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Abstract

This thesis is an ethnographic study of football supporters in Northern 

Ireland. It focuses on the supporters of Cliftonville Football Club, based in 

North Belfast.

This thesis examines the relationship of the supporters with the club 

including the various activities of the supporters in association with the club 

and the identification of the supporters with the club. It scrutinizes the 

relationships between supporters, including the various interactions that take 

place between the supporters and the identification of supporters with each 

other. In this thesis, I challenge those representations of football supporters 

that portray them as a homogenous mass by showing that they are 

composed of many different social groups, based on ties of family, friendship 

and neighbourhood.

This thesis presents an intimate, ground level picture of supporters. It 

looks at who these supporters are, what exactly they are doing and with 

whom they are doing these activities. It examines the supporter as an 

individual and part of a larger collective. It examines the supporter as part of 

both intimate and casual social groups who are involved in a series of 

varying and overlapping social relationships. It analyses how the fan 

supports the club. However, equally, it moves past the view of the football 

fan as just a ‘supporter’ and explores their behaviour and practice through 

social interactions and relationships.
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Chapter 1 

An Introduction

OUPTORVILLK ASSOCIATION FOOTBALL
CLUB.

(SeornsH AwiociAroir Buum.) 
r^KNTLEMKN DifSIBOUS OF AKCOMING 
Ur MEMBERS ol the »tove CJab mli pieM« 
oommaniotko with

J. M. M‘ALBERT, 6, Dcneg%U 
Street; or

R. M. KENNEDY, 6. Broekrele 
Terreoe. Ax trim Rood.

OPENING PRAOriOE TO DAY AT $90.
10959

The above notice was advertised in the News Letter and Northern Whig 

newspapers, 20th September 1879, and marked the establishment of

Cliftonville Football Club (hereafter referred to as Cliftonville). This thesis is

founded on ethnographic research undertaken one hundred and thirty years

later, not on the football club, directors, players, or managers but on

Cliftonville Football Club supporters (hereafter referred to as supporters).

Sport spectatorship is pervasive in many aspects of contemporary life

and is a fascinating area of human behaviour that merits greater study. The

immediate visual impact of sport spectatorship is via match attendance but

there is also an extended audience through the media of radio and television

sport coverage, sport related movies, sport in print media and sport related

websites. Even the most anti-sport individual experiences the impact of

sport. For example, when a sports event precedes their favourite programme

or when the conversation amongst their friends steers towards discussing a

particular sport. The impact of sport can even have economic repercussions

for non sport-fans. For example sport-related consumer spending accounts
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for 2.3% of overall consumer spending in England and the number of people 

with sport-related jobs accounted for 1.8% of all employment in England 

(Sport Industry Research Centre 2010: 1).

Clearly, sport is an important part of contemporary life even for those 

with no interest in sport. The research contained in this thesis looks at those 

people whose lives are deeply impacted by sports, the sports fans, taking the 

supporters of Cliftonville F.C., a football team based in the Cliftonville area of 

North Belfast, Northern Ireland (hereby referred to as N.Ireland) as my 

example.

The research took place during the 2008-2009 and 2009-2010 

seasons. The focus was the examination of identification and the Cliftonville 

supporter. I sought to consider the supporters as part of a wider Northern 

Ireland society and their position within it. I wanted to examine the supporter 

as part of a wider set of connections between individuals, groups, human 

society and objects. My focus was to study what they did with other 

supporters and scrutinise why they did it. Finally, I wanted to look beyond the 

behaviour of the crowd as a group of people supporting a common team. 

Instead, I wanted to dig deep and look in detail at the interactions between 

supporters.

Whilst the remainder of this chapter outlines the background to the 

research and theoretical framework, Chapters 3 to 6 follow this supporter 

journey. Chapter 3 examines the movement of supporters through space in 

Northern Ireland. Chapter 4 examines the supporters’ connection to each 

other through objects. Chapter 5 examines the practices and behaviour of 

the supporters, both good and bad and asks ‘what is it that they do
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together?’ and ‘why do they do it?’ That sense of togetherness and ‘we-ness’ 

that runs throughout this thesis leads to the core of this thesis, the 

relationships between supporters in Chapter 6. On a cold winter’s night the 

supporter transverses danger to travel to the stadium, buys a match 

programme, shouts at the referee, sings and chants, only to watch their team 

lose The social aspects keep them coming back. When supporters go to the 

match, they do not interact as strangers but as family and friends. When 

considering the identification of the supporters, it is the identification with 

those closest to them that ultimately define them.

Importance of This Area of Research

The fans have been tremendous all season. It does not matter where 

we play or when we play, they are there and they are right behind 

us. . . It was really outstanding support and it gave the boys a huge lift 

to walk onto that pitch and see so many red shirts and scarves in the 

stand’.

(Patterson1 2008: 1)

Behind every team, there are those who support the eleven players on the 

pitch. They give up their time, money, emotions, and a little part of 

themselves in doing so. Some are managers, coaching staff, directors, ball 

boys, kit-men, mascots or volunteers. Most of them are paying fans who 

arrange their Saturday afternoon around supporting their team. They travel to 

the stadium, sing and chant, have a few drinks, a laugh and a chat with 

friends and family, and they encourage and support their team, revelling in 

the failure and success of eleven players on the pitch. They actively 

1 Eddie Patterson: Cliftonville manager 2005-2009.
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participate as they encourage their team, put off the opposition, and attempt 

to influence the referee into awarding decisions to their team.

The importance of this thesis is that is does not seek to quantify or 

qualify the impact of this supporter behaviour and practice on the outcome of 

the match. This thesis is not seeking to prove that the supporters can affect 

the outcome of the game. Instead, it looks at what being a supporter means 

to the identification of both of individual supporter and that of the supporter(s) 

group(s). The belief that supporters can affect the outcome of the game is 

one of the multiple routes that lead the supporters to regard themselves as a 

group. It invokes ‘we-ness’; ‘we’ can affect the game, ‘we’ put that player off, 

‘we’ caused the referee to make that decision, ‘we’ give the players the belief 

to win the game, ‘we’ won the league. What they do as active supporters 

separates them from non-attending supporters in terms of group 

identification. By regarding themselves as a group, they come to find other 

areas in common, which shapes and refines the boundaries of the group. By 

being a supporter they become part of the supporters group, a group defined 

not just by their commonly shared belief they can influence the match but 

also by wider identification processes.

Equally as important, this research looks at the other aspect of match 

attendance, namely, socialising. The ‘we-ness’ of the group is facilitated not 

only by having Cliftonville in common and doing supporting in common, but 

by being in common. This research explores the interaction and relationships 

that lie at the heart of supporter activity. Having Cliftonville in common and 

doing supporting together provides a structure for family, friends to be 

together, and can transform fellow supporters from strangers and fellow fans
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into neighbours, associates and friends. This thesis explores what it means 

to be part of the Cliftonville supporters group within situ. Cliftonville is a 

predominantly ‘Catholic’ supported team in the largely ‘Protestant’ Irish 

League and this is has a great bearing on the form their supporting takes and 

their experiences as supporters. (For the purposes of a working framework, 

this thesis will refer to 'Catholic' and ‘Protestant’ to denote the two main 

ethnic groups. A thorough explanation is found in context on page 135). This 

thesis explores the identification process of being the supporter of a football 

team and being the supporter of a ‘Catholic’ football team in Northern 

Ireland. Thus, this thesis looks at what it means to be a supporter of a 

football team that brings a local relationship to the identification process. This 

local identification process is highly significant to the supporters.

‘Soccer in Ireland is neither overtly exclusive, unlike Gaelic games,

nor rhetorically democratic and practically exclusive, unlike Rugby

Union’. (Sugden and Bairner 1986: 116)

As Sugden and Bairner indicate, football in N.Ireland has the potential to be 

inclusive. Despite this, the vast majority of clubs currently operating at senior 

level are associated to a greater or lesser degree with the ‘Protestant’ 

community and are, mostly, administered and supported by people from 

such backgrounds (Sugden and Harvie 1995: Appendix). Cliftonville is one of 

two noteworthy ‘Catholic’ supported teams in the Irish League. The other is 

Donegal Celtic from West Belfast, who has a significantly smaller support- 

base. Cliftonville have appeal that is more widespread across the ‘Catholic’ 

community throughout N.Ireland. This is similar to that historically enjoyed by

5|P a ge



Belfast Celtic F.C.2 and Derry City F.C.3 two ‘Catholic’ supported teams who 

had to leave the Irish League in 1949 and 1972 respectively due to sectarian 

violence. 'Protestants’ and 'Catholics’ of all backgrounds play football and 

support football teams and football is, in one sense, inclusive. However, in 

N.Ireland football can reflect demographic and religious division and this 

makes a significant impact on the identification of the supporter.

Fundamentally, football is twenty-two men kicking a ball in a field. It is 

a game. The participants of this event could be and have been, academically 

researched. However, if you add a couple hundred supporters the research 

field takes on a new dimension. The supporters bring their personalities, their 

prejudices and fears, their social relationships and networks, their familial, 

community and cultural, educational, religious, economic and political 

background into the stadium where they meet other supporters of similar 

backgrounds. Together they create a communal identity, focused around a 

shared interest in a single football club.

Why is this area of research important? What it means to be a football 

supporter is not just a past time or hobby. The supporters’ identification 

process is entwined in this very interest. Therefore, it is important to explore 

if there is anything more to being a supporter than what appears on the 

surface, by looking at what they do, whom they do it with and what affect this 

makes on their own identification and that of others. This thesis argues that 

Cliftonville fans are both supporters and congregators, and this 

simultaneously and interdependently contributes to and is a consequence of 

their identification process.

2 See Coyle (1999) and Kennedy (1989) for further information on the demise of Belfast Celtic.
3 See Cronin (2000) for an in-depth review of Derry City’s plight.
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Literature Review

Research on Northern Ireland

This thesis focuses on supporters who support a team from North Belfast 

and who live in N. Ireland. Therefore, it is important to consider the existing 

literature on this area that is of relevance. There are some key areas of 

interest in this field that are explored throughout this thesis: symbolism; 

ethnicity; nationalism and group identity. This subsection focuses on five key 

considerations, the impact of tradition, ritual, stereotyping, sectarianism and 

space within N.Ireland. These play a key role in the identification process.

Anthropologist Neil Jarman (1997) examines how Protestant ‘identity’ 

is built and maintained through the continuity of tradition and traditional 

rights. Nationalists however are less likely to invoke such rights, mainly as 

they have ‘traditionally’ been excluded from equal participation in the 

N.Ireland public sphere and marginalised in their commemorations. Less 

likely to invoke ‘traditional’ rights, nationalists have instead demanded civil or 

equal rights (Jarman 1997: 25-26). This is an important consideration for 

Chapter 3, which considers the movement of Cliftonville supporters through 

space in Northern Ireland. Jarman also contends that any challenge to 

tradition is therefore also a public, visible act and thus an attack on one's 

status, identity and history (1997: 25). Although Jarman was referring to 

‘Protestant’ traditions and the relationship to ‘Protestant’ identity, the same 

applies to the ‘Catholic’ community who have traditions that are part of their 

identity. Any attack on a group’s tradition can be and usually is, regarded as 

an attack on the group itself.
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The greatest strength of the ritual lies in its ambiguity and its 

openness to multiple interpretations. Although they appear as singular 

celebrations, they often incorporate many diverse interpretations within the 

apparently unified mass. This ambiguity allows people to participate for 

different and sometimes radically diverging reasons. Rituals can and will be 

used by different sections of society at different times. They may mean 

different things to different groups at different times or different things to the 

same group overtime (Jarman 1997: 11). Rituals facilitate the creation and 

maintenance of groups that may have diverse opinions and backgrounds as 

its members can focus around something vague, where they can bestow 

their own interpretation of meaning.

Ritual and tradition feature in Chapter 3, which looks at the mobility of 

Cliftonville supporters, by contrasting their movement around N.Ireland with 

that of ‘Protestant’ marching bands. Cliftonville F.C. is located in the 

‘Catholic’ areas4 of North Belfast and holds a large and widespread ‘Catholic’ 

support base, which would include these supporters who would regard 

themselves, or be regarded by others as nationalist. In N.Ireland Irish 

nationalism is a splintered ideology that range from Irish Freedom to parity of 

esteem (Bairner 2001: 80).

This point on the diversity of nationalism for northern nationalists is 

important in the context of this thesis. Cliftonville has a considerable 

‘Catholic’ support base that would contain supporters who consider 

themselves nationalist. However, it would be an over-generalization to 

declare that Cliftonville was a ‘nationalist’ club. In the broad sense of an

4 These areas are expanded upon in pages 62 to 70
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application of the internal-external dialectic of identification, Cliftonville can 

certainly be regarded as ‘nationalist’ compared to the predominantly 

‘Protestant’ supported teams5 that comprise the rest of the Irish League. On 

the other hand, they could be regarded as nationalist with a small ‘n’ in 

comparison to local rivals Donegal Celtic, who are regarded by Cliftonville 

supporters to hold a stauncher nationalist support.6 However even this is a 

sweeping generalisation that homogenises the Cliftonville, Donegal Celtic 

and remaining Irish League supporters. The reality is that there are wide- 

ranging political beliefs amongst all these supporters. Nevertheless, it is 

equally important to understand that the stereotypical view of Cliftonville as a 

‘nationalist’ club is just as important as the reality and this stereotype has 

deeply affected the history of Cliftonville and by extension, the supporters.

Sectarianism in Northern Ireland has often been associated with 

violence and attack between that of ‘Catholics’ and ‘Protestants’. For some 

people, this is all sectarianism entails. Others expand it to refer to all actions 

of discrimination arising from political or religious prejudice, such as refusing 

to employ someone because of their religion (Connolly 1999: 6). McVeigh’s 

definition of sectarianism is often quoted as a baseline for understanding:

“Sectarianism in Ireland is that changing set of ideas and practices,

including, crucially, acts of violence, which serves to construct and

51 am at risk of homogenising the supporters of several teams as part of the 'Protestant’ community 
and by virtue of this that they will be unionists or loyalists. I am pushing the vis-a-vis of identification to 
the extreme in this comparison of nationalism. However, I recognise the same diversity of political, 
religious and communal identification amongst ‘Protestants’ that I do and draw out in ‘Catholics’.
6 In discussion with Cliftonville supporters, they have recognised the nationalist and republican 
elements within their support-base However, they hold that supporters of Donegal Celtic have more 
supporters with stronger views on nationalism and republicanism and hold that a great number of their 
supporters attend Donegal Celtic matches explicitly to be part of this support-base.
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reproduce the difference between, and unequal status of, Irish 

Protestants and Catholics' (McVeigh 1995: 643)

Cairns highlights that sectarianism is taken for granted as a 'signifier 

ordinarily employed as a synonym for the anti-social or divisive acts, typically 

involving physical violence or intimidation, of'religious' paramilitary 

organizations’ (2000: 438). Here, Cairns points to the overt understanding of 

sectarianism, that renders it politically loaded. An earlier work by McVeigh 

however, helps to move away from sectarianism purely through violence.

‘Sectarianism becomes something that individual Protestants and 

Catholics do... Sectarianism structures every aspect of life... people 

live class, gender, sexuality, and so on through sectarianism. It is 

more than a set of ideologies or a category of practices or an 

amalgam of individual actions; sectarianism is the modality in which 

life is lived by everybody’. (McVeigh 1990: 121-122)

Cairns too, like McVeigh, moves from the overt to the covert, and 

sectarianism in the everyday mundane activities. Cairns contends that 

‘sectarianism as an "’everyday” activity... the bulk of sectarianism is to be 

found in everyday life practices, and not in the armed struggle itself (Cairns 

2000: 438). Understanding sectarianism moves outwards more generally 

towards a sectarian divide that is maintained through social practices, which 

incorporate the wide range of ‘attitudes, belief systems, symbols and 

practices through which one group of people sets itself apart from another 

within an otherwise shared culture' (Sugden and Bairner 1995: 15). Buckley 

echoes this by contending that ‘sectarianism arises primarily out of patterns
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of social interaction, and only secondarily out of cultural diversity’ (1989: 29). 

Sectarianism comes about through interaction, across the boundary. This 

interaction is that of the mundane, and the everyday, as much as it is the 

overt symbolic construction of identification, such as marches and protests. 

Connolly (1999) comes full circle as he draws upon and revises McVeigh’s 

definition of sectarianism to reflect the complex and multi-faceted nature of 

sectarianism:

'Sectarianism in Ireland refers to all of those changing sets of ideas 

and practices which, whether intentionally or unintentionally, tend to 

construct and reproduce divisions and inequalities between ethnically- 

defined Catholics and Protestants’. (Connolly 1999: 7)

Here, Connolly draws attention to two issues of paramount importance. First, 

as noted on pages 133-135, the division of society in Northern Ireland is not 

based upon religious conflict. 'Catholics' and 'Protestants' both use religious 

labels in defining themselves (and others) with a religious dimension to their 

identity, and therefore to their sectarianism (Bell 1990: 64). However, this 

sectarianism is religious only by semiotic association. As Jenkins states, 'it is 

not religious systems which are in conflict, but their membership' (1986: 2). 

This is not simply a theological dispute but is rooted in the specific nature of 

Northern Ireland society. These divisions are ethnically rooted. Being a 

‘Protestant’ or ‘Catholic’ in Northern Ireland is about a shared sense of 

community and belonging (i.e. ‘ethnicity’) that is reflected in various customs 

and traditions. Therefore, as the group’s ethnic identification changes the 

form and format of sectarianism changes too.
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Second, sectarianism cannot be understood simply as a fixed and 

static set of ideas and practices but as a combination of social processes 

that develop and change over time. This is because sectarianism is based 

upon identification, which itself is flexible, multiple and changes over time. In 

addition to this stress on the historically changing nature of sectarianism, it is 

also important to recognise that, within any given period, the particular nature 

and forms that sectarianism will adopt will change from one context to the 

next (Connolly 1999: 8). Referring to the model of identification, sectarianism 

is thus a consequence of identification. It produces behaviour and practices 

that in turn affect the identification of both the internal group and the external 

groups. This thesis will look at some of the changing sets of ideas and 

practices that have, whether they intended to or not, constructed and 

reproduced divisions the ‘Catholic’ supporters, and wider (‘Protestant’) 

society.

Space in Northern Ireland is segregated. The division between the 

‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ communities that is reflected in segregation of 

space reinforces community division. Feldman (1991) contends that ‘the 

Troubles’ resulted in large relocations of people in Northern Ireland, with the 

main sites of movement being ‘ethnically mixed working class sectors of the 

city and those small ethnically homogeneous districts that bordered on the 

larger sectarian enclaves of the opposing ethnic group’ (1991:23). Feldman 

states that riots that occurred at interface zones were a customary way for 

setting boundaries, citing ceremonial marches as an equivalent gesture for 

the demarcating of space (1991:31). Feldman posits that the effect of the 

subsequent peace walls reorganised space into a ‘mirror relation' (1991:35).
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For each group, the opposite side of the barricade became seen as ‘outside’ 

and one’s own side became a sanctuary. Figures from Belfast City Council 

(2007) indicate that ‘more than half of the city’s population now lives in wards 

that are either 90% ‘Protestant’ or 90% ‘Catholic’ community background' 

(Komarova 2008: 5).

There are three shared spaces in N.Ireland. By shared space, I am 

referring to that space beyond the private home where interaction expands 

beyond the individual (and immediate family). In this interactional space, the 

embodied individual meets collective identities, shaping and amending both 

individual and group identity through the internal-external dialectic of 

identification. Shared space provides the temporal framework for interaction 

as it relates to identification (Jenkins 2008: 162-163). Furthermore, as 

Jenkins highlights, the notion of whether space is shared or not is relational; 

‘identification is always from a point of view’ (Jenkins 2008: 48). Therefore, 

whether space is private or public depends on the individuals and groups’ 

point of view. This shared space is not about good relations but about 

interaction, within a community and between communities. These three- 

shared spaces are a) the space ‘Catholics’ shared with each other (regarded 

as private by the ‘Catholic’ group), b) the space ‘Protestants’ shared with 

each other (regarded as private by the ‘Protestant’ group) and c) space that 

‘Catholics' and 'Protestants’ shared with each other (regarded by both 

groups as public).

The consideration of whether these spaces are private or public lies in 

the vis-a-vis of identification. Streets, local neighbourhoods and estates are 

public spaces compared to people’s homes. However, these streets, estates
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and neighbourhoods are private spaces compared to main highways and 

roads that divide them, the civic space that separates them and sit as private 

space in juxtaposition to a wide range of other private communities. The 

abstraction of group identification is located in physical space that moves 

from local to global: ‘my house’, ‘my garden’, 'my/our street’, 'my/our 

neighbour’, 'my/our community', ‘my/our city’, ‘my/our country’, ‘my/our 

European status', ‘my/our humanity’. The further one is removed from the 

immediate proximity of their private community, the more abstract and 

imagined their group identification. In this sense, local communities can be 

regarded as private and they incorporate a closer sense of group 

identification, they are the 'inside'.

Riots, peace-walls and violence occur at the boundaries of these 

groups. They occur where the 'private' space meets ‘public’ space, where 

‘inside’ meets ‘outside’, from an emic perspective. Public spaces are shared 

between ‘Catholics’ and 'Protestants’ and exist in an ‘ethnic’ vacuum. They 

can provide a place for integration. Alternatively, they provide a sense of the 

unknown and drive fear between communities. There is a great deal of 

interaction in the public space of Northern Ireland. Santino (2006: 2010) 

examined the overt social agenda of performative public actions such as 

parades or demonstrations and even in material cultural objects such as 

'spontaneous shrines, these temporary memorials to mark the sites of 

untimely deaths’ (Santino 2010: 51). Those performative commemorations 

invite participation and interpretation (Santino 2006: 11). They appear in the 

public and command public attention and ‘draw attention to the reasons for 

the deaths, to social ills that need to be addressed’ (Santino 2010: 55). They
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‘insist on acknowledging the real people, the real lives lost and the 

devastation’. Their power comes from their public performativity and provides 

a voice for people (Santino 2006: 13). These challenge hegemonic claims to 

space and control of discourse as well (Santino 2010: 57). These, although 

symbolic, are also instrumental. They seek to produce change and action, to 

cause a change in social attitudes and behaviours (ibid.: 61). Thus, the 

public space is used to advocate for change, whilst private space reinforces 

group identification.

Parades and supporters break these boundaries of these private 

communities. They attempt to move directly through these boundaries, into 

the private space of local communities. Supporters may regard streets 

around stadium of others as public space but the residents will feel it is 

private space, their space and feel it is an encroachment of their local 

identity, as well as a communal one. Their identity is never abstractly 

narrated but is always contextualised and inscribed around certain 

objects/places; and the other way round. Space is embedded in and given 

meaning by the different discourses through which people make sense of 

place (Murtagh 2008: 21). What goes-on-between-people, the interactional 

order, includes what-is-between-people, space and objects. These spaces 

become institutionalised and establish ways of doing things. The physical 

division of space, marked by murals, flags, painted kerbs, that encapsulate 

and encode allegiances (Santino 1999: 517) leads to the division of space in 

the minds of the individual. People do not have to see the physical division of 

the Shankill and The Falls to conclude that they should not travel through 

one of these areas, depending on their ethnic background. This division
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exists in their mind, in their mind maps of no-go areas. The individual, the 

collective, the objects and society and their identification is facilitated through 

interaction. In many ways, public, private, physical, mental, segregated and 

shared spaces are all interactional space.

Research on Sport in Northern Ireland

The basis of my academic research sits within N.Ireland divisions, 

particularly the division of football spectatorship along lines of religious/ 

political/ethnic affiliation. It centres on the role of football in reflecting social 

tensions and explores the use of football in the construction of ‘Catholic’ and 

‘Protestant’ identity.

McGinley et al. (1998) addressed the perceived impact of ‘the 

Troubles’ on sport in N.Ireland. In their study, they found that whilst 25% of 

respondents identified football as influential in building bridges across the 

divide, 14% identified football as reinforcing divisions. This research 

highlights the dual-nature of football as exacerbating social tensions but also 

emphasizes its potential for cross-community participation. Cronin (2003) 

comes down on one side of the debate and argues that in N. Ireland the use 

of sport reinforces, rather than breaks down, sectarian-centred belongings. 

What is clear is that even shared sports, which have the potential for 

reconciliation, often reflect the division of two communities in Northern 

Ireland.

Cronin (2003) also asserts that football, in contrast is inclusive but that 

since 1968 it has failed to include the ‘Catholic’ community. Cronin refers to 

the ‘Catholic’ clubs forced out of existence, or transferred to the Southern
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Irish leagues, leaving the Northern Irish League with only one team that 

could claim to represent the ‘Catholic’ community, Cliftonville. Hassan (2002) 

differs and contends that nationalists use the game as a medium through 

which to disclose wider political ambitions, including moves towards Irish 

unification. However, Hassan also recognises there is a sizeable minority of 

this community for whom so-called 'territorial integrity' is not of immediate 

concern. Hassan argues the use of football by northern nationalists 

demonstrates their opposition to the existing social order but also, on 

occasion, reveals nationalists’ increasing acceptance of the legitimacy of 

N.Ireland.

Sport has demonstrated the capacity to express and reinforce political 

division. Within this overall body of work, however, particular studies have 

looked at the effect of sport and leisure in the reproduction of space and 

societal division. There is a focus on the ways in which patterns of leisure 

provision reflects and serves to reproduce the broader pattern of sectarian 

geography within N.Ireland (Fulton 2005: 18).

The existing research indicates there is a division in sport that reflects 

the societal division within Northern Ireland. There is a contention that sport 

can be used to both enable nationalist sentiment and maintain the status 

quo. There is a further contention that ‘Catholics’ have been left with only 

one football team that they can identify with. Finally, the existing research 

highlights that sporting arenas division embeds the fragmentation of space in 

Northern Ireland.
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Research on the Anthropology of Sport Supporters

This thesis is situated within the broad area of the anthropology of sport. This 

field focuses on the theory, history, practice and institution of sport and 

demonstrates its influence on human culture. It has highlighted typologies of 

games and play, used sport as a means of studying others and investigated 

the origin, evolution and distribution of games. This field is mainly confined to 

notions of play, games, leisure and recreation7, with academic researchers 

such as Mooney (1890)8 and Culin (1895) and (1907)9 setting the historical 

framework for this field by providing rich ethnographies on play and games. 

