment to the group
as well as loyalty to the club), impressive performances (of rehearsed choreogra-
phies, chants and songs; this also refers to the fans’ visual appearance) and territo-
rial sovereignty over the terraces that have been symbolically appropriated.41

Equally traditional is the way Ultras are organized. Generally, these groups have
hierarchical structures, with boards of directors and special responsibilities, such as
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for marketing, finance and PR, being allocated to individuals. Some even have
written statutes.42

There are, however, also a number of significant differences between Ultras and
other fan groups. They do not only communicate important messages through writ-
ten banners, sophisticated choreographies and chants, but also rely heavily on the
internet. Most of them operate colourful and very professional websites that provide
a virtual stage for their subcultural practice and performances. More fundamentally,
for Ultras the club is more important than individual players. Consequently, they do
not wear replica shirts sporting the names and/or numbers of specific players. Fur-
thermore, their dislike and rejection of the official club merchandise has meant that
they produce their own props, symbols and outfits representing their allegiances.
Some groups even sell these products via their websites. They also reject the hyper-
commercialization of international football matches and tournaments – this stance
has led to a conspicuous absence from these events. Ultras consider themselves to
be at the forefront, as a kind of avant-garde, of the struggle to maintain a traditional
fan culture; they wish to offer alternatives to the established patterns of fan behav-
iour and football consumption.43 Their main concern is that DFB and Bundesliga
clubs are pursuing a policy that marginalizes genuine fans and gives priority to
more affluent spectators. At the same time, Ultras are keen to preserve (selected)
traditions, such as the original names of stadia and clubs, the colour combinations
of their teams and the terrace culture. Even if they could not and cannot always
prevent changes, their patience and persistence in ignoring such modifications and
continuing to use the old names of stadiums (Franken- instead of easycredit-stadium
in Nuremberg, for example) or teams’ established colours (such as green and white
instead of green-white-orange in Bremen) is impressive.

Some other fans are not overly impressed by the Ultras, despite their visually
impressive performances and explicit political agenda. The group has been criticized
for appearing to have become less interested in supporting their team and more con-
cerned about their own appearance and reputation. Their constant and relentless
chanting over 90 minutes can be stupefying rather than exhilarating. Furthermore,
their often cliquish and self-centred behaviour hardly leaves any scope for creative
influence from other fan groups and their obsession with planning, preparing and
executing their performances undermines the spontaneity of football crowds.

Furthermore, there appears to be an uneasy relationship between Ultras and the
more organized fan groups. This applies particularly to the so-called Fan Projects that
perform a number of roles. In the first instance, these Fan Projects are organizations
for supporters, addressing a wide variety of fan issues and concerns. They also coop-
erate with social workers and educational institutions, and liaise with their respective
football clubs. Although most of them are funded by the DFB and clubs, as well as
through grants from the city and the state, they remain fairly independent – which
requires a difficult balancing act. Ultras are very wary of these Fan Projects, ques-
tioning their independence and considering them to be merely repositories of club
jerseys which attempt to co-opt and appropriate unofficial and grassroots fan clubs.

Despite these animosities between the different fan groups, there is little doubt
that the commercialization and bourgeoisification of football in Germany has pro-
duced some emotional, innovative and imaginative responses. Most of these fan
groups are defined by their loyalty to a club, but they are also driven by their resis-
tance to these developments, and engage in unconventional and creative forms of
protest and provocation. So far, the Ultras appear to be the most challenging and
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threatening of these subcultures, and this has led to considerable overreaction on
the part of a few clubs. In 2007, the board of directors of Bayern Munich used a
violent encounter between Bayern and Nuremberg fans as the pretext for unsuccess-
fully trying to ban more than 600 supporters from the Allianz Arena. The fans were
perceived to be part of the outspoken Ultra organization Schickeria.

These subcultures are, however, a vital ingredient of football matches and add
(commercial) value to the spectacle and commodity of the events. They even fea-
ture prominently in the marketing strategies of some football clubs. Therefore, the
attempt to please all sections of the modern football audience has become a delicate
balancing act for those managing the game.

The outcome: a model for other leagues?

The German football industry as a whole is at least worth an estimated e5 billion.
At the end of the 2009/2010 season, the 18 Bundesliga clubs registered a combined
turnover of just over e2 billion.44 Although there is little doubt that German foot-
ball, at its highest level, is a fully fledged commercial activity, the country neverthe-
less has one of the most fan-friendly football cultures in Europe, which is reflected
in a variety of ways.

The Bundesliga has the lowest ticket prices and the highest average attendance
figures in Europe. In Dortmund, the Signal-Iduna Stadium has a total capacity of
80,720.45 On average, more than 78,000 people attended the 2010/2011 season’s
matches – only Barcelona attracted larger crowds. Dortmund has a giant stand, the
Südtribüne, which is famous for its colourful and vibrant atmosphere.46 It is regu-
larly sold out, has a capacity of 24,454, and tickets cost e14.50: in other words,
about 30% of all tickets sold in Dortmund are sold for approximately £13. Conces-
sions (e10 and e9, respectively) are available for unemployed and disabled fans.
Tickets for children under the age of six are free, although their parents are
expected to make a donation of e1, and children between the ages of seven and 14
pay e6. These tickets include free use of the regional public transport system
(including trains, trams, underground and buses) on match days: ‘Train travel to
away games costs a fraction of the normal fare, because clubs and the nationalised
rail service have a very good relationship.’47 Car parks adjacent to the ground have
a capacity of around 10,000. Season tickets range from e176.50 for all 17 Bundes-
liga matches (on the Südtribüne) to e847 (although only a few hundred such tickets
are available). Due to the enormous popularity of season tickets, most clubs have
capped their numbers to ensure access for everyone. The visiting team is always
entitled to 10% of the stadium’s capacity.

In many stadiums, stewards act more like ushers. They are polite and helpful,
and only very rarely face tricky situations. Consumption of alcohol inside the stadi-
ums before, during and after matches is allowed. Even the cleanliness of the ter-
races is no longer a big issue – punters pay a small deposit, usually e2, on the
plastic beer ‘glasses’ (obviously displaying the emblem and the colours of the home
team), which they can then choose to either return or take home. The large video
screens in almost all Bundesliga grounds not only keep fans up to date with scores
from other matches, but also publish train times for fans’ return journeys and travel
arrangements for the next away game.

The scheduling of Bundesliga matches is far less fragmented than that of other
European countries’ premier divisions. It follows a simple pattern: one match only
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takes place on Friday evening at 8.30pm – occasionally matches will start slightly
later, as referees tend to make sure that all fans have arrived before they blow the
whistle; at least six matches take place on Saturday afternoon, almost all of which
kick off at 3.30pm; and two are played in the late afternoon/early evening on Sun-
day.48 This structure is determined not only by TV interest, but also by infrastruc-
tural considerations, such as avoiding traffic congestion in the Ruhr area, which
hosts several Bundesliga clubs. In the domestic Cup competition, teams from lower
divisions always play at home when drawn against opponents from the top league.
Many teams agree to pre-season friendlies against local clubs without demanding a
fee.

For Reinhard Rauball, president of the German Football League (DFL) – a
branch of the DFB which looks after the professional teams – the three cornerstones
of the Bundesliga’s mission statement are stability, continuity and closeness to
fans.49 Of all the Bundesliga’s statutes, the ‘50+1 rule’ appears to be one of the
most significant legal parameters, due to its massive implications. This states that
members of a club must always retain at least 51% ownership: therefore, no ‘out-
sider’ can own more than 49% of a German club’s shares, preventing a single entity
taking control. Naturally, this deters the kind of takeover experienced by a large
number of English clubs. In November 2009 the rule was challenged by Hannover’s
president, who proposed abandoning this principle. A meeting of all 36 first and
second-division clubs rejected the proposal decisively. The presidents of 35 clubs
voted in favour of the status quo,50 ensuring that speculators and oligarchs will take
no interest in Bundesliga clubs.51

There are two exceptions to the 50+1 rule. Leverkusen and Wolfsburg are
entirely owned by the chemical giant Bayer and the car maker VW, respectively.
This anomaly has a convincing justification: both companies have been supporting
their local teams for several decades, have proven that they take their involvement
seriously and have acted in the best interests of the club, team and local community.
Therefore they have been permitted to acquire the majority of shares. These are also
the only two clubs whose names clearly identify their main sponsor, and other clubs
are not allowed to follow this example. There are no plans to change the names of
the Bundesliga and German Cup competitions to reflect any sponsorship.

Since both companies, as well as the vast majority of members of the other
clubs, are German, there is a sense that all of them also care about the performance
of the national team. Consequently, there is a more balanced relationship between
clubs, the German Football Association and the German Football League. Instead
of persistent infighting there appears to be a sense of unity and common purpose.
This is clearly reflected in the e500 million investment into total restructuring of
the youth development system in 2002, two years after the German side was
knocked out of the Euro 2000 at the group stage. The revamped, centrally con-
trolled scheme forces all 36 clubs in the two Bundesliga divisions to operate youth
academies. If they fail to comply they are not given the licence that allows them to
play in these leagues. At any one time approximately 5000 players are going
through the system. Boys are taken on from the age of 12. Furthermore, these acad-
emies have to make sure that at least 12 boys from the annual intake must be eligi-
ble to play for Germany. The new system has had impressive results: at the 2010
South Africa World Cup, Germany fielded one of the youngest sides, with an aver-
age age of 24.7. All 23 members of the German squad had come through the new
youth academies. The annual investment of e80 million into the scheme also had
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an impact on the composition of the Bundesliga, with almost two thirds of its
players eligible to play for the national team:

There is no shortage of good players to supply the national team, no embarrassing
over-reliance on imported talent on the field or in the dug-out, and while Germany may
no longer be automatic favourites to reach the final of any forthcoming tournament
their ranking of fifth in the world puts them deservedly ahead of England and France.52

At first sight, less logical but even more astonishing is the German Football Lea-
gue’s decision against selling broadcasting rights to the highest bidder, thus losing a
considerable amount of revenue. Some experts estimate that this policy has cost the
DFL in the region of e150 million. Instead, all matches are freely available via the
state-run terrestrial TV stations. The commercial rationale for this is fairly straight-
forward: its extensive TV presence keeps the game popular and provides access to
a large internal market; it is therefore very attractive to sponsors and advertisers,
whose payments compensate for the loss of revenue from selling the TV rights at a
higher price.

On the one hand, this set-up appears to have a clear disadvantage. German foot-
ball teams have been unsuccessful in European competitions in the past ten years.
Since Dortmund and Munich won the Champions League in 1997 and 2001, respec-
tively, only a couple of German teams have reached the finals of the competition,
only to leave empty-handed. Furthermore, Bundesliga clubs do not have the financial
power to lure international megastars to play for them, and the number of TV
viewers worldwide who watch Bundesliga matches is negligible. On the other,
Bundesliga seasons are competitive, exciting and unpredictable. Although Munich
and Dortmund are outstanding clubs which field high-quality teams, the outcome of
the league is rarely a foregone conclusion. Three separate clubs have won the Cup in
the past three seasons, and there have been three different Bundesliga champions –
often only decided on the last day of the season.

Conclusion

‘A time to make friends’ was the official slogan of the 2006 World Cup in
Germany. The ‘no-nonsense’ approach of this mega-event’s organizers was clearly
reflected in the opening ceremony, which was low-key, charming and, most impor-
tantly, short. Too often, such occasions are memorable for their extensive length,
ridiculous self-indulgence and outrageous pomposities. On this occasion, the hosts
understood that the hundreds of millions of TV viewers on six continents had not
tuned in for national posturing, grand political messages or sophisticated dance
routines, but for one thing only: the football.

The 2006 World Cup turned out to be not only a high-quality international com-
petition but also the most fan-centred event of this kind to have been seen for a
long time. For many this did not come as a surprise, as the Bundesliga looks after
its largest stakeholder better than many other European leagues. This is not due to
the altruism, generosity and compassion of the football establishment in Germany,
but is largely a result of the fans’ opposition, which has a rebellious and subversive
quality and has led to a large number of compromises. The effectiveness of the
fans’ resistance is facilitated by a legal framework that forces clubs to provide
opportunities for democratic involvement and allows fans to engage in decision-
making processes.
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In order to succinctly describe the outcome of such opposition it might be useful
to draw on the concept of hybridity, a term used to explain the merging of cultural
artefacts with very different roots. Football culture in Germany at the highest level,
that is in the Bundesliga, is constructed both by commercial interests and by the
defiant and rebellious reaction to them. In other words, while the pitch hosts players
worth millions, the terraces do not simply provide a colourful backdrop: they are an
integral part of the multifaceted and commodified spectacle, despite their resistance
and opposition to some of these developments.53

The relationship between football fans and those driving the commodification
and commercialization of the game is characterized by a high degree of resilience,
vitality and unpredictability that is typical of the hegemonic process of class interac-
tion. It clearly shows that ‘the dominant class cannot prevent the underclasses from
establishing their own social enclaves of meaning and their own renegade cultural
forms’.54

Franz Beckenbauer, football’s ultimate moral authority in Germany, has repeat-
edly stressed that this game has the power to create a better world and to bring
tribes together.55 Beckenbauer’s assessment might well apply to the short-lived and
often harmless manifestations of soft nationalism in the context of international
events. However, there are doubts that the tribes of fans will ever be united with
the game’s commercial forces. In Germany, they respect each other, but continue to
carefully monitor each other’s moves.
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From ‘socios’ to ‘hyper-consumers’: an empirical examination of
the impact of commodification on Spanish football fans

Ramón Llopis-Goig*

Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology, University of Valencia, Spain

Traditionally, the Spanish game has been analysed in scholarly studies in terms
of the effect of crowd violence or the nationalist and regionalist implications of
the Spanish clubs. Latterly analysis has also extended to include gender issues
(and the process of constructing masculinity, in particular) and a spate of studies
dealing with racism and xenophobia, both of which have blighted the Spanish
game in recent years. Little attention, however, has been given over to the study
of the effects on fans of the rapidly expanding influence of commercialization
on football in Spain. With this gap in mind, this study sets out to examine, from
an empirical perspective, the social consequences of the commodification pro-
cesses of football in the discourse of the sport’s fans.

Introduction

In the past twenty years, Spanish football has undergone intensive changes that
have dramatically transformed some of its main structural characteristics. This pro-
cess is directly related to the commodification tendencies that have also affected
other aspects of social and economic life and has had a strong influence on the
recent evolution of football, determining aspects as varied as the greater profession-
alization and global migration of players, the corporatization of clubs, the prolifera-
tion of merchandising, rule changes to draw in new customers, and a general
redefinition of the competitive structures and ethos of the sport.1

The impact of these commodification trends on football fans, especially in rela-
tion to the cost of attending matches or watching them on subscription television
stations, has been a matter of concern in the United Kingdom, where the impact of
commodification on spectator identities has been explored in both theoretical and
empirical terms.2 In Spain, however, research about the effects of football commodi-
fication on fans is non-existent. The social sciences have paid little attention to foot-
ball, a circumstance that may be related to the fact that for many years this sport
was considered an instrument of the extension of domination and ignorance. Since
the 1990s, diverse studies and papers have been published on Spanish football, but
always dealing with questions related to violence in stadiums3 or the nationalist and
regionalist implications of the Spanish clubs,4 a topic closely linked to the multicul-
tural composition of Spanish society.

In the past five years, however, the range of issues related to football that have
been studied from a social sciences perspective has increased considerably. Spanish
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football has been examined in relation to other elements of social structure, such as
gender and the process of constructing masculinity,5 football’s relations with news
media,6 and racist and xenophobic displays.7 However, this research has not
focused on football fans, and even less consideration has been given to the impact
of commodification on Spanish football fans.

