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The Football Supporter’s ‘Work’. Football, Adversaries, War Rituals

In the contemporary imaginary the ‘profession’ of the football fan is intrinsically linked to the presence of an
adversary and the need to stage a collective symbolic battle with him based on the amicus/hostis antinomy in a
particular space, the stadium. This ritualisation of the battle has a predominantly symbolic and metaphorical
dimension, often even when it includes manifestations of aggression and physical violence. These weekly rituals
have long been reduced to momentary loss of control and substantially tolerated. For a couple of decades now,
the fan and his warlike rituals have instead been transformed into social alarm and have legitimised a series of
coercive and control measures. In the discomfort of tolerating symbolic expressions of carnivalesque enmity and
subversion and in the will to produce a hyper-pacified social world, contemporary societies reveal the isolation
and insecurity on which they are founded.

The Football Supporter’s ‘Work’. Football, Adversaries, War Rituals

Nellimmaginario moderno il “mestiere” del tifoso calcistico € intrinsecamente legato alla presenza di un avversa-
rio e alla necessita di mettere in scena con esso una battaglia simbolica collettiva fondata sulla contrapposizione
amico/nemico in uno spazio specifico, lo stadio. Questa ritualizzazione della battaglia ha una dimensione pretta-
mente simbolica e metaforica, spesso anche quando include manifestazioni di aggressivita e di violenza fisica.
Tali rituali settimanali a lungo sono stati derubricati a momentanee perdite di controllo e sostanzialmente tollerati.
Da un paio di decenni il tifoso e i suoi riti guerreschi sono stati trasformati invece in allarme sociale e hanno legit-
timato un serie di misure coercitive e di controllo. Nel disagio del tollerare espressioni simboliche di inimicizia e di
sovversione carnevalesche e nella volonta di produrre un mondo sociale iper-pacificato, le societa contempora-
nee rivelano I'isolamento e I'insicurezza sulle quali sono fondate.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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The Football Supporter’s
‘Work’. Football, Adversaries,
War Rituals

Foto Alcide Lucca, Lucchese-Carrarese, campionato | championship
1980-1981, Lucca. Courtesy Foto Alcide Lucca.

Fabio Salomoni

According to the model proposed by Elias (Elias 1969) and later explored
by Dunning (Elias, Dunning 1986), modern sports, including football, are
the result of a lengthy civilising process that has shaped Western societies.
The gradual control of emotions, of the body, and the rejection of violence
involved in this process lead to the transformation or elimination of the
most brutal traditional games through a process known as ‘sportification’
(Porro 2008). Football, among the pre-modern games, still retains a meta-
phorical connection to war, but with violence and the expression of excite-
ment being subdued and regulated. Due to its distinctive characteristics,
football is founded on ‘partisanship, promoting a dichotomy between sup-
porters as friends or enemies (Dal Lago 1990). The match at the stadium,
more than any other every-day life interactions, becomes the place where
suppottets can actively fulfil their ‘profession’ ‘Outside, facing the city, the
arena displays a lifeless wall; inside is a wall of people. The spectators turn
their backs to the city. They have been lifted out of its structure of walls
and streets and, for the duration of their time in the arena, they do not care
about anything which happens there’ (Canetti 1962, p. 28). Canetti captures
a fundamental characteristic of the stadium: that of constituting not only a
physical but above all a symbolic frame, that transforms the interior space
into a distinct reality separate from ordinary life outside (Dal Lago 1990).
Within this framework, different rules apply, and behaviours and expres-
sions that would be deemed transgressive elsewhere become permissible.

In recent decades, the stadium has emerged as a prominent setting for
the collective and ritual celebration of the friend-enemy metaphor by cer-
tain groups of supporters. Particularly since the 1960s in England, and sub-
sequently in Iraly and other places, militant young supporters have devoted
themselves to celebrating football support rituals. The strategic utilisa-
tion of space, wherein supporters progressively relocate to separate stands
positioned opposite each other, is crucial for the enactment of these ritu-
als. This arrangement enables militant supporters to orchestrate a sophis-
ticated array of highly codified collective rituals, effectively functioning as
genuine social performances (Alexander 2004). Elements such as thythmic
chants and cheering but also the use of objects such as banners, flags, smoke
bombs, drums, and crosses play a pivotal role in the celebration of collec-
tive identity but above all in the staging of the friend-enemy metaphor. This
dramatization includes tactics aimed at intimidating the opposing side and
subjecting them to derogatory references related to territory, ethnicity, sex-
ual orientation and political affiliations. Obviously, this dramatization of
the conflict has a relational nature and requires the participation, or even
solidarity, of the adversary.