Key themes in anthropology have been occasionally explored through games 

and play, such as Gmelch’s 'Baseball Magic’ (2008) which explores ritual 

and superstition amongst baseball players or Geertz’s (1972) exploration of 

kinship through Balinese cockfights. The spectatorship of sport comprises a 

much smaller section of existing research, proportionally, such as Archetti 

(1998, 1999), Armstrong (1998), Crawford (2004), Giulianotti (2002), Robson 

(2000) and Wann et al. (2001) and is a relatively recent trend.10

However, there is a legacy of literature from other disciplines such as 

sociology and psychology. This needs considered first, in order to put the 

recent anthropological research into context. These disciplines have 

historically held longer academic relationships with sport. However, even

7 See Blanchard’s (1995) multi-disciplinary and comprehensive anthropological study of sport heavily 
weighted to participation and play
8 Mooney’s ethnography described the ritual significance of Cherokee ball play.
9 Gulin’s ethnography looked at the playful pursuits in Japan, Korea and China and the games and 
sports activities of 225 different native Northern American tribes.
10 For an in-depth look at the anthropology of sport, see: Coakley (2006); Dyck (2000); Sands and 
Sands (2010); Bolin and Granskog (2003); Klein (2008); Eitzen (2001); Aitchinson (2006); Arbena 
(1999); or Arbena and LaFrance (2002) for collections of leading anthropological research on sport. 
These are largely discussions of the participation of sport. The mentioned authors’ work that explicitly 
looks at supporters is discussed in this subsection.
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within these fields, social scientists have paid significantly less attention to 

sports fans that to those participating in sport activities. Wann et al echoes 

this and contends that the vast majority of sport-related research, including 

the anthropology of sport, has focused on direct participants, such as 

athletes, coaches and officials (Wann et al. 2001: 17). However, the existing 

research from these disciplines that focuses on supporters has left a 

considerable legacy of literature to consider.

This research on supporters divides into three periods, a period 

dominated by research on hooliganism, a period that moved towards the 

post-hooligan fan and the modern period, which considers the classification 

and identification of the supporter.

Violence has been a constant presence at football matches. Before it 

became a professional game in the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

football involved large crowds involved in mass violence. It was only in the 

inter-war period that football became more respectable (Sir Norman Chester 

Centre for Football Research 2001: 2). The football ‘hooliganism’ that 

contemporary society is more aware of started in the 1960s as the media 

reported violent behaviour more regularly. This increase in media attendance 

coincided with and perhaps created, a general 'moral panic’ about the 

behaviour of young people (ibid.: 2). This panic set in motion the sociological 

research into hooliganism, providing a high profile target group and the 

greater likelihood of funding for ‘policy relevant research’ (Duke 1991: 627). 

More research and interest lead to further research and interest. During this 

period ‘the study of football invariably manifests itself into an account of 

violence in and around football' (Haynes 1995: 3).
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Thus, the major research and theoretical perspectives on football 

hooliganism 11 derive mainly from British work conducted since the late 

1960s (Frosdick and Marsh 2005: 101). The research focused around the 

changing class relations between middle and working classes and changing 

social attitudes towards violence. The research tried to account for the 

development of the football crowd, with limited success, by accounting for 

the changing composition of the crowd. Eventually the saturation of research, 

alongside improved crowd behaviour, led to the move away of research to 

the non-violent fan. However, despite a general decline in violence at British 

football matches this area of study still attracts a disproportionate amount of 

research activity (ibid.: 73).

Running alongside this interest in social deviance was the interest 

from economists12 in football. This was largely attempts to ascertain the 

variables that affected the demand for attendances in professional football. 

However, the failure to acknowledge that the crowd was not homogeneous 

but was instead comprised of a wide cross section of society limited the 

success of their work.

This era has left two significant legacies. First, the research on 

deviance led to football supporters becoming synonymous with hooliganism. 

Subsequent research has helped dissipate this stereotype. However, it must 

be acknowledge that the stereotype remains in popular thought, even if 

acknowledged amongst the academic community to be an out-dated 

concept. Second, both the deviance and economic research has left a

11 The attempts to explain hooligan behaviour is not the focus of this thesis but instead the legacy that 
this research left to subsequent researchers. For clarification however, these research and theoretical 
approaches largely revolve around The Harrington Report, The Lang Report, Ian Taylor, Subculture 
Theories, Ethnogenic Approach, The Leicester School and more recent Ethnographic approaches
12 For example Cairns (1987) Hart et al (1975), Jennet (1984), Peel and Thomas (1988) and Walker 
(1986)
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collection of literature, used by subsequent researchers, that homogenises 

the crowd. Explaining hooliganism through social class tension and cross- 

referencing observed behaviour into one model failed to recognise that not 

everyone in the crowd is the same.

The second era saw a reappraisal of the supporter as attendances 

improved, supporter violence decreased, academics needed to move away 

from a saturated research field and the Hillsborough disaster led to a re

examination of supporters. The ‘football fans themselves...rejected the media 

stereotype of inarticulate, macho, hooligan imagery surrounding football 

fandom’ (Redhead 1993: 3). The focus moved away from violence and 

deviance, to that of the ordinary fan.

Therefore, researchers such as Coalter (1985) carried out research 

into crowd control in Scottish grounds. Considering crowd behaviour Coalter 

determined that the crowd varied considerably in social composition and that 

differences existed between crowds. This was a considerable move away 

from the homogenisation of crowds compared to the previous area, as 

Coalter recognised the social composition of supporters, rather than casting 

them all as ‘working class’ or ‘men’. However, on the other hand Coalter still 

regarded the crowd as a homogeneous collectivity, in terms of their 

behaviour, which ignored the influence of fan identification.

Canter et al. (1989) too, moved past the homogeneity of crowds by 

recognising the individuality of the clubs to counter the previous era's 

tendency to compare across the clubs. However, Canter also failed to 

recognise the individuality of the supporter, or the composition of groups with 

a club's supporter base. Canter was able to demonstrate differences
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between clubs but failed to account for why the differences occurred, what 

influenced these differences and what effects this had on the club culture.

This era signalled a move away from regarding the crowd as 

composed of similar composition to recognising the variety of social 

composition of supporters. There was still a tendency to regard the crowd 

behaviour as a whole, the cheering, singing, groaning and shouting, for 

example. This helped facilitate a move into the modern era of research, 

centred on the modern fan, which recognised the supporter as consumer, in 

addition to the ‘traditional’ supporter. This was coupled with ethnographic 

research and participant observation, rather than mere observation of group 

behaviour. By working with groups within the crowd, the research started 

from the ground up. Identification of the supporter is a key feature of this 

research, which is where this thesis fits into the existing literature.

Looking to sociological contributions, I refer to Giulianotti (2002) and 

Crawford (2004). Giulianotti (2002) divides supporters into four ideal-type 

spectator identities supporters, followers, fans and flaneurs. These are 

established on a cross section of loyalty and a notion of hot and cold. This is 

built on traditional supporting versus a detached form of supporting away 

from the ground, such as via the media. The main criterion for classifying 

spectators relates to the particular kind of identification that spectators have 

toward specific clubs’ (2002: 30). Giulianotti's work recognises the additional 

form of supporting, the consumer. However, by basing his work as a cross- 

cultural typology of supporters in search of a universal process he overlooks 

the variety of social composition and behaviour of the crowd, from club to 

club and within the same supporter-base. In addition, he reifies the crowd,
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such as his analysis on the use of the body as ‘the supporter corpus 

comprises hands, arms and bodies that move in unison as part of the various 

supporter chants’ (2002: 33). His presumption is that each of his ideal-types 

will act in a similar way.

Crawford (2004) addresses a wider literature that examines the 

supporters as passive or active audience, part of an incorporation/resistance 

paradigm, as performers and as consumers. Crawford takes on previous 

literature concerned with 'authentic' and 'inauthentic' fans. He explores the 

use the consumer goods and media as resources for supporters. Crawford's 

work recognises that universes of discourse influence the supporter, and 

combine and interact in multiple ways.

Wann et al (2001) highlight the psychological contribution to the field 

as they explore the relationship between fan and sport, spectator aggression 

and advantages / disadvantages of sport fandom. They take general 

assumptions such as fans having poor interpersonal relationships and then 

use data to prove if true or not. Whilst this exercise would be typical 

methodology for psychology, it does not address the social composition of 

supporters. Some supporters may have poor interpersonal relationships but 

assuming that it is or is not a trait of a group of supporters serves only to 

homogenise the crowd and adds no value to the debate.

Finally, the anthropological contribution includes the work of 

Armstrong (1998) who challenges the research on hooliganism and violence 

and focuses on class and identity; Robson (2000) who draws together 

universes of discourse in his analysis of Millwall supporters and identity; and 

Archetti (1998) who links national identity into football.
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Drawing on his rich ethnography, Armstrong (1998) challenges the 

assumption that violence is wholly central to the match-day experience of 

football supporters. Armstrong takes a group of supporters who are 

synonymous with violence and challenges many traditionally held notions of 

hooliganism. Armstrong locates hooliganism historically within the milieu of 

an industrial working class culture and examines ideas of performance and 

ritual encompassed in idealized masculinity.

Robson (2000) work on Millwall supporters is expressive of deeply 

sedimented, characteristically working class, south London and tough 

masculine 'habitus'. His focus is on local values, not localised deviance. He 

draws out Millwall male supporters as part of a regional class identity, not 

national class solidarity. Male bodily practices and male sociality turn into 

collective performances at the match. Robson takes universes of discourse, 

such as class, gender and locality and draws them together in his analysis, 

rather than treating them separately. This comes from his use of both 

ethnographic and historical research, his 'native' background and the 

exploration of eight Millwall fan life histories that precedes his analysis. He 

provides a modern analysis of supporters that starts to look in detail at group 

identity based on various categorisations.

Archetti (1999) looked at football in terms of hybridism and Argentine 

nationalism. Archetti examined the national style of Argentine as a 

hybridisation of Creole style that first incorporated English football and then 

creatively reinterpreted it in opposition to the English style of football.

Football was thus synonymous with national and political identity. For 

Archetti the ‘complex intermingling of individuality, gender (masculinity) and
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nationhood is an integral part of the historical construction of sport’ (1998:

94). The style by players became accepted by audience and incorporated 

into national identity (1998: 97).

When focusing on identity, researchers have tended to focus on 

national, regional identity and local identity rather than personal, familial or 

communal identity. For example, looking at football in Spain, anthropologist 

Jeremy MacClancy (1996a) researched the use of football in reinforcing 

Basque identity. Sociologist Ramon Llopis Goig (2008) contended that FC 

Barcelona continues to maintain its symbolic capital as an emblem of 

Catalonia and came to symbolise Catalonian regional identity in a symbolic 

rivalry with the Franco sponsored Real Madrid. Anthropologist Halvdan 

Haugsbakken (2004) also explored Catalonian regional identity with his study 

of the members of Dracs: a group of FC Barcelona supporters, who 

negotiated their supporter identity in relation to a process of global change.

The issue is that the discussion of ethnicity for instance, lends the 

reader to the presumption that ethnicity affects the football crowd in the same 

way. First, if we cross-reference against other universes of discourse would 

we expect the impact of ethnicity to affect male and female supporters in the 

same way, or those of different classes, or different religions. Second, if we 

dig down to the individual, the social groups and families that comprise the 

football crowd, would we expect ethnicity to affect them in the same way, 

across the board? Looking at ethnic, national and communal identity, we 

would expect there to be some common identification processes which 

everyone would share. However, there is a need to recognise that there is a 

variety of social composition and social groups beneath this layer and
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ethnicity would play a different part of their identification process. This thesis 

seeks to fill in this gap in the existing research. This thesis will explore all 

levels of identification, from ethnic or communal identification, to social and 

familial, to individual and explore the dynamics within it. One feeds into the 

other. As such, this thesis continually purports the need to avoid 

homogenising or reifying the crowd as being uniform, similar and acting as 

one.

Theoretical Framework

The previous section has outlined the context of where this research sits. It 

has examined the previous eras of research on which contemporary 

academic research sits to highlight the legacy of the work and the impact it 

has made. I have highlighted the works of six different authors across the 

disciplines of psychology, sociology and anthropology. These authors have 

demonstrated the merits of examining the social composition and behaviour 

of the supporters beyond that of a unified group. In particular, I examined the 

works of those authors who have used ethnography with participant 

observation and worked with individuals and groups in order to gain an 

understanding into the identity of supporters. However, much of this research 

focuses on macro top down social processes or meta-narratives, which 

overlooks the everyday experiences of sports fans. This thesis therefore 

intends to examine the supporters as a whole and indeed part of greater 

collective groups, as well as being part of smaller groups of friends, family, 

colleagues and neighbours. Therefore, a model of identity is required to 

provide a framework to analyse my ethnographic research. The adopted
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framework is based upon the theory of identification, as outlined by Barth, 

Cohen and Jenkins.

In the remainder of this section, I outline the details of this model of 

identity. This model follows that identification is made through interactions; it 

is created, maintained, amended and destroyed vis-a-vis other individuals, 

collectives, objects and society/the human world. Identification is 

consequential and it affects but does not determine practice, behaviour and 

interests. One could regard these consequences as the ‘culture’ of the group, 

which are explored through various symbols that supporters use to make 

meaning. Identification, interaction and consequences therefore play upon 

each other, simultaneously and interdependently. Running alongside this 

process are the 'universes of discourse’ (Jenkins 1997: 142), categorisations 

such as gender or ethnicity that are both shaped by and shape identification. 

This interactive process between identification, interaction and consequence 

occurs interdependently, and simultaneously.

Identity, Interaction and Consequences

The identity and social relationships of Cliftonville supporters form the thesis’ 

theoretical framework. Or rather, this thesis is about the process of 

identification as facilitated by interactions between the Cliftonville supporters 

and the consequences of this. Barth (1966, 1969, and 1994), Cohen (1985, 

1992), Jenkins (1986, 1997, 2002, 2007, and 2008) and their work on identity 

theoretically influence this thesis.

When referring to the ‘identity’ of supporters I am referring to the 

identification of the supporter. Identity, in itself, is not a status, nor a state of
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being but is a process. It is in identification, rather than in identity, that we 

can find most theoretical salience. Arguing from a post-Barth framework, this 

thesis explores the process by which Cliftonville supporters identify 

themselves, identity each other and how others identify them, both 

individually and collectively. This process is dependent on a premise of 

simultaneous similarity and difference.

Jenkin's offers a basic starting point for defining identity, that ‘identity 

in the human capacity - mooted in language - to know “who’s who” (and 

hence “what’s what”)... a multi-dimensional classification or mapping of the 

human world and our places in it, as individuals and as members of 

collectivities’ (Jenkins 2008: 5). Identity is therefore the process whereby 

people relate to the world and relate the world to themselves. This definition 

belies a certain number of premises. Not least the basis that people are 

involved, both individuals and, ever increasing (in number and size of) 

collectivities. Furthermore, people relate to things other than people; they 

relate to objects, institutions, ideas, their environment, in short ‘the world’. 

Moreover, they are in interaction with other people and the aforementioned 

‘world’. Finally, that identity is a process.

Identification: Categorisation, Boundaries, Similarity and Difference

Looking more in depth at identification, it is important to consider the 

dynamic processes of categorisation, boundaries and similarity and 

difference. It is important to consider that people categorise each other, that 

they set themselves multiple and overlapping group boundaries and that this 

is all based on a premise of (supposed) similarity and difference.
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For Jenkins, this categorisation is the external aspect of the process 

of identification that makes a powerful contribution to the everyday reality of 

groups. Attributions of group membership features routinely in how we 

categorise others and the categorisation of out-groups is intrinsic to in-group 

identification. Who we think we are is intimately related to who we think 

others are and vice versa (Jenkins 2008: 12). In addition, Jenkins contends 

that the categorisation of people is not, however, disinterested and is always 

potentially an intervention in their lives and often more. It is consequential. 

Once relationships between members of a category involve mutual 

recognition of their categorisation, they take the first steps towards group 

identification. As such, categorisation may be more significant for the 

categoriser than the categorised (Jenkins 2008: 108).

Concerning boundaries, Barth analytically laid emphasis on the social 

construction of identities in interaction at and across the boundaries that they 

share with other identities and upon processes of recruitment. For Barth 

‘societies’ are not things but are produced by people in interaction. Barth 

observed how the boundaries between two ethnic groups were maintained, 

even though their cultures might be indistinguishable and even though 

individuals and groups might switch from one side of the boundary to the 

other. This boundary is osmotic, where ‘boundaries persist despite a flow of 

personnel across them' (Barth 1969: 9) and ‘discrete social categories are 

maintained despite changing participation and membership in the course of 

individual life histories’ (Barth 1969: 10). Ethnic collectivities are thus 

independent of their individual members.
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Cohen also highlights the boundary that encapsulates the identity of 

the community. This boundary, like the identity of individual, is called into 

being by the exigencies of social interaction. Boundaries are marked 

because communities interact in some way or another, with entities from who 

they are, or want to be, distinguished. People inside and outside of it may 

perceive the boundary in different terms. This is what the boundary means to 

people, or what meanings they give to it. Boundaries can be seen by some 

and not by others (Cohen 1992: 12-13).

Cohen contends that boundaries are relational rather than absolute 

and mark the community in relation to other communities (Cohen 1992: 54). 

For Jenkins, similarity and difference reflect each other across a shared 

boundary. It is at the boundary; we discover what we are in and what we are 

not and vice versa (Jenkins 2008: 103). The community boundary does not 

break down to at the point where differentiation occurs but strengthens as it 

incorporates and encloses differentiation. The boundary as the community’s 

public face is symbolically simple but, as the object of internal discourse, is 

symbolically complex (Cohen 1992: 74).

Jenkins draws on Weber’s (1978: 385-98) claim of group identification 

based on belief in common descent that is itself based on collective political 

action. Consequently, people acting together come to see themselves as 

belonging together. The pursuit of collective interests encourages ethnic 

identification. Any cultural trait in common provides a basis and resources for 

ethnic closure such as language, ritual, economic way of life, lifestyle, 

division of labour, supporting a football team etc. (Jenkins 1997: 9-10).
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Hughes (1994) rejects this common sense ethnological understanding 

based simply on distinctive ‘cultural traits’. Ethnic cultural differences are a 

function of ‘group-ness’ and the existence of a group is not a reflection of 

cultural differences. Furthermore, ethnic groups imply ethnic relations and 

ethnic relations involve at least two collective parties. They are not unilateral. 

Identity is a matter of the outs as well as the ins. We thus cannot study a 

minority group, without studying the majority (Jenkins 1997: 10-11). Ethnic 

groups are thus what people believe or think them to be. Cultural differences 

mark ‘group-ness’, they do not cause it. Ethnic identification arises out of and 

within interaction between groups (Jenkins 1997: 11).

Barth focuses however, not on the cultural characteristics of ethnic 

groups but upon relationships of cultural differentiation. Specifically he 

focuses upon contact between collectivities thus differentiated, between ‘us’ 

and ‘them’. The emphasis is not on the substance or content of ethnicity, the 

‘cultural stuff’, as upon the processes that produce and reproduce, which 

organise boundaries of identification and differentiation between ethnic 

collectivities. Barth emphasises that it is through the course of interaction 

and transaction between decision-making, strategising individuals that ethnic 

identity is generated, confirmed or transformed. Shared culture is, in this 

model, best understood as generated in and by processes of ethnic 

boundary maintenance, rather than the other way around. The production 

and reproduction of difference vis-a-vis external others is what creates the 

image of similarity internally, vis-a-vis each other (Jenkins 1997: 12). 

However, Barth may be criticised for missing the dialectical simultaneity of
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identification. Neither similarity nor difference ‘comes first’ (Jenkins 2008: 

126).

Interaction: The Individual, Collective, Object and Society

For Goffman, the importance of identity lies in the routines and rituals of 

everyday interactions. Goffman considers embodiment and spatiality of 

interaction in which the self is embodied and its boundaries extend into 

interactional space. Goffman regards interaction as a performance/drama or 

a game in which interaction is cooperative, organised, ordered and rule- 

governed. This occurs in a world of negotiation and transaction. It is through 

interactional routines, in a universe in which implicit and explicit rules are 

resources rather than determinants of behaviour that creates and enables 

the world. Goffman theorises this within a concept of framing by suggesting 

that individuals experience life as a series of different sets or stages, 

organised formally or informally. Each individual may have a different 

understanding of settings and what is happening but shared frames creates 

enough consistency and mutuality for interaction to proceed. Goffman 

concludes that these all merge in the interaction order: face-to-face domain 

of dealings between embodied individuals. Individual and collective become 

realised in each other (Jenkins 2008: 91-92).

Embodied individuals are the space-time coordinates of minds and 

selves and are thoroughly and reciprocally implicated in and constitutive of, 

human relationships and the human mind (Jenkins 2008: 61). Each individual 

is the embodied centre of a universe of self-and-others, the locus of 

perpetual internal-external comings and goings, transactional inputs and
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outputs, some of which are incorporated into the sense of selfhood and some 

of which are not (Jenkins 2008: 69).

Individual identity is embodied in selfhood. Individuals are unique and 

variable but selfhood is thoroughly socially constructed in the process of 

primary and subsequent socialisation and in the ongoing interaction during 

which individuals define and redefine themselves and others, throughout 

their lives (Jenkins 2008: 40). This is constructed vis-a-vis others in terms of 

similarity and difference, without which he/she would not know who they are 

and hence would not be able to act (Jenkins 2008: 50).

One can make a distinction between a collectivity that identifies and 

defines itself and a collectivity that is identified and defined by others 

(Jenkins 2008: 43). Within a collective identification, people have something 

in common but this similarity cannot be recognised without simultaneously 

evoking differentiation. Inclusion entails exclusion. One thing we have in 

common is our difference from others. In the face of their difference, our 

similarity often comes into focus. Defining ‘us’ involves defining a range of 

‘them’ also. (Jenkins 2008: 102).

The group is a human collectivity, in which members recognise its 

existence and their membership of it. The group’s reality is a shared sense of 

‘group-ness’ by the group membership. The only reality is that people think it 

exists and they belong to it (Jenkins 2008: 8-9). They are imagined but are 

not imaginary. They are social constructs but that does not mean they are 

illusionary. They are experienced as real in everyday life, whether formally or 

informally. Groups are real if people think they are. They can then behave in 

ways that assume that groups are real and in doing so construct that reality.
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They realise it. Groups /collectivities have been regarded as more elusive 

than embodied individuals have. We all belong to some groups. Groups are 

not that elusive (Jenkins 2008: 11-12).

Group of people have something in common which distinguishes them 

in a significant way from the members of other punitive groups (Cohen 1992: 

12). Groups exist in relation to other groups, to categorise and be 

categorised in turn (Jenkins 2008: 110). Group identity is the product of 

collective internal definition (Jenkins 2008: 105). A group is inter-subjectively 

‘real’. Group members, in recognising themselves as such, effectively 

constitute that to which they believe they belong. In addition, categorisation 

and recognition by others is part of the reality of any and every group 

(Jenkins 2008: 106-107).

There are three orders in which to understand the world as 

constructed and experienced by humans:

o The Individual Order: is the human world as made up of embodied 

individuals and what-goes-on-in-their-heads. 

o The Interaction Order: is the human order as constituted in

relationships between individuals, in what-goes-on-between-people. 

o The Institutional Order: is the human world of pattern and 

organisation, of -established-ways-of-doing-things. 

o Three orders are simultaneous and occupy the same space, inter- 

subjectively and physically. (Jenkins 2008: 39-40).

If people think something is real it is, if nothing else, real in terms of the 

action that it produces and in its consequences (Jenkins 2008: 105).
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Identificatory processes are practices, done by actually existing individuals 

(Jenkins 2008: 111).

Consequences: Symbols, Meaning and Culture

Symbols more than stand for or represent something else. They allow those 

who employ them to supply part of their meaning. Symbols do not so much 

express meaning, as give us the capacity to make meaning. Meanings are 

most elusive around the most ambiguous symbolism. One can gloss over a 

range of meanings in a commonly accepted symbol because it allows its 

adherents to attach their own meaning to it. As a symbol, it is held in 

common by its members' but its meaning varies with its members unique 

orientations to it. Facing this variety of meaning, community consciousness is 

kept alive through manipulation of its meanings (Cohen 1992: 14-15).

Symbolism owes its versatility to the fact that it does not carry 

meaning inherently. Symbolic form only has a loose relation to its content. 

Form can persist whilst the content undergoes significant transformation. The 

appearance of continuity is so compelling that it obscures people’s 

recognition that the form itself has changed. The very versatility and 

malleability of symbolism is what makes it so ubiquitous as a means of 

expressing the distinctiveness - the boundedness - of community (Cohen 

1992: 91).

People interpret symbols, then impute meaning to them in light of 

their own experiences and purposes (Cohen 1992: 98). People map out their 

social identities and find their social orientations among the relationships that 

are symbolically close to them, rather than in relation to an abstracted sense
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of society (Cohen 1992: 27). Interpretation implies subjectivity. This is not 

random. It is responsive to circumstances of interaction, both amongst 

individuals and between society as a whole and across its boundaries. 

Symbols are the vehicles of such interpretations. Symbols are malleable and 

can fit the circumstances of the individual (Cohen 1992: 17-18).

Although members recognise important differences among 

themselves, they also suppose themselves to be more like each other than 

like the members of other communities. This is because although the 

meanings they attached to symbols may differ, they share the symbols. 

Symbols are effective because they are imprecise. Their meaning is 

subjective. Individuality and commonality are thus reconcilable, as people 

can behave in a common way, without subordinating to a tyranny of 

orthodoxy. Symbols transform the reality of difference into the appearance of 

similarity. It unites people in their opposition, both to each other and to those 

outside (Cohen 1992: 21). People use symbols to reassert community and its 

boundaries when the processes and consequences of change threaten its 

integrity (Cohen 1992: 28).