With this gap in mind, the purpose of this study is to examine, from an empirical
perspective, the social consequences of football’s commodification processes in the
discourse of the sport’s fans. To this end, between October 2010 and February 2011,
19 fans, six sport journalists and three sport managers were interviewed. In the case
of the fans, the observations on which this paper is based were made by fans of
Valencia FC and Levante UD – two clubs with quite different characteristics, which
makes it possible to discover a broad range of experiences, expectations and opinions
about the consequences of Spanish football’s commodification. The fans included
members of football peñas (fan communities), season-ticket holders, and regularly-
attending followers of the teams. The majority of the sport journalists and managers
were linked to television channels, newspapers and sporting organizations at the
national level.

Although research has dealt with many questions related to the social conse-
quences of Spanish football’s transformation in the past two decades, the present
study takes an in-depth look at three specific thematic areas. First, the changes in
relations between fans and their football clubs in recent years are analysed. Second,
the fans’ opinions on football clubs’ ownership and governance are examined.
Third, and finally, fans’ perceptions of the mercantilization process, as well as the
reactions and changes this process has produced in football culture, are studied.
Before delving into these questions, some data and considerations are presented in
order to contextualize the study, especially for readers who may be less familiar
with Spanish football.

Context of the study

Football is a topic of enormous interest in Spanish society. A survey carried out in
May 2007 by the Centre for Sociological Research (CIS) showed that a little more
than half of the population over 18 years of age (54%) claimed to be interested in
the sport.8 This is a 10% increase on the number obtained in a 1974 Gallup poll.
Surprisingly, the CIS survey pointed out that the proportion of Spaniards who say
they follow one particular football team (66.8%) is greater than the percentage who
claim to be interested in the sport – a clear example of the way that identification
with a team goes beyond mere interest in football as a sport. The two teams with
the greatest social support were Real Madrid and Barcelona FC, with 32.8% and
25.7%, respectively, of respondents identifying themselves as fans. This was fol-
lowed at a great distance by Valencia FC, with 5.3%.9 The percentage of intervie-
wees who stated that they were followers of Levante UD was 0.2%.

Founded in 1909, Valencia FC has a 57,000-capacity stadium, and its budget for
the 2010/2011 season was e131 million. It is the fifth most successful Spanish club
in terms of national titles – following Real Madrid, Barcelona FC, Athletic de Bil-
bao and Athletic de Madrid – having won five UEFA Cups, six Spanish Leagues
and seven King’s Cups. Levante UD is a more modest club. Also located in the city
of Valencia and founded in 1909, it currently competes in the League and has a
budget of e20 million. It has only played in the League in six seasons, including
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the current one, and its stadium holds 25,534 fans. The average attendance at Lev-
ante’s local games is around 10,000, a number quite inferior to that of Valencia FC,
which attracts an average of 38,263 fans to its stadium in Mestalla.

Alongside the social significance of football in Spain, its importance can also be
seen in its economic dimension. It generates approximately e4 billion, almost 0.9%
of GDP (and 1.2% of the GDP of the services sector). If other indirect effects, such
as employee wages and gross operating profit, are added the aggregated figure cor-
responding to football’s total impact on the Spanish economy rises to e8.066 bil-
lion, approximately 1.7% of GDP and 2.5% of the services sector’s GDP.10 In the
2008/2009 season, Real Madrid was considered the club with the highest income in
the world, at e401 million.11 Of this income, 29% comes from tickets, quotas paid
by members and exploitation of the stadium’s services. Television provides 36% of
the income, marketing brings in 31%, and friendly matches, together with prizes
won in competitions, yield 4%. In the case of Barcelona FC, second in income with
e366 million yearly, tickets make up 14%, television provides 36%, and marketing
brings in 31%, although this team earns somewhat more than Real Madrid from
friendly matches and prizes won in competitions.

The financial reality of the Spanish football clubs is, however, much gloomier
than the aforementioned numbers might lead one to think. The study Football and
Finances: The Economy of the League of Stars points out that during the 2007/
2008 season, the Spanish League lost about e300 million; its net patrimony was
e340 million.12 According to this report, the majority of the Spanish clubs face
serious economic problems related to the large volume of their debts. In 2007, the
total debt of the clubs in the League was e2.7795 billion; one year later it reached
e3.4438 billion. The highest debt was that of Real Madrid, at e562.8 million, fol-
lowed by Athletic de Madrid and Valencia FC, with e510.8 and e502.3 million of
debt respectively. The team with the next highest debt is Barcelona FC, which owes
e437.8 million, followed at a distance by Deportivo de la Coruña (e292.3 million)
and Villarreal (e239.9 million). Four other teams had debt of more than e100 mil-
lion in the 2007/2008 season: RCD Espanyol (151.5), Racing de Santander (136.9),
Real Zaragoza (111.5) and Sevilla FC (109.9). The ten remaining teams’ debt was
under e100 million each. These social and economic data provide the context in
which the following study is situated.

The relationships between fans and their football clubs

The data referred to in the first paragraph of the previous section show how
strongly Spanish fans continue to identify with Spanish football teams, with
66.8% of the adult population claiming to be a follower of some football
team. But how has the merchandizing tendency of football affected relations
between fans and their clubs? Have the fans’ feelings of identification with
their clubs been modified in relation to previous eras? How has the merchan-
dizing process affected fans’ behaviour? These questions will be addressed in
this section.

Analysis of the information obtained in the interviews with fans, journalists
and sport managers leaves no doubt about the evolution of relations between
fans and their clubs in the past twenty years. On the one hand, the interviewees
state that their feelings of identification have not varied in basic ways, while on

394 R. Llopis-Goig

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Fl
or

id
a 

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 0

1:
18

 0
3 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 



the other they point out that there have been substantial changes in fans’
behaviour.

‘… in basic things it hasn’t affected anything; that is, the fans’ identification with the
club is the same…’

Two arguments clarify why feelings of identification with clubs continue to be
important in Spanish society. The first has to do with the structure of the initiation
to football consumption that has characterized Spanish football in the past few dec-
ades. This process began in early childhood in the family sphere, and acted accord-
ing to a model of generational transmission that maintained its coherence and
solidity throughout the lifetime of the fan. Thus, at a very young age a type of
socialization occurred that largely explains the later fidelity to the colours of the
club. This emotional component of identification with a club continues to be strong
among football fans, and has not been essentially affected by the changes in Span-
ish football in recent years.

… people still think Valencia FC is their club for life, their grandparent’s, their par-
ent’s, and in every city, all the fans think the same thing…

… someone who has gone to the stadium from the time he was little to see Levante
UD play, it’s difficult for him not to follow the team as an adult. It stays in you for-
ever, at least in the case of Levante…

It is not likely that this mechanism will continue to function in the same way, as
there have already been signs that the structure of identification with football is
becoming more plural and diverse. This change could give rise to an ‘identitary
map’ based less on generational transmission than on the influence of news media,
the Internet and football superstars.

The second argument concerns the way football clubs act as symbolic represen-
tatives of the different regions in Spain. Although historically this identitary sym-
bolism was especially developed in the Basque country and Cataluña, with the
transition to democracy that took place after the death of the dictator Francisco
Franco in 1975 and the subsequent creation of the State of Autonomic Regions,
regionalist expressions extended to other regions like the Valencian Community,
Galicia and Andalucía, whose main football teams were to become symbolic repre-
sentatives of the region.13 The interviewees point out that today this regional–ident-
itary dimension of the clubs has weakened and does not have the force it had in the
1980s, but it continues to be important and present to the degree that it is impossi-
ble to understand fans’ feelings of identification with their clubs without mentioning
this component.

… it’s not that there is a permanent conflict between territories here, but it does chan-
nel the expressions of affirmation and disagreement of many …

Although feelings of identification with clubs have remained, there has been a sub-
stantial change in the repertoire of behaviours that fans develop in relation to their
enthusiasm and sympathy toward a football team. The aforementioned CIS survey
offers some empirical evidence of this change in revealing that among the followers
of any football team, 72.8% watch their team’s matches on television whenever
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they can, 42% have flags, shields and other team objects at home, and 36.9% usu-
ally attend their team’s matches at the stadium. Other high-percentage behaviours
correspond to the purchase of team clothing or personal objects (like watches,
wallets and so on) and paying to see games on television, with an incidence of
24.2% and 21%, respectively. Finally, 15.3% and 2.6% of fans, respectively, say
they travel to other cities or countries to watch games played by their team.14 All
of this shows the growing importance of consumption as a dimension that articu-
lates the relationship between Spanish fans and their football clubs.

The interviews with fans, journalists and sport managers show that consumption
has become a core dimension in relations between fans and football clubs, which
has produced a profound transformation in the behavioural repertoire of the typical
fan. In general terms, this has produced a broadening and intensification of the con-
sumption of football, which, paraphrasing Gilles Lipovetsky, could be defined as
hyper-consumption of football.15 This means that the behavioural repertoire of the
fan is not limited to attending the league game that his or her team plays in its own
stadium once every fifteen days, or to watching games broadcast free of charge on
television every week, regardless of which teams are playing. These would be two
of the most typical behaviours from what we could define as the previous era, but
in the age of hyper-consumption, others have arisen and intensified.

Two comments are needed to characterize this hyper-consumption of football.
First, it has involved an extraordinary development in the presence of information
and football in the media, especially on television. Fans now have available to them
a communicative system that has increased the number of days, the timetable and
the number of games televised, as well as the number of programmes and news
items related to football in one way or another.16

… it has changed formally as far as your relation with the team is not limited exclu-
sively to going to the stadium every fifteen days, but instead the media have created a
lot of other things…

The media have developed a broad offering that allows fans to be completely
informed about developments regarding their team and watch all the games played
without having to leave their homes. These advances have made it possible for fans
to consume more information about their clubs on a much more regular basis.

Second, it is important to note that this increase in the news offering has been
developed around each club, so that the football consumption of each fan is related
more and more to the club with which he or she identifies. This would be, then, the
second characteristic of the hyper-consumption of football in the present moment: it
is a personalized consumption, or, to be more exact, it is more personalized than in
previous eras:

… in the past, if you didn’t go to the stadium, you would watch the football game
they televised every Sunday, and at the end of a year you might have seen four or five
of Valencia’s matches. Now you can see all the League games on television, paying,
of course …

What has been characterized as hyper-consumption presents some additional issues
that make it possible to further examine the way relations between fans and their
football clubs have evolved in the past few years. These characteristics are not nec-
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essarily completely novel – to a certain degree, they were already present before
the dramatic changes in Spanish football – but in the current context they have been
strengthened extraordinarily.

The first aspect that has been strengthened by the current set-up of Spanish foot-
ball is its facet as a pleasurable experience. Football consumption, whether in the
form of attendance at the stadium or viewing televised broadcasts, is an activity
whose recreational gratification component is progressively reinforced, to the detri-
ment of any other type of social and political connotations. The experience of
watching a football match is, above all, a festive and fun activity.

… Football is a place of enjoyment, of passion, of having a good time, of living an
intense experience, because sometimes there is suffering, but it’s an experience that is,
most of all, fun…

A second aspect strengthened by the situation of hyper-consumption that character-
izes relations between fans and their clubs is the reinforcement of football’s condi-
tion as entertainment. In relation to this statement, one of the results of the
aforementioned CIS survey is that 79.7% of the Spanish population consider profes-
sional football to be more of a show than a sport, while 12.2% state the opposite,
and 8.1% are not sure which of the two options is most applicable.17

The statements of the fans and sport journalists interviewed completely confirm
the consideration that fans view football as entertainment, but they clarify the mean-
ing of this statement. When they say that it is a show, the emphasis is on its appear-
ance as a play or performance whose status would be closer to an artistic
production than to a sport competition:

… I think more and more it is less a question of being a great fan and more a ques-
tion of enjoying a play, a performance, entertainment; I think the fans go to watch
football like one goes to a show…

These are, then, the characteristics that define the relationship between the fans
and their clubs in present-day Spanish football: a relationship that has been defined
by the term hyper-consumption, which is characterized by the increase and intensi-
fication of the consumption of football-related information and broadcasts, the
growing personalization of this consumption experience, and the consideration of
attending matches at the stadium as a festive recreational experience. In any case,
this transformation of the relations between the fans and the football clubs has not
weakened fans’ feelings of identification with clubs; instead, it has strengthened
them.

Fandom and the ownership and governance of Spanish football clubs

This section focuses on a specific aspect of Spanish football’s transformation pro-
cess: the evolution of clubs’ ownership and governance from the point of view of
the fans. Dealing with this aspect requires some initial considerations about what is
known as the Sports Law (Law 10/1990 15 October), one of the main repercussions
of which was the transformation of football clubs into Limited Liability Sports
Companies (SAD).18 The purpose of this law was to regulate the economic situation
of professional football clubs, a situation that had reached alarming levels a few
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years previously. In January 1985, for example, the liabilities due from clubs in the
First, Second, and Second B divisions totalled e124.5 million. Football clubs were
in a complicated financial situation, due largely to the sizeable investment in
stadiums required in order for the country to host the 1982 World Cup. Although
the income from the event itself was initially expected to cover the cost of invest-
ment, this was not the case, and the financial clean-up plan later signed by the clubs
and the Superior Sport Council did not have the expected effect.19 The Sports Law
was, in that context, an attempt to resolve the difficult financial situation in which
the clubs found themselves. The question raised here, however is what the fans feel
the football clubs’ move to SAD status has meant.

The first thing that should be mentioned is that the majority of interviewees
point out that fans are extremely confused about this question, and are not com-
pletely aware of the implications of the legal nature of the current SAD. Some
interviewees think there is a combination of lack of awareness and a passion for the
club that overrules all else. Others think fans do not really want to accept reality
and prefer to deceive themselves, acting as if things have not changed.

… I think the fans are very confused about it; they’re overcome by their feelings and
by their identification with the club, the t-shirt and all that. It’s like they don’t want to
know…

… We fans continue to act as if things were the same as before, and we don’t want to
know that there is a law of limited liability sports companies that allows someone to
come and buy the club and make it his…

The situation of confusion or self-deception that characterizes the fans is confirmed
by the survival in everyday language of a term that fits the situation which was
prevalent before the Sports Law of 1990: the word ‘member’. In the legal model
prior to the Sports Law’s coming into force, the clubs were composed of members
who had the capacity to democratically choose a Board of Directors. The members
could participate in the club’s periodic assemblies and meetings, as long as they
were up to date on payment of their quotas. In the current legal set-up of the clubs
as SAD, such ‘members’ disappear, and the only forms of participation are the
condition of shareholder – which means buying shares in the club – and season-
ticket holder –which provides a pass that allows entrance to practically all the
team’s home games. However, both categories of participant, especially the season
ticket holders, continue to use the word ‘member’ to describe their relationship
with the club.

… I’m a member of the Valencia club; I go to all the home games and the away-
games depending on where they play…

… I’m a member of the Levante club; every year I buy a season ticket…

And it is not strange that the word ‘member’ is still used, as in reality the fans
continue to think of themselves as owners of the club. In some cases they do so
in a strictly symbolic way, believing that no matter who the legal owner of the
club is, the fans are the true symbolic owners and, therefore, can and must influ-
ence the life of the club. In other cases, a major part of the club’s shares belong
to a large number of fans, who become small shareholders and, therefore, con-
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tinue to carry a certain weight in the club’s ownership. This is the case for clubs
whose capital is dispersed because no shareholders hold more than 10% of the
capital:

… here in Valencia, but I think it’s the same in other places, people still consider
themselves the owners of the club; a football club isn’t a company that only belongs
to the one who buys it, but rather it belongs to its fans…

The feeling of symbolic ownership of the club is reinforced by a series of peculiari-
ties of Spanish football that have a strong influence on the life and governance of
clubs. The first has to do with the paternal and even populist tone taken by some of
the people who have occupied the football clubs’ presidencies, as has been the case
for some of Valencia’s and Levante’s presidents:

… we didn’t realize that the clubs belong to the one who buys them and we kept act-
ing like they were ours, mostly because they made us think that by using big words
and telling us we should contribute to save the club, but in reality what they wanted
was to do their own business…

The local origin and regional roots of the majority of the football clubs’ presidents
have also contributed to this situation. Faced with the entrance of foreign investors,
the fact that the presidencies of most of the clubs were held by local people with
regional links meant fans did not fear their club would lose its identity, which they
feel has happened to some English clubs; they have therefore continued to pledge
their loyalty to their club.