The war metaphor in football is sometimes celebrated by supporters
through riots and physical violence. The literature reveals that incidents of
violence have been associated with football matches since the early 20th
century. While violence has remained a ‘physiological’ aspect of football,
its manifestations and the interpretations given to it by those involved have
evolved over time. During the first half of the 20th century, the primary
adversary for supporters was often the referee, whose decisions challenged
their perception of justice and frequently sparked violent reactions and pitch
invasions. However, clashes between supporters of opposing factions were
not uncommon (Marchesini, Pivato 2022). Starting from the latter half of the
20th century, the violence exhibited by militant supporter groups shifted its
focus from the playing field to rival supporters within the stadium and the
surrounding areas of the city, which served as akind of extension of its space.
However, violence, even in the context of social performances, primarily
assumes a ritualised and symbolic nature. Actions such as forcing opponents
to flee, seizing objects representing their identity, and displaying inappropri-
ate weapons are integral elements of this ritualistic violence. Actual physical
confrontations resulting in non-symbolic consequences, injuries and occa-
sional fatalities, are relatively sporadic occurrences. Even in the case of the
English hooligan firm studied by Armstrong (Armstrong 1998), their actions
were fundamentally symbolic, with real violence playing a secondary role.

Nonetheless, starting from the 1980s, the behaviour of militant sup-
porters and the issue of violence have sparked moral panic across Europe,
with public and media discourse framing them among the most signifi-
cant social problems. A historical analysis of the English press’s treatment
of hooliganism illustrates that until the mid-1960s, the individuals respon-
sible for acts of violence were often portrayed as hotheads lacking self-con-
trol. Subsequently, however, violent supporters began to be portrayed using
dehumanizing rhetoric that labelled them as vandals and savages (Dunning,
Murphy, Williams 1988). In Italy, Dal Lago (Dal Lago 1990) observed how
the social representation of football violence primarily emphasised its nov-
elty and its fundamental lack of connection to the game itself. This idyllic
representation of the football ritual not only contradicts historical evidence
but also overlooks the substantial ambiguity that characterises the profound
meaning of football. According to Dal Lago (ibid.), this ambiguity is one of
the reasons why football is an immensely captivating ritual. Therefore, one
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could argue that the possibility of experiencing the tension of a battle, par-
ticipating in or merely witnessing symbolic or concrete acts of violence, con-
tributes to making the attendance of a football match an ‘exciting’ experience
(Elias, Dunning 1986) not only for militant supporters but also for others.

The Heysel stadium disaster, as well as the tragedies in the Bradford
and Shefhield stadiums in the 1980s, and the murder of a young supporter
in Iraly in 1995, were significant events that gave rise to real social dramas
(Turner 1982). These incidents also marked a shift in the cultural climate,
prompting a series of initiatives aimed at enhancing stadium safety. These
reforms were anticipated in the report commissioned by the British gov-
ernment from Lord Taylor following the Hillsborough stadium tragedy.

The implementation of club membership facilitated the identification
of supporters granted entry to the stadium, and legal-administrative meas-
ures were introduced to enable the banning of individuals deemed violent.
Moreover, the architectural layout of stadiums underwent transformations
to regulate and control fan rituals. Sophisticated camera systems now con-
tinuously monitor individuals’ bodies and voices, while the mandatory
transition to all-seater stadiums has fragmented the crowd and restricted
their mobility. Sanctions and regulations have also sought to eliminate
transgressive language and behaviour. Concurrently, the football system
itself underwent changes, with a shift towards transforming supporters
into spectators and turning the stadium experience into a consumer-driv-
en affair (Palvarini, Tosi 2013). In England, these processes have led to what
King (King 2002) critically refers to as the demise of traditional terraces.

The effects of these transformations are also evident in the Italian con-
text. In general, there has been a decline in stadium attendance. This
decline could be seen as a form of protest or ‘exit, to borrow Hirschman’s
term, where supporters choose to desert the stadiums. The increasing
prominence of television has played a role in keeping supporters away from
the stadium. Watching matches on TV has personalised and privatised the
experience of being a supporter, substituting the stadium with the com-
fort of one’s living room at home: a shift that has eliminated the possibility
of collectively engaging in battles and rivalries.Supporters who still atctend
stadiums, partly due to the rising ticket prices, increasingly include indi-
viduals from the middle classes, who thus contribute to the gentrification
of the stands. For this majority, the ‘profession’ of supporter now tends to
align with the role of a self-controlled spectator and consumer, taking on
various forms such as the cool consumer/fan or flaneur (Giulianotti 2002).