Community is the symbol to which its various adherents impute their 

own meaning. They can all use words, all express their co-membership of 

the same ‘community’, yet all assimilate it to the idiosyncrasies of their own 

experiences and personalities (Cohen 1992: 73). Substance (meaning) is not 

determined by form (structure) and the kind of social change, which brings 

new forms or structures into a community, does not necessarily alter it in any 

substantial ways (Cohen 1992: 86). Community is a symbolic, not a 

structural construct. We have to regard its constituent social relations as
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repositories of meaning for its members, not as a set of mechanical linkages 

(Cohen 1992: 98).

Culture, constituted by symbols, gives the capacity to make sense 

through sharing the same symbols. Members of a community make, or 

believe to make sense of a similar sense of things and that that sense may 

differ elsewhere (Cohen 1992: 16). Cohen refers to three principles of 

Geertz, which are inter-related:

o Culture is created by and continually recreated by people through their 

repeated social interaction.

o Being continually in process, culture has neither deterministic power nor 

objectively identifiable referents (law).

o Manifested in capacity with which it endows people to perceive 

meaning in, or to attach meaning to social behaviour.

(Cohen 1992: 17)

Cohen focuses his analysis on meaning, rather than form and takes culture, 

rather than structure to explore this. He suggests that people become more 

sensitive to their own culture when they encounter others. When structural 

bases of boundary become undermined or weakened because of social 

change, people resort increasingly to symbolic behaviour to reconstitute the 

boundary (Cohen 1992: 70).

Cohen argues against the view that structure determines behaviour. 

This view would have described communities in terms of their constituent 

institutions, classes and sectional interests. There was an assumption that 

people who were similarly located in the social structure would behave in the
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same way. Cohen argues against the association of structure equalling 

meaning (Cohen 1992: 71-72). Structure determines neither behaviour nor 

attitude and thus members of different communities may use similar 

structure, yet think about them in quite different ways. Cultures, as ways of 

thinking, as attachments to the community, are much more resilient than 

many scholars suppose (Cohen 1992: 75).

Culture compensates for any weakening of the boundary which may 

be caused by structural imports, by bolstering and reinforcing the symbolic 

statement of the boundary and therefore, of the terms in which the 

community can experience a sense of self. Symbolism reinforces the cultural 

boundaries of the community by reconstituting its tradition. In this way 

communities maintain distinctive meaning for behaviour whose forms they 

apparently share (Cohen 1992: 81).

There is a need to avoid the reification of culture and ethnicity. Neither 

of these is ‘something’ that people ‘have’, or indeed that they ‘belong’ to.

They are, rather, complex repertoires which people experience, use, learn 

and ‘do’ in their daily lives, within which they construct an ongoing sense of 

themselves and an understanding of their fellows (Jenkins 1997: 14). 

Handelman (1977) adds to the debate that 'cultural stuff... and ethnic 

boundary mutually modify and support one another. The former establishes 

and legitimises the contrast of the boundary: while the latter, often in 

response to external conditions, modifies or alters the relevance to the 

boundary of aspects of the former’ (1977: 200).
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Ethnicity and a Model of Identity

Academically, ethnicity has been difficult to define. Concepts of ethnicity and 

ethnic group have taken on many changes academically over the years, 

particularly filling in a void for notions ‘race’, which fell into disrepute since 

1945 (Jenkins 1997: 9) and by the 1960s tribe had changed to ‘ethnic group’ 

but underlying presumptions had not necessarily changed (Jenkins 1997: 17- 

18).

Reading through the various theoretical arguments about what is or is 

not an ethnic identity; one concludes that the discussion of the process of 

ethnic identification is applicable across all levels of identification. Consider 

the following (if adapted) Jenkins’s analytical discussion:

• The analysis of ethnicity [identity] starts from the definition of the 

situation held by social actors.

• The focus of attention then becomes the maintenance of ethnic 

[group] boundaries; the structured interaction between ‘us’ and ‘them’, 

which takes place across the boundary.

• Ethnie [Group] identity depends on ascription, both by members of the 

ethnic group in question and by outsiders.

• Ethnicity [Group identity] is not fixed; it is situationally defined’.

(Jenkins 1997: 18-19)

One can also apply this approach to a summary of Barth’s ideas:

• Ethnic identity as a feature of social organization, not culture (which is 

nebulous); Barth shifts the focus from cultural ‘difference’ as the basis 

of ethnic identity to 'the social organization of culture difference’
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• Focus is on the boundary, its maintenance and recruitment, not the 

‘cultural stuff’ the boundary encloses; etbrnc groups are situational, not 

primordial

• Ethnic identity depends upon ascription and self-ascription; only as 

individuals embrace it, are constrained by it, act on it and experience 

it, will ethnicity [identity] make an organizational difference.

• Cultural differences of significance are those people use to mark the

difference, not the outside analyst's ideas of what cultural differences 

are significant. (Barth: 1994:12)

Jenkins (1997), Cohen (1985, 1992) and Barth (1966, 1969, 1994) all 

discuss ethnic identity and more importantly discuss the process of ethnic 

identification. Theoretically, this thesis adopts the framework of this process 

of ethnic identification but applies it to all forms of identity. Whilst it is 

important at certain times to differentiate between the differing degrees of 

‘group-ness’, whether that be local group, community, ethnic, national or 

other imagined group identity, (and of course it’s relevance within the 

individual), there is a universal process underlying these various forms of 

identification that can be extrapolated and applied as a model of identity.

Conceptually there is an overarching model of identity that we can 

infer from the academic research. Identity is not a status, or state of being 

but a process that is negotiable and flexible. It is multi-dimensional and is 

both singular and plural. It is organised hierarchically and is not set but is 

always changing. It is imagined but it is not imaginary. Identity is not 

something that one ‘has’ or ‘is’ but is something that one ‘does’.
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Identification is clearly tied into interaction and its consequences in a 

multi-faceted and multi-layered approach that is deeply interactive and fluid. 

Each plays upon the other, interdependently and simultaneously and is 

continually developing. The process of identification is based upon dynamic 

notions of: similarity and difference, ‘we have X in common’ and ‘we differ 

from these people who have Fin common’; categorisation, ‘these people 

have Z in common so they are therefore group Z; and sharing across 

boundaries, ‘I don’t care how similar we are to Group X, we are Group F\ All 

these processes come about through interaction, between individuals, 

collectives, objects and society, all shaped by both internal and external 

dialectic of identification. Identity is a matter of self-ascription: 'I am X’; and 

ascription by others: ‘that person/group isZ; via interaction informing cultural 

standards which signal how to judge ethnic co-members and outsiders. The 

processes are consequential, as they influence a person or group’s 

behaviour, interests and practice, their ‘culture’ and the various symbols that 

they use to make meaning, which in turn feeds back into this process: ‘as X 

we believe that doing F makes Z an X’.

My Research

Research Problem

Supporting Cliftonville is a unique experience amongst Irish League 

supporters. They are the only major Irish League club that can claim to have 

a considerable and widespread ‘Catholic’ following in N.Ireland. Taking this 

within the context of the history of N.Ireland and ‘the Troubles’ this is deeply
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significant. Therefore, there is a need to explore the impact of this history on 

the current supporters and the legacy that this has left.

As outlined in the literature review, research on sport has mainly 

focused on the participation of sport. There has been comparatively little 

research on supporters and of the existing literature, an even smaller amount 

has involved ethnographic research. This thesis seeks to contribute to this 

expanding area and to address the gaps in this field of research.

In the existing research, there has been a tendency to treat supporters 

as either a homogenous crowd or individuals, as outlined in pages 19-26.

It ignores that supporters are part of smaller social or familial groups. It is 

therefore important to continue the existing line of research but also to 

contribute to it by exploring the social and familial interactions, relationships 

and groups of the supporters.

The existing literature discusses and explores supporters in terms of 

what they do. It examines how supporters support their team, such as 

watching a match, cheering on their team and performing through singing 

and chanting. The current research neglects the social aspects of match 

attendance. It is therefore imperative to explore this and consider these 

family and friends who take advantage of a shared interest in Cliftonville to 

meet on a Saturday.

Finally, the current research either focuses on idealised supporter 

behaviour or supporter deviance, set almost in binary opposition of the 

violent hooligan versus the ‘normal’ supporter. On the one hand, there is a 

tension between ideal supporter behaviour and supporter deviance. On the 

other hand, both sets of behaviour can be part of the same supporter
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experience. There is a need to explore the ideal supporter behaviour against 

the reality of supporter behaviour. It is therefore imperative to explore the 

other side of match attendance; the drinking, smoking, swearing and other 

deviant behaviour, the desire to meet with friends and have a chat, the lads’ 

day out, as well as the singing, chanting and supporting of their football 

team.

Objectives

This study develops small-scale ethnography of football supporters in 

N.Ireland. It provides an intimate, ground level perspective on the football 

crowd that also explores the social connections and divisions that exist within 

it. I seek to ask who these supporters are, what it is that they do and with 

whom they do these activities.

This thesis explores Cliftonville's status as the only major football club 

in the Irish League with a considerable and widespread ‘Catholic’ support 

base and explores how this has affected supporter identity, behaviour, 

practice, and interaction.

This study also analyses the supporter as both an individual and as 

part of (a) larger group(s). In addition, I place emphasis on these supporters 

who are part of smaller social and familial groups. In this manner, both 

individual and group identity is explored through Cliftonville. In addition, I 

expand on the role of objects in the interaction between individuals, 

collectives and the human world. Further to this, the social aspects of match 

attendance are explored, an area greatly neglected by existing literature. 

Finally, this thesis seeks to address the imbalance in the current research,
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which focuses on idealised supporter behaviour and supporter deviance in 

dichotomy and neglects that much of the actual behaviour which 

accompanies match attendance incorporates both.

Methodology

Field research on Cliftonville supporters took place during the 2008-2009 and 

2009-2010 seasons. The research that I undertook was a kind of 'Native 

Ethnography’. I am a passionate football supporter. In addition, I have lived 

in North Belfast, the main catchment area of Cliftonville, all my life. However, 

despite growing up less than a mile from Solitude, the home stadium of 

Cliftonville, I had little interest in either Cliftonville or the local Irish League 

(my interest lay in the English Premier League, specifically with Liverpool 

F.C.). This led to a situation where I possessed certain inside knowledge and 

held social and cultural connections to my field of research but thanks to my 

university training, I was still able to research the topic with the requisite 

objectivity.

My primary research method was to utilise participant observation and 

attend Cliftonville football matches (see Appendix 1 for the list of matches 

that I attended). I attended my first match on my own, sitting in the Cage 

Stand on a cold winter’s day watching Cliftonville lose 2-1 to their bitter rivals 

Linfield. Wrapped in multiple layers of clothing and hugging a cup of tea I 

noticed old school friends in the crowd and duly used my existing 

connections with certain Cliftonville supporters to start my research. Old 

school friends, neighbours, family, these I played football with and even 

contacts from my local pub were all utilised as a starting point for my
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research. The connections operated as primary contacts, which I utilised to 

gain further contacts and information.

These original connections were of considerable importance to my 

fieldwork. Not only were they important sources in their own right but they 

also led me to further contacts. The native ethnographic nature of this 

research opened doors for supporter contact in areas I had not even 

envisaged. Once I opened up a (research) interest in Cliftonville, I learned of 

people within my social networks who supported Cliftonville, a fact that I had 

previously ignored. Thus, I was able to call upon my uncle and cousin as 

informants. I called upon old-school friend connections from my secondary 

school. I found important contacts in my local social club where I realised the 

importance of Cliftonville on the local community. A few of the regulars 

attended Cliftonville matches but, equally as important, a significant number 

of people in the local social club would watch highlights of the Cliftonville 

games when they were shown on BBC television at five o’clock on a 

Saturday evening. I drew upon neighbours that I noticed attending the games 

as contacts. Once I started fieldwork, I suddenly noticed people in my local 

community wearing Cliftonville t-shirts and scarves, something I had 

previously ignored.

What these connections allowed me to do, in addition to gaining 

access to interviewees and contacts, was to facilitate my integration into the 

support base. The Cliftonville supporters readily accepted me by associating 

with established Cliftonville supporters. I noticed during my fieldwork that the 

supporters do not ask or enquire after the community background of other 

supporters. I suspect that Cliftonville supporters often assumed that their
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fellow supporters were ‘Catholic’. I believe that my established connections 

with existing ‘Catholic’ supporters, primarily through my ‘Catholic’ school 

connections, established my ‘Catholic’ background, as well as my 

connections to the local community. I strongly suspect that the Cliftonville 

support base may not have so readily accepted a non-'Catholic’ researcher 

from outside of North Belfast.

Coupled with this I volunteered to help around the stadium. This often 

involved cleaning the stadium, weeding the stands, cleaning up rubbish and 

even cleaning the toilets. Some of this was truly repulsive work. However, 

this volunteering endeared me to the supporters. It not only increased my 

visibility to the supporters but also engendered trust, as supporters could see 

me helping their club. This practice not only allowed me to reciprocate the 

time that supporters took out of their day to accommodate me and answer 

my questions but also hastened the transition from an outsider to being 

regarded as ‘one of them’.

Regardless of whether I gain contacts through existing social 

networks or volunteering, I was always conscious about introducing myself 

as a university student researching Cliftonville supporters. At times, other 

supporters did this introduction for me, telling supporters that I was writing a 

book on Cliftonville supporters. Despite the fact that I advised that I was 

researching to write a PhD dissertation, the supporters understood this in 

their own terms as a book. Although I introduced myself as a researcher, I 

played down any behaviour that would continually lead the supporters to 

regard me as a researcher. I recorded my observations at home, after the 

match, rather than at the stadium. I completed the majority of my interviews
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with supporters towards the end of my research. I abandoned my original 

intention of providing supporters with tape recorders to record the crowd at 

different parts of the stadium. I wanted supporters to act as naturally as 

possible around me and I wanted to avoid any activity that would heighten 

their view of me as a researcher, rather than a fellow supporter. I reduced 

the overt method of participant observation but I did not, by any means 

subvert to covert research.

Instead, I tried to behave in ways that led the supporters to regard me 

as ‘one of them’. I sang and chanted with the supporters. I cheered when 

Cliftonville scored and groaned when they conceded a goal. I socialised with 

supporters at Cassidy’s bar and the Social Club on match day. I attended the 

various functions that were organised by Cliftonville and the supporters, such 

as Quiz nights, fundraisers like Night at the Races and celebrations like the 

annual Player of the Year Awards. I travelled around N.Ireland with the 

supporters to attend away matches, primarily through the supporters’ bus 

and occasionally by car sharing. I talked football with the supporters and 

discussed players, tactics, managerial decisions and wider football issues. I 

consciously wanted the supporters to forget that I was researching them, to 

let their guard down and act normally.

In addition to participant observation, I carried out formal interviews 

with eleven supporters, ten males and one female, each lasting one and half 

hours13. Two interviews, John and Bronagh’s, took place in the media room 

at Solitude. Two interviews, Kenny and Nolan’s, took place on the stands. 

Three interviews, Patrick, Luke and Johnny’s, took place in a local social club

13 See Appendix 7 for background information on interviewees See Appendix 5 for interview 
questions. Please note that I did not ask all the questions during the interview
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in a private room. Two interviews, Darran and Brian’s, took place in busy 

bars. One interview, Kevin’s, took place in the Cliftonville social club. Finally, 

one interview, David’s, took place in his home. The majority of these took 

place towards the end of the 2009-10 season. Ten of the interviews followed 

a similar set of questions. One set of additional questions were specifically 

created for Kenny and Darran regarding flags.

Further to this, I used data collection to supplement my research. I 

used Colours: Ireland - From Bombs to Boom, the autobiography of Henry 

McDonald who dedicated a chapter of his book to his childhood/young adult 

support of Cliftonville during 'the Troubles’, as a valuable secondary source. I 

sourced newspaper articles, Cliftonville fanzines and programmes as primary 

sources to understand historical events. I studied flags by examining 

photographs of flags taken by Cliftonville supporters, in order to investigate 

whether the supporters used certain symbols. Similarly, I used photographs 

taken by supporters of their merchandise, or supporters wearing 

merchandise. This was in order to understand the use of different types of 

goods by supporters to express their identity.

As a whole, I used photographs taken by supporters and uploaded to 

the internet to understand present and current support. I opted to use 

photographs taken by supporters rather than personally taking photographs 

for two reasons. First, I was interested in seeing what the supporters took 

photographs of, in order to see what was important to them. What I may 

have photographed and regarded as important could have varied massively 

from that taken by the supporters. Secondly, I was anxious being tagged as 

an outsider and was therefore self-conscious about carrying around a
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camera and taking pictures of supporters. I did not want the supporters to 

think I was actively spying on them. In addition, I used a variety of online 

sources to research the history of Cliftonville, including the general history of 

Cliftonville, specific events, or even past players and match results.

Finally, I used one important online source to understand the 

supporters, the online forum www.irishleaquesupporters.com. This website 

runs a forum for the supporters on all teams in the Irish League, with a sub

forum dedicated to Cliftonville F.C. This was an important source for 

understanding the supporters, what they were talking about, what was 

important to them, clarifying certain events, discussing wider league issues. 

However, I have not directly used this source in this study. This online forum 

is a private forum and thus I want to respect the privacy of the supporters 

who use it. I only used this website for better understanding the supporters 

and supplementing my understanding and ethnography of the Cliftonville 

supporters, rather than acting as the sole source of information. The 

exception to this is a post submitted by a user called ‘Kieran’, where he 

discussed his recollections of his badge collection. With his permission, I 

used his post as a primary source in Chapter 4.

I did not employ several intended research methods. As noted above,

I abandoned my intention to persuade the supporters to record the crowd 

from different points of the stadium. This was in order to facilitate my 

immersion as a supporter rather than a researcher and to avoid the 

supporters reflecting on their support and subsequently changing their 

behaviour. Instead, I recorded the crowd from different parts of the stadium.
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Furthermore, I intended to interview the partners/wives/girlfriends of 

the supporters in their homes and discuss the impact of their partner’s 

support of Cliftonville on their relationship. However, I abandoned this, as I 

was worried that such questions could cause arguments and risk my 

rapprochement with the supporter. Instead, I attempted to broach this subject 

in both my interview questioning and general conversations with the 

supporters. I also intended to interview the children, as part of my desire to 

understand how football support facilitates parent-child relationships. 

However on further reflection I was unsure how to approach the parent and 

carry out such research amongst child safety concerns and opted to explore 

this relationship by asking adult supporters about their relationship to their 

children (where applicable) and their own parents through football.

I had not considered several research issues prior to the fieldwork. I 

consequentially had to adapt my plans.

Firstly, halfway through my fieldwork my research and due to my help 

with Cliftonville behind the scenes, I was offered the chance to be a match- 

day steward. The offer had its academic merits, as it offered the chance to 

focus solely on the actions of the supporters, whom I would have to 

supervise. My back would be to the game and my attention solely on the 

supporters. However, I felt that this focused on observation only and that, 

methodologically, using participant observation on the stands elicited far 

better ethnography. Furthermore, I was worried that the transition from 

terrace supporter to club steward would change and potentially damage my 

relationship with the supporter base. Therefore, I had to politely decline.

50 | P age



Secondly, I had anticipated a higher degree of consumerism from the 

supporters. I based this on my own support of Liverpool F.C., which was 

highly consumerist. I expected that firstly, the focus of supporters would be 

solely on the football on show; and secondly, that they would primarily 

establish their supporting and identity through merchandise. Instead I found 

that the supporters spent as much time talking to each other as they would 

watching the game and that, although the supporters did merchandise 

sporadically, this was solely for use on match-day and not used in to 

primarily define their identity to Cliftonville. Those findings influence this 

thesis, as I had deeply underestimated the social aspect of supporters 

following a football team.

Ethics

As part of my research preparation, I had considered the implications of overt 

and covert research. Considering I was researching supporters who lived in 

the same area that I resided, I had no intention of performing covert research 

and thus violating any trust that I developed through my fieldwork. However, 

due to the sheer numbers of potential Cliftonville supporters I could not 

obtain formal permission from everyone for purely overt research. I drew 

from the flexibility illustrated in Lugosi’s semi covert study of hospitality in a 

mixed sexuality bar (2006), where it was impossible to always inform every 

potential subject (i.e. all of the customers who entered the establishment) 

about the fact that he was conducting a study. His introduction was that he 

was a person writing a book about the bar. The discontinuity of the 

researched groups over a long period often made his position unclear in the
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eyes of his interviewees, who variously were very aware of his function, 

partly aware, assumed him a journalist of some sort, or were unaware of any 

scientific attention in the social setting whatsoever. I built upon this by 

ensuring that I reaffirmed my role as researcher, from time to time, 

throughout my research.

Another major ethical dilemma was the potential witnessing of drug 

use, violence, sectarianism, racism, homophobia, or other inappropriate or 

illegal behaviour. My discipline has three major ethical codes for 

consideration, the Code of Ethics of the American Anthropological 

Association, the Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK and 

Commonwealth Ethical Guidelines for Good Research Practice and the 

ethical codes as required by my school.14 Only one piece of guidance was 

applicable, the ‘Concordat to Support Research Integrity’ which specified that 

‘researchers will also comply with ethical, legal and professional frameworks, 

obligations and standards as required by statutory and regulatory authorities’ 

(2012: 14).

Thus, the Codes of Ethics offered guidance to adhere to law and 

legislation. The Crown Prosecution Service (UK) states, ‘...if you witness a 

crime...there is no legal obligation to contact the police’.15 MacClancy and 

Puentes advise that ‘fieldworkers have to negotiate their research path 

simultaneously through at least three sets of ethics: their own personal one, 

that of their discipline, that of the locals’ (2013: 17).

14 Queen's University Belfast Code of Conduct and Integrity in Research; Policy and Principles on the 
Ethical Approval of Research, Regulations for Research Involving Human Participants; and the 
Concordat to Support Research Integrity
15 Source: http://www.cps gov.uk/victims_witnesses/reporting_a_crime/telling_police.html
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On the one hand, I have a duty of care and obligation of confidentiality 

to these I am researching. There was an expectation that, as I am 

researching a group of people interacting in their daily lives, outside of a 

controlled environment, that I may expect to witness illegal behaviour as I 

would do in my daily life. However, violence, drugs and illegal behaviour 

were not part of focus of research. There was no promise of, or an inference 

of a promise of a greater degree of confidentiality than can be realistically 

expected under current legal circumstances in my respective nation.

On the other hand, there would be certain situations where morally, I 

would expect to intervene, safely, if another person in harm needed my 

assistance. This could, theoretically involve either direct action at the time of 

the incidence, or providing a witness statement after the fact to help ensure 

the perpetrators do not engage in the same act again.

Ethically, I was therefore left with a framework that if I were witness to 

illegal activity that I would take the same action as a researcher, that I would 

if I were not. Thankfully, there was only one activity of note that bordered on 

illegality during my research fieldwork, the use of drugs; specifically smoking 

cannabis. At the time of my fieldwork cannabis possession was illegal but 

was not ‘ordinarily’ an ‘arrestable offence’.16 Instead, police were to give an 

on-the-spot warning and confiscate the drug. This put it more in line with 

dropping litter, drinking on the street and parking on a yellow line. Ethically, I 

do not think there would be any expectation to report this to the police.

16 Source: http://www.kfx.org.uk/resources/Policing%20Cannabis-%20negotiating%20protocols.pdf
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Universes of Discourse

The model of identity outlined in this chapter brings in the universes of 

discourse as part of the consideration of the identification process. It would 

be apt at this point to outline the universes of discourse as they affect my 

identification as researcher. By reflecting on these discourses, the intention 

is to enlighten the reader as to the perspective of the researcher. It is not 

intended as a list of discourses that I suppressed in order to become a truly 

objective and neutral researcher. Furthermore, it is beneficial to outline these 

universes of discourse in terms of supporters, in as far as outlining common 

themes allows, at the risk of homogenisation.

The first and most glaring consideration is that I am a heterosexual 

male. Free and Hughson (2003) have highlighted the perils of ‘gender 

blindness’ of the researcher in the hyper-masculine world of football. 

Specifically they highlight that Giulianotti’s (1992, 1995a, 1995b) and 

Armstrong’s (1998) defence of Aberdeen and Sheffield supporters behaviour 

as a working class rebellion overlooked their overtly sexist and chauvinistic 

behaviour. In addition, Free and Hughson contended that the absence of the 

declaration of sexuality left questions around their behaviour as researchers 

and there was an absence of a discussion of the homophobic and 

homoerotic dimension of the supporters (Free and Hughson 2003: 138).

Class structure has moved beyond the typical definitions upper, 

middle, lower and underclass. However, it would be better to outline the 

components of class as they pertain to me. I am white and educated with an 

undergraduate and Master’s degree. I have no children and live in North 

Belfast, Northern Ireland, part of the United Kingdom. At the time of my
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fieldwork, aged 24-25, I worked part time in a call-centre and rented my 

house. At the time of submitting my thesis, aged 30, I work full time as an 

office manager for a homeless charity and own my house (mortgaged). In 

accordance with the Great British Class Survey, based on the theoretical 

framework of Bourdieu and social distinction, I was part of the ‘Emergent 

Service Workers’ during my fieldwork research and I am now part of the 

‘Established Middle Class’ at the point of submitting this thesis. Traditional 

categories of class would hold that I moved from working class to lower 

middle class.

I am also ‘Catholic’, although my religion would be best classed as 

non-practicing /’agnostic’. I vote Sinn Fein / SDLP as opposed to the DUP / 

UUP and whilst a United Ireland is a romantically held ideal, I do not believe 

it should come at the cost of life. However, I would find that I socialise with 

the ‘Catholic’ community and would regard myself as part of the ‘Catholic’ 

community. Furthermore, my self-conscious experience of being a ‘Catholic’ 

is that of post 1994 ceasefire and subsequent peace process. My knowledge 

of ‘the Troubles’ is thus built on the experiences of (older) others and 

academic research.