… the people who control or have controlled the club are from here, so they’re not
going to change the club’s identity or go against the club’s traditions…

However, there is a second explanation for the many Spanish fans’ feelings of sym-
bolic ownership: the territorial link or regional representation the fans attribute to
their clubs. The clubs are not perceived simply as SAD, but rather as a type of
‘regional team’ that represents a region, almost in the same way that the Spanish
national team represents Spain. The clubs therefore have a socio-political function
of which the fans are not necessarily aware, as, paraphrasing Michael Billig, it
could be said that it acts as a sort of banal regionalism.20 This role of regional rep-
resentation therefore lies within the common sensibility and reveals itself as natural
for the majority of the fans:

… the clubs aren’t going to go broke because the politicians won’t allow it. It if gets
complicated, they’ll have to give them money and fix the problems, because the clubs
represent each region or city and they can’t disappear…

In fact, the fans usually point out that on numerous occasions local and regional
authorities have come to the economic rescue of certain football clubs, offering
financial aid to avoid their bankruptcy and consequent disappearance:

… people don’t seem to understand that the club is owned by investors because what
they see is that the local and regional governments have come to the rescue of many
clubs…
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The connection between local or regional authorities and football clubs is reinforced
even more in the imagination of the fans when they see that, at times, the public
authorities have also acted directly or indirectly – that is, through financial entities
that largely depend on or are controlled by regional or local authorities – to avoid
foreign capital entering some football clubs.

This possibility has worried fans and the public authorities during the past few
years, perhaps as a result of the public’s negative view of Dmitry Piterman’s time
with Racing de Santander and Alavés.21 In the opinion of some fans and sports
journalists, the negative precedent set by Piterman’s performance at Racing de Sant-
ander acted as a warning about what could happen in other clubs if they allowed
the entrance of foreign investors who were not part of the tradition and sporting
culture of the club:

… here the advantage is that there were some cases that ended up badly, like Piterman
in Racing, I think this has made them pay more attention, that is, that the institutions
and the people in the club have taken steps to make sure that there isn’t a new case
like the one with Piterman…

This situation, however, has changed since limits on the purchase of shares by for-
eigners, which the Sport Law had set at 25%, were modified.22 Thus, during the
current season, an investment of e36 million has seen Malaga acquired by the
Qatari sheikh Abdullah Bin Nasser Al Thani, while Indian multi-millionaire Ahsan
Ali Syed has acquired Racing de Santander through a e50 million investment. It
now has the third highest expenditure in relation to hiring players, after Real
Madrid and Barcelona FC. Recently, the possibility has been raised that Valencia
FC, with a debt of more than e400 million, could be seeking to attract investment
from a sheikh in the Persian Gulf who could help the club resolve its terrible eco-
nomic problems.23

Some interviewees believe that these foreign investors’ arrival in the game is
inevitable and, moreover, desirable, given the complicated financial situation of
Spanish football. However, they believe these investors should have to produce an
economic offering that would make the club’s viability possible, and would have to
respect the club’s culture and symbols:

… I think it’s fine that some Arab sheikh buys the club as long as he brings a serious
project to Valencia. Valencia, like many other Spanish clubs, is in bad shape. We can’t
get money anywhere. The only hope is foreign investment. Either that or the disap-
pearance…

…the clubs are selling their shares to foreigners because they don’t have any money.
The shareholders sell because the clubs are unsustainable. The same thing happened
in England and the results were good. If it’s to avoid bankruptcy, I think it’s fine…

Others, however, point out that the arrival of foreign investors would mean a loss
of the clubs’ identities, as these investors will not follow the same criteria as the
Spanish owners. Such fans are resigned to what they believe will be a profound
transformation in the culture and tradition of the clubs. It must be kept in mind that
the possibilities for these investors are not as extensive as was the case in the Eng-
lish Premier League, as the two clubs with the greatest economic potential, Real
Madrid and Barcelona FC (along with Athletic de Bilbao and Osasuna), are not
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Limited Liability Sports Companies and, therefore, cannot be sold. The attraction of
investing in Spanish clubs is limited, taking into consideration first that Real Madrid
and Barcelona FC constitute most of the earning potential of Spanish football, and
second that the enormous debts of teams like Valencia FC and Athletic de Madrid
reduce the possibility of foreign investors viewing them as an investment opportu-
nity. All of this determines and explains the fact that the Spanish League’s level of
internationalization is quite inferior to that of the English Premier League.

In sum, the fans are either not completely aware of the implications of clubs
transforming into SAD, or they simply prefer to deceive themselves about it. A
clear example of this is their continued use of the term ‘member’ to identify them-
selves or refer to those who, in reality, are shareholders or season ticket holders.
The research has revealed the existence of a feeling of symbolic ownership of the
club, the persistence of which is due to a number of things, such as the paternalistic
tone or local origin of some leaders in Spanish football, the role of the majority of
clubs as representatives of regional identity and, finally, local and regional govern-
ments’ interest in keeping foreign capital or investors from taking control of a club.

Reactions to the process of commodification

The purpose of this last section is to analyse the reactions produced by the process of
commodification of football among fans. More specifically, the aim is to examine fans’
perceptions of the evolution of football in the past few years, the changes that have
occurred in the way football is consumed and, finally, whether fans have developed
responses or resistance initiatives in reaction to this process of commodification.

The majority of interviewees maintain that the transformations that have
occurred in football in the past twenty years form part of the same evolutionary
process that has taken place in Spanish society. Therefore, the transformation of
football into a televised, plural and globalized phenomenon is inevitable, as this
development has allowed not only football’s survival, but also the maintenance of
its hegemony as a social and sport phenomenon. Rather than proving fatal to the
game, the current evolution of football is a sign of its superiority:

… I think the great success of football is that it has maintained its privileged place
and overcome the competition, it has consolidated its hegemony at a time when there
are a large variety of entertainment activities available…

These ideas, however, are not an obstacle to formulating a profound and unanimous
negative rating of football clubs’ management. The general feeling is that they are
poorly managed, dedicated to an irresponsible dynamic of economic waste and per-
sonal interest, and removed from the control and supervision not only of the fans,
but also of public administration:

… football could survive on its own, but the reality is that it is very badly managed…

This double impression is what we could call the current paradox of football: its
growing role as entertainment produces great enthusiasm among the fans, but this
enthusiasm coexists with the bitter sensation that the sport is on an irresponsible
path which is extremely difficult to leave. The paradox, however, not only involves
football as a social phenomenon. It also affects the fans, who on the one hand,
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complain about the economic situation of the clubs, but on the other demand that
the owners pursue aggressive player-signing policies regardless of the cost.

Why does this logic end up prevailing? Some interviewees believe there is a
combination of two factors behind it. On the one hand, the legal model of the SAD
turns fans into mere spectators and relieves them of any responsibility for the club’s
progress. On the other, the pressure that fans can exert within the stadium can deter-
mine whether a club’s president will stay or go. Thus, what finally triumphs is an
irrational dynamic that involves an unsustainable expense:

… so then if you are used to the fact that football’s money does not cause you prob-
lems, you don’t mind if they spend all those millions hiring players…

What are the consequences of this dynamic in the relationship between fans and
football? The clearest is the progressive separation between the sporting and social
spheres.24 Fans increasingly focus simply on the sporting sphere and distance them-
selves from any worry or interest, such as SAD status, related to the club as an
organization. In other words, the fans are only interested in the sporting aspects of
the club: the players’ performance, the coach’s decisions, the signing of new play-
ers, the playing style, the goals and the results of the matches.

… I think the evolution has been that the fans increasingly separate the economic-
social management from the sport management, and they are becoming more inter-
ested in the sport and less in the other…

There are two reasons behind this progressive distancing from a club’s social
aspects and the consequent consolidation of the fan as a consumer of football infor-
mation or shows. First, in recent years the fans have seen that the management of
football clubs has become extraordinarily complex, involving technical–legal and
economic peculiarities that are increasingly difficult to understand. Parallel to this,
daily life has also become more complex for members of western societies as a
result of the transformation of the world of work and the influence of individualiza-
tion processes. It is not surprising, then, that fans are more interested in the fun and
festive aspects of football, and avoid questions with a problematic or conflictive
dimension:

…I think what is happening is that people think they already have too many problems
in their own lives to get involved in the problems of an institution, no matter how
much they care about it, in which they can’t do anything…

Second, club management is increasingly based on considerations of a business nat-
ure – even though they might have to do with criteria sui generis – and less on the
opinions, criteria and expectations of the fans. This leads fans to finally realize that
the role designed for them in the new football scenario is that of a mere spectator:

... the management of the club is something that doesn’t depend on us, in the sense
that it is in the hands of the shareholders, and it is something we can’t control, so
even if the managers are pessimistic, in the end we realize that in those issues they
don’t count on us, so we can’t do anything…
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The reorientation toward strictly sport-related matters is also reflected in the type of
information about football offered by news media. Newspaper articles and television
reports increasingly avoid questions with economic and political implications in
order to look more closely at purely sport-related aspects. This was verified by the
journalists interviewed:

… the only thing people want to know is if the team works, that the coach is good,
that the players are good and they sign up the best ones…

What are the effects of this progressive movement of the focus of fans and
news media toward strictly sport-related questions? Based on the opinions
expressed by the interviewees, this movement has signified their transformation
into hyper-spectators. Thus, nowadays football fans are hyper-consumers of foot-
ball entertainment and, compared to the ‘members’ of the previous era, are
characterized by the display of a more hedonistic consumption of sport and an
inability to be critical about the merchantilization process undertaken by the
clubs.

Some interviewees point out that the role offered to the fan by the new football
scenario should not always be evaluated negatively, as there are many fans who feel
more comfortable with their role as mere spectators. Why? Because this role allows
them to remain uninvolved in the club’s problems and focus on the team’s playing,
enjoying their goals and triumphs in a completely relaxed way. Numerous intervie-
wees testified in this regard:

… I want football to distract me from my problems, not create them. I go to football
to be entertained and have fun, the same way I go to the movies to see a good film…

… I pay for my season ticket, I go on Sundays to watch my Valencia, and I don’t
want to know anything about problems or debts. I go there to be entertained and have
fun, and I don’t want to hear about problems…

All of this has given rise to the second differential characteristic of today’s football
fans: their lack of criticism. The interviewees point out that the consolidation of
their role as spectators has caused them to distance themselves from decisions about
the management and functioning of the club, things in which they do not feel
involved. From this point of view, the current fandom involves going to the stadium
to have a fun and entertaining experience, and the way it conceives this experience
leaves no room for critical action or protest about the management and functioning
of the club:

… we are less and less active, in reality we’ve been distancing ourselves and now we
watch the matches and it ends there; we don’t experience the club like before. The
only thing we care about is winning games. Let the shareholders fix the club’s econ-
omy; that’s why they are the owners. …

However, it would be erroneous to state that fans’ lack of criticism of a club’s
management implies a lack of influence over its progress. In the recent history
of Spanish football – including the cases of Valencia FC and Levante UD –
there have been many situations in which fans have protested the path being
taken by the club and called for the president’s resignation, putting him under
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such pressure that he finally decides to leave. Interviewees recalled what occurred
in 1997 when the Mestalla stadium called for the resignation of then-president
Paco Roig:

… in the days of Paco Roig, which I lived through, the fans pushed the president to
leave in a game against Salamanca when the whole stadium asked the President to
leave and he did […] I think at that moment, even though the SAD already existed,
people still had the mentality of being members…

Nevertheless, two remarks must be made about Spanish fans’ potential for protest.
First, it is clear that this potential is only activated when there is an accumulation
of negative sport results. It is not, therefore, a response of resistance to the eco-
nomic functioning or management of a club. While the team plays well, makes
goals and achieves victories, the fans do not express discontent:

… people protest when the team is not doing well and doesn’t win games. They don’t
care about anything else, but the only thing that can make them get up and call for
the president to resign is if the team loses games…

Second, it must be highlighted that quite probably, fans’ critical capacity or poten-
tial for protest has become diluted in the past few years and is now only residual.
This is basically because, as the years have gone by, the feeling of symbolic owner-
ship of the club has also waned. Some interviewees mentioned that protest against
a president when the team has a bad season or is playing far below the expected
level are less and less frequent. Today, the fans’ most common reaction when their
team has a run of bad results or does not play football well consists of not going to
the stadium. This is what a consumer does when he does not like a product any
more: he stops buying it.

In sum, this section has described the current paradox of football, according to
which fans’ strong fascination with and attraction to the growing role of football as
entertainment co-exists with the feeling that football is a poorly managed and
unsustainable activity in today’s terms. Fans resolve the tension between these two
extremes by distancing themselves from the social and economic dimension of the
club and consolidating their role as spectators. This process has meant the transfor-
mation of the supporter into a hyper-consumer of football entertainment, which
restricts his participation in the club to the role of consumer. Thus, fans’ potential
for protest is now limited to those moments when the team has poor sporting
results.

Conclusions

This article has focused on the social consequences of the commodification process
in Spanish football culture. The analysis was based on interviews with 19 fans, six
sport journalists and three professional sport managers. While the latter two groups
were linked to television channels, newspapers and national organizations, the fans
were supporters of Valencia FC and Levante UD, two clubs with very different
characteristics whose fans can be considered to represent the most frequent experi-
ences, opinions and attitudes seen in Spanish football.
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The study has shown first that the process of commodification has not affected
fans’ feelings of identification with their clubs, although it has affected their reper-
toire of behaviours. A situation of hyper-consumption has been produced, which
could be defined as an increase and intensification of the consumption of football
information and televised broadcasts, parallel to the increase in football offerings in
the media. This hyper-consumption explains the growing personalization of football
consumption and an intensification of the entertainment-festive dimension of attend-
ing matches at the stadiums.

Second, the study has shown the existence of a sense of symbolic ownership of
the club among Spanish fans that explains why the majority of them continue to
consider themselves club ‘members’, even though the clubs’ transformation into
Limited Liability Sports Companies (SAD) has turned many of these fans into
shareholders and/or season-ticket holders. Three elements contribute to the fact that
fans are either unaware or fooling themselves about the implications of the clubs’
move to an SAD model: the paternalism and local roots of the majority of the
clubs’ presidents, the clubs’ strong regional symbolism, and local authorities’ inter-
est in keeping foreign investors from taking over the clubs.

Third, and finally, this study has proposed the existence of a paradox of foot-
ball, where fans’ fascination with football co-exists with the feeling that the clubs
are poorly managed and economically unsustainable. The tension created by these
two extremes is resolved by fans distancing themselves from any aspects of the
club which are not strictly sport-related. Fans are transformed, then, into hyper-
spectators: consumers of the football show who voluntarily remove themselves
from the social dimension of the club. They go to the stadium looking for a psy-
chologically pleasurable experience and only react critically when their team goes
through periods of bad sporting results, especially when, additionally, the playing
style is not aesthetically pleasing to them.
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Walking alone together the Liverpool Way: fan culture and
‘clueless’ Yanks

John Williams*

University of Leicester, Leicester, UK

Historically, supporters at Liverpool football club have shown relatively few
signs of collective supporter radicalism. Indeed the belief among the club’s fol-
lowers that there is a highly specific and culturally embedded approach to man-
aging the club’s affairs, one which positively emphasises consensus and privacy
– the Liverpool Way – actually has its roots in the ruthless, autocratic control
practised by its directors in the 1950s. This relative supporter passivity slowly
began to change, initially and culturally, after the appointment of Bill Shankly
as Liverpool manager in 1959, and then more formally and more ‘politically’
following the Heysel Stadium disaster in 1985. More recently, under the aus-
pices of two distinctive and very different locally based supporter campaigns
Share Liverpool and Spirit of Shankly, Liverpool fans have displayed an unusual
level of collective organisation and militancy to oppose and help unseat the dila-
tory and profiteering Anfield regime of two American venture capitalists, Tom
Hicks and George Gillett. This article explores the tensions between the neces-
sarily global nature today of this sort of popular opposition, the recent hyper-
commodification of the Premier League and its clubs, and the emphasis among
supporter groups in Liverpool on maintaining ‘authentic’ forms of local cultural
practice and identity formation around football in the face of the sometimes
grim realities of globalisation and foreign ownership.