Militant supporter groups have also undergone changes. The excessive
control and sanitisation of stadiums have significantly reduced the ritu-
als that traditionally celebrated rivalry and enmity. Opposing groups are
often disregarded, and the performances aim less to stage battles and more
to self-referentially celebrate the collective identity of the group. These
groups now assume the role of the ‘moral’ guarantors of the club’s colours.

The physical confrontations between supporter groups have undergone
a process that can be described as the sportification of the clash. The occa-
sional riots are, at least in theory, regulated by what is known in Italy as
the ‘ultras mentality. This category is often constructed by idealising a
supposed golden age, which extends the principles of fair play govern-
ing sports to the clashes between rival groups. As a result, the enemy or
opponent is transformed into a sports adversary rather than a true enemy.

If in the 1980s, the symbols displayed by militant supporters were char-
acterised by their non-political or post-political nature (Dal Lago 1990), on
a global scale, however, examples such as the Yugoslav war and the revolts
in Cairo and Istanbul in 2013 demonstrate that the symbolic framework of
the stadium does not always neutralise political symbols and opponents.
Instead, it can amplify them and transfer them to different spaces and times
beyond the confines of the match. In Italy, security policies have often result-
ed in the suspension of enmity among militant supporters towards their
rivals and created a temporary solidarity based on the identification of a
new common adversary, such as the police, ‘repression) or more broadly,
the concept of modern football itself. Groups of militant supporters, there-
fore, often experience a process of politicisation (Giudici 2019), evolving
into activist supporters (Numerato 2018). The latter become more attuned
to social criticism and exhibit antagonism towards institutions, thereby trig-
gering a cycle of repression and counter-repression.

However, these processes have the paradoxical effect of negatively influ-
encing the ‘atmosphere’ that constitutes a crucial element of the stadi-
um match experience (Edensor 2015). In response to the protests of some
fringe supporters and to the risk of the stadium experience losing its
attractiveness, today institutional actors — such as clubs, football associa-
tions — take on the task of regenerating some form of atmosphere within
the stadium. They do this by using the architecture of new generation sta-
diums, their technological resources — lights, sounds, speakers, illuminat-
ed mega-screens — or by reintroducing those elements such as fireworks
that were previously used by the supporters. These innovations thus lead
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to the gradual transfer of the practices and prerogatives of the profession
of the supporter, who is assigned an essentially passive role, to the match
organisers and the stadium owners. Above all, however, they favour the
transformation of the Other supporter from an adversary to a partner with
whom one is engaged in co-producing a somewhat still carnivalesque but
essentially consensual and harmless atmosphere.

The rationalisation brought about by modernity has resulted in the
diminishing of opportunities for the expression of collective emotions in
ritualistic settings (Dal Lago 1990), leading to what Mary Douglas refers to
as ritual avoidance (Douglas 1966). Participation in rituals allows individ-
uals to experience non-utilitarian situations, diverging from the roles and
activities dictated by everyday life. Football has emerged as a modern sub-
stitute for the ritualistic experience. After all, the ‘profession’ of a football
supporter, whether in a normal or militant capacity, within the stadium
entails numerous elements of rebellion associated with Bakhtin’s notion of
the carnival. These elements enable the subversion of the established order
through excess, degradation, and, at times, symbolic or concrete aggression.

If Elias and Dunning had focused their study on football with a view
to finding traces of conflict in Western culture (Scandurra 2016), they
would find even more evidence today. The transformation of stadiums
into Benthamian Panopticons, often relegated to the periphery of cities to
avoid any possibility of contagion, the prevailing obsession with security —
as exemplified by recent events during the Napoli championship celebra-
tions, where the crowd inside and outside the stadium was turned into a
tamed multitude (Anselmo 2023) — and the dehumanisation of excessive
behaviour all tell the two sociologists a different story: that of a growing
intolerance towards conflict, whether it is related to identity, symbols, or
politics, and ultimately, towards the figure of the adversary, in societies
that perceive themselves as hyper-pacified and ‘finally’ civilised.
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