Looking at the supporters it is clear that they are mostly males. The 

numbers of female supporters are increasing but the support-base is 

predominantly male. I did not ignore female supporters in my fieldwork and 

considerations. However, I must acknowledge that I did not treat their 

behaviour, practice, interactions and identification processes separately from 

that of their male counterparts.
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The supporters are mostly white. Whilst minority ethnic groups can 

suffer in a class structure, the majority of supporters shared a class structure 

based on ethnic demographics. They are also mostly, although not 

exclusively ‘Catholic’. Poverty indicators highlight that ‘Catholic’ employment 

rates are lower than that of their ‘Protestant’ counterparts.17 In addition, as 

highlighted in page 62 the majority of supporters come from areas of high 

social deprivation compared to other areas in Northern Ireland. In this 

manner, there is great commonality. However, the supporters hold a variety 

of class within this base. I can think of supporters who are long term 

unemployed, barmen, labourers, post-men, electricians, administrators and 

dentists. I did not collect quantitative data on class during my research. 

However I would posit, based on observation, that the largest group would 

be those in the working class / lower middle class bracket (with regular 

movement between these classes), with a significant poor class and a 

increasingly smaller number of upper middle class and upper class.

The supporters share a ‘Catholic’ ethnicity, with a minority of 

‘Protestant’ support. However, this ethnicity covers a range of religious, 

political and communal background, which is discussed in detail on pages 

133-135. The supporters mostly from the Cliftonville, Waterworks, Duncairn, 

New Lodge and Ardoyne areas of North Belfast and this is outlined in detail 

in pages 62 to 63.

Finally, the fieldwork research focused on these roughly in the 16- 

years-of-age to 60-years-of-age bracket. Children were deliberately not 

researched for reasons mentioned in page 50. With oversight, I neglected to

17 Source: http://www.poverty.org.uk/i47/index.shtml
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proactively seek those roughly over the age of 60-years-of-age. As such, I 

need to acknowledge that I have missed a significant section of the support 

and a section that would have included a majority of the 'Protestant’ support, 

prior to the demographic change in mid 1970s.

As such, there are certainly overlaps between my background and 

that of those I am researching This has had the benefit of facilitating a 

greater acceptance amongst the supporters during the fieldwork experience. 

It has the drawback in that in invariably induces bias by virtue of overlooking 

certain issues, no matter how reflective one is about their background.

Finally, the reality is that this background shapes this thesis in a particular 

way, as it comes from a particular perspective. One can imagine that 

someone who is female, ‘Protestant’, upper-class, mature (age), from 

London would have a difference experience of fieldwork, overlook issues that 

I have covered and arrive at different conclusions, or take a different 

approach to her work by virtue of her perspective.

Upon reflection, the overlap of universes of discourse (between the 

focus group and I) is a major component of the drive to look beyond the 

impact of universes of discourse on supporters (although including them in 

my considerations) to taking the social and familial groups that comprise the 

support base as the focus of this thesis.

Background Information

History of Cliftonville F.C. and Surrounding Areas

The Presbyterian John McAlery, keen cricketer and rugby player, founded 

the creation of the oldest club in Ireland in a cricket club in the wealthy
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‘Protestant’ area of Cliftonville in 1879. Despite its prestigious role in Irish 

League history as founder of the Irish Football League, the majority of its 

history until it changed from Amateur to Professional status in 1970 was 

quiet and un-assuming. Cliftonville often finished bottom of the league and 

had to re-apply to participate in the league each year.

It was only in 1976 that Cliftonville experienced a change in fortune, 

which peaked on 28 April 1979 in the Irish Cup Final at Windsor Park. In 

front of 15,000 spectators, the largest attendance for many years, Cliftonville 

beat Portadown 3-2. In the years after this achievement, Cliftonville returned 

to the lower reaches of the Irish League and in the 1990s were often closer 

to relegation than to the top. However, things started to improve after winning 

the Floodlit Cup in 1996 and the County Antrim Shield in 1997. Cliftonville 

won the Irish League in 1997-98 for the first time in 88 years. Following this 

league win, Cliftonville often flirted with relegation. It was really only from 

2005-06 that they regularly finished in the top half of the league and 

challenged for honours, most notably the Irish League championship and 

League Cup double in 2013 and 2014, County Antrim Shield and League 

Cup double in 2015 and the County Antrim Shield in 2007, 2008, 2011.

Cliftonville FC is a members owned club and has always been a 

'members’ club’, ever since it was formed in 1879. Even when it was 

incorporated in the early 1900s, the structure used was a ‘company limited 

by guarantee’ (which has members, not shareholders) rather than a 

‘company limited by share capital’ (which has shareholders). So rather than a 

structure where one individual could own more shares than another and thus

58 | P age



have more voting rights at an AGM, Cliftonville has always been a ‘one 

person, one vote’ democracy.

What has changed over time is the constitution of the club and how it 

is run, particularly in respect of the Management Committee and the rules 

around it. What has not changed is the fact that the club members elect the 

members of the Management Committee on a 'one person, one vote’ basis.

The change to semi-professional status required a rule change in the 

constitution to allow players to be paid but it had no impact on the 

Management Committee who remain unpaid volunteers. The bigger change 

came in 2003 when the structure of the Management Committee was 

changed to assign a specific title and job description to each member of the 

Management Committee.

David Begley played a key part in this change, which was regarded as 

something of a coup, as a new wave of younger supporters from the terraces 

replaced the old board:

‘We heard rumours that some [members] on the old board were 

prepared to relocate the club to a site in Newtownabbey, which would 

be shared with Crusaders (Cliftonville's north Belfast neighbours). We 

took over by doing one simple thing. We read the club's old 

constitution and realised that members of the management committee 

were committed to doing certain tasks for the club. We challenged the 

old board to do the jobs the rules of association stated they should be 

doing. When it became clear they would have to do some hands-on 

work at Solitude they gave up and the new board, us, the fans, took 

over’. (McDonald 2003: 1)
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Since this change, the board have built a new stand, replaced the 

floodlights, converted the pitch to 3G turf and managed the reduction of 

historical debt that runs into hundreds of thousands of pounds. They have 

overseen an upturn in the success of the team that has brought Cliftonville 

into contention as regular title challengers. More recently, they have been 

making plans for the redevelopment of the Main Stand and a new stand in 

the underdeveloped Embankment area. This is all in addition to the day-to- 

day running of the club that is dependent on the volunteering of the board 

members and many supporters. Many of the supporters who are active 

members of the club are those who volunteer their time, skills and 

experience to the betterment of Cliftonville.

Cliftonville is 100% owned by its members. The main difference 

between being a Season Ticket holder and a Member is that the latter has all 

the benefits of the former in terms of getting into games but also gets to 

attend the quarterly Members meetings and vote at the Annual General 

Meeting. At these meetings, they are kept informed of important club 

information, can propose ideas, vote on resolutions and vote on their board.

The support base for Cliftonville FC stems primarily from the 

Cliftonville, Waterworks, Duncairn, New Lodge and Ardoyne areas of North 

Belfast. The Cliftonville, Waterworks and Duncairn areas were originally 

wealthy ‘Protestant’ areas. The religious demographic of these areas 

remained ‘Protestant’ until ‘the Troubles’ created a demographic shift 

towards working class ‘Catholics’. The New Lodge area was originally a 

working class ‘Protestant’ area. With Belfast's explosive expansion as an



industrial city in the nineteenth century, the New Lodge developed as a built- 

up, inner-city ‘Catholic’ area.

Image 1: Map of Belfast City Council: with focus on North and West Belfast

Ball'/henry

1. Glengamley
2. Dunanney
3. lAlhitehouse
4. Chichester Paik
5. UlloocKrale 
6 Cwmlin
7. New Lodge

Source: (Whyte 2010: 1)
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The Cliftonville area is currently the sixty-fourth most socially deprived 

ward out of five hundred and eighty two wards in N.Ireland.18 Its base 

support in the Waterworks area the sixteenth most deprived. The Duncairn 

area is the fourteenth most deprived, whilst the Ardoyne area the ninth most 

deprived and the New Lodge the third most deprived area in N.Ireland.

Whilst the demographic of the surrounding areas of Solitude changed 

from late 1960s onwards, the board of Cliftonville remained primarily 

Protestant. This, combined with Cliftonville’s relatively minor successes 

rendered it less of a target for sectarianism. This was not the same outcome 

for Belfast Celtic and Derry City FC, the two most prominent clubs 

associated with the ‘Catholic’ community, which left the league in 1949 and 

1972 respectively.19

‘Catholic’ support for association football in N.Ireland dispersed in the 

absence of these clubs. Some people appear to have lost interest in the 

game altogether, reinforcing the division between Gaelic sports and those 

perceived as British. Others confined their support to Glasgow Celtic, with 

significant numbers making regular trips across the Irish Sea, as well as to 

English clubs. Most of the remaining ‘Catholic’ football supporters in the 

Belfast area appear to have adopted Cliftonville as their favoured team. The 

journalist, Henry McDonald refers to the early memories of Cliftonville and 

their fans as:

‘Old men with blankets wrapped round their legs sipping tea from

their flasks. The old Reds men would talk about their day out at the

18 Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2010 (NIMDM 2010) information courtesy of
http://www.ninis.nisra.aov.uk/.
19 Derry City F.C. continued in the Junior Leagues for thirteen years and, denied re-admission to the 
league, joined the Republic of Ireland league in 1985
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golf, the bowls or the cricket. In addition, there were about 100 

Protestant Cliftonville fans from the loyalist Torrens area’.

(McDonald 2004: 41)

As a result of Cliftonville’s professional status, the demographic 

change in its local supporters and the relative success in the later half on the 

1970s, a new wave of supporters, largely young working class ‘Catholic’ 

men, came to support Cliftonville F.C.. The older ‘Protestant’ fans mixed in 

with the new wave of younger ‘Catholics’ and Cliftonville that was once 

synonymous for being ‘supported by the proverbial two men and a dog’ 

changed and

‘...all of a sudden, you had a large group of nationalist youths going 

into areas that were perceived as loyalist and all sorts of problems 

occurred. As much as you tried, it was difficult to avoid this trouble’.

(Murray 2009: 26)

The History of Violence in Northern Ireland and Cliftonville

‘Then they came. I remember vividly, it was the Irish Cup first-round 

game at Windsor. It was like something out of that film Zulu. There 

were rumours about these new Cliftonville fans, the so-called Red 

Army. We had yet to encounter them in large numbers. That Saturday 

afternoon in January f/?ey arrived. About one thousand of them came 

over the horizon like in the film and marched onto the Spion Kop. That 

day there was a real sense that something was changing - that they 

were here in the heart of Protestant Ulster’.

(McDonald 2004: 42, original emphasis)
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Cliftonville supporters have experienced it all; grenades thrown at 

them, plastic bullets shot at them by the police, riots, clashes with the police, 

vandalism, sectarianism and hooliganism. Cliftonville, like many of the Irish 

League clubs, was not immune to ‘the Troubles’ and the issue of religion in 

N.Ireland. McDonald recalls the constant threat of violence that surrounded 

the Cliftonville supporters in the 1970s on a regular basis. Indeed, it was the 

stories of violence that drew McDonald to Cliftonville, as he recollected 

hearing news of a riot in 1978 whilst he prepared to get ready for school:

There had been clashes at the end of the game and a pitch invasion 

with rival supporters fighting it out on the turf. It all sounded exotic 

and exhilarating...Solitude took on the allure of the Forbidden City’.

(ibid.: 25)

At the height of 'the Troubles’20 the Cliftonville area was not a safe 

area, particularly at night, where it became a target area for the Shankill 

Butchers, a UVF-aligned gang who attacked, abducted, tortured and killed 

Catholics. In an area undergoing dramatic demographic change in an era of 

sectarian violence, living in the Cliftonville area became a precarious way of 

life and following Cliftonville Football Club was a huge risk to the supporters.

‘...it felt like we were in a real war zone rather than a football match. 

We were flanked on either side by riot police wearing steel helmets 

and Perspex visors. They carried plastic shields and thick batons and 

several police officers were pointing plastic bullet guns in our 

direction. Only a couple of hundred yards away beyond the bottle

20 The Troubles peaked in 1972 with 480 deaths but the period 1972-1976 accounts for half of all 
deaths during the conflict. See Sutton (1994).
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green flak-jacketed lines of the RUC on either side of us were 

thousands of men baying for our blood, who sang songs in praise of 

the Shankill butchers, the UVF and the UDA’. (ibid.: 36)

McDonald highlights the constant risk and danger in travelling to 

Solitude, with a police escort required at all times. McDonald highlighted 

several incidents of violence as supporters crossed the Millfield area by 

loyalists from the Shankill area, as well as numerous attacks by Cliftonville 

supporters on the security forces at the New Lodge and Antrim Road areas, 

turning into full scale riots, intensifying from 1980 inwards, following the first 

hunger strike at the Maze prison (ibid.: 29-30). For McDonald though, this 

violence was the appeal of following Cliftonville FC:

'For the true test of the “soldier” was to venture into the enemy’s lair, 

to where the Fenians were never supposed to go. Cliftonville fans 

were about to go on a sectarian safari, touring parts of the Province 

young working-class Belfast Catholics had never dared visit since the 

Troubles erupted ten years earlier’. (ibid.: 32)

Image 2: Newspaper Article: Riot at Irish Cup Final 1979 between Cliftonville and Portadown
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There are four incidents of significant note in the history of Cliftonville 

and ‘the Troubles’, one of which I outline in Chapter 3, the impact of the 

Drumcree Crisis on the supporters and three which I shall now outline. The 

first was the ban of Linfield from Solitude from 1970 to 1998. This was 

implemented in 1970 following a cup game between Linfield and Ballymena 

United at Cliftonville’s home ground, when violent clashes broke out between 

some of those attending the game and locals. As the 1970s progressed and 

Cliftonville increasingly attracted a fan-base that was predominantly 

’Catholic', the security forces were unwilling to revoke their ban up until 1998. 

Although it was Linfield who were ‘banned’ from Solitude, it was the 

Cliftonville fans who suffered the consequences and were forced to play their 

‘home’ match at Linfield’s ground, Windsor Park.

One of the greatest disturbances was the Cliftonville versus Glasgow 

Celtic friendly in 1984. The supporters of the two teams were from the same 

community and would have had a shared interest in both teams. The 

disturbances were the result of the hostile reaction by both sets of supporters 

to what seemed to be an unnecessarily large security presence at the match 

particularly in light of the tense atmosphere at the time. This followed the 

shooting of a young man from west Belfast a few days earlier by the police at 

a republican rally and thus created a hostile environment between the 

‘Catholic’ support and the police (Sugden and Bairner 1993: 84-85).

The basic version of the events holds that the riot was caused by a 

high level of insensitivity on behalf of the police in bringing such a large 

police presence to the game considering the low risk of violence (Sugden 

and Bairner 1986:112). A widely accepted version of events, as outlined by
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the supporters, states that there was a large police presence outside the 

ground. The trouble started when they entered the stadium en masse to 

confiscate the numerous tricolours that were on show (which historically, 

must have been in accordance with the Flags and Emblems [Display] Act 

[Northern Ireland] 1954), resulting in a reaction from the crowd against such 

heavy handedness. A further, unsubstantiated claim, from supporters during 

our conversations during fieldwork, suggests that loyalists from the nearby 

Westland estate were throwing missiles into the ground. As the supporters 

retaliated, the RUC stormed the ground. Regardless of the ignition, a full- 

scale riot took place between both sets of fans and the police, resulting in the 

firing of plastic bullets at the crowds.21. As one fan, Padraig Smith, editor of 

The Cage to the Jungle fanzine recalled:

‘I don’t remember much else about the game itself, apart from Celtic 

winning 4-0 and the players looking in disbelief at the horror on the 

terraces every time the ball went out of play. All my other memories 

are bad ones, of the out and out brutality of the R.U.C. Sure there 

were people there who wanted just to cause a riot when the trouble 

started but it was the R.U.C WHO CAUSED IT and then poured 

“petrol on the fire” by their heavy handedness. I myself was hit on the 

head twice with a baton. My crime? Trying to protect my sister! I saw 

some poor wee lad getting the crap kicked out of him by two “peelers" 

and when some guy tried to intervene he was arrested’.

(Smith, Fanzine, original emphasis)

21 Sources include content from The Cage to the Jungle’ fanzine, an account by Gerard Lawlor, 
current chairman of Cliftonville in Purden (2013: chapters) and validation from supporters.
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At the height of ‘the Troubles’ Cliftonville supporters at Linfield’s 

ground of Windsor Park came under a grenade attack. In retaliation to an 

IRA attack on British soldiers the UDA/UFF threw a grenade over the wall of 

the north stand of Windsor Park on 5th November 1991 at the Cliftonville 

supporters. The supporters mistook the explosion as one of the fireworks 

going off at the time. Next day, the grenade threat was confirmed when the 

RUC discovered an unexploded grenade, taped with nails to cause 

maximum destruction.

In the aftermath of the event, the IFA refused to condemn the actions 

and only the Coleraine chairman spoke out condemning the attack. The lack 

of condemnation was of great concern to the supporters who felt like they 

were under attack on several fronts. As one fan derided in the local fanzine 

The Wee Red Issue 28:
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‘For the Irish Football Association to say “No comment” and nothing 

more just about sums this shower up and exposes them for what we 

all already knew what they were. I know they’re a bunch of bigoted 

bastards but you’d think they’d at least try to hide it a little’.

(Anonymous, Fanzine)

However, the Good Friday agreement in 1998 paved the way for 

better community relations in Irish League football:

The bonds between Cliftonville and their two big-city opponents were 

strengthened further after the IRA and loyalist ceasefires. So much so 

that, by 1999, Linfield were able to return to Solitude after a twenty- 

nine year old security ban on the Blues playing at Cliftonville's 

stadium. On that historic match day, Linfield supporters filing into the 

opposite end of the ground from the Reds beloved Waterworks end, 

aka the Cage, were met by a banner with a simple message 

“Welcome to Solitude”. Another echoed the same message in the Irish 

Language. The first of the Blues to tread on Solitude terracing were 

met with applause from the Red’s end of the ground. It was an 

extremely touching as well as historic moment in the history of war- 

torn north Belfast’. (McDonald 2004: 44)

The existing research indicates that football reflects divisions in the 

society in which it resides22. N.Ireland is no different and the Irish League 

has been historically been caught up into the wider societal changes and 

troubles taking place. As one of the remaining teams associated with a

22 See Chapter 1, page 25
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predominantly ‘Catholic’ support (other teams being Donegal Celtic, Newry 

and Omagh) and certainly the team with the largest and most widespread 

support, Cliftonville has become associated with Catholic, Irish and 

nationalist symbols and traditions, regardless of whether Cliftonville actively 

pursued this distinction. However, Cliftonville and Irish League football is 

more than just religious differences and sectarian violence. The social 

aspects of supporting a football team ensure supporters turn up every week. 

This is in spite of, rather than because of sectarian abuse and violence. The 

exploration of these social aspects forms the core of my dissertation.

The Stadium

This section provides the reader with a background to the primary location of 

Cliftonville supporters, their home stadium, Solitude. However, before 

engaging in the specific layout of this stadium, there is a need to consider the 

academic research around stadiums. Crawford argues that for many 

supporters, the stadium can have deep meaning and emotional importance 

and constitutes an important part of their involvement in football (2004:66). 

There is an important link between supporter and stadium that transcends 

bricks and mortar. For sports geographer Bale ‘sport is one of the few things 

that bind people to place simply through ascription’ (1989: 14). Bale expands 

on this and contends that the home stadium is tied to a local location. This 

leads supporters to have a topophilic (love of space) relationship with 

stadiums (Bale 2000: 92).

Bale (1993) connects the stadium to home and heritage. Sports 

venues imbue the supporters with a sense of place, pride and general
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affection. It is ffre/'r ground, the ‘emblem of locality’ (Taylor 1991: 5). The 

stadium is linked to heritage as the location of past glories and history. ‘The 

social history of the club is embedded in and complemented by the ground. 

The home turf is the ultimate symbol of a team and the style of the buildings 

often reflects not only the history of times of success and failure but also the 

hopes and aspirations...’ (Canter et al. 1989: 82).

The modern redevelopment of stadiums has sought to maximise 

revenue and make the stadium more family friendly. In this sense it is a top 

down approach from directors to supporters. On the one hand, it is a victory 

for fans as it improves the safety of stadiums that put their lives at risk. In this 

way, it is a change made from the bottom up. On the other hand, all seater 

stadiums make the supporters more controllable. Every person is ‘in their 

place, immobile; every seat occupied by a docile body in a congealed space’ 

(Gaffney and Mascarenhas 2005: 8).

A great deal of the existing literature has focused on changes from 

traditional to modern stadiums in the top divisions of leagues with significant 

economic capital. As noted in the section outlining the layout of the stadium, 

only two sections of Solitude have undergone development. In some ways, 

as Gaffney and Mascarenhas contend '... there will continue to be the small 

and/or old stadiums, those in which the soccer millionaires never go to.

These pertain to another circuit, marginal, more informal, where the 

architecture and spatial order are much more flexible. Here the traditional 

culture of soccer persists, with its particular language, its intense 

interlocution between the spectator and those who are on the field of play...’ 

(Gaffney and Mascarenhas 2005: 12).
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The Cliftonville area was originally a large estate in the 19th century.

On this estate there was a large Manor called ‘Solitude’ and it was due to its 

isolation amongst the estate from which the ground gained its name.

The Main Stand (see Image 10) was originally a wooden structure that 

burnt down in January 1949 because of a smouldering cigarette. Today’s 

Main Stand is the 1950 rebuild that followed. It is two-thirds the size of the 

original plans and has a traditional curved barn roof. The Main Stand is 

situated on the western side of the ground, consisting of mainly benches for 

the majority of its existence, with some tip-up seats added in the mid-1990s.

Source: Google Maps

The stand was used to house the majority of Cliftonville's match-day support. 

The roof has asbestos and the concrete is rotting. The terracing just below 

upper terraces is referred to as the ‘Understand’. The Social Club with bar is 

based within the stand. The Cage Stand (see Image 8) is based behind the 

home goal (south end). The players’ changing rooms are situated within this
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Image 5: Layout of Cliftonville Stadium and Surrounding Area
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stand, alongside the new boardroom, players’ lounge, media room, 

commentary box and various function rooms. The Family Area would be 

situated in the THE’ area of THE REDS'. Notice the straight roof which 

reduces the impact of crowd noise, compared to the original curved barn 

type roof. This stand replaced the old Cage terracing (see Image 9) in 2008.

The away end, behind the northern goal, (see Image 18) previously 

consisted of covered terracing. The 850-seater stand was built here in 2001. 

It is a smaller version of the Cage Stand, complete with a straight roof. The 

eastern side, the Waterworks side (see Image 11) of the ground does not 

house any supporters but does accommodate the stadium's dugouts. A fire 

in the late 1980s rendered terracing on this side of the ground unusable.

In the north-west corner of the ground is ‘the Whitehouse’ (see Image

13). Until the recent renovation of the Cage Stand this building housed the 

changing rooms, the baths, the boardroom and various other function rooms 

from the early twentieth century.
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Images 7a/7b: Alternative Views of Cliftonville Stadium

Images 9a/9b: Old Cage Stand

The Old Cage Stand. Supporters 
The old Cage Stand (built 1950) in occupancy. using the wire mesh to hang flags

and get a better view.

74 | P a g e



Images 11 a/11 b: Away Stand, Past and Present

Images 12a/12b: Waterworks Embankment Side, Past and Present

Images 13a/13b: White House, Past and Present
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Structure of the Thesis

Chapter 1 has provided the necessary background information for the 

remainder of this thesis. It has introduced the subject and examined the 

relevant literature within the context of this thesis’ scope. It has outlined the 

theoretical framework that will support the analysis of the remaining 

chapters. In addition, since this is a thesis on supporters in Belfast, it has 

introduced relevant considerations from the literature on Northern Ireland. 

Having set the theoretical and academic context, it has moved towards 

outlining my research, including the research problem, its objectives, the 

methodology used, ethics and a reflection on the researcher and the 

researched. Towards the end of an intensive chapter, it has focused on 

Cliftonville’s history and the stadium, to bring the reader up to speed with 

sufficient background and information to understand the following chapters.

Chapters 3-6 comprise the core findings of this thesis. Chapter 3 

examines the movement of supporters through space. Chapter 4 looks at the 

cultural artefacts of supporters. Chapter 5 considers what a football 

supporter is in terms of what they do. Finally, Chapter 6 looks at the forming, 

strengthening and at times, testing of social relations of supporters through a 

shared interest in Cliftonville.

However, before engaging with these core findings, Chapter 2 sets 

the scene by outlining the typical match day of a supporter. This gives a taste 

of what the typical supporter would do before, during and after a match. It 

then posits the question, what is a supporter, as a framework for the 

following chapters.
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Chapter 2

What is a Supporter?

This chapter sets the scene for the main findings in Chapter 3-6. The first 

section provides a typical match day ‘taster’. The second section explicitly 

seeks to answer the question, what is a supporter? It seeks to outline what 

makes a supporter distinctive. What is it that they do? How are they different 

from non-supporters and are there different types of supporters and ways of 

supporting that need to be considered?

A Typical Match Day for a Supporter

This section briefly outlines the typical match day23 for the supporter to set 

the scene for this thesis. Insights from this taster are explored in depth 

through the subsequent chapters.

Home Match

Match day! It’s Saturday morning and a long day of football, friends and 

drinking lies ahead. The supporter will arrange plans with their friends for the 

day, meet-up times, post-match evening plans etc.

Time to get changed! The supporter may or may not wear Cliftonville 

paraphernalia: a woollen hat; scarf; football shirt; or jacket. This depends on 

how the supporter wants to identify himself, which may be a matter of 

preference or practical considerations. Due to societal division in N.Ireland, it 

is not always appropriate to wear certain signifiers in certain areas.24 This 

risk means that supporters should not wear any Cliftonville paraphernalia, or

23 Interviews, secondary sources and information obtained from participant observation provide this 
typical match day taster'.
24 See Appendix 6 for a map of flash points around Belfast,
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perhaps only wear a scarf, hidden under a jacket. Recounting his journey 

from the Markets to Cliftonville’s ground in 1978, McDonald outlines the 

dangers that he and his cousins had to endure in order to get there safely.