The strange absence of supporter ‘activism’ in Liverpool football – a brief
history

Liverpool is probably popularly known – perhaps especially among those from out-
side the city – for its various urban disturbances, often flavoured by sectarianism;
for its non-conformist popular revolts; for vivid stories of army gunboats and anti-
government riots; for striking workers and, in the 1980s, for confrontational, radical
Militant local government; for periodic ‘race’ uprisings; and for its generally car-
nivalesque expressions of collective opposition to impositions of authority from out-
side the city. An orderly and pacified attitude in community and political affairs is
probably not regarded as the typical Liverpool Way. So one might expect organized
football activism among Liverpool football spectators also to be deeply etched into
the consciousness and history of its people when, actually, the opposite is more
true: conservatism and collective inaction among fans has been much more typical.
This relative passivity of football fans in the city was perhaps especially true

*Email: jxw@le.ac.uk

Soccer & Society
Vol. 13, No. 3, May 2012, 426–442

ISSN 1466-0970 print/ISSN 1743-9590 online
� 2012 Taylor & Francis
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14660970.2012.655510
http://www.tandfonline.com

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
 D

e 
Pa

ri
s 

1]
 a

t 0
7:

56
 0

5 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

3 



historically of supporters of Liverpool FC: followers of near neighbours Everton
benefited from more democratic club structures and a rather more inclusive board-
room philosophy.1

Indeed, it was probably the very early mythologizing of the Spion Kop which,
in some important senses, ‘filled’ this local identity void at Anfield by establishing
a creatively collective and satisfyingly liminal supporter profile for Liverpool fans.
Supporter songs and chants, for example, were a very early feature of Anfield fan
cultures.2 Liverpool supporters soon shaped this football terrace in the Red half of
the city, in Ray Oldenburg’s words, as an authentic and native ‘third place’:3 one
constructed out of ‘the many little episodes of personal interaction between guests,
mediated by dialogue as well as visual contact, by bar-room slogans as well as
sophisticated conversation – they are symbolic and signifying forms and worlds of
socialization.’4 But it was especially the Kop’s near-unique relationship with the
Liverpool players, established first in the 1920s through its ‘communing’ with the
Reds’ long-serving Ulster-born goalkeeper Elisha Scott, which marked off the great
terrace as a very special public site – as an authentic collective cultural space for
public expression and exchange among working-class people and their symbolic
representatives. It led in 1932 to the Liverpool Echo actually sending its football
correspondent Bee to stand on the great terrace – an early glimpse ‘inside’ the
world of British working class football supporter culture. A typical Kopite was
described by Bee as ‘loyal to the core […] he goes on talking his matches, debating
his matches’. ‘This spectator’, said Bee, ‘is matchless’.5

This sort of unquestioning Liverpool fan loyalty would be severely tested many
times. Indeed, in the 41 years between 1923 (the last Elisha Scott title) and 1964
(the first Bill Shankly championship) Liverpool FC won just one major trophy (a
scrambled League title in 1947), to balance a humiliating relegation to the Second
Division in 1954. The club’s conservative (and Conservative) board repeatedly
hired malleable young ‘puppet’ managers in the post-war era and refused to meet
transfer fees, while the directors selected the team, often with catastrophic conse-
quences. Moreover, the Liverpool board quite ruthlessly manipulated the club’s
Annual General Meetings in the 1950s in order to ensure minimal fan opposition
to their own ineffective stewardship.6 Liverpool supporters could rarely challenge
their own directors – Everton’s more widely spread shareholders would be more
confrontational with theirs7 – reverting instead to comforting Kopite tropes about
loyalty and stoic support; which would be lavishly embellished, of course, under
Bill Shankly in the new television age of sport in the 1960s.8 Thus the celebrated
modern notion of the ‘Liverpool Way’ – conducting club business efficiently, con-
sensually and in a dignified manner, carefully and privately out of the glare of
publicity (a trait so carelessly traduced later under Hicks and Gillett) – ironically
comes directly out of a period when Liverpool supporters were relatively power-
less, and certainly both passive and ineffective in opposing the club’s autocratic
custodians.

Some early stirrings

Just as the 1960s swept away some of England’s aged conservatism and the defer-
ence and austerity of previous decades, Bill Shankly’s arrival at Liverpool in 1959
challenged the club’s own alarmed directors, charmed the game’s emerging TV
partners, finally loosened the Anfield purse strings, and mobilized the club’s young
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followers both at home and, increasingly, in Europe in ways that would eventually
transform the modern profile of Liverpool Football Club.9 Shankly identified espe-
cially strongly with the growing, irreverent, youthful exuberance of the city and the
native wit, passion and ‘exceptionalism’ of the club’s supporters. He spoke espe-
cially about the unbreakable bond that existed between the Liverpool team and its
followers on the Kop. In this sense Shankly endorsed the wider, idealist views of
the Marxist sociologist Ian Taylor about English football at this time: that support-
ers and professional players shared a distinctive class membership and a common
experience of democratic participation, in this case in the regeneration of the mod-
ern Liverpool FC.10

But in the 1970s the local focus for signs of oppositional football cultures at
Liverpool moved elsewhere, as younger male fans began to relocate from the Kop
to be closer to rival fans at the Anfield Road end of the stadium. At the same time,
the city of Liverpool began to incrementally lose even its residual role as a ‘com-
plete seaport economy’, becoming instead a ‘decentred’ city with no obvious unify-
ing trading or manufacturing focus.11 Neoliberal policies and the collapse of the
Fordist regime of accumulation in the 1970s and 1980s exacerbated Liverpool’s
increasing disconnection from the networks which had previously maintained its
position of global trading significance.12 Simultaneously – and indeed partly for
precisely these sorts of reasons – football hooligan rivalries in England intensified.

New synergies between music, football and street style offered young male sup-
porters from Liverpool a form of distinction in an emerging working-class cultural
elite, one reinforced by the symbolic economies growing up around the intercon-
nected casual clothing contestations and the English terrace rivalries of the late
1970s and early 1980s.13 Liverpool’s European success in the 1970s and 1980
meant that its young fans dominated these domestic ‘style wars’: foreign sports gear
and new hairstyles – liberated from Italy, German, France and Spain – circulated
freely in the city from the late 1970s.14 But what was also important here was the
overtly political gesturing involved in some of these developments in the city. The
fanzine The End, for example – an acute early music/football hybrid, edited by
Peter Hooton (later of the band The Farm) – ruled ruthlessly in Liverpool, dictating
the essence of Scouse terrace style while trashing hooligans from elsewhere, Kop
‘out-of-towners’ and Liverpool FC ‘anoraks’.15

In the 1970s and 1980s Hooton was a key young member of a small, but influ-
ential, group of inventive street cultural intermediaries in the city – writers, musi-
cians and others – who brilliantly articulated the strong links that had been
established in Liverpool between local resistance to external constraints, working-
class masculinist cultures, football and other creative forms, including art, music
and literature.16 Significantly, a number of these characters, including Hooton and
Anny Road regular Nicky Allt, would resurface as important figures in the Spirit of
Shankly protests against Hicks and Gillett almost 30 years later. Author and play-
wright Allt testified to the perceived ‘rebelliousness’ of foreign football tours fol-
lowing Liverpool FC in the seventies and eighties with the ‘Anny Road boys’,
which, in his words, were about ‘not wanting to be held down or held back by your
social background; being absolutely determined not to let a lack of cash tie you to
a job centre lifestyle that successive Tory governments were trying to impose on
you’.17

The tragedy at the European Cup final in the Heysel Stadium in Brussels in
1985 – a result of UEFA bungling, inadequacy on the part of Belgian authorities
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and, especially, the atypical behaviour of some Liverpool followers, causing the
deaths of 39, mainly Italian, supporters – was followed by a ban on English fans in
Europe. Inevitably it stemmed these near-chaotic and highly pleasurable foreign
excursions; Liverpool has never dominated European football in the same way
since. But the accusations aimed at the city after Heysel also produced, by way of
local response, not simply protests and cultural patterns of resistance, but instead –
and for the first time – residual, formal organization of fans in the city to challenge
the international governance of the sport. It came in the shape of the national Foot-
ball Supporters Association (FSA) and was echoed in important respects later by
fan mobilizations around the local ‘justice’ campaigns following the Hillsborough
Stadium disaster in 1989. The key instigator of the FSA in the 1980s, its Liverpud-
lian chair Rogan Taylor, would also appear more than two decades later as the driv-
ing force behind the Share Liverpool supporter scheme aimed at an unlikely buyout
of the club by Liverpool fans.

Interviewed recently, Taylor recalled the FSA in 1985 as emerging directly out
of a deeply felt angst which informed a piece of writing he completed about Heysel
for a broadsheet newspaper, not so much from a cogent and organic collective
response in the city to the inadequacies of the game’s governance. Heysel, in this
sense, was experienced by Taylor as trauma: ‘This feeling of unhappiness in the
body [which] was like periods of adolescence that felt so sort of meaninglessly
awful that you just wondered what you were doing – and what you could do.’18

Here was a highly personal – and in some ways quite visceral – response to the
extant frustrations which existed in the 1980s about the lack of an effective sup-
porter voice in the sport. The burgeoning football fanzine movement carried for-
ward the FSA message, but the FSA spawned no subsequent collective supporter
structures or fan uprisings on Merseyside in the 1990s.

The transformation of English football

So what transformed Liverpool supporters’ initial conservative acquiescence and
their historically largely cultural articulations of collective fandom into the sort of
organized collective protest and the complex and cogent forms of grassroots fan
opposition to Hicks and Gillett which emerged in the city from late 2007? Clearly,
a number of things are involved – not least the economic and governance transfor-
mations of the game in the 1990s, as English club football rapidly became a cul-
tural product of considerable seductiveness, global significance and enormous
commercial value.19 This is by now a well known story, but it is worth rehearsing a
number of points briefly here.

Historically, English football clubs had provided their owners and directors with
forms of ‘psychic income’ in the shape of influence and local power. The early
Football League was characterized by a philosophy of ‘mutual protection’ in which
a fixed national maximum wage coupled with a penal retain-and-transfer system
effectively shackled players to their clubs.20 Even post the maximum players’ wage,
top English football clubs remained essentially small local businesses run on a lar-
gely hand-to-mouth basis. At the very height of its football powers in season 1978/
79, for example, Liverpool FC, recently double European champions and also Foot-
ball League champions, could boast only a £71,000 annual seasonal profit on a
turnover of £2.4 million. Chairman John Smith described Liverpool’s finances as
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‘absurd.’ ‘While we are very successful in football terms’, Smith told anyone who
would listen (though few cared), ‘in economic terms we are broke’.21 Liverpool
also had little time for modernizing its administrative procedures under Smith and
those who followed: the club was ‘a collection of tattered rags hanging from a dia-
mond tip’ – holding data on season ticket holders, for example, in shabby card-
board boxes long after electronic storage was in vogue.22 While Liverpool was a
prime case, these archaic administrative and ownership arrangements for football
clubs – and the failure to establish any obvious causal connection between commer-
cial acumen off the field and success on it – actually characterized much of the first
100 years of professional football in England.23

However, as neoliberal economic and social policies began to dominate wider
political agendas in the UK in the 1980s, so English football became immersed in a
series of crises relating to fan behaviour and spectator provision24, and the more tra-
ditional ‘custodian’ English football club director began to attract growing public
and political criticism for lacking sufficient commercial dynamism and the sort of
leadership the sport was now deemed to require.25 A new breed of football entre-
preneur began to push for a market-driven breakaway of the elite (more profitable)
league clubs and the evasion of long-established FA limitations on income genera-
tion and potential profit-taking by directors. In 1983, after listing on the Stock
Exchange, Tottenham Hotspur set up a parent company to evade the FA’s rules on
dividends for shareholders and payment for directors, thus critically weakening the
game’s historic governing body.26

Partly in order to try to regain some of this lost ground, ironically it was the FA
itself which, in 1992, enthusiastically sanctioned the formation of the new, TV-dri-
ven FA Premier League. In doing so it catastrophically overstated its own regula-
tory powers and misguidedly detected potential synergies between the new
corporate interests of club owners, the FA’s own commercial ambitions, and the
future of the England national team.27 In fact, the new League would – predictably
– be controlled and regulated by a networked governance structure made up of its
20 members, not by the FA.28 Burgeoning income streams provided by new satellite
television conglomerates, the judicious use of new technologies, much more effi-
cient forms of consumer marketing, and the allied growth in the cult of celebrity in
a new globalized marketplace29 all helped to fuel the expansion of the Premier Lea-
gue and its elite clubs. Its star players became part of the increasingly valuable
‘economy of the aesthetic’, plundering growing transnational markets in the process.
In short, the stage was set for the Premier League and a small number of its clubs
and star players to become powerful global brands in seemingly ‘borderless’ mar-
kets. According to international sports marketing agency Sportspro, in 2009 Liver-
pool football club was the ninth most valuable single sports club brand in the
world, worth an estimated £801 million.30 Cue the arrival at Liverpool FC, at the
beginning of 2007, of two hyper-ambitious American corporate investors, George
Gillett and Tom Hicks.

Yanks in…

I have written elsewhere about the arrival of Hicks and Gillett at Liverpool and
some of the reasons why, initially at least, these Americans were offered a relatively
warm welcome by most Reds fans on Merseyside. 31I do not want to rehearse that
again here beyond saying that in some respects, the American heritage of the new
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buyers and their powerful rhetorics about ‘heritage’, ‘community’ and the ‘family’
were all seen locally as important signs of continuity, given the city’s traditions and
the local sense of its own trans-Atlantic exceptionalism.32 Hicks and Gillett had also
publicly ‘guaranteed’ that their purchase of Liverpool FC was no leveraged buyout,
thus avoiding the conflictful, debt-laden fate suffered by hated rivals and north-west
neighbours Manchester United following the club’s sale to the Glazers.