‘... we sought out our red-and-white scarves...the three of us lifted up 

our shirts and T-shirts and tied the scarves around midriffs, for 

security reasons...Our route march from the shop to Solitude was 

marked with potential danger. At any time we could run into gangs of 

Linfield fans and risk being beaten up, stabbed or worse...’

(McDonald 2004: 27-29)

With the N.Ireland weather, supporters definitely need to wrap up. 

Gloves, scarf and a warm jacket are a necessity for the majority of the 

season. In addition to the supporters’ clothing choice, supporters might also 

bring a flag. Flags are the culmination of time, effort and money. A lost or 

damaged flag is of great disappointment and sadness. Flags contribute to 

the atmosphere, reflect and shape the identity of Cliftonville and their 

supporters and are keenly enjoyed by the fans. Flag making and flag 

maintenance are important parts of pre-match preparation.

Following the pre-match preparation, the supporter may opt to go to 

local bars near Solitude to meet up with others. This tends to be pre-match 

arrangements for young, male fans.

‘...the home matches you try to get down early so we could get a few 

pints in. Drinks before, at half time and after the match are usually 

common’. (Luke, Interview)
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The majority of supporters that drink before the game arrive from 

lunchtime onwards. Supporters will only start to arrive at Solitude closer to 

kick-off, from two o’clock onwards and will head straight for the terraces.

Image 14: Volunteers Clearing Snow from the Pitch

Staff and volunteers arrive at Solitude much earlier in order to help 

with preparations for the match. Volunteers would arrive about ten o’clock to 

clean the stadium. Following 

these morning chores, the other 

staff and volunteers arrive after 

lunch to set up food 

preparations and club 

merchandise. The head of

security coordinates the

volunteer and professional stewards. The programme seller collects the 

programmes and sells them outside the entrance. Staff open the Social Club, 

turnstile operators set up and ballot sellers sell tickets. Players, coaches, 

medical staff, the mascot(s) all prepare for the game. The chairman, 

treasurer and directors perform the numerous small jobs that no-one notices 

or are even aware of. The media set up. Even before the first paying fan 

arrives, the stadium is a humdrum of activity, all of it largely carried out by 

fans who give up their time and skills for the betterment of Cliftonville

Before the turnstiles stands is the programme seller, Peter Sammut. 

Wind; rain or shine, he is always there:

Peter Sammut yells “Programme a tha match!” in his unique 

monotone voice. You get your Matchday Magazine off him and
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knowing him, he usually has another programme for you that he has

picked up on his travels. A heart of gold has Peter’.

(Murray, Match Programme)

The programme itself is relatively inexpensive, about two pounds. This 

pamphlet was a necessity, and is often shared with friends and family, 

passed from one supporter to another to catch up on the weekly news and 

nostalgic articles about previous players, managers or games that inspire 

conversation.

After entering the stadium supporters would go to take up their spot 

on the terraces, often in the same area through-out the year. The choice is 

either the seats in the Cage Stand behind the home goal or the terraces 

alongside the Main Stand.

The younger collections of fans form a singing section in the middle 

of the Cage Stand. Whilst the terraces under the Main Stand are largely 

comprised of the old guard and the hard core of supporters, the Cage Stand 

houses the families, younger fans and older fans, alongside the remaining 

supporters.

Fans occupy the same spaces week in, week out. Supporters have a 

particular area in which to stand or sit and they continue to occupy this area 

unless something dramatic occurs (such as stands opening/closing). This 

allows the supporters to stand beside their chosen friends and fellow 

supporters and creates a focal point, a meeting point for the fans. There is no 

need to arrange plans prior to the match.
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Before taking their place amongst the stands, supporters may choose 

to hang their flag. They use the overhang from the Main Stand for this 

purpose, as this gives prime prominence in the stadium.

Now is the chance to catch-up with friends. The conversation at the 

start of the match usually revolves around discussing football topics as well 

as non-football matters, for instance arrangements for the day ahead such as 

going out to dinner with the girlfriend, or discussing weekly personal events:

‘It is never anything in particular. Obviously because it is a Saturday 

people are talking about what they're doing on that Saturday night. 

People are saying “I'm going to this gig” or “I’m heading out with the 

girlfriend”... We generally talk about the usual stuff like going out’.

(Luke, Interview)

Although supporters come together for football and do discuss football 

matters, ultimately these supporters are at various levels of friendship with 

each other. Some are happy to discuss things of a personal nature and 

openly discuss their lives with their fellow fans. Some are not. It is important 

to remember that football fans are not a single homogeneous group but are 

small social groups that share a common interest, the football team. These 

supporters are there to strengthen relationships in the context of enjoying a 

football match. ‘

What became clear over my research was the importance of the 

social bonds that supporters created with each other. It was those bonds that 

were driving the supporters back every week, not necessarily the football on 

show Finally, the players exit the tunnel to enter pitch. It is game-time
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Kick off. Football supporters display a wide variety of behaviour and 

emotions and tend to act in ways that they would not normally outside of the 

stadium. For some this is part of the match day experience and indeed is a 

reason for attending. One of the common actions of the crowd is abuse, from 

the individual, the group and the crowd. The recipients of abuse are endless. 

One of the major recipients of this abuse is the referee and his linesmen.

‘Are you only here to give throw-ins?’

‘You should have a word with yourself at half-time. You’re a disgrace!’

‘Did you bring your contact lens with you?

'What are you stopping the match for you clown? You don’t even

know what you’re giving that for’.

(Four snapshots of recording of Match Day crowd)

Another major recipient of abuse is the opposition. The level of abuse 

is dependent on the opposition, with Linfield, Glentoran and Crusaders the 

main rivals.

Whilst all opposition players can expect a torrent of abuse, banter and 

ridicule, there are particular players who receive more attention than most. 

They tend to be the most hated players amongst the opposition players, the 

player who fouls the most; has a tendency to cheat or dive; or who regularly 

score against Cliftonville.

Of course, supporters abusing officials, players and fans do not 

dominate the game. Most time is spent watching and enjoying the football 

and encouraging the players. Stylish play and players are cherished by the
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supporters, goal-scorers loved by the fans and ball-winners are the pride of 

the crowd. Players who have given long service to Cliftonville are held dear 

in the hearts of the supporters and songs and chants are dedicated to such 

players.

Songs and chants are not just isolated to praising players. Although at 

times the atmosphere at the stadium can be stale and listless, at others it 

can be full of singing, chanting and cheering. Moreover, this singing is not 

always done when Cliftonville are winning. A history of relatively minor 

success has taught the Cliftonville fans the importance of getting behind their 

team in good times and bad.

As halftime approaches, it is time to get a pint. Small groups stand 

about and discuss the match. This is the chance to mingle with other fans.

As second half kicks off and with the supporters caught up on the 

gossip of the day, the focus is more on the football on the field. The 

supporters will discuss the passage of play on the pitch and shout support 

and advice to their players. Throughout the match, there is a lot of banter 

amongst the fans, who will joke with each other and ‘slag’25 each other.

the funniest is some of the slagging’s that people give each other. 

Can be anything about what they are wearing, like if they have got a 

new coat or something or a new shirt and the abuse they’ll get or if 

someone has got a new haircut or even the hacks of people’.

(Luke, Interview)

As the match nears its climax, there is normally an increased intensity 

nearing the end of the game Even if the home crowd has been quiet for

25 Slang term for a series of insulting, mocking, or critical comments
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most of the match, they will raise their support towards the end of the game, 

in order to give their players a lift.

Following the end of the match, win, lose or draw, the home 

supporters will applaud their players off the pitch, who in turn applaud the 

fans. With players who grew up in or near the area, who receive a low wage 

and have full time jobs in the community, the link between supporters and 

players is particularly strong. They are heroes that walk amongst them. It is a 

totally different experience and relationship to that which I expected, having 

supported an overseas football team.

Finally, the home fans wait for five minutes whilst the away fans make 

their way home. Whilst some supporters might retrieve their flag from the 

Main Stand, other supporters will crowd around the home gate, waiting for 

their egress by the stewards. When gates open the crowd descend onto 

Cliftonville Street. Once outside the gates the choice is either go home or go 

to the Social. For those heading into the social club, this is a much more 

relaxed affair than before / during the match. With less people, there are 

normally free seats in the booths. The well-stocked bar is kept busy 

throughout the evening as fans sit, drink, chat, joke and discuss the match. 

Some fans check the final football scores. The supporters gradually leave 

over the course of the evening.

/Away Match

As there are many similarities between away home matches, I will focus on 

differences in the away match-day routine. Before the match, supporters will 

make the same arrangements to meet up with others.

84 | P a g e



On the bus, the smokers and those of a more rowdy disposition will sit 

near the back of the bus, away from the attention of the bus driver. On the 

bus, people will drink their carry-outs (against bus company’s rules) out of 

sight of the bus driver. Some will smoke at the back (also against the bus 

company’s rules). Most of the conversation will be with their immediate 

neighbours and groups of friends will choose seats close to each other. On 

away trips there is a lot more singing throughout the match day, than that 

expected at a home match.

Upon arrival at the stadium, the police will escort the supporters in. 

Entering the stadium and exiting the stadium are the danger zones and it is 

here that there is potential for violence. Although I have never experienced 

such an issue, the evidence of this history is etched along the away route, 

with caged corridors paving the route. The bricks and debris on top of these 

caged corridors served as a reminder of the potential for violence.

Once inside the stadium, supporters might opt to get some tea or a 

burger from the burger stand. Following a light snack the supporters will 

make their way to the away stand and if they have a flag, drape it over the 

fence separating the fans from the field of play, marking the territory and 

sending a message of intent to the opposition players and fans.

Whilst at the home game supporters will spread themselves around 

the stands, at the away games there is a tendency for the fans to sit 

together, particularly in the middle of the stand. The larger crowd offers 

protection against the stewards who are reluctant to approach fans to 

request them to sit down or refrain from singing certain songs
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There is more singing at the away games. These are the ‘hardcore’ 

supporters and out of a desire to represent their club, or perhaps with the 

vocal chords loosened by alcohol, the ability to out-sing the home support is 

a moral victory, a challenge.

At halftime, the supporters will head into the opposition Social Club if 

possible. If a Social Club is particularly comfortable, some fans may spend a 

large part of the game in the social, particularly if they are out on a ‘bender’, 

where the interest is drinking the entire weekend, than enjoying the football.

It is important to note that there is a different expectation of winning at 

away games. Teams worldwide experience a higher ratio of winning a home 

and losing away. With this in mind, away fans do not necessarily expect a 

win and make mental steps to prepare themselves for this, creating the 

carnival atmosphere and a feeling of ‘going out for the day’ in order to 

compensate for the inevitable away loss.

On the way home on the bus, there will be singing, particularly if the 

team have won. If the team had suffered a great loss the bus home will 

probably be a sombre journey as the fans digest the result.

Whilst on the route home, there is a certain amount of bartering for the 

remaining beers and cigarettes, since most had been drunk prior to the 

match, or smoked on the terraces. Once off the bus, some might choose to 

go home and others will go on drinking in the bars, where the crowds will be 

a lot smaller than a home game and much quieter.

This section provides an insight into what a supporter does at 

Cliftonville matches. It points to the pre-match routine of flag maintenance 

and flag display during the match. Furthermore, we gain a perspective into
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the use of merchandise, particularly the match programme, which functions 

to help initiate new supporters and facilitates social relations between 

supporters. This provides the groundwork for the exploration of merchandise 

in Chapter 4.

This chapter also looks at the good supporter behaviour, such as 

volunteering, singing and using humour on the terraces. It also draws out 

bad supporter behaviour, such as drinking, swearing and verbal abuse, to 

match officials, opposition players and supporters. This serves as a base for 

Chapter 5, which explores supporter behaviour and practice.

The background that this chapter provides also considers the spatial 

awareness of the supporters, who choose to sit in the same area, with the 

same people, at every match. This arrangement ensures that supporters sit 

with family and friends every week and facilitates their relationships. This 

chapter also indicates that their relationships are not just bound to the ninety 

minutes on the pitch. This can be seen in the pre and post match routines 

that involves supporters interacting together, as well as their behaviour 

during the match, sharing resources such as alcohol and cigarettes. This 

provides a foundation to explore the relationships between supporters in 

Chapter 6.

Finally, this chapter alludes to a key theme of this study, movement in 

N.Ireland. It highlights that wearing Cliftonville merchandise indicates the 

community identity of the supporter and discusses several instances where 

this posed a danger to the supporter. This provides a basis to explore 

supporters and social mobility in the next chapter.
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The Categorisation of Supporters

What is a supporter? This thesis is about supporters and thus calls for a 

consideration of outlining what makes a supporter distinctive. Therefore, in 

this section I examine the supporter by analysing what they actually do, 

supporting their team. I study, in depth, the different ways of supporting a 

team and query how the diverse aspects of supporting extend beyond just 

match attendance. Inspired by Bourdieu, I assemble the various aspects of 

supporting into different criteria that are influenced by his model of capital. To 

bring this examination of supporting in line with an in-depth Bourdieu 

influenced analysis towards the end of this chapter, I incorporate Bourdieu’s 

extension of economic capital with social, cultural and symbolic capital, 

integrated via interaction (behaviour and practice) together with the various 

aspects of supporting. Thus, in this chapter I explore the various aspects of 

supporting within Bourdieu’s framework, reasoning that these different 

measures of commitment are different forms of supporter capital, mirroring 

Bourdieu’s notion of class and power relations with relation to capital.

This framework is further buoyed by examples and case studies, 

which help to bring these overarching considerations into the sphere of the 

individual supporter. These examples and case studies further serve to 

highlight the multi-linear career path of the supporter and reflect the unique 

capital embodiment of each supporter. These examples also emphasize that 

whilst there is supporter solidarity, there is also tension in the inter-individual 

hierarchy of supporting, a seemingly contradictory set of affairs that requires 

further analysis.
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Thus these examples and case studies form an analytical bridge into 

Bourdieu whose framework I return to, to engage with directly. On the one 

hand, I draw on Bourdieu’s ‘capital’ and ‘distinction’ with particular reference 

to competition. I analyse the supporters’ activities through the prism of 

competition for resources and link the supporters’ capital into a wider 

discussion of supporter tension, vis-a-vis each other and other groups. On 

the other hand and bolstered by the work of Jenkins and Barth, I examine the 

supporters’ activities through the prism of group identification. I reason that 

supporters differentiate themselves from others, using their capital, to 

facilitate group identification. To apply Bourdieu’s framework to the 

supporters’ activities, I contend that supporters’ capital and the need to 

accrue it, is explained by both a competition for resources (tension) and a 

need to create group identification (cohesion).

Typologies of Supporting

There is a plethora of research on sports fans, particularly within sociology, 

that can be accused of creating unrealistic and untested notions of distinction 

within football fandom practice: casting fans as either ‘genuine’ or 

‘inauthentic’ (Clarke 1978), ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ (Boyle and Haynes 2000), 

‘core’ or ‘corporate’ (Nash 2000), ‘irrational’ or ‘rational’ (Quick 2000) and 

‘passive’ or ‘active’ (Redhead 1997). For example Giulianotti’s (2002) ’ideal- 

type' taxonomy of football supporters splits fans along an axis of 'traditional' 

to 'consumer' and 'hot' to 'cool'. He examined relationships with and proximity 

to football spaces, the means of consuming football, interactions with other 

fans about football in order to divide fans into categories of more or less
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authentic 'types', 'Supporter', 'Follower', 'Fan' or'Flaneur'. These four 

quadrants represented ideal-type categories, through which Giulianotti 

mapped the historical changes and cultural differences experienced by 

specific spectator communities in their relationships with identified clubs. For 

Giulianotti, traditional spectators have a longer, more local and popular 

cultural identification with the club, whereas consumer fans have a more 

market-centred relationship to the club as reflected in the centrality of 

consuming club products. (Giulianotti 2002: 25-27).

This creation of typologies of supporters is understandable and often 

useful. It is very tempting to classify sports fans: who fits where, in relation to 

whom; and what it is that specific genre says about its adherents. While 

typologies are helpful in conceptualising the broad spectrum of fandom, they 

may also be somewhat judgmental. The categorisation of supporters is as 

much based on the categoriser's opinion of what a supporter is, as the views 

of the supporters themselves and is as much subjective as it is objective.

There is certainly a case for researching the supporters’ own 

categorisation. In addition to external group identification (we are X, they are 

Y), there is also a tendency for supporters to create internal group 

identification (we are X but X is made up of A, B and C). Supporters can 

divide themselves according to where they sit, which particular supporter 

club they are part of, whether they are a season ticket holder or not, where 

they live and how long they have been attending. They can also divide 

themselves according to whether they attend the away matches as well as 

home ones, how far they travel to attend the matches, their knowledge of the 

team and the club and the expense they incur in supporting the team.
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Furthermore, they can be divided in terms of whether they engage in positive 

behaviour such as singing and dancing to cheer on their team, whether they 

engage in behaviour that puts off the opposition, whether they show an 

emotional response to the success or failure of the team. Finally, they can be 

divided whether their family has an involvement and historical connection 

with the club, whether they attend the club social events, whether they 

volunteer behind the scenes and whether they have continued supporting the 

club, in good times and bad.

As such, I have identified five broad aspects of support, inspired by 

Bourdieu’s capital, to examine the various aspects of supporting that 

Cliftonville fans engage in: Behaviour and Practice, Cultural, Economic, 

Symbolic and Social. Each broad form of commitment is comprised of three 

or four specific aspects of support. As the supporter moves up the scale of 

each criterion, the supporter increases their capacity to compare themselves 

as a ‘true’ supporter vis-a-vis other supporters. Looking at the wide spectrum 

of Cliftonville supporters there would be more supporters who score at the 

lower end of the scale that those who score at the upper end, very much like 

a pyramid organisation structure. For example, match attendance moves in 

scale from non-match attendance to always attending matches, comprising 

tiers such as irregular, casual, regular and extreme attendance, with 

decreasing number of supporters at each level.

It needs to be noted that the consideration of these aspects of 

supporting is a heuristic exercise to softly gauge the different ways of 

supporting Cliftonville. It is not based on self-reports or a questionnaire but 

on my observations and other ethnographic data such as interviews and data
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collection. As such, it runs the risk of being subjective, rather than truly 

objective. However, the aim of this exercise is to provide insight into the 

diversity of supporting by identifying the areas of supporting that are 

meaningful to the supporters themselves and looking at how these areas, 

which collectively typify the ‘ideal’ supporter, apply to the reality of 

supporting. It moves beyond the uni-linear criteria of match attendance as 

quintessential or all-important; that filling a stadium is the most important part 

of supporting. Certainly more fans make a louder noise in the stadium in 

support of the team, whilst also bringing more money to the club and both of 

these things arguably help to increase the chances of success. However, it is 

not the only aspect of supporting that supporters are involved in. Supporting 

a football club is not reducible to match attendance. It is more complicated as 

there are multi-linear aspects of supporting.

Behaviour and Practice: Aspects of Supporting

Some of these areas are intuitively identified with match day supporting, 

such as the Behavioural and Practice aspects of supporting: match 

attendance, travelling and positive and questionable modes of supporting. 

Match attendance moves in scale from the armchair or lapsed supporter, to 

the casual, regular and then hard-core fan. It is based, in one respect, on the 

number of matches a supporter attends and whether they attend home 

matches, away matches or both. However, there are subtle key differences 

in scale that are not just about the number of games attended. It depends on 

the type of game attended (a wet and windy Wednesday night against a 

team facing relegation versus a Cup Final against local rivals [Crusaders,
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Glentoran or Unfield]) and where the away game is held (not just in terms of 

distance but also the hostility of the locality).

Of all the aspects of supporting, match attendance is the most 

important. Even solely in terms of revenue, Cliftonville receive the vast 

majority of their revenue from match day gate receipts, supplemented by 

merchandise sales and social club revenues generated on match-days. This 

contrasts with the top teams across Europe, who receives the majority of 

their funding from TV revenue and sponsorship. Thus, a person who 

supports their team in a consumer fashion (watching TV etc.) does contribute 

significantly to the financial wellbeing of their team and therefore their 

success or failure.26 In contrast, Cliftonville is financially heavily reliant on 

those supporters who actually attend matches. All the other aspects of 

supporting, on their own, are secondary, particularly from a financial point of 

view.

Together these other aspects of supporting are, however, just as 

important. It might not necessarily be important to the football team but it 

certainly is to the supporters. It is not just about the quantity of attending but 

the quality. It is about encouraging and supporting their team in the hope that 

this leads to victory. It is about socialising with other supporters, family and 

friends. It is about travelling to unknown and dangerous places or learning 

about players, songs, chants, history; and being part of that history. It is 

about the supporters having their own area to sit or stand and having a place 

where they can berate and verbally abuse a player. It is about drinking,

26 For further detail on revenue breakdown of Europe's top teams, see UEFA’s Club Licensing 
Benchmarking Reports for financial years 2008-2013 at http://www.uefa.orq/protectinq-the-qame/club- 
licensinq-and-financial-fair-play/news/newsid=2156153.html
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smoking, laughing and talking. It is about wearing a Cliftonville shirt with 

pride, waving a flag and making noise. It is about being loyal to something 

and that something being a constant in person’s life in an ever-changing 

world. It is about the supporter being able to say, ‘I was there’. It is about 

being part of something bigger than them, to say ‘we won it’ and share in the 

success of the club. Alternatively, to go home and upon enquiry answer, 'we 

lost’ and feel that loss personally. The supporter does not simply attend 

matches. They project themselves on the pitch. They put themselves into the 

wellbeing of the club. In addition, they keep coming back because of all 

these reasons. Match attendance is dependent on the other aspects of 

supporting, as they all contribute to the supporting experience. You cannot 

have one without the other. Let us consider these other aspects of 

supporting that keeps the supporter coming back each week.

Match attendance is heavily correlated with travelling. The further one 

has to travel to Cliftonville away games, from North Belfast, to County 

Antrim, to the edges of N.Ireland, into Republic of Ireland, the rest of the 

United Kingdom and finally across Europe, the higher one moves up the 

scale. Few supporters will remember the trip to Lurgan (N.Ireland) for an 

away league match but they will remember and more importantly re-count 

the experience of travelling to European games in Latvia, Belgium and 

Croatia. To travel on these expeditions is the epitome of away match 

travelling and those who make the journey are keen to remind others of their 

commitment.
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Additionally, credit is given to supporters who live outside Belfast.

They have to travel long distances to attend Cliftonville’s home matches at 

Solitude. For example, those Cliftonville supporters who live abroad are 

described as the Cliftonville International Brigade. Loosely organising 

themselves on internet forums they hold an annual ‘weekender’ in which a 

ima .................... - ' " dge significant number of supporters who live

abroad travel back to Belfast for a specific

Cliftonville game. During their stay, they

socialise together. They are also entitled

to contribute to a section in the Cliftonville

FC programme, where they can vent their aspirations and frustrations that 

come from being so far from Solitude. They have their own badge (see 

image: left). A great deal of credit is given to these rare visits home. A more 

common example of the travelling supporters involves those who travel from 

outside Belfast to attend home matches. They can claim additional credit for 

their travelling inconvenience, such as the members of the Carnlough 

Cliftonville Supporters Club, who travel the forty-four miles from Carnlough to 

Solitude together.

In addition to regularly attending matches and travelling to matches 

from far away, there is also a certain expectation around the modes of 

supporting whilst at the match. It is not just about the quantity of attendance 

but the quality of attendance. On the positive side, there is a basic 

expectation that fans should cheer, applaud and encourage the team. There 

is a further expectation that supporters will chant and sing some of the time. 

Finally, there is a supplementary expectation that some supporters will make
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and wave flags and banners. For all these expectations, participation 

frequency is paramount and all this combines to create a scale of positive 

modes of supporting.

There is an additional expectation that some supporters will seek to 

disrupt players, ridicule and deride opposition fans and sway the decisions of 

match officials to the benefit of their team. At times, this can lead to an 

atmosphere that is rowdy and provocative. Again, the scale is based around 

participation frequency and the supporter who can claim to engage in 

questionable modes of supporting that benefits their team, can claim credit. 

All these modes of behaviour link in core premise of being a supporter by 

encouraging and supporting their team. By encouraging their team, 

disrupting the opposition and swaying official decision’s, supporters can 

move from being a passive spectator to being an active participant and claim 

credit by the perception of influencing the result of the match.

These four specific aspects of supporting are measures of 

commitment that are associated with football supporters and which can be 

regarded as the most important feature of being a supporter. They are the 

aspects of supporting that primarily separates supporters from non

supporters. They are centred on match attendance, which one would regard 

as a basis for being a supporter. We can thus regard this as a base when 

considering the question: what is a football supporter and what do they do? 

Attending matches, travelling and involvement in the modes of supporting 

are the minimum expected behaviours and practice. However, match 

attendance by itself is not enough. Being a supporter is not reducible to 

being a spectator. Being a supporter is not just about focusing purely on the
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team. This is important and a primary facet of being a supporter. Additionally, 

supporters look to the side, they look to each other. They socialise, talk and 

interact and this stretches the category of supporter as being solely about 

match attendance and supporting the team. There are further overt and 

subtle aspects of support that are equally important in their entirety, starting 

with culture.

Cultural Aspects of Supporting

A second broad area of supporting is cultural, namely: knowledge, 

sportsmanship and good taste and football ‘talk’. These are linked to match 

attendance, as these are cultural aspects of supporting that are typically 

learnt at the matches. The more the supporter attends matches, the greater 

one would expect their knowledge of the team to be and the more they can 

stake a claim to be loyally supporting their team.

From attending matches, supporters will also notice the (football) 

cultural conception of sportsmanship and good taste. There is a time and 

place for disrupting, berating and abusing opposition players and supporters. 