But two other factors are more important here: firstly, the almost complete trust
placed by Liverpool supporters in the club’s administrators – chairman David
Moores and chief executive Rick Parry – to manage the sale of the club to reliable
and responsible new owners, men who understood the cultural significance of the
‘Liverpool Way’. This trust derived, at least in part, from the uneasy synthesis
between traditional Liverpool supporter conservativism and the later Shankly credo
about the exceptional relationship that existed between Liverpool supporters and the
club. Crucially here, both Parry and Moores were seen locally as old-style club cus-
todians who were also well-known Liverpool fans. The latter represented a local
family dynasty of long-term investors in the club and was widely regarded on
Merseyside as someone whose strength lay more in his care for the team, the fans
and its players than in sophisticated financial acumen or effective leadership of Liv-
erpool FC. Moores sold Liverpool because the club now needed new owners with
the kind of wealth required to invest in a possible £400 million stadium
development, planning permission for which had already been agreed on nearby
Stanley Park.33

Rick Parry had been the first chief executive of the Premier League, but he also
had impeccable Merseyside area and LFC credentials and was reassuringly uneasy
about the dangers of the new commercial forces in the game, often citing Manches-
ter United as an example of the risks of over-commercialization.34 Together, Moores
and Parry had publicly agonized over the sale of the club for many months, appar-
ently waiting for the ideal bidders – new owners who understood the core principles
of the club – to come along. They had rejected local suitors and more substantial
bids from both Thailand and the Middle East in the process. Later, of course, this
delay – and, especially, Parry’s domination of the process and his clumsy attempts
to protect ‘Liverpool values’ – would be read locally more as bungling indecision
than good judgment. Worse, it was seen as compounding Liverpool’s existing long-
term competitive disadvantage, as the club had stagnated commercially while recov-
ering from the human aftermath of the two terrible stadium disasters – at Heysel
and Hillsborough – that had engulfed it. Thus, what had previously been regarded
as the core Liverpool strengths – its tight-knit administration and relative eschewing
of commercialism – had come to be regarded as a glaring weakness, as Spirit of
Shankly’s Graham Smith confirms:

There was a sense in which the Liverpool Way was a ‘corner shop’ mentality. What
happened [on the commercial side in the Premier League] was like a tsunami, it took
them clubs away and we couldn’t keep up. The received wisdom – and he would
admit it himself – was that [Rick] Parry was a control freak who had to be in charge
of everything. Because of that he was spread too thin.35

The second factor in the sale of Liverpool, and the one that really mattered to most
supporters at the time, was simply the recognition that in an age of open borders
and global sporting capital flows, non-local financing – and probably the additional
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commodification that went with it – was now necessary for the club to be competi-
tive again. With major foreign capital apparently finally on offer, financial realism
rapidly overcame any residual local idealism. As Jay McKenna, secretary of Spirit
of Shankly, recalled later, by this stage most supporters in the city were simply des-
perate for new investment, thus ruling out any more than a cursory examination of
the credentials of these American gift horses – men who had, after all, been vetted
and endorsed by trusted club custodians, Parry and Moores:

When the Americans came in we thought it was alright, if we were honest. Let’s not
rewrite history here[,] we can’t be revisionist about it. We welcomed them with open
arms, because Man United and Chelsea had their slice of the pie and we wanted ours.
They came in with all the promises and we’d fallen so far behind Man United and
Chelsea, and even Arsenal to an extent, that we wanted our share. [...] It was a combi-
nation of supporters wanting the best and Parry, and Moores the chairman, telling us
that they couldn’t do it no more. We, as loyal Liverpool fans, didn’t want to be left
behind.36

Hicks and Gillett had worked together in business (but not in sport) in the USA
and each had separate experience of owning NHL and baseball franchises in the
United States, so they certainly had a relevant track record of sorts. But the two
men knew nothing about English soccer and had rejoined forces to buy Liverpool
only when Gillett called on Hicks to invest in 50% of the shares on 2 February
2007, some five days before completing the purchase.37 It seemed, at best, like a
shotgun wedding. The figures bandied around at the time in the press estimated the
American investment at £400 million, including money allocated towards a new sta-
dium, but more realistically the new owners probably paid around £185 million for
the Liverpool shares. They borrowed some £350 million from the Royal Bank of
Scotland and Wachovia to cover the purchase, the current Liverpool debt (then esti-
mated at around £80 million) and further investments in the club, securing £105
million against the club and some £245 million against the parent company Kop
Holdings – whose only asset was Liverpool Football Club. These details remained
carefully under wraps as the new owners made a different case in public, though
Hicks in particular was well versed in the use of leveraged buyouts to buy new
businesses – borrowing capital, laying the debts on the acquisition and using profits
from the company purchased to service interest payments. He had previously pur-
chased soft drinks and cereal companies using this investment technique.38 Liver-
pool Football Club at last had their long-awaited new saviours, but they were not
what they seemed.

Supporters out…

Crucially for Parry and Moores, and for Liverpool supporters, Hicks and Gillett had
also promised ‘a spade in the ground within 60 days’ to get the much anticipated
and much delayed new Liverpool stadium underway. But then the new owners
decided they wanted a completely revamped and improved design to the one pains-
takingly prepared for the club, thus delaying the start of construction – eventually
indefinitely. On the field, under the ‘stewardship’ of the Americans and Spanish
club manager Rafa Benitez, Liverpool – perhaps surprisingly – reached the final of
the Champions League in May 2007, losing narrowly to AC Milan. But even here
there was supporter unrest; Liverpool fans angrily protested in the city over their
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limited ticket allocation for the final, suggesting a combination of UEFA, Liverpool
shareholder and corporate malpractice.39

A more general sense of Liverpool supporter unease began to take concrete
form in the summer of 2007, when stories began to emerge about disagreements
between their distant US owners – were these two men partners or rivals? – and
complaints from Benitez that funds were not forthcoming for transfers (although
Fernando Torres was purchased for £20 million in July). Later that year it became
clear that the Americans and Rick Parry had held secret meetings in the USA about
replacing the Liverpool manager, thus revealing an alarming insouciance about and
lack of understanding of local sensibilities on the part of the largely absent Ameri-
can owners. Benitez enjoyed considerable popular acclaim in Liverpool, where the
cult of the club manager, post-Bill Shankly, is arguably more profoundly rooted
than anywhere else in Britain.

When it finally became clear in January 2008 that, despite all previous promises,
the purchase of Liverpool had indeed been a Glazer-style leveraged buyout, one
which would require paying interest on loans from club profits, a local storm broke.
A supporters’ meeting was called for 31 January 2008 at The Sandon pub in
Anfield – the site of the club’s founding back in 1892. Present were some of those
key Liverpool supporters drawn from the terrace tear-ups and cultural expressions
and ‘resistances’ of the 1970s and 1980s. These were supplemented by younger
recruits, including the key figure of 21-year-old Jay McKenna, a local civil servant
and union rep, and the whole project drew impetus from the loose organizational
structures established for Hillsborough ‘Justice’ campaigning in Liverpool over the
previous decade.

The language and terms used at this initial, 300-strong meeting are significant.
The group initially decided on Sons of Shankly for a title – soon changed to Spirit
of Shankly (SoS), presumably to deal with accusations of masculinist exclusion –
but the emphasis from the start was that this would be an organic, proudly local
Supporters’ Union, not a corporatized and bureaucratic Supporters’ Trust. It was
aimed at being assiduously non-hierarchical and democratic and was, in some ways,
a highly politically attuned and certainly a profoundly local ‘Scouse’ and ‘classed’
social movement. It was agreed that SoS would have popular protest and supporter
rights at its heart, as SoS community/youth officer Paul Gardner later remembered:

It was important it was a grassroots initiative – not having a go at people who are
Trusts and so on - but things like Supporter Trusts make it sound too official. It
sounds a bit more higher level. It’s not that there is anything wrong with that, but it’s
not something from the supporters on the ground.40

Early meetings of SoS were certainly heavily masculinist; they were dominated by
men and hosted in Olympia, an austere and gloomy boxing venue on West Derby
Road about a mile from the stadium. In part this approach was almost certainly a
conscious response to the planned launch by Rogan Taylor of the Share Liverpool
website on the same day, 31 January 2008. The latter – an internet-driven coopera-
tive, initially aimed at raising an unlikely £5,000 from each of 100,000 Liverpool
supporters worldwide to buy-out the American owners for £500 million - was per-
ceived by SoS, rather unfairly, to be detached and elitist, too dependent on ‘big
money’ and on input from outside the city, and also personality-driven: ‘If you ask
anyone about Share Liverpool they will say Rogan – they don’t know anybody
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else.’41 Instead, Spirit of Shankly aimed at recruiting a mass Liverpool membership
(eventually agreeing on a joining fee of £10) and carefully meshed traditional forms
of ‘hot’ street mobilizations – supporter demonstrations, protests and marches, ‘the
physical things’ – with new, ‘cooler’ and more measured ‘repertoires of action’ for
the digital age.42

SoS also drew on some of the supposed radical working-class traditions, general
cultural practices and dominant local ‘structures of feeling’ in the city43 – ‘What
Liverpool people are like’ – characteristics which, as we have seen, had actually
been largely absent from much of the early supporter history of the club. This opt-
ing for the use of new media techniques, combined with forms of mass supporter
action which drew directly on highly oppositional local traditions, was regarded by
those involved as an inescapable outcome of the first Sandon gathering:

It was how people were feeling at the time. When we had that first meeting Nicky Allt
stood up and said that it was strange that for a politically motivated city, for a city that’s
often been very radical, the football supporters have never had a union. We have never
had a collective body of supporters... In terms of the protests against Hicks and Gillett
we had to do physical things that were very ‘old’, but there were also modern functions
to it: Internet forums; the use of social media; Facebook and Twitter. We recognised we
had to do a lot more modern things. People were sending emails to RBS, we bombarded
the Premier League. It’s just based on what Liverpool people are like.44

Bill Shankly’s famous dictum about football and politics – ‘The socialism I believe
in is everyone working together, everyone having a share of the rewards’ – accord-
ingly adorned the SoS homepage, thus simultaneously raising and defusing con-
cerns about the Merseyside-specific political underpinnings of the new body. It was
Shankly who had pronounced Liverpool supporters the club’s greatest asset, and in
March 2008 his granddaughter Karen Gill publicly commended SoS’s campaign
and its attack on the ‘corporate gluttony’ allegedly dogging the sport.45 Neverthe-
less, using a discourse of socialism – even one cloaked in a reverential local foot-
ball frame – was both daring and risky. Even in the grim aftermath of the failures
of Blairite politics it was deeply unfashionable in Britain to proselytize about
‘socialist’ action and principles – at least outside the city of Liverpool. SoS commit-
tee members were well aware of the term’s historic echoes and its potential divi-
siveness, perhaps especially on Merseyside:

But not everyone agreed with the language we were using; socialism and the union,
for example. It is socialism with a small ‘s’. A lot of people get frightened by the
word ‘socialism’ and all its connotations. They look back to Liverpool in the 1980s
and there is almost a feeling of ‘Oh, here we go again.’ Recently we [SoS] put on a
bus to the TUC and there were a few comments from the membership, one in particu-
lar who said that ‘You are all about socialism.’ But if you actually look at what our
aims and objectives are, about community and regeneration, it’s a completely linked
issue.46

Added to this, the initial forceful emphasis on the importance of the Scouse roots
of SoS clearly recalled earlier supporter debates and informal campaigns around
Anfield – on the Kop, in fanzines and on websites – on keeping alive more ‘tradi-
tional’ forms of fandom by addressing concerns about integrity, localism and sup-
porter ‘authenticity’. These included the Keep Flags Scouse (KFS) initiative from
2001 and the more recent Reclaim the Kop (RTK) campaign from January 2007.
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The latter was aimed at tutoring the club’s followers on rooting out ‘plastic’ Reds
fans (often out-of-towners or day trippers who consumed excessively from the club
shop and wore it products); accentuating the specifics of locally acceptable Liver-
pool styles of support (original songs, no crass goading of opponents); and stressing
that supporters properly honour the city of Liverpool and its people, and especially
those fans who had died at Hillsborough.47

In this important sense, then, coming from Liverpool was deemed by those
involved in setting up SoS – predominantly upwardly mobile male Scousers; men
with authentic Liverpool accents and origins mainly in working class or lower-mid-
dle class backgrounds – to be the surest way of ensuring the new organization was
organically rooted in the body politic of the city, its working people and the club.
But it was also perceived as a way of responding to the unique selling proposition
Liverpool FC offered its many non-local followers – cultural assimilation into the
club’s prized and acutely Scouse textures, cultures and traditions. As Graham Smith
of SoS put it:

Having a Scouse core to it [SoS] was crucial because those thousands of Liverpool
supporters from outside Merseyside who bought into it did so because they bought
into the culture of the club – which of course is basically a Liverpool culture... They
may not always buy into the ‘Keep Flags Scouse’ thing, but they are buying into the
Istanbul spirit or the Hillsborough situation, into that pool of Liverpool references. If
you buy into that or one element of another than fine, you’re in.48

This rather reductionist view also helped produce a basic structural philosophy for
the founding of SoS – led and driven in policy terms by local, ‘authentic’ Scousers,
but supplemented and legitimized by a global Reds backing. This frame also later
underpinned the eventual federalized spread of SoS branches outside Liverpool,
coupled with the use of video technology and the internet to offer its global mem-
bers access to proceedings and votes on SoS agendas for action.

Finally, all this also meant that for all the socialist rhetoric and the early SoS
militant chutzpah – its first posting on 6 February 2008 issued ‘A Call to Arms’ –
SoS recognized from the outset that political idealism must, in the end, necessarily
be tempered by hard-headed realism in the new corporate age of transnational sport.
This view also informed SoS’s scepticism about the global reach of Share Liverpool
and its ‘dream’ of fan ownership. ‘Supporters wanting it all perfect’ were now
engaged in simple nostalgia, no longer fit (if it ever was) as a viable option for
large, successful late-modern football businesses. Fully embracing this position
meant, first, confounding the expectations of the American owners concerning the
credibility of the men leading SoS – people who had allegedly been labelled by
one Liverpool official after a fractious meeting as ‘sons of strikers’49 – and second,
responding effectively to the existing crisis, not to one imagined by SoS or its
members. ‘I don’t think they expected us to organize or know what they were fac-
ing when SoS met Gillett in September 2008’, recalled Paul Gardner of the first
fans meeting with the Americans. ‘Basically, they wanted us to introduce ourselves,
and it was: ‘Chief executive’, ‘playwright’, ‘chief executive.’ I think Gillett was
expecting to meet a plumber, an electrician…’50

These well-educated, reflexive ‘post fans’51 were charged locally with devising
effective strategies to ‘wear down’ the new owners, but also with making appropri-
ate connections between previously opaque financial matters such as leveraged
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investments and developments on the pitch. The primary longer term focus was
ensuring owner accountability, but also prioritizing economic sustainability for the
club: that is, protecting its long-term financing over chaotic, short-term expediency
and profiteering. But, as Jay McKenna explained, SoS were focused on having an
active say in shaping the new ‘glocalized’52 economics of network football and in
managing their consequences for local people, rather than harbouring vague ambi-
tions – as Share Liverpool seemed to – about fashioning an alternative to its corpo-
rate structures, ownership elites and global reach. In this sense, even for SoS’s
more confrontational actors, football had ‘moved on’ even from Bill Shankly’s day:

[When] we looked at what our principles should be[,] our objectives and aims... that’s
where Shankly came in, with his quote about socialism. It’s about everybody working
together. It’s not about socialism; it’s not that they [the club’s owners] can’t be rich and
they can’t make money. It’s about whatever decisions they make, we have all got to be
pulling in the same direction. It can’t be the club at all costs, making as much money as
possible, leaving the supporters behind. And it can’t be supporters wanting it all perfect
– we are never going to get it perfect. Football doesn’t work like that now; it has chan-
ged and moved on. But supporters shouldn’t be left behind. The chase for consumerism,
new markets and bigger stadiums sometimes leaves the core supporters behind.53

The rocky road to the Fenway Sports Group

The forms of opposition mobilized by SoS against the new Liverpool owners in the
months which followed its formation reveal not only the strength of its collective
supporter mobilization, but also its impressive cultural creativity and considerable
media-awareness. They included mass meetings of Liverpool supporters in a variety
of local venues, mainly sports clubs and bars; meetings between SoS representatives
and club officials, including initially with Hicks and Gillett; the setting up of SoS
branches outside the city; calls for a boycott of club merchandise; a symbolic SoS
‘dig’ at the proposed new stadium site; a staged supporter ‘repossession’ of the
Anfield stadium aimed at local media sources; anti-Hicks and Gillett posters, leaflet-
ing and beer mat campaigns around the Anfield area; extensive use of new media,
including blogs, podcasts and social network sites; organized mass letter-writing,
telephone and email messaging to disrupt the business of RBS, Hicks and Gillett’s
main financers, and, via Kop Faithful, to urge other financiers to shun the Ameri-
cans;54 public rallies and supporter celebrations and regular protests and marches,
often before Liverpool home fixtures – up to 4000 were involved before the match
against Manchester United on 13 September 2008. But the ownership crisis was
also used by SoS as a rationale for addressing a range of basic ‘consumer’ issues
facing local Liverpool supporters – among them ticketing matters, local community
sports provision, and the costs of official travel to away matches. SoS coaches were
laid on for fixtures, club officials were interviewed for the SoS website, and in the
summer of 2009 free SoS summer coaching camps were launched in Crosby, to the
north of the city – implicitly offering a critique of the club’s inadequate investment
in regeneration and local community projects, especially in the more disadvantaged
white working-class neighbourhoods of north Merseyside.

In June 2009, figures released by Liverpool showed that due to the club’s debt-
laden status it had made an unprecedented loss of £42.4 million on a turnover of
£164.2 million in season 2007/08, even though Hicks and Gillett had also invested
money in the club.55 As Rogan Taylor memorably put it later, it was now clear that
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‘[a] stranger had come into the Liverpool house and was rifling through its draw-
ers.’56 As the ownership crisis deepened, in July 2009 SoS signalled the resolution
of some of its core philosophical and practical differences with Share Liverpool by
agreeing to support a revised supporter ownership proposal, part of which was
aimed at attracting up to 25,000 fan shareholders each paying a lower price of £500
for a single vote-bearing share (delivering £11 million in equity). Share Liverpool
had not raised any income from its backers at this point but it claimed to have
nearly 10,000 registered members globally, over 6000 of whom had said they were
willing to subscribe £5000 under the original share scheme. Share Liverpool also
had ambitious plans, in a hostile economic climate, to raise a further £200 million
from banks and commercial investors. SoS was reported to have 2500 members at
this time, with ‘very little overlapping between the two groups.’57 Discussions con-
tinued about a possible merger of the two bodies, and in December 2009 SoS was
nominated for the European Football Supporters Award for its work with supporters
and in Merseyside communities.58 But on 4 June 2010 SoS announced that no
agreement could be reached on a merger; instead it set up a Credit Union so that
‘ordinary’ people could save toward their share, and/or as a means – for local peo-
ple at least – of purchasing a Liverpool season ticket on credit.59

The two supporters’ bodies continued to exist separately, but now they
exchanged committee members and had a shared long-term goal of developing sup-
porter equity and representation inside the club. However, when representatives of
SoS met in the summer of 2010 with Barclays Capital, who had been engaged by
RSB to help find a new buyer for the club, the familiar stumbling block of
providing evidence of adequate finance raised from supporters remained: ‘They
were saying we are not letting you into the process unless you can show you’ve
got the money and we were saying, well, unless you announce you are letting us
into the process we can’t raise the money.’60 This seemed like a potentially insur-
mountable barrier to new forms of supporter investment at Liverpool.

By March 2010 Hicks and Gillett, still hounded by fan protests and in financial
meltdown in a gloomy global economic climate, were desperately trying to raise
£100 million to reduce the £237 million debt they still owed RBS, now a majority
publicly owned bank. A firm of US fund managers, the Rhone Group, offered a
reported £110 million for a 40% share of equity in the club, but this valued Liver-
pool some way below Hicks and Gillett’s reported figure of some £500 million.61

In April 2010 RBS insisted that in order to extend the loan by a further six months
from the June repayment deadline, an independent chair – Martin Broughton, chair-
man of British Airways – should be appointed under the auspices of Barclays Capi-
tal to manage the sale of the club for any ‘reasonable’ offer.62 Crucially, Broughton
and two other independent Liverpool directors, Christian Purslow and Ian Ayre,
were allocated powers under this new arrangement to outvote the other two existing
directors on the Liverpool club board – the American owners Hicks and Gillett.

With the threat of Liverpool slipping into administration, and the humiliation of
the subsequent docking of league points that this would entail, this unusual settle-
ment paved the way in October 2010 for Broughton and his directors to agree to
sell Liverpool, against the wishes of Hicks and Gillett, to the Boston-based group
New England Sports Ventures (NESV, later Fenway Sports Group, or FSG) for
£300 million. The sale survived a dramatic High Court hearing and claims from the
owners that it constituted an ‘epic swindle’: Broughton himself judged that Hicks
and Gillett had lost around £144 million on their investment in the club.63 However,
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estimates drawn from guidelines provided by analysts Deloitte suggested that by
applying the same formula that Hicks and Gillett had initially used in valuing the
club when conducting their own takeover, Liverpool Football Club was actually
worth some £295 million in 2010.64 Epic swindle it was not.

SoS and Share Liverpool together celebrated the sale of the club, stressing it
had never been the nationality of the past owners which had been problematic, sim-
ply their financial mismanagement, devious lies and broken promises. John W
Henry of NESV spoke immediately with Liverpool fan representatives to show that
he had clear plans for the future of the club and to confirm that theirs was no lever-
aged buyout. NESV had recently revived the Boston Red Sox baseball franchise, a
sports body which seemed in the USA to have some of the locally venerated char-
acteristics of Liverpool FC.65 Liverpool’s debts were finally lifted, though the
Guardian’s headline of 7 October 2011, ‘Exit Americans. Enter Americans’,
summed up how much – and how little – had changed.

Some conclusions

So what role did the Liverpool fan protests play in the fall of Hicks and Gillett in
October 2010, and what sort of future did Liverpool and its supporters now face? It
must be said that despite concerted supporter opposition, the Americans had seemed
determined to hold onto their Liverpool investment, but by early 2010 their finan-
cial problems had simply become intolerable. They were offloading businesses in
the USA and could no longer afford to manage their debts in the UK. In this sense
it was the global economic crisis which began in 2008 that eventually did for the
Anfield ambitions of Hicks and Gillett, rather than local supporter opposition.

However, it was also clear that the Americans were deeply unsettled by the
relentless popular hostility expressed toward their presence at Liverpool, and per-
haps particularly the capacity and determination of SoS to respond through new
media to virtually every public utterance made by Hicks and Gillett about the club
and their role in its governance between 2008 and 2010. Crucially, these interven-
tions were organized by media-savvy Liverpool supporters, some of whom were
performers, musicians, film-makers or writers – cultural actors who were well expe-
rienced in the use of viral campaigns operating mainly from the backrooms of pubs
and houses in the city. These SoS sympathizers and members had the necessary
contacts, technological capital, developing knowledge about global football finance
and, perhaps above all, the sheer passion and determination required to manage the
manipulation of the key media narratives concerning the Liverpool crisis. They did
this palpably more effectively than their multi-millionaire American nemeses and
their PR advisors. None of Hicks and Gillett’s US business or sporting ventures had
ever attracted quite this sort of media vortex. When a clearly shaken Gillett was
tracked down by SoS members to the Crowne Plaza Hotel in Liverpool on 1 Febru-
ary 2009 and was asked why he had gone into partnership with Hicks to buy Liver-
pool, he muttered that the pair ‘had worked together well for six years on other
businesses’ but that ‘this [the Liverpool investment] is different because the media
are involved.’66 He was right.

The Americans had little strategic direction or support for their own media outp-
ourings, which often lacked guile and coherence and which were instantly paraded
on websites and deconstructed by SoS. ‘They’d rush into saying something in
responding [to us] and caused themselves more problems’, recalled a scathing Jay
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McKenna. ‘For us [at SoS] it was good, but if you look at it objectively you’d say:
Do you know what you’re doing? How are you a billionaire? How can Tom Hicks
be friends with one of the most powerful men in the world, George W. Bush?
Because you really just don’t get it, do you: you are clueless.’ Ironically, given their
initial successes, the closer Liverpool supporters got to their opponents the more
these global capitalists seemed like men with feet of clay, at least in terms of media
management.

The future for Share Liverpool, SoS and fan investment in Liverpool FC seems
far from clear-cut today. Operating on a war footing when the very future of the
club is at stake is rather different to remaining active and relevant for the new foot-
ball peace under more benign owners. How to keep supporters focused on the dan-
gers which may yet still lie ahead? The abiding image of SoS raises spectres of
discontent which most Liverpool fans now want to put behind them: ‘It’s hard for
[Liverpool] people to think about SoS now because every time our name is men-
tioned it’s: “Here we go again, are we gonna have another march?”’67 For all their
promising early talk, the new US owners FSG have chosen a limited route for
increasing supporter involvement at Liverpool, inviting a range of fans to join a
new Anfield supporters committee. The initiative has merit, but it is also risks being
seen locally as a mechanism for managing consumer dissent more than one for
advancing real supporter representation.

The ‘Liverpool Way’ – the unblinking and unreflexive supporter loyalty shown
historically towards the club’s administrators and managers – has arguably been one
of the more prominent casualties of recent events. A poorly performing Liverpool
manager, Roy Hodgson, was a victim of the new assertiveness (and impatience) of
Liverpool supporters, being unprecedentedly booed by the Kop and eventually
sacked by the FSG board in January 2011.68 As a Parliamentary Commission exam-
ines the economics and inert governance of the English game, so SoS and Share
Liverpool enviously eye the licensing system, restraints on foreign owners, sustain-
able economics, cheap ticket prices and fan representation which characterize the
structures of German football today.69 Unsurprisingly, perhaps, there seems little
appetite among elite Premier League club owners for this sporting model of com-
mercial restraint. The relative lack of European success for club sides in Germany –
with no Champions League winners since 2001 – may also make it difficult to sell
the concept to some English club supporters. Meanwhile, the Liverpool fan bodies
are cautiously supporting the new Anfield fans’ initiative. Share Liverpool hopes its
model might still find favour with FSG – perhaps for a 10% fan stake – but SoS
fears the owners are already gearing up to marginalize the very local people who
played a part in paving the way for their successful takeover of the club.

Slowly but surely the club are chipping away at what is their product. It is what
makes people come from all over the world to here; the unique nature of the Liver-
pool experience [...] These new fellahs [FSG], when they came in, all the talk was
about ‘engagement’. At the moment the jury is out because they have certainly side-
lined us. And the ‘engagement’ they are offering is very much at arm’s length.70

Thus, this strange Merseyside case of ‘Yanks out’ and ‘New Yanks in’ has no guar-
anteed happy ending for Liverpool football supporters, and many of the tensions
which emerged in the city between grassroots (local) supporter action and (global)
fan ownership between 2008 and 2010 remain unresolved. The 44 months under
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Hicks and Gillett provided dire warnings but no obvious solutions to the ownership
and governance questions which continue to plague marketized English football in
the age of globalization.
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Supporters Direct and supporters’ governance of football: a
model for Europe?

Peter Kennedy*

School of Business for Society, Glasgow Caledonian University, Scotland

Supporters Direct, a sports policy initiative launched by the British Labour gov-
ernment in 2000, has consolidated its position in the intervening decade and
experienced considerable success in setting up supporters’ trusts. This success
has encouraged the European football governing body, UEFA, to give its back-
ing to the establishment of the Supporters Direct model across European lea-
gues. This chapter develops a broadly Marxist political economy of football to
explain how and why, despite the increasing pressure of commercialization, the
football business remains founded on an unstable commodity structure in which
the motive forces of exchange value and profit ultimately fail to dominate foot-
ball as a community asset. The assumed progressive nature of Supporters Direct
is premised on the view that football has been commodified. However, as the
chapter will explain, the argument that football presents as an unstable commod-
ity structure furnishes an alternative view of Supporters Direct: that it is an inte-
gral part of a social policy aimed at the preservation and extension of
commodified social relations.

Introduction

In May 2006 the European Independent Review (EIR) published a report it had
commissioned from Portugal’s former Deputy Prime Minister, José Luis Arnaut.
Arnuat’s report, The Independent European Sports Review (IESR), presented a ser-
ies of recommendations aimed at curbing and controlling the commercial ‘excesses’
which have been viewed as bringing professional football in Europe into disrepute.1

Arnaut recommended a fit and proper persons test for all potential owners of foot-
ball clubs – principally as a means of deterring clubs’ use as money-laundering
operations in Europe. He also suggested the need for a salary cap for players as an
important measure toward securing a competitive balance between clubs. The report
also called for the issue of player trafficking to be addressed, with Arnaut in favour
of stricter controls on the licensing of football agents. A more even distribution of
wealth generated by the game was also a key element of the report. To this end it
is argued that ‘central marketing’ of the game (that is, national leagues collectively
bargaining with TV companies over the sale of image rights to televise matches) is
the most suitable vehicle to begin to bridge the gap in income between top clubs
and others. The ultimate objective of these recommendations is to ‘provide a com-
prehensive and robust legal framework’1 for football’s governance which allows
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UEFA the authority to take a forceful lead on these issues, free from the threat of
legal challenge to their efforts in the European Court.

However, one of the most eye-catching statements made by Arnaut with respect
to football’s governance is that supporters should have a greater say in the running
of the clubs they support.2 Arnaut believes that ‘properly structured supporter
involvement will help to contribute to improved governance’ of football clubs.3 The
IESR highlighted the work carried out by Supporters Direct in Britain, an organiza-
tion which aids in the foundation and development of football supporters’ trusts.4

Football supporters’ trusts are committed to the principle of mutual ownership of
shares in football clubs by their members, thereby gaining a greater voice in their
football club’s decision-making process. The report, noting the absence of a pan-
European body representing the interests of supporters which UEFA could enter
into structured dialogue with, advocates enquiring into the feasibility of ‘rolling
out’ the British Supporters Direct model at a European level, while taking into con-
sideration the different club ownership models that exist across Europe.5

What the IESR does not address is the particular political and economic context
in which Supporters Direct was created. The organization was set up and funded by
the British government of the time and, ideologically, sits within the framework of
that government’s attachment to the economic and productive virtues of the private
sector and the role of the state in resurrecting communities and building social
cohesion through market reforms. The ‘economic and productive virtues’ referred to
by the British government in its economic policy deliberations derive from the com-
modity structure inherent to production in the private sector and, specifically, the
well established practice that prioritizes the exchange value of goods and services
and the profit motive as the primary aims and motivations of the business unit. Cri-
teria of success and failure and appropriate and inappropriate forms of organization
and goverenance find their premises here. However, when it comes to the business
of football the premises are not so clear: in as much as the football industry
expresses the dominance of the commodity structure found in the private sector,
then one might understand Supporters Direct as part and parcel of the state’s objec-
tive to resurrect communities and build social cohesion in the face of increasing
commercial pressures acting on football. If, however, one disputes the idea that the
football industry is an industry like any other (where exchange value and profit
motives reign supreme), then Supporters Direct may be interpreted in a rather dif-
ferent light: as an institution that advances attention to economic imperatives of effi-
ciency, responsible profits and, therefore, the view of football as an exchange value.

The argument of this chapter is that the commodity structure of football is fluid
and unstable and that, as a result, the tendency towards commercialization has its
limits as it comes up against the pursuit of football as a community asset. The spec-
ulatively rather than productively generated nature of profits, combined with the
propensity to transform the money pouring into football into debt, bear some testi-
mony to the unstable commodity structure of football. On this reading (to be
detailed later), Supporters Direct has conflicting functions: on the one hand, it is a
means of sustaining football as a community asset; on the other, it is a way of pro-
moting football as an economic asset, where the result (if not necessarily the expli-
cit aim) is more an attempt to consolidate the commodity structure of the football
industry than to actually consolidate the community structure of football. Therefore,
in what follows I argue that – contra the aspirations of IESR – Supporters Direct
represents something more than the adoption of a different approach to football-club
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ownership. Before making this argument the chapter describes the background to
the emergence of Supporters Direct and then explains the theoretical basis of the
commodity structure of the economy and football in more detail, drawing on the
works of two major figures to do so: Karl Marx and Karl Polanyi.