However, there are also times for sportsmanship such as giving a round of 

applause to a player being stretchered off the pitch. Or applauding the good 

behaviour of visiting supporters. Alternatively showing appreciation to the 

opposition’s players own sense of sportsmanship, such as when they kick 

the ball out of play when a Cliftonville player is injured. Sportsmanship is 

about taste and fighting against the demonization of supporters. For 

example, in the last game of the 2008-2009 season, Cliftonville travelled to 

Glentoran, who won the game and thus won the league title over close rivals
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Linfield by one point. Cliftonville supporters stayed behind to applaud the 

Glentoran team during the presentation of the trophy, despite holding a fierce 

rivalry with Glentoran. However such behaviour and knowing when to 

demonstrate such behaviour, is based on taste that is learnt at matches. His 

colleagues would not consider a supporter applauding every bit of opposition 

skill to be in good taste.

Supporters cultural knowledge (and implied passion for the club) with 

football ‘talk’ is relevant. This starts talking occasionally about Cliftonville 

during matches, to chatting constantly about Cliftonville throughout the entire 

match-day, to talking about Cliftonville during the lead up to the weekend, to 

talking about Cliftonville all week, to talking constantly about Cliftonville. The 

demonstration of knowledge about Cliftonville is initially positive, although the 

further the supporters obsession is, the more detrimental this can be to their 

relationships with others, particularly those with no interest in Cliftonville or 

football. Over-engagement with Cliftonville leading to obsession is not 

healthy for the supporter. However, whilst moving to the upper end of the 

scale may irk other supporters (and strain relationships with the supporter’s 

family, friends and work-colleagues) it does place the supporter on a higher 

pedestal in which to claim credit for the demonstration of their cultural 

knowledge.

These three specific aspects of supporting - knowledge of the club 

and players, sportsmanship and good taste and the demonstration of such - 

are measures of commitment that are associated with cultured football 

supporters and which would be regarded as an important feature that 

separates ‘real’ supporters from those immediately regarded as ‘trouble-
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makers’ and ‘glory-hunters’. They are centred on knowledge that one 

accrues in the culture of a particular football team fan-base, with the 

expectation that the supporter can demonstrate such knowledge. These 

aspects of supporting are a measure of the supporters’ love of their team and 

are activities that do not contribute to the team performance. This is not 

about supporting and encouraging the team and subsequent practice and 

behaviour but is instead about interaction. We can thus start build up a 

picture what is a football supporter and what do they do, that moves beyond 

mere attendance.

Economic Aspects of Supporting

A third broad aspect of supporting is economical and involves the financial 

support of the team. It is linked to available income, such as the expense of 

supporting Cliftonville, purchasing merchandise and financially supporting 

the club via fundraising events. The expense of supporting Cliftonville will 

increase as supporters attend more matches and thus incurring higher 

tickets costs, travelling outlay and (optional) drink and food expenditure. The 

further away the higher the cost. Financially supporters can also support their 

club by buying match programmes; contributing to the 200 Club / Half Time 

Draw; sponsoring a player’s shirt; contributing to fundraising initiatives and 

events; sponsoring the programme/advertising; and generally contributing a 

significant proportion of their income to the club. This is supported by 

purchasing merchandise. Furthermore, they can contribute by making their 

own pins/ badges, scarves, banners and flags, which contribute to the overall 

match day atmosphere. The atmosphere in turn is a key selling point for the
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club in the search for additional revenue. Thus, even homemade items 

contribute to the financial welfare of the club, by contributing to the 

atmosphere and sense of identity that ensures supporters return every week 

to watch the match. These are all important areas of support, as these are 

what keep the club financially running and what ultimately dictate the 

success or failure of the club on a long-term basis However, their support in 

this area is limited by the availability of disposable income.

These three specific aspects of supporting are measures of economic 

commitment that are in fact quantifiable. The supporter has two precious 

commodities that they bring to the club, money and time. Whilst supporters 

may not be hyper-aware of the time units they are contributing to the club, 

they may be aware of their financial commitment, particularly those 

supporters who contribute either a significant amount, or a significant 

proportion of their income to the club. This aspect of supporting is also an 

important feature that separates ‘real’ supporters from those regarded as 

‘armchair supporters’, ‘inauthentic, or ‘glory-hunters’. Watching highlights of 

the match on BBC makes no financial contribution to Cliftonville. However 

attending matches (including travel costs), buying merchandising and 

financially supporting the club contributes to the durability, if not the failure or 

success, of the club.

Symbolic Aspects of Supporting

The fourth broad aspect of supporting is symbolic and includes the emotional 

impact of the result on the supporter, the proximity of the supporter to the 

stadium, the length of supporting and the loyalty of the supporter. The
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emotional impact can be a simple sense of elation and wellbeing when 

winning and sadness and anger when losing. However, it can descend (or 

ascend on the supporter scale) to a supporter’s mood being affected by the 

result, whether it be that day, that weekend, or all week. It could move into 

an aggressive or foul mood after a loss, or despair and depression. The 

supporter’s mood (and behaviour) may be impacted by the success of the 

team. For instance, Luke highlighted the elation of winning a semi-final 

match, whilst Patrick highlighted the impact of loss upon his brother:

‘But yeah that was really a real buzz, you could feel, it was really, 

really, ... really, really on a high. I think it got home about ten or half 

ten. I couldn’t relax to go to sleep or go to bed. I was so excited, I had 

to drink some gin to calm myself before going up to sleep’.

(Luke, Interview)

'...there was that day we were sitting here and he just left the club 

because he was pissed off because we lost the cup match. He 

stormed out and you couldn't even have a conversation with him'.

(Patrick, Interview)

Whilst the emotional impact may be disruptive in their personal lives and 

particularly affect family, friends and work, it does enable the supporter to 

claim credit by linking the success of the team to their own wellbeing. They 

suffer with the team. They rejoice with the team. In addition, everyone knows 

it. It creates a personal connection that gives them greater credence. They 

are a ‘real’ supporter because the results matter to them more.
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Further to this, the proximity of the stadium to the supporter can 

facilitate symbolic credit. A supporter regularly attending matches can claim 

extra credit by playing on their close proximity to the stadium, ‘I grew up in 

the shadows of the stadium’, 'I support my local club’. They can claim an 

association with the local club by linking themselves to the local area. 

However, these claims can backfire if they are an irregular attendee. They 

cannot draw upon their close proximity to the stadium if they rarely attend, as 

other supporters will question their low attendance when the stadium is 

easier to travel to attend.

Supporter status is determined by length of support. Other things 

being equal, the person who has supported Cliftonville for decades tends to 

have a higher standing than the person who only started supporting the club 

a few years ago. However, this does not necessarily mean that they have 

attended all of the games during these seasons. Some long-term supporters 

may attend only occasionally. Nonetheless, longevity does matter in support, 

especially when they started supporting the club from an early age.

Finally, the supporter can draw upon their loyalty to the club. Over the 

years, supporters have endured many issues that would have tested their 

support. This includes the eleven consecutive seasons finishing bottom of 

the table between 1957 and 1968 and the relegation battle of the nineties. 

More generally, the long-term supporter had to endure the frictions and 

tensions with fans of ‘Protestant’ supported clubs during ’the Troubles’ to 

name a few examples. Throughout this time, the supporters’ loyalty may 

have waivered. They may have turned on their manager, their players, the 

club and each other during these difficult times. They may have decided not
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to attend matches. They may have attended the match but sat silent, instead 

of encouraging the team. They may have opted not to travel to certain away 

games in ‘Protestant’ neighbourhoods due to safety concerns. These who 

support never or rarely waivered throughout these tests can draw upon their 

loyalty as credit. Their position is further strengthened if they are aware of 

supporters whose loyalty did falter during such times.

These four specific aspects of supporting are measures of 

commitment that are in fact difficult to measure. The length of support is 

based on years of support but not necessarily on the number of matches.

The emotional impact upon the supporter is based on their visible display of 

emotions subject to match results, not necessarily the introverted emotions 

themselves. Their loyalty to the team is based on the memory of their actions 

during difficult times, both their own and that of their fellow colleagues. Their 

proximity to the stadium is relative to their regularity of support. It is not in 

itself absolute. These symbolic aspects of supporting are less clear-cut 

compared to the black and white category of match attendance.

Social Aspects of Supporting

The fifth and final broad aspect of supporting is social and entails the family 

involvement, the attendance of social events, the social club and 

volunteering. Having family members who supports Cliftonville is a basis for 

claiming family involvement in Cliftonville. Since there was a demographic 

upheaval within both the Cliftonville area of North Belfast and the Cliftonville 

fan-base during the 1960’s and 1970’s, being able to claim two or three 

generations of support is a rare commodity that some supporters can draw
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upon. This is further strengthened if the multi-generational links involve 

multiple members of family. A supporter can thus enhance his connection to 

the Cliftonville ‘family’ by being part of a Cliftonville family.

Attending social events engenders social connections to the club. 

Attending: Player of the Year events; Night at the Races fundraisers; club 

fundraising events; supporters’ tournaments; pool and dart competitions; 

music sessions; quizzes; golf events; supporter groups’ events; dinners; and 

galas create a social connection with other likeminded supporters. These 

events also tend to facilitate the financial support of the club, allowing the 

supporter to claim a double-weighted credit in attending such events. Social 

events allow the supporter to be ‘seen’ supporting their club, outside of 

match-day attendance. They create a personal connection beyond match 

attendance between supporter and club that is symbolically powerful.

Similarly, attending the social club also creates this connection, in a 

more subtle manner. It helps facilitate regular connections with other 

supporters. Whether a supporter briefly pops into the club, drinks there 

before, during and after matches, or socialises in the club outside of match 

days, it creates a connection that extends beyond the football game. Again, it 

facilitates the financial support of the club, albeit in a more subtle manner. It 

is different from the financial support that attending a gala or quiz night 

entails but the regular contribution of income via the bar is an important 

avenue of club revenue.

Finally, volunteering is a very important part of running a club in the 

Irish League, which is semi-professional. The club could not run if it were not 

for the efforts of the volunteers. Whether it is helping by: clearing snow;
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working as a turnstile operator; collecting money for the halftime draw; 

cleaning the stadium; acting as a steward; contributing to, making and selling 

the match programme; involvement in the daily running of the club; or acting 

in an official capacity as director or chairman; all these voluntary acts 

contribute to the club’s wellbeing. It is also incredibly social. From the 

experience of volunteering with the club during my fieldwork, I can attest that 

volunteering opens up a supporter to additional social avenues and social 

groups. It helps facilitate the creation and maintenance of social connections, 

including important social connections with those involved in the running of 

the club. It forms the basis of further differentiation among supporters, 

allowing those who volunteer to claim extra credit as supporters.

These four specific aspects of supporting are measures of 

commitment that are deeply personal. This moves the question of what is a 

supporter far from the mere attendance of matches. This is about 

interactions and relationships, between family, friends and strangers. The 

supporters support the team, via the five broad aspects of support. However, 

they also support each other, particularly via social aspects of supporting. 

When we consider the relationship between Cliftonville supporters and the 

club, it is important to realise that the supporters are the club. There is not a 

clear-cut separation of supporters and the club. When an issue occurs, it is 

not necessarily a question of ‘what is the club going to do about that’.

Instead, the supporters ask themselves the question ‘what are we going to 

do about that?’ Cliftonville is a supporter-owned and supporter-managed 

club. The supporters volunteer at all levels, including board level. They are 

family and friends. What keeps them coming back is not necessarily the
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football but the social connections between them. Group identity is facilitated 

by social interaction, both within the group and at the boundaries. Match 

attendance may bring the supporters to Solitude but the social aspects of 

support are what really bring them together.

Supporter Careers

A distinction can be made between ascribed versus achieved aspects of 

supporting. Ascribed aspects of supporting are those that are given and not 

due to the actions of the supporters themselves. Achieved aspects of 

supporting are aspects of supporting that are the outcome of the supporters’ 

decisions and actions.

There are of course numerous ways that a researcher could draw a 

line in the sand and create a distinction between the various methods of 

supporting. However, what a supporter can achieve through their actions and 

what is ascribed to them indicates varied and multilinear ways of supporting. 

This suggests that the previous typologies of supporters, which assume a 

clear-cut linear career path, from non-supporter, to casual to regular, to hard

core, are limited. The career path of a supporter is littered with obstacles 

some of which are surmountable by actions, some of which are situationally 

ascribed.

Table 1: Distinctions of Aspects of Supporting
Financial Support T ravel Match Attendance

Merchandise Positive Modes of 
Support

Football Talk'

Expense Questionable Modes of 
Support

Loyalty
Proximity to Stadium Sportsmanship & Taste
Family Involvement Emotional Impact Knowledge

Volunteering Social Event Attendance
Length of Supporting Social Club

106 I P a g e



These areas are all progressive. They build into one another. They 

are connected and together they build up a picture of what it is to be a 

supporter. I will now look at the different areas in depth and provide 

examples that demonstrates the progression along each area from a non

supporter to what could be described as a ‘true’, ‘real’, ‘authentic’ or 

‘genuine’ supporter.

When exploring the categorisation of supporters, researchers have 

opted to split these categories into several category groups, such as the 

aforementioned ‘traditional’ versus ‘consumer’ or ‘genuine’ versus 

‘inauthentic’. They take the question, ‘what makes a supporter?’ and apply 

subjective categorisation to ask a different question ‘what makes a ‘true’ 

supporter?’ By doing so, they neglect the reality that supporters are on 

different journeys, different ‘career’ paths and the understanding of what is a 

‘true’ supporter differs from one supporter to another. Thus, the supporter 

who attends matches is compared to the armchair supporter. They use the 

intuitive weighting of the different areas of supporting. This comparison is 

one-dimensional, however and neglects the connections, attitude, behaviour, 

time and money that each supporter holds and spends with the club.

Let us compare for instance, ‘David’ and ‘Luke’. Luke, aged twenty- 

six, has attended Cliftonville matches for five years, since 2005. He attends 

matches with his friends, as his family have little interest in football. He 

regularly attends home and away matches. Furthermore, he has travelled to 

away matches in Republic of Ireland, United Kingdom and across Europe. 

Occasionally he volunteers as a turnstile operator. He would attend some 

social events and would regularly socialise in the Social Club or Cassidy’s
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bar before and after a match. David is forty-eight years old and has been 

supporting Cliftonville for over thirty-five years since the late 1970s. He has 

some family ties to Cliftonville, having brought his younger brother and later 

his son to Cliftonville matches. In addition, his cousin was Cliftonville’s 

goalkeeper back in the 1970s. As he got older and his family responsibilities 

increased, his support has become armchair based, with less regular 

attendance at the matches. He currently attends on an irregular and sporadic 

basis.

If we were to categorise them solely based on their current match 

attendance, Luke would appear to be the 'true’ supporter. However, it 

neglects David’s connections to the club, the length of time he has been a 

supporter, the emotional impact that Cliftonville results have on his behaviour 

and his knowledge of the club, or his loyalty to the club through difficult and 

troubled times.

This outlines the various areas of supporting and the progression 

along each area and highlights the multi-dimensional nature of what 

supporting is. Using case studies, I will now demonstrate that the supporter 

does not move along a career path that is equal in each of these areas, 

moving in a linear fashion from casual to hard-core supporter. The supporter 

does not move along the same scale in each area of support. The supporter 

who is at the high end of the scale of all the aspects of supporting would be 

rare. Supporters can claim to be a ‘true’ supporter in one area and not in 

another and will demonstrate a variety of behaviour. It is easy to envisage 

supporters moving from the status of a novice supporter to that of the ‘real’ 

supporter. It is linear, progressive and fits into a nice little package, following
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the ‘ideal’ career path of supporter. The reality is that supporters have a 

unique way of supporting their club that differs from supporter to supporter 

within a social terrain. Collectively, supporters would identify the five broad 

aspects of supporting (and expand further), as key areas of supporting and 

would intuitively weight them. Individually, however, supporters place 

emphasis on those areas of supporting in which they are strong and weight 

‘true’ supporting against their personalised facets of supporting.

Contrary to previous research, intuition and common sense, 

supporters do not move in a linear way from non-supporter to hard-core 

supporter. Neither, in reality, do they subscribe to a universal weighting of 

the areas of support. Instead, their personalised supporting career is drawn 

from the social categorisation of supporting. Their individual supporting 

pathways are situated within a social terrain. There are only certain ways in 

which a supporter can claim credit. Eating a dozen pork pies at half-time 

cannot be used as a measure of supporting. Therefore, they have to draws 

strength from these commonly agreed supporting areas in which they excel 

when challenged, or when creating group identification. To demonstrate I 

outline a number of informants’ aspects of supporting and unpack how their 

support is both uneven and individually situated within a social terrain.

Case Study: Categorising Interviewees as Supporters

‘David’, aged forty-eight, has supported Cliftonville since the 1970s and can 

claim thirty-five years to strengthen his areas of length of supporting and 

loyalty. He rarely attends current matches and does not know all the players 

of the current squad. Nevertheless, he does have a vast knowledge of the
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history of the club and the players. In addition, he proudly embodies 

sportsmanship as one of the features of his support. However, since he 

rarely attends matches now, his involvement with the club in a social, 

financial and voluntary level is low. When he does attend matches his 

practice of purely watching the football rather than joining in the singing, 

chanting, or putting off the opposition team means that his questionable and 

positive behaviour is low. He has a family connection to the club as a few of 

his cousins and his brother are fans and his son has attended a few matches 

with him.

‘Brian’, aged thirty-five has been supporting Cliftonville for twenty-five 

years since he was ten years old and can thus claim loyalty and length of 

supporting to this support. He has a vast knowledge of the club and players, 

past and present. He would talk about the club on online forums as well as 

with friends. He lives outside Belfast and has a long distance to travel to 

Cliftonville games. In addition, he is a regular away supporter and travels to 

Cliftonville’s European games, including those that are difficult to access. For 

example, he has travelled to the far reaches of Europe in Debrecen 

(Hungary), Sofia (Bulgaria), Vinkovci (Croatia), Daugavpils (Latvia) and 

Tiraspol (Moldova), in addition to the more accessible games in Glasgow 

(Scotland), Oswestry Town (Wales), Copenhagen (Denmark) and Ghent 

(Belgium), and those in the Republic of Ireland. He attends social events and 

is heavily involved with the supporters’ clubs. He spends time in the Social 

Club before and after the match. At matches, he engages in singing and 

chanting but is also heavily involved in questionable behaviour such as 

drinking, swearing and putting off the opposition players and the referee. As
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such, his sportsmanship is a bit rocky, although he does occasionally 

applaud the opposition.

‘Patrick’, aged twenty-five, in contrast to the others, is not a regular 

attendee. He attends the occasional match but normally he just watches the 

match highlights on television every week. When he does attend he does not 

have far to travel, living with a couple of miles of the club but he cannot claim 

proximity to the stadium. He has been loyal to Cliftonville, supporting them 

through troubled times, albeit on rare visits. He can also claim a length of 

supporting and although the number of attended matches is low, the years of 

support are not. He has little knowledge of the team and therefore tends not 

to talk about Cliftonville at length. He holds little emotional attachment to the 

result of the match, although he enjoys the victories. He rarely attends social 

events connected to Cliftonville and would rarely go the Social Club. He 

engages in both positive and questionable behaviour.

These examples serve to highlight the individual pathway of each 

fan’s ‘support’ in a common social terrain. On the surface supporters may 

appear to be same and hold the same ideas about what makes a true 

supporter. In practice, however, each is different and each has a distinctive 

profile consisting of a variety of common aspects of supporting. Thus, we can 

see the general in the particular, the common social terrain of what it is to be 

a supporter amongst the myriad of different and peculiar supporter profiles.

So what is a ‘true’ supporter? Would supporters ask themselves this 

question? Do supporters compare their support to others? One would expect 

the comparison of supporting between supporters to be universal. Casual 

fans can be easily distinguished from regular fans, which in turn are easily
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identified from hard-core fans. They fall neatly into separate supporter career 

paths. There is a universal weighting in these areas of support. In practice, 

supporters’ career paths will differ. There are different types of supporters 

and different types of ‘true’ fandom. The reality is that the comparison of 

supporting between supporters is inter-subjective and situational within the 

social context. It is subjective because supporters compare their strength in 

one particular area to a weakness in the same area of another supporter. It is 

situational as this comparison only arises in certain situations, such as in 

cases of limited resources such as match tickets, or participating in 

celebrations of success.

Take for example, David, a supporter who had supported Cliftonville 

since the 1970s but who rarely attends matches in recent years. David 

attended a Cliftonville Irish Cup Quarter Final in 2009 where, at halftime, 

another supporter confronted him. This supporter was personally acquainted 

with David but there was tension between them. Upon seeing David and 

conscious that David’s attendance was now a rare occurrence, this supporter 

accused David of being a ‘glory hunter’ and not a ‘real’ supporter. This 

accusation was based on the game in question being an important cup game 

and his knowledge that David was not a regular attendee over the last 

number of years. David, however, was just as familiar with his accuser’s 

history of supporting Cliftonville as his accuser was of his. David also knew 

that his accuser had not attended the 1979 Irish Cup Final, the last time 

Cliftonville had won the Irish Cup and that this was a particular sore spot for 

his accuser. David therefore promptly informed his accuser that he 'had 

supported Cliftonville since the 1970s, was at the 1979 Irish Cup final when
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they last won it and had supported them throughout the “the Troubles’’, so 

who was he to say he was a “glory hunter” and not a “real’ supporter”’. In this 

scenario his accuser was using his recent and consistent match attendance 

to accuse a lapsed supporter of turning up just to revel in the recent success 

and was accessing limited resources (tickets). David’s response was to point 

to something his accuser did not have, a long-standing relationship with 

Cliftonville, his attendance of matches his accuser did not attend and his 

continued loyalty to Cliftonville during very troubling and dangerous times. 

Both could claim ‘true’ supporting but the areas in which their support was 

particularly strong were not the same, giving rise to a comparison that was 

more ‘apples and oranges’ than ‘like-for-like’.

Out and out confrontation of the kind that appears in this example is 

not, however, typical. More typical is the situation around cup final tickets. 

Club officials and regular volunteers received priority tickets, creating tension 

between club and supporters. Members and season ticket holders hold the 

official first option on tickets and are often offered four to six tickets each. 

This leads to a situation whereby members and season ticket holders obtain 

tickets for their family and friends first, including those who do not regularly 

attend. This creates tension amongst the remaining supporters, who may be 

regular attendees but not are not members or season ticket holders. They 

are lumped together with other supporters in the pool of tickets that are 

available on general sale. As such, they feel aggrieved against an imagined 

‘other’, a mixture of irregular attendees, glory hunters, non-attendees and 

those 'looking for trouble’. There is no out and out confrontation but a more 

general moaning amongst regular supporters. The Champions League
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qualifier in 2013 was similar to the above example but had an additional 

dimension. Many Glasgow Celtic supporters in Belfast wanted to watch 

Glasgow Celtic play Cliftonville. The stadium was a sell-out, even with the 

Main Stand being reopened and additional seating being added to the empty 

bank on the Waterworks side of the stadium. Cliftonville could have sold two 

or three times the amounts of tickets if they held the event at a bigger 

stadium but opted to hold the game at Solitude, with a capacity 5,200 crowd. 

This created a strain on the availability of tickets to Cliftonville FC regulars, 

who faced competition for tickets from Glasgow Celtic supporters who were 

happy to sit in the home end amongst the Cliftonville supporters. Glasgow 

Celtic fans freely mingled with Cliftonville fans and created a rapturous 

atmosphere. However, in the lead up to this game there was a general 

discontent amongst the supporters, voiced on the terraces, social club and 

internet forums that non-Cliftonville supporters would be attending at their 

expense. They drew upon their supporting experience in conversations with 

each other to voice their concern.

Through some situations we can examine what fans think is a ‘true’ 

supporter and thus we can examine the values, behaviour and practices that 

they hold important. In addition, we can tackle the widespread assumption, 

via research, intuition and common sense, that supporters fit neatly in 

different career paths and that there is a universal weighting of the areas of 

their support. In doing so, I have had to address the question ‘what makes a 

“true” supporter?’ a focus I had criticised in my peers, in order to answer the 

question ‘what makes a supporter?’ By playing devil’s advocate, I have 

sought to identify the areas a supporter would value as an important feature
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of supporting and how the combination of these areas in each supporter is 

individually situated amongst a common social terrain. By asking the 

question ‘what makes a “true” supporter?’ I can outline the reality that the 

comparison of these areas is personalised and individual and does not 

subscribe to a universal weighting as one might suppose.

However, all of this begs the question, do supporters ask themselves 

the question ‘what is a “true” supporter?’ After all, in one sense, supporters 

should not be measuring the support of their fellow fans. There should be 

unity and solidarity. There should be recognition that their fellow supporters 

are at different levels of their supporting career but that they all contribute in 

their own way. There are times when they do that, when the supporters 

embody the spirit of solidarity, as is conveyed by songs such as ‘we are 

Cliftonville, super Cliftonville, no-one likes us, we don’t care’ and ‘we are the 

reds, we are the reds, we are, we are’. In practice however, there are 

divisions and rivalry. Whilst there is supporter solidarity, there is also tension 

in the inter-individual hierarchy of supporting. Supporters may not be asking 

the abstract question 'what is a “true” supporter?’ but by their actions and 

practices they outline that they do hold conceptions of what ‘real’, ‘genuine’ 

and ‘true’ areas of supporting is. Moreover, they do so, primarily in the face 

of competition, which grinds against the image of supporter solidarity.

Bourdieu, Capital and Competition

The particular interest in Bourdieu’s27 work to my research lies within the 

ideas of ‘capital’ and ‘distinction’. Bourdieu’s extension of economic capital

271 primarily draw upon Bourdieu’s "The Logic of Practice” 1990, “Home Academicus” 1988, "The 
Forms of Capital” (1986), “Social Space and the Genesis of Groups” (1985), “The Market of Symbolic
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(such as money or institutionalised property rights) to social (such as status, 

wealth or power and based on connections with others), cultural (which can 

be institutionalised in educational qualifications) and symbolic capital (the 

capacity of the supporters to uses practices as symbols in order to claim and 

maintain positions) is of particular relevance to this thesis (Bourdieu 1983: 3). 

Symbolic capital is made available to the supporter through recognition, 

prestige and honour and is an accumulation of the three other types of 

capital, in the sense that the greater they are for the supporter, the greater 

the supporter’s symbolic capital will be (Jenkins 2002: 129).

Cultural capital can exist in three forms, firstly, in the embodied state, 

i.e., in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body. Secondly, it 

exists in the objectified state, in the form of cultural goods (such as 

homemade flags or scarves). Finally in the institutionalized state, (such as 

the status of ‘member’, 'season ticket holder’, ‘director’, ‘chairman’), which 

confers entirely original properties on the cultural capital which it is presumed 

to guarantee (Bourdieu 1983: 4). It is about working towards self- 

improvement and comes at personal cost or investment, namely time. It 

cannot be accumulated beyond the appropriating capacities of an individual 

supporter; it declines and dies with its bearer (with his biological capacity, his 

memory, etc.) (Bourdieu 1983: 6).

This framework applies to supporters. Supporters embody their 

cultural capital. They hold the history of the club, the players, the games, the 

stories and narrative of being a supporter in their mind(s). They remember 

their first game, their favourite player, perhaps a memorable trip to Europe or

Goods", “Distinction A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste” (1984) and “Outline of the Theory of 
Practice" 1977, as well as Bourdieu’s and Wacquant’s “An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology” 1992 and 
Jenkins “Pierre Bourdieu” 1992.
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the joy of the 1979 Irish Cup. They have not forgotten the curse of every Irish 

Cup run since or the elation of winning the league in 1998. The relegation 

dogfights for most of the rest of the 1990s and being attacked on the bus in 

Portadown in 1996 sit in the backs of their minds. Meanwhile, having 

grenades thrown at them in 1991 and rioting with the police during the 

Cliftonville versus Celtic match in 1984 are sure to have left a mental scar. 

This cultural embodiment is individual, embodied in the mind of the single 

supporter but is also communal and shared in the collective(s) minds of the 

supporters as a group(s).

It is also physically embodied. The culture of the club is embodied in 

the movement of the body: the raising of the arms; the dancing of the body; 

the shaking and air punching of the fist; the hugs; the head in the hands; the 

waving of the flag; the tension of the clenched hands in frustration. One 

Cliftonville supporter sprained his ankle in the celebrations following 

Cliftonville’s late winner against Glentoran in the 2009 Irish Cup Semi-Final. 

Another supporter fell dancing on the supporters’ bus on route to Latvia and 

tore an eight-inch cut in his posterior on a bit of plastic. Others sport injuries 

from being attacked during ‘the Troubles’. The supporters endure the wind 

and the rain whipping face and body, the cold chilling the bones; and (on 

occasion) the sun. The wrinkles and fine lines, the grey hair and stumped 

and bitten fingernails show the stress that supporters endure. In addition, 

some supporters have Cliftonville tattoos, a visual embodiment of their 

support.

Crossing over between mind and body, they also embody the culture 

of the club through chants and songs. Every Saturday they sing and chant
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about Cliftonville: the ethos of being a supporter. ‘We love you, We love you, 

We love you, So every day we follow, We follow, We follow’. The ‘Catholic’ 

background of the club and the supporters’ reaction to their isolation in a 

predominantly ‘Protestant’ league are reflected in songs like ‘Bless ‘em all, 

bless ‘em all, bless all the small and the tali’, We are Cliftonville, Super- 

Cliftonville, No-One Likes Us, We Don’t Care’. Their rivalries with other clubs 

are found in songs like We hate Glentoran, We hate Linfield too. And we 

hate Ballymena but Cliftonville we love you’. Through the movement of the 

body, vocalisation and song, memory and narrative, supporters embody the 

culture of the club and the culture of being a supporter.

The objectified capital can be seen in material goods such as flags 

and merchandise and this will be discussed in depth in Chapter 4. To touch 

lightly on it now, the culture of the club is embodied in the flags that 

supporters have created or commissioned over the years. The history of the 

club, the ethos, where the supporters live and the ‘Catholic’ background of 

the supporters, the importance of being the oldest football team in Ireland 

and the colours and symbols of the club are all embodied in the flag. These 

flags are in turn hung on display with great care. They are waved and at 

times worn and represent both the individual supporter and group of 

supporters who made it and the wider Cliftonville fan base. Creating and 

owning a flag also denotes a certain social prestige amongst the supporters. 

It adds to the supporters’ tool-belt as it shows that they have taken extra 

effort (via time and cost). This can be seen most clearly with Darran 

‘Flagman’, whose cultural capital is in effect institutionalised in the title of this 

nickname.
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The objectified cultural capital can also be clearly seen in the replica 

shirts, scarves, pins and other merchandise that is made, bought and worn 

by the supporters, mainly on match-day but occasionally outside of the 

stadium environment. Supporters take the conscious decision to visually 

identify themselves with Cliftonville and partake in a situation whereby they 

dress to be recognised as a Cliftonville supporter. This objectified capital 

engenders group identity, as supporters can clearly identify who is and is not 

a Cliftonville supporter and this is the clear difference between a supporter 

wearing a Manchester United top and a Cliftonville top on match-day. Both 

are wearing football merchandise but one denotes group identification.

The collection of programmes, pins, badges, t-shirts, signatures all fall 

under the objectified cultural state. All supporters have access to 

merchandise but the decision to collect the goods separates these 

supporters from others. What is and is not collected is a matter of taste, 

purported by the collectors and accepted by the supporter fan based. Thus 

programmes and pins are the accepted collectible of choice. There are also 

rules about the care of such items. For instance, David brings a bag with him 

on match-days to keep a match programme in pristine condition and he 

physically winced when recalling fans scrunching their programmes and 

sticking it into their back pocket. Those who collect become the connoisseurs 

of Cliftonville culture.

Collecting of course is economic capital too, although the values of 

such collections are not necessarily a strong economic investment. Instead, 

supporters are investing their time and money, as according to Bourdieu’s 

model, to gain prestige, even power. Through the collection of these goods,
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they hold the history of the football club. This knowledge is particularly 

scarce by virtue of an incident in the late 1990s, when the then Club 

Secretary took it upon himself to dump minute books, financial records, old 

photos and even the architects drawings of the Main Stand at Solitude into a 

skip in the car park. As such, other supporters defer to these custodians of 

knowledge in light of a gap in the cultural knowledge of the group.

Furthermore, these cultural goods can be used as social capital. This 

social capital is the culmination of the resources linked to the membership of 

the Cliftonville group, which provides each of its members with the backing of 

the collectively-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles them to credit, in 

the various senses of the word (Bourdieu 1983: 11-12). By investing in the 

merchandise, such as a scarf or t-shirt, the supporters can stake their claim 

to the group identity and claim their part in the Cliftonville culture. As such, 

they can make claim to social capital, as they increase their social networks 

and ultimately may be able to convert this into economic capital, such as 

increased business transactions with the club, or symbolic capital, such as a 

position with the club.

Indeed these positions could be regarded as the institutionalised 

capital. ‘President’, ‘Secretary’, ‘Chairman’, Treasurer’, ‘Director’, ‘Honorary 

Life President’, 'Editor in Chief. These are all positions that can be achieved 

by supporters, using their cultural, economic and social capital to gain a 

position of power and prestige. In turn, these positions can elicit economic 

capital, by using and highlighting these skills, via CVs and application forms 

for higher paid employment. Their cultural capital becomes institutionalised, 

similar to educational qualification. The position they obtain, for whatever
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period they end up holding it, cannot be taken away from them. They 

become embedded in the history of the club, frozen in match programmes, 

plaques, financial statements, photographs, newspapers, records and annual 

returns to name but a few.

On a more attainable level, supporters can sign up to be ‘members’ 

with Cliftonville. Since these are a serious financial investment, compared to 

the price of entry to one match, they denote the change from casual support, 

to at least regular home supporter. Since the applicant needs to be first 

nominated and then seconded by a current member, there is a certain 

expectation that the applicant has a certain level of knowledge of the club, 

certain cultural capital. Economic capital, based on cultural capital is 

exchanged for institutionalised capital. The title of ‘member’ bestows social 

prestige and economic and cultural reward. As members they gain admission 

to all of Cliftonville's home fixtures in the Premiership, have priority on other 

tickets and an invitation to Members’ meetings, the Club's AGM and a vote 

on all major issues pertaining to the makeup and structure of the Football 

Club. They can vote on club decisions. Thus, they gain access to power 

structures within the organisation. Furthermore, they gain access to move 

through the ranks to further institutionalised titles such as director or 

chairman and increased power.

In addition, supporters can also seek to be ‘members’ of the supporter 

clubs. The two largest Belfast based Clubs, ‘North Belfast Reds’ and 

‘Solitude Reds’ Clubs collect membership dues, hold regular meetings and 

AGMs and have their own institutionalised titles such as ‘chairman’ or 

‘treasurer’. Whilst the long term aim is to provide support to Cliftonville, which
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in itself denotes a certain prestige, they provide support to fellow members 

such as sourcing tickets, organising transport to matches, organising social 

events and extending promotions to members. In addition, both clubs (and 

their members) hold the prestige of hosting, nominating and presenting the 

player awards at the annual Player of the Year event.

Returning to the embodiment of cultural capital, just as, for Bourdieu, 

some children have inborn ‘talent’ and its holder ‘gifted’ when it comes to 

matters of education, some supporters have an aptitude for collecting, 

discussing and embodying cultural knowledge about their club. Some choose 

to actively support Cliftonville beyond the match-day and go on online forums 

to discuss Cliftonville, comb through the match programme, get involved with 

the club in a voluntary capacity, perhaps write for the programme and show 

off their cultural capital. These are the achievable aspects of supporting. For 

those who were brought up as Cliftonville supporters as children, their 

involvement with the club is regarded as part of their heritage. That heritage 

bestows upon them learnt behaviour and practices, certain economic 

obligations, symbolic credit, social connections and cultural knowledge.

There is an expectation that they will in turn pass on the knowledge and 

entry to the Cliftonville group generationally. These are the ascribed aspects 

of supporting.

This embodiment of cultural capital generally lives and dies with the 

supporter. However, it can be passed on generationally and in times of 

uncertain futures, it is perhaps no surprise that parents teach their children 

the merits of community by investing their time and money in one of the few 

remaining institutions of community, the local football team. The symbolic
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capital of being a Cliftonville supporter has a certain use in society, just as 

increasing a child’s education is. They facilitate exchange, whether that is 

economic, social or cultural capital.

The relationship of these capitals is directly linked to the 

aforementioned outline of behaviours, values and areas of commitment that 

fans hold as being virtues of being a supporter and their aspects of 

supporting. They each have their relationships with these Bourdieuian 

capitals. Every supporter has access to certain capitals (achieved); and 

some have access to certain capitals (ascribed) more than others do. 

Bourdieu contended that society is made-up of many different social fields 

(e.g. economy, education, politics, culture), with the political field (politics) 

being dominant and there is a similar comparison that can be drawn within 

the supporter fan-base. Based on the distribution of the various forms of 

capital, Bourdieu found groups of people who have 'similar1 distributions, 

'classes’ in the logical sense. Considering the subtle economic, educational 

and political differences of the Cliftonville supporter fan-base, it is clear that 

Cliftonville supporters find themselves in a similar cultural and social space 

by virtue of their shared interest in Cliftonville FC. The social space of 

supporters is a field of forces, the system of relations, alliances and power 

struggles amongst the fan-base. Bourdieu’s vision of social space is not one 

that is (necessarily) static but instead constantly infused with power 

struggles. Thus, we can see the supporter world as a system of 'objective 

power relations.'

There is no universal and equal career progression in the five broad 

aspects of support in practice. When we question why this really matters and
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apply Bourdieu’s model to this issue we come to the matter of resources and 

competition. Bourdieu’s fields comprise individuals (supporters) in a 

hierarchy of power relations, competing with one another for valuable 

resources, for capital. Ideologically there should not be a measurement of 

supporting your local football team. However, there are examples where the 

supporter’s sense of entitlement, vis-a-vis other supporters, differs from this 

rosy view, such as Cup Final tickets. This limited and scarce resource elicits 

the need for a hierarchy of supporters. It creates tension in the inter

individual hierarchy and supporter solidarity. It creates division and rivalry, 

with accusations of ‘glory hunters’ and ‘trouble-makers’.

In these situations, supporters draw upon their supporting experience, 

their cultural, social, economic and symbolic capital to address, or start these 

accusations. Some areas of support are more important compared to others. 

Match day attendance (even past attendance) as a base is important, 

particularly to those who attend both home and away games. There is an 

additional level of kudos given to attending away games that are far away 

and in hostile areas. These are the epitome of away travelling and it is 

important to be part of the experience. The informants remembered the 

attack on the buses at Portadown, the attacks and grenades at Windsor Park 

(Linfield), the Protests at the Oval (Glentoran), dressing up in costumes 

travelling to Drogheda and the shenanigans en-route to Latvia. Whilst there 

is kudos to be given to these who can say ‘I was there on that wet night in 

Lurgan when there was only fifty of us’, there is additional credit given to 

those that attend the matches that are remembered (for either the right or
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wrong reason). 'I was there’ is better when others wish that they had been 

there. The pitch was greener that day.

However, simply attending a match in a passive way has less 

weighting. It is not enough to just be there, one has to ‘be’ there. Sitting 

silently, arms folded, sitting in one’s seat throughout the match is 

discouraged, if not frowned upon. These supporters often bear the brunt 

when supporters discuss the lack of atmosphere at games. Thus waving 

flags, chanting, singing, supporting vocally and attending loudly all hold 

symbolic credit. They increase status and prestige. When resources are 

limited, the supporters with the most symbolic credit will put their case 

forward to access such resources, setting themselves apart not only from the 

supporter with weak areas of support but those supporters whose areas of 

support are closest to them. Supporters draw upon their tales of hardship to 

reinforce their claims. ‘I was there’, ‘I endured the hardship’ and ‘I attended 

every game that successful season’. The supporters build their reputation 

and prestige in order to increase their symbolic capital. Thus symbolic, social 

and cultural capital transform in economic gain.

However, applying Bourdieu’s work purely in terms of resources and 

competition within the support fan base only helps to analyse a part of what 

is going on. Focusing purely on this reduces all supporter behaviour to a 

competition for (economic, cultural and social) resources (capital). It does not 

account for supporters putting forward their areas of support in times where 

resources such as tickets are in abundance, such as in a season marred by 

relegation. Neither does it account for times when there is supporter 

solidarity, when they are united together. For this, Bourdieu’s notion of
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‘distinction’ provides a hint into an analytical framework for understanding 

this behaviour.

Bourdieu, Distinction and Group Identity

In some places, Bourdieu (1985, 1992) asserts what he means by 

‘distinction’ is simply that clusters of individuals in social space each develop 

cultural peculiarities which mark them out from one another. They have 

distinct cultures, a ‘distinction’. However, these differences can become a 

focus of symbolic struggles (struggles for distinction) in which members of 

those clusters seek to establish both the superiority of their peculiarities and 

an official sanction for them. This links to Jenkins assertion that the first 

steps towards group identification is taken once members mutually recognise 

their categorisation (Jenkins 2008: 108).

However, in Distinction, Bourdieu casts his net wider to capture a 

more general sense of dominant forms of the judgement of taste. In 

Distinction, Bourdieu discusses how those in power define aesthetic 

concepts such as taste. They set the agenda of what constitutes taste. 

Bourdieu’s Distinction prompts the question ‘who produces and defines 

culture in our society’ and, within the context of this thesis ‘who produces and 

defines the cultures of the supporters’.

Both Bourdieu’s narrow and broad sense of ‘distinction’ points to 

group identification via similarity and difference in taste.

‘[Taste] functions as a sort of social orientation, a “sense of one’s

place,” guiding the occupants of a given...social space towards the
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social positions adjusted to their properties and towards the practices

or goods, which befit the occupants of that position’

(Bourdieu 1984: 468-469).

For Bourdieu taste dictates group identification by positing an individual 

within a certain social space and position. These ‘cognitive structures... a re 

internalized, “embodied” social structures,’ becoming a natural entity to the 

individual (Bourdieu 1984: 470). These tastes are deeply rooted within the 

cognitive processes of the supporter’s mind. In addition, ‘different tastes are 

thus seen as unnatural and rejected’ resulting in ‘disgust provoked by horror 

or visceral intolerance (“feeling sick”) of the tastes of others’ (Bourdieu 1984: 

49). As such, similarity in taste results in supporters creating group 

identification, as well as opposition to the taste of others (‘we like X, they like 

Y leads to ‘we are X, they are Y).

Thus, drawing on Bourdieu’s analysis we can say that taste helps to 

facilitate the creation of the Cliftonville supporters’ group(s) identity. Thus, 

taste separates the supporters. This can be whether they drink in the Social 

Club or Cassidy’s Bar (which in turn lead to connections with the supporters 

groups Solitude Reds and North Belfast Reds respectively). Alternatively, 

which bus they choose to sit on, i.e. the ‘sensible’ bus and the ‘wa-wa’

(crazy) bus. Alternatively, where they choose to sit in the stands (leading to 

differences in (foul) language, songs, chants and behaviour) and whether 

they wear merchandise or deliberately choose to not wear merchandise and 

define themselves as an ‘ultra’ fan. Finally, whether they choose to sit or not 

sit amongst the singing group. These all have an impact on the identity of the 

supporter and the identity of the various groups.

127 | P a g e



In addition, those who occupy similar but distinct social spaces (or 

who are in similar but distinct patterns of social relations) tend to form 

alliances (though, again, not necessarily). Thus, ‘...members of a group seek 

to distinguish themselves from the group immediately below (or believed to 

be so), which they use as a foil and to identify themselves with the group 

immediately above (or believed to be so)’ (Bourdieu 1984: 244). Thus, the 

North Belfast Reds distinguish themselves from the group below them, the 

normal supporters, by virtue of their extra support of the club and above 

them, The Solitude Reds, by their rowdier and relaxed behaviour.

As well as group creation distinguishing members from other 

collectives, groups can be:

‘characterized in a certain way as sets of agents who, by virtue of the 

fact that they occupy similar positions in social space (that is, in the 

distribution of powers), are subject to similar conditions of existence 

and conditioning factors and, as a result, are endowed with similar 

dispositions which prompt them to develop similar practices'

(Bourdieu 1987: 6).

That is to say groups are formed as much out of similarity as they are out of 

difference (we are X, they are Y, therefore we like Z), paralleling Barth and 

Jenkins who argue for the importance of group identification via both 

similarity and difference and that ‘neither similarity nor difference "comes 

first’” (Jenkins 2008: 126). Thus, Cliftonville supporters recognise their 

similarity by comparison to their differences with supporters of other Irish 

League clubs However, despite the group cohesion of the overall Cliftonville 

fan-base that is born out of difference to others, there are similar group
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divisions. Thus, through further consideration of similarities and differences, 

smaller groups can be formed within the support fan-base depending on 

whether they are: volunteers or normal members; Cage, Main or Understand 

attendees; drink in Social Club or Cassidy’s bar; are part of North Belfast 

Reds or Solitude Reds; are members, season ticket holders, or gate payers 

only; to name a few.

As such, boundaries are drawn and enforced and a group of people 

are made into a collective, ‘a “class on paper” is turned (or not) into a real 

class, endowed with the capacity to move its (putative) members, voice 

demands and act as such on the historical stage’ (Wacquant 2013: 4). Thus, 

the group as a human collectivity is created when its members recognise its 

existence and their membership of it. The group’s reality is a shared sense of 

‘groupness’ by the group membership. Its only reality is that people think it 

exists and they belong to it (Jenkins 2008: 8-9).

Furthermore Bourdieu holds the position that in addition to groups 

creating themselves in relation to others, they are at times created by others 

differentiating them (you are X, because you are not V): ‘In reality, agents are 

both classified and classifiers but they classify according to (or depending 

upon) their position within classifications’ (Bourdieu 1987: 2). Thus, 

supporters in a supporter group have something in common which 

distinguishes them in a significant way from the members of other supporter 

groups (Cohen 1992: 12). They exist in relation to other groups: to categorise 

and be categorised in turn (Jenkins 2008: 110). The supporter group is 

intersubjectively ‘real’. The group members, in recognising themselves as 

such, effectively constitute that to which they believe they belong (Jenkins
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2008: 106-107). Groups may come to identify themselves as such because 

of their initial categorisation by others i.e. before a working class could act as 

a group, working people had to recognise that they were a class (Jenkins 

2008: 110). However, Bourdieu narrows down this movement of individuals 

to group identity via their position within classifications (you are X, because 

you can never be V). Thus, a supporter can never become chairman of 

Cliftonville, unless they first become a member and in order to become a 

member, they need to be nominated and seconded by a member and 

approved by the members committee.

Furthermore, this position is fundamentally based on the global 

volume and composition of their (economic, social, cultural and symbolic) 

capital and their trajectory in social space. Thus, supporters are assigned a 

position, a location or a precise class of neighbouring positions. They are 

defined in relation to others, in a particular place, at a particular time, a ‘multi

dimensional system of coordinates whose values correspond to the values of 

the different pertinent variables’ (Bourdieu 1987: 4). Their position is 

relational to other supporters’ positions (I am X, you are also Xand we 

cannot be V. Let us be X together). Thus those who volunteer behind the 

scenes at the club will be likely to socialise with others in a similar position as 

much by their similar position (based on their capital), as the fact that they 

are spending time together (their trajectory in social space).
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Conclusion

This chapter looks at the categorisation of supporters, drawing out the 

various aspects of supporting. When analysing why supporters seek to 

differentiate themselves from others, Bourdieu provides one analytical 

framework to position people (in this case, supporters) within a competition 

for resources. Thus, the supporters are locked in a battle for economic, 

social, cultural and symbolic capital to create classes of supporters, propel 

themselves to the top and claim resources and power. However, Bourdieu, in 

conjunction with Barth, Jenkins and Cohen also analytically shows that 

people (supporters) differentiate themselves from others, via their capital, to 

facilitate group identification. By separating themselves with some 

supporters, they are in turn identifying themselves with others. By means of 

distinction, they cluster themselves with other like mind supporters. This 

group identification is reinforced by taste, via similarity and difference, 

towards the benefit of the group’s occupants.

In addition to taste, supporters merge with others to form groups they 

hold a similar position in social space. They hold similar economic, social, 

cultural and symbolic capital. Thus, boundaries are drawn and groups on 

paper become groups in fact. They reinforce these boundaries by reinforcing 

their similarities versus their differences to other groups.

Bourdieu adds to the work of Barth, Cohen and Jenkins by 

highlighting that the supporters’ access to certain groups is limited by their 

position. However, other supporters are in the same position, so together 

and with circumstance of trajectory of social space, new groups can be 

formed. Thus, group identification is not static but is fluid and ever changing.
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In addition to Barth’s contention that the boundaries and not the movement

of personal define the group, Bourdieu highlights that the movement of 

personal from various groups, by virtue of the limits of their positions, can 

form new groups. Alliances can be forged (and broken) in the search for 

further capital (and power).

This section has examined the supporters and explored what a 

supporter is, what they actually do and considered the diverse aspects of 

supporting that extend beyond just match attendance. The incorporation of 

Bourdieu’s capital, integrated via the model of identification, particularly 

interaction has helped to explore the various aspects of supporting. Together 

with the first section that provides a typical match day taster the world of the 

supporter has been laid out, analytically as well as descriptively. Thus, it is 

now appropriate to move on to looking at particular parts of this supporting 

word. I start, in line with the supporter journey, with the first part of that trip, 

getting to the stadium.
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Chapter 3

Supporters and Space

In this chapter, I start the in-depth consideration of my findings by looking at 

the supporters’ journey to the stadium. As per the discussion in both the 

literature review and outline of Cliftonville and violence in Northern Ireland in 

Chapter 1, (and which will become increasingly clear throughout this 

chapter), space in Northern Ireland is connected to group identification. In a 

divided community, space in Northern Ireland has increasingly come to be 

regarded as that of the ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ communities. This has lead 

to a situation where the contestation or even the encroachment of space can 

be regarded as an attack on the identification of the community. This 

represents an issue for any large body of members from one of these 

communities moving through the space of another. Therefore, this thesis first 

examines the deliberate movement of the Cliftonville supporters through 

space as they attempt to travel to away games. It examines the sense 

through which this is regarded as an active contestation of space and thus a 

contestation of identification. It then explores the active avoidance of space, 

as Cliftonville supporters seek to travel to games amidst a fear of violence 

and repercussion.

Moving Through and Contesting Space

In this section, I explore the parallel between loyalist order parades and 

travelling supporters as they move through and contest space in N.Ireland. 

Space in N.Ireland is an important area of interaction where identity is 

shaped by the internal / external dialectic of identification between two main,
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if loosely affiliated, groups: ‘Catholics’ and ‘Protestants’. This identification 

and the consequences that it creates, both positive and, more troubling for 

N.Ireland citizens, negative affect all aspects of society, including that of local 

football.

Ethnic Identification in N. Ireland

It is important to establish the ethnic identification within N.Ireland. I have 

outlined what (ethnic) group identification entails in chapter 1. For the 

purposes of this section, it is important to highlight that 'ethnicity is about the 

differences and similarities that are recognised as significant by their 

members’ (Jenkins 1997: 110). In Northern Ireland two major ethnic groups 

have emerged due to historical interactions stemming largely from the Ulster 

Plantation in the early 17th Century, the consolidation of ethnic domination 

during the industrial revolution, and the subsequent division of labour and 

rights, all amongst a changing Ireland (and partition). My comments that two 

main ethnic groups, ‘Catholics’ and ‘Protestants’, shape space in N.Ireland, 

point to a division based purely on religion. There are further labels that each 

community would categorise the other, or identify itself, such as 'Irish’, 

‘Fenian’, ‘taig’ and ’republican’ or ‘British’, ‘Ulsterman’ and ‘Orangeman’. This 

highlights that ethnic group identity in N.Ireland is complex rather than 

simple, multiplex rather than single-stranded. It is based upon political, 

religious and ethnic-cultural differences, real and imagined (Jenkins 1997: 

111).