Background to Supporters Direct

The increasing level of commercialization of the British game during the 1990s is
said to have run counter to the traditions of British football’s historical develop-
ment.6 Professional football had been, indisputably, the national sport for over a
century; watched weekly by hundreds of thousands of fans throughout Britain, and
playing a vital part in sustaining the fabric of civil society. It has been pointed out
that historically, the football authorities in Britain had ‘recognised the twin dangers
to football from unregulated market forces and private ownership of clubs’ and took
decisive action to avoid the very situation that has arisen latterly, whereby
profit-seekers have entered into the ownership of clubs purely for financial reasons.7

Principally, this was done by avoiding the payment of clubs’ directors, preventing
the sale of club assets, and setting in place ‘a strong system of income-sharing to
maintain competitive balance’.8

There is a debate over the primary motivation of professional football clubs tak-
ing the incorporation route. Steven Tischler, in particular, has made the case for see-
ing this transition in terms of the expansion of capitalist exploitative relations into
what was for the most part a working-class cultural pursuit.9 However, there seems
to be a consensus within football historiography that the shift from club to club-
company status had a more benign motive: incorporation as a means of raising cap-
ital to invest in a club as a competitive sporting organization, rather than to make
profits for shareholders.10 For the most part, football clubs retained their status as
the members’ organizations they had started out as. The not-for-profit, ‘one game’
principle held sway for a century prior to its dismantling and the opening up of
football to market forces as another ‘branch of the entertainment industry’.11

The path that football had taken latterly, though, brought with it what were viewed as
unacceptable socio-economic consequences, not only for football fandom, but also for
the communities, which had traditionally supported professional clubs (Wragg, 1998).
It was into this environment that the Football Task Force was launched. The Task
Force’s attempt to tackle the increasing trend toward commercialisation in football
brought about a series of reports, and some of their recommendations were imple-
mented.12

With little government appetite to impose a more radical, ‘top-down’ regulation of
football club governance, a hoped-for grass-roots solution to the sport’s ills was put
into operation. Enter Supporters Direct. The ‘bottom-up’ regulation represented by
the formation of Supporters Direct had the task of ‘nothing less than the democrati-
zation of football clubs’.13 The primary aim of Supporters Direct is to ‘promote and
support the concept of democratic supporter ownership and representation’ in foot-
ball clubs.14

To facilitate this objective, Supporters Direct – through legal advice and funding –
help to form supporters’ trusts at clubs, encourage the democratic representation of
supporters’ trusts on football club boards, and promote the idea of ownership by sup-
porters’ trusts of shares in clubs.15 The advocated model of a ‘football community
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mutual’ for supporters’ trusts is based on Industrial and Provident Societies.16 Under
the I&PS model, ownership of shares in a football club are held in common with other
trust members, and these shares carry with them no rights for individuals involved in
the trust to gain dividends. Dividend payments are ploughed back into the club
through the purchase of more shares for the trust. In the event of a trust being wound
up, any surplus left after paying debts goes to local charities or other not-for-profit
organizations.17 ‘All of this means that a football mutual cannot be used as a vehicle
for making profit and that its assets (which could include shares in a football club) can-
not be cashed in by unscrupulous members in the future.’18

Supporters Direct established itself on the political landscape. The Labour gov-
ernment of the time viewed the Supporters Direct initiative as integral to its agenda
to intervene in the social existence of community life in British towns and cities,
where supporters’ trusts are encouraged as a means to combat the social exclusion
of marginalized groups within urban communities. As Kevin Rye, Supporters
Direct’s Development Officer, stated, ‘the government values [Supporters Direct’s]
contribution to the game, and also acknowledges that football has a massive part to
play in the health and social inclusivity agendas of, particularly, young people’.19

Confirming this view, then-Labour Chancellor Gordon Brown, speaking at the
Fourth Annual Supporters Direct Conference in October 2004, underlined the
importance of Supporters Direct as ‘a beacon of success for others to follow’.20

Underlining the intimacy of Supporters Direct and the Labour Party was the fact
that senior figures in Supporters Direct, such as Andy Burnham MP, the organiza-
tion’s former chairman, and Philip French, its former chief executive, had strong
associations with the Labour government.

As noted, the confidence expressed in Brown’s 2004 speech seems to be shared
by the game’s European authorities: Supporters Direct is seen by world governing
body UEFA to be a suitable role model for clubs in other member countries to fol-
low in terms of the ownership, control and management of football clubs.21 But just
how suitable is the model offered by Supporters Direct for forging greater fan
democracy? Answering this question requires some understanding of the nature of
the football industry itself. Much of the current political economy for the football
industry accepts the logic of commercialization and commodification. The commer-
cialization of football is not in dispute. However, commercialization and commodifi-
cation are not one and the same and can run at different tempos: while one can
extend markets and the langauge of markets into a domain and this will assist with
commodifying the domain, commodification rests on more fundamental transforma-
tions in the basic relations of production and exchange in any given industry. With
this in mind, in the next section I draw on the work of Karl Marx and Karl Polanyi
to advance the argument that despite this increasing commercialization, the football
industry has an unstable commodity structure, and Supporters Direct must be
understood in the context of this instablity.

Marx, Polanyi and the political economy of the football industry

There has been quite a lot of focus on the effects of commercialization on support-
ers in recent years. Research to date has highlighted that, traditionally, supporters
share strong bonds, a common identity and a sense of ‘moral ownership’ of their
football clubs; but that increasingly, they are also ‘market realists’ when it comes to
recognizing the financial exigencies of the clubs they support. Fans appear to be
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increasingly commercially savvy, with entrepreneurial sentiments toward the
corporate affairs of their club developing in tension with longstanding traditional
sentiments of ‘moral ownership’. Overall, the ascendant view within the literature
would appear to suggest that the relationship between football clubs and their sup-
porters is becoming more narrowly defined in terms of producer and consumer22

within an overarching trend towards commodification.
The research to date has expanded our understanding of the world of supporters.

However, while there is a thriving research field focusing on the commodification
of football and how this may be contested amongst fans, Marxist critical political
economy rarely plays any central part in it – which is somewhat surprising, given
the focus on commodification. Indeed, a Marxist critical political economy of foot-
ball supporters is conspicuously absent from the literature. This absence means that
any recognition of the fundamental dialectic between market processes and capitalist
production relations is also absent from existing research into the dynamics of com-
modification. The theoretical origins of the existing literature are mostly drawn from
a synthesis of Marx, Durkheim and Weber, under the rubric of ‘classical sociologi-
cal tradition’. Yet it is worth stressing that the defining feature of this synthesis is
its evasion of Marx’s central problematic –capitalist relations of production and the
class struggle – in favour of placing priority on the forces of instrumental rationality
as a means of understanding the dynamics of commodification.23 Contrary to this
synthesis, the market as the basis of understanding social relations is problematic –
at the level of the market, the inner connections between things are difficult to
grasp, because they are necessarily fragmented.24 Present research into the commod-
ification of football and football supporters accepts this fragmentation, whereby the
football industry as a prism of class struggle is ignored in favour of descriptions
and classifications of ‘traditional’ and ‘gentrified’ fans; where issues surrounding
the extent to which the law of value actually operates in the football industry are at
best marginalized by discussions about how exchange-value criteria (prices, costs,
profits, merchandising, etc.) are influencing the game; and where commodification
is ultimately understood in terms of the market.

Of course, there is recognition within the existing literature of the central ten-
sions in football; for example, that football is increasingly defined in terms of pro-
ducer–consumer relations, while also remaining very much ‘more than a business’.
However, the exact nature of what ‘more than’ means is never fully examined or
explained. Explanations are pitched in terms of a conceptual shift back and forth
between the binary oppositions of ‘tradition’/‘decommodification’ versus ‘commer-
cialization’/‘commodification’, to the point where the blanket use of the concept of
commodification ‘blunts its usefulness as a descriptive and analytical tool, and may
in fact serve as an obstacle to a more nuanced and contextual understanding of the
ways in which markets and market logic are introduced into the game’.25 Even
when analysis is couched within a cultural economy approach, the articulation of
culture and economy assumes a synthesis with the commodification of football as
the end result. This is so despite the recognition by major theorists in this area26

that there are ‘two alternative causal claims’ concerning trends in the relationship
between culture and economy. The first of these is culturalization of the economy
(where aesthetic orientations and symbolic meanings are increasingly integral to the
‘economic’ object). The second is that culture is becoming increasingly commodi-
fied (where instrumental–rational, calculative motivations are invading cultural
practices). However, when it comes to applying this twin causal chain to football,
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the two alternative causes appear to be ignored in favour of one logic:
commodification, with the sole caveat that the expansion of commercialization, and
the attendant marketing and merchandising of all aspects of the game (which form
the basis of commodification), depend less on economic calculus of costs to value
than on the symbolic and iconic meanings attached to ‘the consumption of football’.
In other words, tradition and community serve as vehicles of commodification. The
crucial point here is that the ‘cultural’ and the ‘economic’ are viewed essentially as
being mutually constitutive of each other in developing commodification, within an
overall theoretical framework in which market rationalization imperatives take the
place of class struggle.

The challenge for Marxist critical political economy, which I will pursue below,
is not so much the challenge of ignoring these conceptual dichotomies, as they add
up to an understanding of football supporter attitudes, but of providing a dialectical,
open-ended analysis of the fictitious and highly nuanced nature of both commodifi-
cation and supporter references to community and tradition as vehicles of non-
market sentiment, in opposition to commodification.

Marxist political economies of the sports industry had fallen out of fashion by
the end of the 1980s, due in part to the influence of different academic paradigms
such as post-structuralism, and in part to the ideological structure’s perceived reduc-
tionism. When Marxism was influential in sports and football research, it tended to
treat these industries simply as part of capital engaged in producing a commodity
for profit (if not directly, then indirectly as an asset to be exploited for profit via
media and advertising), and also as a means of ideological control over the working
class (by inculcating capitalist values of consumerism, competition and the celebra-
tion of iconic footballer brands), in much the same way that any other commodity
reproduces this domination.27 This treatment certainly has resonance with the work
of Marx. In Capital, Marx and Engels wrote of laws as tendencies acting with iron
necessity,28 and in The Communist Manifesto29 they stated their confidence that the
laws of capital accumulation would penetrate all industry.

Nevertheless, their emphasis on the struggle over the working day would also
suggest that law-like tendencies remain just that: tendencies open to struggle and
transformation, in which case the outcome is never certain. Moreover, when Marx
wrote on commodity fetishism (the category underpinning commodification – rarely
mentioned in current literature), he was very much aware of how situations in
which ‘the social relations between men appear to them as an object’30 were never
fixed states or categorical imperatives, but rather points of intense collective and
individual struggles31 appears to endorse this more open-ended view when it comes
to the football industry, arguing against any ‘capital logic reading of football’ by
pointing out that it is not an area of capital accumulation, but more a utility-maxi-
mizing capital absorber that is best seen as the institutionalization of working-class
and bourgeois social relations around a form of weekend entertainment. Yet having
noted this economic peculiarity, Taylor never once questions the commodity struc-
ture of the football industry.

For Marx, the inability of capital to penetrate an industry must influence the
commodity structure. Commodities are capital manifest, and capital is class struggle
manifest. Commodities are also manifest use values and social needs, which are
also products of class struggle. Capital accumulation provides the motive force to
ensure that exchange value dominates over use value: generally, the greater the
scope for accumulation the more powerful are processes of commodification; and
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where accumulation is weak or non-existent, commodification motives lose power
relative to use value and social need, which may or may not then become dominant
motive forces within the particular industry in which this occurs. Following Marx,
one can say that in capitalist society, objects, practices and relations (such as in the
field of football) are always in motion; always becoming commodities, but never
fully commodified, because they are also becoming use values. Likewise, while they
are becoming use values, they rarely develop their full capacity as use values,
because they are also becoming commodities designed for exchange and with profit
in mind. The governing motive force from the side of capitalists is the capacity for
capital accumulation in any given industry; if this is weak, the commodity structure
will tend to be unstable relative to industries in which it is strong.

Following the above lines of thought, a Marxist political economy of the foot-
ball business has the potential to provide a dialectic account of football more aware
that its relations of production and consumption have never fully developed to the
point at which they are commodified. The football industry is one in which the
dominance of capital is still relatively weak and where, as a consequence, the com-
modity structure is highly unstable and so open to interpretation, manipulation and,
on occasion, outright challenge (an argument extended below). I tend not to read
too much about this sort of Marxist view of the commodity structure of industries
because it continues to be marginalized by approaches that treat capitalist relations
and categories as fully formed entities. Yet what Marx stated about the commodity
structure, picked up by Polanyi’s32 observations concerning the ‘fictitious’ nature of
some commodities, can add to a Marxist political economy of the dialectics,
dynamics and tensions of the football business. Polanyi understood the limits to
economic rationality underpinning the commodity structure of the economy, arguing
‘that the most basic human characteristic—the need to relate to other humans, to
feel part of a larger community’33 offers natural limits to commodification. He was
the first to use the concept of ‘fictitious commodity’ with reference to labour,
money and education. The concept refers to a struggle between economy and
society in capitalism, and specifically to the stripping away of a community asset,
or community need, from its wider social relations and its reinsertion within a mar-
ket-mediated activity where business motives dominate, corrupt and distort the
community asset.34 For example, people’s labour power is the classic example of a
‘fictitious commodity’, because labour activity has a wider social meaning that
becomes narrowed into an economic category – wage labour – which inscribes
labour’s commodity form of existence in capitalist society and negates its direct
social usefulness.

The idea of ‘fiction’ arises as a way of explaining that labour power is never
commodified but always in the process of becoming commodified, while at the
same time also becoming something entirely different: an activity for its own intrin-
sic usefulness to the individual and society. This implies a capitalism-embracing
economy–society dialectic close to Marx’s original meaning: the commodity struc-
ture is permanently in existential doubt, but the circuit of capital accumulation is
sustained by powerful social forces that assist in maintaining its dominance, both
materially and ideologically, through money capital. Moreover, reflecting on
Polanyi’s account of the fictitious commodity and reinterpreting this through his ref-
erence to a ‘double movement’ in capitalism enables us to forge a Marxist political
economy applicable to illuminating the dialectics of football supporter attitudes.
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Polanyi argues that historical transformations in market capitalism take the form
of a double movement, in which market relations become disembedded from
society, producing anomie and dislocation, and then re-embedded, with market
imperatives subordinated or harmonized with wider social values and traditions
related to production, consumption and distribution. The embedding and disembed-
ding is viewed broadly by Polanyi, and in dialectical rather than linear terms. How-
ever, the dialectics of disembedding and re-embedding can also be understood as a
daily occurrence in describing micro processes of containment and resistance to
commodity fetishism. Doing so allows us to relate the latter to the construction of
‘fictitious commodities’ and related non-market ‘fictions’ based on tradition and
community.

First, ‘fiction’ is equated with the social construction or reconfiguration of natu-
ral resources, manufactured/useful objects and social needs into commodities or
exchange values. Second, implicit to the double movement is another fiction usually
treated as ‘fact’ by Polanyi and followers: the fiction of re-embedding or subordi-
nating market relations to ‘social needs’ and ‘traditions’. The latter are fictions
because, as Marxists point out, social needs and traditions remain framed by the
overarching power of capital, no matter how we ‘embed’ them in market relations.
Polanyi and his latter-day followers tend to play down or else ignore this ‘double
fiction’ emerging from market and non-market relations, largely due to their com-
mitment, whether explicitly or implicitly formulated, to restoring capitalism through
either regulation or reform of liberal and neoliberal forms of capitalism,
respectively.

This idea of a ‘double fiction’ highlights the fragility of commodity fetishism
and the ‘fictional’ or constructed nature of non-market alternatives of ‘community’
and ‘traditions’ (which are nevertheless hidebound by the market) and is, therefore,
particularly apt in understanding the football industry and football supporter atti-
tudes. One can argue, as we will below, that the tensions and contradictions emerg-
ing from this ‘double fiction’ are particularly acute in industries such as football,
where the profit motive is weak or non-existent, and so the power of capital over
the commodity structure of the industry is correspondingly weaker and open to con-
testation. With respect to this latter point, football clubs (even English Premier Lea-
gue [EPL] clubs, where most of the capital is concentrated) appear to be guided
much more by the dictates of moral ownership than by economic ownership and
capital accumulation as, urged on by fans, they pursue top players and success on
the pitch. EPL clubs rarely make a profit and even more rarely go out of business;
for the most part, they exist in a situation of debt. Hence it is an industry in which
capital accumulation as the principal motive force – and with it the rule of capital
over the commodity structure – is weak: in the period between the 1998/1999 and
2005/2006 seasons, only Liverpool FC, Manchester United FC and Arsenal FC
achieved pre-tax profits in more than four of those years, while the majority of Pre-
miership clubs on average earned pre-tax profits in only two years.35 36

Since 2004/2005, profits at the big four clubs have doubled to £166m. The rest
of the division has seen its financial situation shift from profits of £53m to an oper-
ating loss of £117m (excluding the newly promoted clubs). In practice, these figures
imply that the only business model for EPL clubs outside the Champions League is
to keep selling to richer owners (a kind of art-collector model).

What the above indicates is that football is ‘more than a business’, and this
implies that the usual rules of producer–consumer relations do not apply quite so
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strictly. Football supporters continue to be part-producers, while they have much
more than a consuming role to play in the overall functioning of the club. Support-
ers help ‘produce’ football, not only by adding to the match-day atmosphere and so
exerting an influence on the game itself, but also by extending the role and impor-
tance of football in the local community through after-match dialogue and debate,
taken up and disseminated through the internet and the local media. Moreover, sup-
porters continue to ‘consume’ football even when the ‘commodity’ proves to be an
‘unsatisfactory’ or unsuccessful one. The nature of production is both less and more
than the roles narrowly depicted for it in economic literature. The boundaries
between production and consumption of economic and community assets when it
comes to football are broad and porous, as are the identities and attitudes shaping
supporters’ beliefs (a claim which is elaborated on in the sections that follow).

For all the above reasons, the perspective of viewing football as an enterprise in
the production and consumption of ‘fictitious commodities’ presents one with a
more realistic, open and dialectic appraisal of the situation. Under the conceptual
rubric of fictitious commodity, the ‘present tense’ of the football business as it
becomes the subject of increasing commercialization is one characterized as possi-
bility rather than fact: it is a possible economic asset and a possible community
asset, without fully realizing either. More to the point, it is not simply that one
‘asset’ corrupts the other, but that one provides the necessary ground for the other
to flourish, while also simultaneously providing the ground from which the
corruption of both possibilities occur. In this sense, football offers supporters a
double fiction – unrealizable commodification and mythical tradition.

Using Marx and Polanyi to contextualize Supporters Direct

The above analysis brings us back to Supporters Direct. The ‘present tense’ double
fiction, or dialectic, of corruption, outlined above is recognized, if perhaps not fully
understood, by the creation of the Football Taskforce,37 out of which came Support-
ers Direct, a government-sponsored supporters’ agency that attempts to harness both
possibilities. Brown points out that the Taskforce ‘steadfastly refused to intervene
against the interests of business by supporting the much bolder vision of new regu-
latory bodies with statutory power’.38 The fact that the Taskforce, out of which
Supporters Direct emerged, was a compromise favouring football as an economic
asset bears testimony to the argument that the possibilities of realizing football as a
community asset are inextricably linked with the continuing commercialization of
football as an economic asset; a ‘present tense’ making for difficult compromises
from Supporters Direct and the supporter trust movement. It is this ‘present-tense’
dialectic that makes possible a fuller appreciation of not only ‘mutualism’ as a
‘solution’39 underpinning the political economy of Supporters Direct40 but, more
pertinently, also of the struggles of and compromises made by football supporters
as they wrestle with the possibilities of football as both economic and community
asset; where the basis of accumulation is weak in favour of speculative profits, and
where, therefore, the grounds for realizing both are weak, and for corrupting both
are stronger.

In one very real respect, the benefits argued to flow from supporters’ trusts seem
undeniable. They hold out the prospect of football supporters taking an active part
in the running of their clubs and, eventually, taking over their full ownership and
control. Moving to a mutual structure may be more reflective of the emotional.41
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Mutualization does, of course, hold the potential to promote supporters into posi-
tions where they can exercise participatory democracy and to extend supporters’
involvement in their clubs to include some level of legal ownership of it. As a
result of the activity of individual supporters’ trusts, a small number of lower-league
English and Scottish clubs are now owned outright by their supporters. This type of
development marks significant progress for supporters from their traditional status
as, at best, ‘consulted customer’ and, at worst, that of passive and manipulated
‘consumer’. In this sense supporters’ trusts may aspire towards a more embracing
citizenship that allows the dreams and aspirations of fans to prosper.

However, is it this same premise that makes supporters’ trusts such powerful
‘techniques’ for colonizing supporter relations along a more commodified pathway?
In particular, a supporter’s sense of moral ownership of their club can become
blurred by the diktats of economic ownership, converting the traditional feelings of
emotional solidarity between supporters in their attachment to the club into more
instrumental and quantifiable forms of attachment. It ought to be stressed that mutu-
alization, even in the most favourable conditions – for example, where there is a
statutory commitment to governance by mutuality – creates only the potential for
participatory democracy; it does not simply arise out of the establishment of mutu-
ality.42 Mutuality could just as well revert to the more passive and, on many occa-
sions, manipulative relations of producer–consumer that are inherent to profit
shareholder forms of governance. After all, mutuals must still derive profits so they
can invest in the organization in order to keep up with the competition, to develop
and to survive. Democratically elected boards must deliver and execute business
plans based on an economic rationality which may well come into tension with par-
allel social objectives.43 Such is the capitalist context within which mutual forms of
governance must be located. The point here is that such pressures provide fertile
ground for the democratic potential inherent in mutualization to become compro-
mised and even negated, as it becomes a technique for use in the move towards
commodification. As supporters are drawn deeper into football as a business within
an industrial complex, there is clearly the potential that they will be inclined to
view performance with an eye to the consequences for the latest club audit.

Indeed, it can be argued in this respect that Supporters Direct – in its role as
mentor to football trusts – provides the impulse to deepen and extend relations of
commodification between supporter and club. Research indicates that the majority of
supporters’ trusts make cash donations to their football clubs, with almost half of the
trust movement viewing such activities as an ‘important’ or ‘very important’ part of
a trust’s activities. (Perhaps tellingly, almost 80% of football clubs surveyed believed
supporters’ trusts should fundraise for their clubs.)44 This contradicts the view pro-
pounded by Supporters Direct that there is a major difference in this respect between
the roles of the traditional supporters’ clubs and supporters’ trusts – the latter being
more typically associated with the concept of donating to the club cause.45 These
donations take the form of supporters’ trust membership fees, individual cash dona-
tions, fundraising at local community events, and applications for community grants
and awards.46 The football industry’s auditors, Deloitte and Touche, underline the
importance of these revenue sources as an opportunity for value creation opening up
to football clubs: ‘There is an increasing amount of supporter involvement in the
ownership and operation of clubs… Primarily, this has been driven by the
supporters’ trust movement… A strong relationship between club and community is
also good for business.’47 The case being made in this statement is that while there
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are community benefits to this engagement strategy – such as greater youth involve-
ment in football and the elimination of racism from football grounds – as important
is supporters’ trusts ability to access ‘revenue streams’ that are inaccessible to PLCs
by pioneering such campaigns.48 This thought is echoed by former Supporters Direct
Chief Executive, Philip French: ‘Clubs are beginning to understand that supporters’
representation and strong trusts are not a threat but a much valued necessity improv-
ing the operation and running of clubs.’49 50

There is, then, an apparent contradiction concerning the supporters’ trust move-
ment: its ‘levelling’ ideology is counterbalanced by a willingness to be utilized for
commercial purposes by the club hierarchies trusts seek to replace. This contradic-
tion, we believe, has implications for the development of the movement. Evidence
suggests that there is an ambiguous attitude among grassroots supporters with
regard to how progressive the trust movement is and how much it can achieve.

Football supporters and supporters’ trusts

Certain indicators suggest that ordinary supporters remain favourable toward the
principle of supporters’ trusts becoming involved in the running of football clubs.
Many talk of their presence as being a long-overdue intervention which can bring
about ‘a measure of democracy to football clubs’,51 suggesting that they are ‘a
much better way of running [clubs]’52 and an obvious starting point for supporters
looking to constructively improve their lot, rather than simply complaining about
being exploited.53

There are, however, emergent signs that at least some sections of football sup-
porters are questioning the legitimacy of the trust movement. This relates to trusts’
ability to put into action their objective to effectively redress the balance of power
at football clubs, and thereby remain outside the orbit of influence of club hierar-
chies and their financial agendas.

It would be difficult to challenge the assertion that supporters’ trusts are only
given the option to become central stakeholders in a club when it is in a situation
of financial crisis and forced to turn to hitherto unconsidered sources of investment.
As David Conn54 asserts in relation to fan control of the bigger clubs in particular,
such ‘heady thoughts of “rolling back the PLC”… have melted into the realization
that mutualising the big clubs is currently impossible’. The trust movement’s failure
of to make significant inroads into the governance of football clubs has been recog-
nized by football supporters, and it is clear that some now doubt the possibility of
reforming football from the situation where ‘fat cats in boardrooms count notes’55

to a position in which clubs are run successfully along democratic lines. Indeed,
trust ownership of shares demonstrates that relatively few hold significant amounts
of shares in their clubs.56 There is a perceptible growth in the feeling that trusts
continue to be ‘locked out’ and ‘wield limited influence’ in club decision-making
processes,57 and this appears to be generating a degree of apathy regarding the
value of trust membership.58 Only in the lower divisions of football (and here in
only a fraction of clubs) is there anything like a substantial overlap between trust
membership and club support.59

This lack of influence in club affairs seems, in some instances at least, to have
persuaded trusts to pursue the controversial tactic of allying with individuals
holding large amounts of club shares (or seeking to gain large amounts). This has
led to suspicion developing between trusts and other supporters. For example, The
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Owls Trust (the Sheffield Wednesday supporters’ trust) became entangled in Leeds
United chairman Ken Bates’ takeover bid for Sheffield Wednesday in 2004. The
Owls Trust were accused of coming to an arrangement with Bates in his bid for
ownership in return for increasing their own influence in the club, and were
strongly condemned by many Sheffield Wednesday supporters for their actions.60

The Celtic Trust was criticized for using shares owned by Simple Minds singer
and Celtic supporter Jim Kerr in order to force motions at a Celtic AGM. Kerr
had previously been part of a proposed consortium seeking to take control of Cel-
tic FC in 1998, and there was speculation amongst Celtic supporters that the Cel-
tic Trust was being used as ‘a vehicle for increasing the power and influence of a
number of prominent individuals who currently sit outside the boardroom’.61 At
Peterborough United, The Posh Trust were allotted a place on the board and
worked very closely with Barry Fry’s regime when his consortium took over own-
ership of the club in 2003,62 despite Fry’s obvious unpopularity among the club’s
supporters.63

Such examples could be argued to be atypical of the response of supporters’
trusts to the problems they face in wielding influence within football clubs. They
could, however, also be argued to be the logical actions of organizations working
within the parameters of a government agency, Supporters Direct, whose funda-
mental role is to manage – if not extend – the commodification of football.
Indeed, the actions of these named trusts may be considered a harbinger for the
future direction of the trust movement. For instance, in the recent past supporters’
trusts have been encouraged to cast off their I&PS status and embrace the struc-
ture and rules of Community Interest Companies (CICs). CICs can be described
as a halfway house between a traditional mutual (such as an I&PS) and a private
limited company. CICs (organizations are given this status by proving that they
add ‘social value’ to communities) encourage private investment in return for div-
idend payments on shares bought and/or interest payments on loans made.64 CICs
can be used as an asset base for attracting loans (debt), making them an attrac-
tive proposition for business investors. In the words of Supporters Direct, the
philosophy of the CIC ‘attempts to reconcile the aims underpinning a social
enterprise – community benefits, community need, environmental concerns – with
the needs of the investors who have the capital needed to enable these social
enterprises to grow and flourish’.65 This model of organization is increasingly
being advocated for supporters’ trusts due to examples of trusts taking control
(or having the opportunity to take control) of failing clubs, but finding them-
selves unable to financially support their ambitions.66 Despite Supporters Direct’s
assurances that the CIC model offers a democratic alternative to the use of pri-
vate capital, a move toward such a model – a joint venture between supporters
and commercial entities – would undoubtedly provide the potential for problems
in company decision-making regarding community and investment objectives, and
compromise the original ideals which won the trust movement favour in many
quarters.

Conclusion

The aim of this paper has been to offer a Marxist critical political economy of foot-
ball that gives priority to the unstable commodity structure of the football business,
and to offer suggestions about how this critical political economy can help explain
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the nature of Supporters Direct and the suitability of their model of supporter
involvement in football club governance. In this respect, the paper has argued that a
more fruitful way of understanding Supporters Direct emerges from a perspective
which views the football business as both producer and consumer of a ‘fictitious
commodity’67 – creative, enduringly communal and a basis for collective identity,
which must be continually bent out of shape until it looks more like (but never
quite like) something one invests in, exploits, sells or purchases as a consumer in
the marketplace. However, as I have also argued, the fiction is double-edged – part
of a dialectic of disembedding and re-embedding market ideology and traditional
rhetoric that can also be understood as a daily occurrence in describing the micro-
processes of containment and resistance to commodity fetishism. It is to be noted
that the ‘apparent contradiction’ alluded to earlier concerning the supporters’ trust
movement – its ‘levelling’ ideology being counterbalanced by a willingness to be
utilized for commercial purposes by the club hierarchies that trusts seek to replace –
is tangible and very real, and ought to be considered with care before the
Supporters Direct model is rolled out beyond the United Kingdom and into
mainland European leagues.
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50. One Touch Football, ‘The Self Disgust of the Modern Football Fan’.
51. Urban 75 Forums, ‘Has There Ever Been a Co-Op Run League Club?’
52. One Touch Football, ‘Black Balloons’; Big Football Forum, ‘General Football Forum,

Supporters Clubs/Trusts’.
53. Conn, ‘The New Commercialism’, 31.
54. Urban 75 Forums, ‘Has There Ever Been a Co-Op Run League Club?’.
55. As noted in the FGRC report ‘The State of the Game’, ‘significant’ share ownership

refers to anything over 1% of share capital in a listed PLC; anything over 5% of share
capital in private limited companies or PLCs not listed. The figures published in the
report for share ownership of trusts also includes shares not owned by the trust but are
proxied to them for voting purposes. The number of clubs where trusts ‘own’ significant
amounts of shares, then, could be inflated.

56. One Touch Football, ‘Black Balloons’.
57. Big Football Forum, ‘General Football Forum, Supporters Clubs/Trusts’.
58. FGRC, ‘The State of the Game’, 52–5.
59. One Touch Football, ‘The Self Disgust of the Modern Football Fan’.
60. E-Tims, ‘It’s a Matter of Trust’.
61. Supporters Direct, 2004a, 16.
62. Peterborough Today, ‘Your Comments’.
63. CIC, ‘Community Interest Companies’.
64. Supporters Direct, 2005b, 6.
65. Supporters Direct, 2006, 2.
66. Polanyi, The Great Transformation.
67. A Supporters’ Trust could, however, adopt a constitution where the voting rights that go

with share ownership could be transferred by proxy to be used by the Trust board but
whereby dividends accruing from shares owned would pass to the share owner.
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