Although the N. Ireland conflict is not about religion, it is at every level 

bound up with religious differences. It is an ethnic conflict with a religious
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dimension (Jenkins 1997: 120). It is a constitutional and nationalist conflict, 

with other factors making significant contributions (Jenkins 1997: 119-120).

Thus, three issues are to be established at the start of this chapter. 

The first issue is that this thesis recognises the ethnic identification of the two 

main ethnic groups within N.Ireland. These two ethnic groups are made up of 

various groups that create an overlap of religious, political and ethno-cultural 

differences blended together to form two main ethnic groups. The individual, 

as part of some or all of these groups, may also embody this blend of ethnic 

identification.

The second issue is that, for the purposes of a working framework, 

this thesis will refer to ‘Catholic’ and ‘Protestant’ to denote the two main 

ethnic groups. This thesis will refer to religious groups as Catholic or 

Protestant, political groups as nationalist, republican, unionist and loyalist 

and national groups as British, Irish and N.Irish where specifically needed.

The third issue is that this thesis recognises there are many people 

who fall outside of this dual ethnic group opposition, or who straddle some of 

the smaller groups without regarding themselves as belonging to one of the 

two over-arching ethnic identities. However, without wishing to pigeonhole 

the population of N.Ireland into two groups, this thesis recognises that many 

people in Ireland will identify themselves with one of these two ethnic groups, 

or be categorised by others as such.

In order to provide a context for this fractious identification that is 

shaped at the group’s boundaries I examine the history of parading in 

N. Ireland, particularly drawing attention to the use of space. For this I draw 

upon the contestation of space in Portadown against the backdrop of the
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Drumcree Crisis. Loyalist residents protested against the movement of 

Cliftonville supporters through the loyalist area surrounding Shamrock Park, 

the football ground of Portadown F.C, in order to draw together the wider 

identification issues in N.Ireland against the specific example of its 

encroachment into local football.

The contestation of space is intrinsically linked into the identification of 

the two ethnic groups in N.Ireland. As Cohen contends, when members of a 

group feel under threat from an extrinsic threat, they feel the need to speak 

out and to react. The members find their identities as individuals through 

their occupancy of the community’s space. If others invade or trespass on 

that space, then its occupants’ own sense of self is felt to be debased and 

defaced (Cohen 1992: 109). Identification is a case of vis-a-vis, to 

individuals, groups, society and objects. These objects can include locality 

and although Barth’s concept of boundaries is abstract and refers to the 

boundaries of the group, physical boundaries are used as ethnic group 

markers. Thus, an encroachment on space becomes an encroachment on 

identity.

This contestation of space highlights specific issues that accompany 

movement through space in N.Ireland. In this connection, I shall compare 

‘Protestant’ parading with travelling supporters as a means to examine 

identity, particularly via the performance of tradition, memory and ritual. I 

examine the parallels between banners and flags, band tunes and 

supporters’ songs and chants as forms of ritual and an important part of the 

process of creating and maintaining individual and particularly, group identity.
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I look at how these rituals and the process of identity affect their movement 

through space in N.Ireland.

Parades, Rituals and Traditions

In order to draw this parallel it is important to have an understanding of 

parading in N.Ireland. For ‘Protestants’ parading is a means of displaying 

faith and pride in their culture and exercising their right to parade is a way of 

reaffirming that N.Ireland is British. For ‘Catholics’ ‘Protestant’ parades are 

seen as triumphal expressions of superiority and an indicator of the 

continuing differences in communal civil rights (Jarman 1997: 124). Both 

perspectives are possible because of the symbolic nature of parading. It 

leaves the actions of parading open to interpretation from groups. Both 

perspectives are valid. However, the versatility of the symbolism of parading 

means that its participants create a sense of community through the sharing 

of the symbol of parading, rather than a shared understanding of its 

meaning. Parading helps to transform the reality of difference into the 

appearance of similarity, which is important in uniting the various strands of 

Loyalism, Unionism and Protestantism under one banner.

Parading in N. Ireland demonstrates two key features of identification 

and symbolism: they are embedded in ‘tradition’ and ‘ritual’ that helps to 

unite people in their opposition to others and reassert the boundaries of the 

community. They both help the individual relate to the group and the wider 

world in relation to the group. People can participate in the same ritual, or 

tradition and may have different understandings of its meaning. However, by 

participating in the same ritual, they confirm and strengthen the participants’
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identity and sense of social place. Furthermore, these groups will draw upon 

traditions as a resource in which they can selectively (re)construct the past 

into order to provide the groups behaviour and practices with legitimacy that 

is grounded in a cultural past. Rituals and traditions, as symbols, provide the 

group with the capacity to make sense through sharing the same symbols, 

even if they have different understanding of it.

Songs, images, customs, culture and marches have all been 

described as ‘traditional’ within N.Ireland. Often used in reference to 

customary practices rooted in the past, ‘tradition’ is a term frequently 

overused in contemporary N. I reland, particularly with regards to the right to 

parade. The claim through ‘traditional’ rights of ‘Protestant’ groups to march 

along ‘traditional’ routes through the ‘traditional’ marching season appears to 

outsiders and 'Catholics’ as a right of the ‘other’ side to march where they 

want, when they want, in spite of geographic or demographic change. Time 

may pass and changes may occur but traditions are supposed to remain, 

unchanging and unchangeable, connecting the present to the past and 

affirming the meaning of the past for those in the present. A sense of 

‘identity’ in built and maintained through the continuity of tradition and 

traditional rights.

However maintaining a tradition means being seen to maintain it, 

rendering traditions visible in N.Ireland public life on a regular basis in order 

to maintain meaning. Any challenge to such traditions is therefore also a 

public, visible act and thus an attack on one’s status, identity and history.

Any revoking of tradition, such as refusing the right to parade, or removing 

the British national anthem from public events is seen as a devastating threat
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to communal identity. These challenges are regarded by ‘Protestants’ as a 

capitulation to the IRA, a threat to the Union, to British and Protestant identity 

and the beginning of the road to a United Ireland. Any challenges to tradition 

is resisted with an attitude expressed by the slogans ‘Not an Inch’, ‘No 

Surrender’, the simple 'No' or the war-cry of unionist figurehead Ian Paisley 

‘Never!’ (Jarman 1997: 25).

The Drumcree (Supporters’) Crisis

It was amidst the tension of the Drumcree crisis28 that saw Cliftonville 

supporters successfully prevented from attending a football match in a 

‘Protestant’ area. In September 1996, Cliftonville were due to play Crusaders 

F.C. in a cup semi-final at a neutral venue, The Oval, in predominantly 

‘Protestant’ East Belfast. That evening police stopped the supporters buses 

en route to the ground. A local residents group were staging a spontaneous 

demonstration in protest against their presence in their area, Rather than 

remove the protesters, the RUC decided not to allow fans to go any further, 

creating an angry standoff.

In October 1996, Cliftonville were due to travel to play Portadown F.C. 

at their home ground of Shamrock Park. The night before the match a leaflet 

had been circulating in homes around Portadown calling for locals to turn out 

in force to protest. The protestors had given the police assurances that the 

protest would be peaceful, however the situation turned violent as two buses 

carrying the travelling supporters arrived and police tried to force the buses

28 A full outline of the Drumcree crisis was included in a first draft However, due to space constraints it 
has been removed in lieu of further examination on the focus of this thesis, the supporters For a full 
history of parading issues in Northern Ireland, including the Drumcree Crisis, see Jarman (1997, 2005), 
Bryan et al (1995) and Savaric (1998).
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through the demonstration. Unable to break through police lines, the 

protestors showered the buses with stones, bottles and beer cans. As the 

missiles rained through the bus windows, supporters ripped up the seats to 

use as shields to protect themselves. The first bus edged forward and sit- 

down protestors were almost trapped under the front wheel. It was only due 

to the actions of the bus driver that further injury was not sustained in a bus 

that contained a substantial number of children, some as young as the age of 

four. Cliftonville players, worried about the safety of their family and friends, 

refused to come out for the second half of the game, despite winning 1 -0 at 

the break. (Ballantine and Gracey 1996: 79-80). As Kevin and Brian recalled:

That is probably my worst memory watching them. I feared for my life 

that day and my wee brother as well. That was scary’.

(Kevin, Interview)

‘I was there in 1994 when the buses got attacked. That was the 

culmination of three to four years of bad blood between us and them 

ones. The buses got surrounded and they smashed the buses up.

They tried to get on the buses. Some of our fans tried to get off the 

buses. Probably the closest in Irish League matches that we’ve come 

to being killed’. (Brian, Interview)

In the immediate aftermath, there were fears that supporters would 

have to boycott away games and possibly leave the league (Hanlon 1996:

18). Supporters and the wider public were aware that football was being 

dragged into the wider political situation, as the loyalist community attempted 

to link the rights of travelling football supporters to the political issues related
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to parading and that this had brought the oldest club in Ireland to a 

crossroads and on the brink of collapse.

Parades and Supporters

The links between the particular incident outside Shamrock Park, the 

Drumcree Crisis and the wider parade disputes in N.Ireland draws us to an 

interesting enquiry: the parallel between parades and travelling supporters in 

moving through and contesting space. Both are identification performances 

of ritual and memory. The clearest visualisation of this is through their 

physical imagery of the visibility of memory; the painted silk banners carried 

at the parades and football flags brought to games. The banners displays are 

a conservative body, with many of the images and symbols carried since the 

last century. Common images included King William of Orange; the union 

flag; the Orange Order flag; the Battle of the Somme; and the Red Hand of 

Ulster. Supporters’ flags also share a rather conservative frame, drawing 

upon traditional images such as the Cliftonville Crest, the Shamrock, 1879, 

traditional colours such as Red and White or the tricolour, common phrases 

such as Red Army, CFG, The Reds, or Cliftonville FC, as well as reference to 

places and supporters groups.

Whilst flags can be made by the individual, they are often made by a 

group of friends (occasionally a supporters’ club), who share resources and 

responsibility in order to create and maintain the flag. This is similar to 

banners, which are the result of the parade group raising money, with the 

support of and representing the wider community. The function of
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representing communities is also shared by the flags, which often point to 

local areas such as ‘Randalstown’ Reds or ‘New Lodge’ Reds.

These flags and banners announce the existence of the group to the 

community. Without a banner or flag to display at public events or football 

matches, the men are a nameless group of individuals, lacking a collective 

identity and history. It is the banner or flag that announces the name of the 

body, its geographical bases, its political and religious orientation and its 

history.

There are basic visual comparisons that can be drawn between 

uniforms, sashes and bowler hats and replica shirts, scarves and football 

woollen hats that draw the parallel between banners and flags. There is also 

juxtaposition between the band music that accompanies parades and the 

songs and chants that accompany football supporters. Both parade music 

and football songs/chants function to provide a focal point for support to rally 

around. Marching bands are one of the most prominent elements within the 

loyalist culture of parades, although they sit ambiguously within it. The bands 

have introduced a range of new sounds, styles of dress and forms of display 

into the body of the parade. Although few band parades are considered 

contentious in their own right, the violent percussion sounds of the drum 

ignores the spatial boundaries of interface barriers, army screens and police 

lines and carries the beat of the ‘Protestant’ community into all parts of the 

province. The parade may be invisible but its presence is heard and felt, far 

and wide thanks to the bands. (Jarman 2000: 170).

This draws parallels with the football supporters, who constantly adapt 

and culturally appropriate popular tunes, catchy ‘ditties’, contemporary pop
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songs and opposition songs to fit the traditions and history of their club.

Tunes as wide ranging as the theme tune to Sesame Street, the Culture 

Club’s Karma Chameleon, the American gospel hymn of When the Saints Go 

Marching In or Elvis Presley’s Can't Help Falling In Love are adopted by the 

supporters and used in new songs with lyrics more appropriate to the football 

club. The songs serve as a rallying point to both players and supporters and 

are sung travelling to and from the match, as well as attending the match.

As the majority of grounds are amongst working class areas, the 

songs and chants can be heard throughout the entire local area and similar 

to the effects of the bands, create a presence for the travelling supporters 

that go beyond the mere visual. The music, songs and chants creates a 

presence for both the parades and supporters that serves to both rally 

support behind a common cause and entertain participants and audience 

alike but also serves to declare the groups existence to the public: ‘We are 

Cliftonville, Super Cliftonville’; a declaration that can cause offence if it 

infringes upon established spatial boundaries.

Musical provocation is a ploy used by both parades and supporters 

alike. For parades, this stemmed from the European wide custom in the late 

nineteenth century of playing 'rough music’29 to shame, taunt and intimidate 

neighbours and the marginalised, which, although largely a symbolic 

expression of disapproval, could lead to real violence. The aim of the rough 

music was not to entertain or to make music as such but to make noise.

29 'Rough music' denotes a rude cacophony (with or without more elaborate ritual) which usually 
directed mockery or hostility against individuals who offended against certain community norms One 
can find certain human properties beneath all the elaborations of ritual: raucous, ear-shattering noise, 
unpitying laughter and the mimicking of obscenities (Thompson 1992: 3).
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This practice illustrates the dual nature of music making in public. 

Although the marching bands are used to keep the marchers in step and 

entertain the public, they are at the same time beating out party anthems 

which serves to raise sectarian feelings and deliberately antagonise the 

‘other’ and thus define the boundary of the community (Jarman 1997: 162). 

Similarly, whilst supporters use songs and chants to entertain themselves 

and each other and provide a focal point to rally around in support of their 

team, they are also used to berate the opposition with taunts. As Patrick 

highlighted, some fans deliberately position themselves as close as possible 

to the opposition so that the fans ‘could always hear them better and see all 

the hand gestures and all’. In addition, supporters from both sides of the 

community have been known to sing provocative songs at football matches, 

with national anthems God Save the Queen versus The Soldiers Song and 

party songs such as Billy Boys versus ballads such as The Fields of Athenry, 

in an effort to rile up the opposition.

However, it must be noted that supporters do not blindly engage in 

such group practice and behaviour. Its members dictate the appropriate 

actions of the group and subsequently appropriate songs and chants may 

change over time. The structure of the group will remain but its content will 

change. There are times when supporters who have been involved in 

chanting or abuse have disagreed with content of the songs and chants, 

such as that of David and Brian:

They only thing I didn’t like was when they used to sing “Lie down and 

die you hun!” I don’t think then you took in the sectarianism. The 

songs, the songs, you were just caught up in the melody of the songs
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and were part of it but whenever somebody was hurt on the pitch, 

they used to sing “Lie down and die you hun!” That sort of sat a wee 

bit then uncomfortably with me’. (David, Interview)

‘You’re going to get some kid turning up who hasn’t a clue, shouting 

about Proves and thinking they’re class, You’ll get others turning up 

shouting “Fuck the Queen”, or “Fucking Orange Bastards. It’s 

progressive in one sense but in the other sense we’re always going 

to have our assholes and dickheads’. (Brian, Interview)

It is easy to generalise that all bands will play party tunes, or raucous 

music, or that supporters will engage in regular provocation of opposition 

supporters.

Scapegoats

A common parallel amongst parades and football matches are scapegoats, 

used to apportion blame on members of the ‘other’ community/opposition 

and ‘hangers-on’/fair weather fans. Increasingly, it has been the bandsmen 

blamed for violence and confrontation at parades. Bandsmen are an easy 

target as they are part of the parade but not part of the loyal orders. The 

music is highly aggressive, the bandsmen are highly visible and readily 

identifiable by their distinctive uniforms and some bandsmen do get involved 

in violence (Jarman 2000: 160). Similarly, it is the away football fans that are 

often blamed by local residents for any violence or confrontation that occurs 

near the stadium for the same reasons. Local residents are less likely to 

blame the home fans for any poor behaviour or misdemeanours but away 

supporters, identified by their replica shirts and scarves, arriving and leaving
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together at the same time by buses are easy targets for complaints and 

scapegoating. As Brian recalled:

‘I remember going into places like Lurgan and them looking at you 

like you’ve three heads and the look of disgust on them. And you 

think “get the fuck!” So, if they think we’re animals, we’re going to 

behave like animals’. (Brian, Interview)

The fact that the away supporters are more likely to have drunk a 

large amount of alcohol in a short period of time, are comprised of hardcore 

supporters more likely to sing and chant and be noisy compared to the size 

of the crowd and do get involved in violence upon occasion reinforces their 

stigmatism. One interviewee, David, reflected on the hardcore element that 

comprised the away support:

‘It is the hardcore element that goes to away games and I always 

enjoyed the away games more, travelling with people who were 

having to take a bit of time and money to travel to away games... 

travelling on the train you would stick your scarves out the train 

windows, so whenever these guys were standing at bridges or 

junctions or whatever, they knew you were Cliftonville fans so they 

would attack the train’. (David, Interview)

Within the football crowd the fair weather fans are the scapegoats 

(real or otherwise) for any trouble that occurs. As Luke recollected in a CIS 

Cup Final in December 2007 at Windsor Park against Glentoran:
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‘We had a lot of fans there who are just one match a season fans, like 

cause it was a big match, a cup final and we were playing the Glens, 

and they started trouble with the police on the way out, through the 

tunnel, on the way back...there was all the stupid Westies30 who were 

only there for one match and they started trouble with the police’.

(Luke, Interview)

Some supporters, such as Kevin and Brian were a bit more candid 

and openly reflected on their involvement in the trouble, blaming it on youth 

and stupidity:

‘It’s basically people coming along to big games and thinking it’s 

bravado to wave the tricolours or call them an orange bastard or sing 

about the Proves. We’ve moved on. I understand that when I was 

growing up that was part of the going to the games. I’ve done it 

myself, when I was younger. The majority of people that go to the 

matches have probably done it, at one stage or another. But in this 

day and age there is no place for it’. (Kevin, Interview)

‘Fighting with the police, fighting with opposition fans, riots in the 

ground. I’m not proud of that. During the late 1980s and early 1990s 

when I think Irish League football was at its worst and the violence, 

we loved it!...you look back and you think “Jesus Christ, what was I 

like and what was I doing?”’. (Brian, Interview)

Although the scapegoats varied from person to person, hangers-on 

were identified as scapegoats by the fans for any trouble or violence,

30 Reference to people from West Belfast.
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although some fans did admit their role in the problem, although they blamed 

it on the stupidity of youth.

Both parading and football support brings together people with various 

social, political and religious differences in a unified celebration of history, 

culture and power, through the symbolic displays that are used to define the 

collective identity. However, it is this appearance of shared identity and 

meaning that gives a false impression when moving through space. Whilst 

for some participants, (whether they are a loyalist order parading through a 

traditional route that now cuts through a nationalist community, or supporters 

travelling through a ‘Protestant’ estate to reach an opposition venue) moving 

through space can be a deliberate contesting of spatial boundaries. 

Alternatively, it could simply be just a road that needs to be travelled in order 

to reach a church or a football ground.

This interpretation of meaning is of significance when evaluating the 

parallel between parades and supporters moving through space. It must be 

noted that whilst ‘Catholics’ may see parades as invasion or contestation of 

space, or a physical manifestation of a power struggle with the dominant 

community in N.Ireland, ‘Protestants’ may see it as an assertion of their 

cultural and religious identity and regard any attempts to prevent the parades 

as a subversion of their community and identity. For other ‘Catholics’, 

‘Protestant’ parades may be no more than a nuisance, part of the calendar 

year in which to take a holiday to avoid the violence and inconvenience that 

normally accompanies the marching season. For ‘Protestants’ this is the time 

of the year to celebrate, with music, alcohol and festivities to accompany 

lectures and prayer.



This is similar to Cliftonville supporters moving through space. For 

McDonald, moving through ‘Protestant’ areas in N.Ireland in the 1970s was a 

contestation of space:

‘For the true test of the “soldier” was to venture into the enemy’s lair, 

to where the Fenians never supposed to go. Cliftonville fans were 

about to go on a sectarian safari, touring parts of the Province young 

working-class Belfast Catholics had never dared visit since ‘the 

Troubles’ erupted ten years earlier’. (McDonald 2004: 32)

This example illustrates the variety of interpretations of meaning that 

accompany moving through space in N.Ireland. For McDonald, he and his 

fellow supporters were testing predefined spatial boundaries and resisting 

established space. However, reflecting back, McDonald felt that the 

supporters movement into hitherto No-Go areas was not quite the 

momentous declaration of ‘Catholic’ identity that he supposed it to be 

amongst the ‘Protestant’ community, who merely regarded the emergent 

‘Catholic’ Cliftonville support as a nuisance (McDonald 2004: 40). However, 

other interviewees’ memories from the 1970s and the 1990s make it is clear 

that the travelling fans did cause upset as they travelled around the country. 

David and Brian reflected on the impact of the supporters’ presence 

travelling to away game in the following ways:

'The vivid memory is more going to the away games,...! remember 

walking up Dee Street with the police and women were out with 

pictures of the Queen, calling us all Fenian bastards and pictures of 

Paisley and things like that. Shouting abuse at us, you know. I also
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remember going to places like Coleraine and Ballymena on the train 

and the abiding memories was the train getting pelted with bricks and 

missiles’. (David, Interview)

‘Violence? I’d say most away games Everywhere Cliftonville went the 

locals turned up. Cliftonville went to Lurgan to play Glenavon the 

locals would turn up. You went to Portadown and they’d turn up. You’d 

go to Coleraine and they’d turn up. You went to Ballymena, the 

same... Wherever Cliftonville went, trouble would follow’.

(Brian, Interview)

Others still regard McDonald’s notion of nationalist liberation as no 

more than one aspect, although important, of the reasons Cliftonville 

supporters moved through space in N.Ireland. These supporters highlight the 

aesthetic and entertainment aspect of following a favourite team around 

N.Ireland, of exploring new places and spending time with friends and family 

in a recreational fashion.

In a further example, Patrick and Bronagh highlighted that the 

contesting of space between home and away fans, with chants and songs, 

was jovial (if somewhat rude) and not necessarily intended to be taken as 

malicious:

‘All you’re doing is shouting and it’s not like you have to confront 

anybody at the other side of the pitch in the away stand you know. It’s 

all a bit of banter, you know. Shout something, shout it at them and 

they shout something back at you and you have to come up with 

something even better. It’s good fun'. (Patrick, Interview)
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'You are always going to get a little bit of lighthearted sort of banter, 

like winding up the Linfield ones “We only sign Catholics”. But you do 

get a bit of light hearted stuff and I don’t think in the N.Ireland 

context that you are going to get away from that’.

(Bronagh, Interview)

Of course, whilst these supporters may have found these interactions 

entertaining and a form of friendly rivalry, it is easy to imagine that others 

may not take the chants, songs and insults in the manner in which they were 

intended, interpreting and reinterpreting the meaning of the event. People 

interpret this meaning subjectively in light of their own experiences and 

purposes (Cohen 1992: 98). This is the importance of ‘the presentation of 

self during interaction. As Goffman contends, although ‘people have (some) 

control over the signals they send about themselves that they send to others, 

we are all at a disadvantage in that we cannot ensure either their “correct” 

reception or interpretation, or know with certainty how they are received or 

interpreted’ (Jenkins 2008: 43). Interpretation of meaning is equally as 

important as the intention of the event in sharing space. It is in the public 

space that Goffman’s notion of 'impression management strategies’ comes 

to the fore in the construction of identity. It is interactional space that 

dramatise the interface between self-image and public-image. Space is thus 

an arena for the routine construction of identity, as it is a battleground for the 

construction of identities across a boundary.

It is important to reflect that there are other reasons for the contesting 

of space in N Ireland that are of particular relevance to this issue. It is not 

without note that geography (rural versus urban), class and age all play a
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significant impact on the type of parade, the type of music played at the 

parade, the make-up of the participants and the atmosphere of the parade 

that in turns impacts upon the wider community and space. However, these 

reasons also relate to football supporters. Geography can play a great a role 

in contesting space as any religious aspect. The proximity of football clubs 

and the areas they reside in, regardless of religious predominance, is an 

important aspect of football rivalry and contestation of space.31 In the vis-a- 

vis of identification, geographical proximity is very important.

In derbies, teams share a similar geographic and at times religious 

homogeneity. In the derby supporters, draw attention to the more subtle 

differences between the two teams, drawing on supposed differences 

between the areas such as more working-class houses, higher 

unemployment or single parenthood to levy allegations of impoverishment 

and destitution.

In addition, a schismatic split occurs between teams based in rural 

versus urban settings. Whilst teams based in Belfast claim an urban 

background, those in large towns are caught between categories, defined as 

rural in relation to teams from Belfast or larger towns, or defining themselves 

as urban in relation to smaller towns, or teams based in rural areas. These 

categories define the contestation of space and the appropriate insult in 

order to reinforce spatial boundaries, as highlighted in a vignette by 

McDonald in an encounter with a supporter from Coleraine, a large town 

(12th largest in N.Ireland) situated half-way between Belfast and Derry:

31 For example, the Belfast derbies consist of games between Cliftonville, Crusaders, Glentoran and 
Linfield, whilst the East Antrim derbies comprise games between Garrick Rangers, Ballyclare 
Comrades and Larne
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‘When we arrived at Coleraine, we were met by a reception committee 

of very badly dressed Culchies32...there was one particularly vocal 

braying barnyard character who...kept abusing us as we were led into 

the town by a line of weary-looking RUC officers. “Hey lads”, he said 

to the cops, “make sure ya take them gypsies to the chippy ‘cos it’s 

the last decent feed they’ll ever get”. To which we replied in unison: 

“Go home and shag your sister, go home and shag your sister’”.

(McDonald 2004: 34)

Regardless of the reasons for contestation of space, whether they are 

sectarian, religious, class, geographically or otherwise based, the 

contestation of space has resulted in wide-spread violence throughout the 

history of ‘the Troubles’ in N.Ireland. David and Bronagh recollected 

incidents of violence whilst following Cliftonville:

‘Probably the most memorable game for the worst reason was the 

County Antrim Shield final, where my cousin was the goal-keeper and 

he was battered with bricks and they threw darts at him prior to the 

penalty shoot-out’. (David, Interview)

‘I got hit by a brick at Windsor Park. It was terrible. I can’t remember 

what game it was at but we all had to leave very quickly as there was 

trouble starting to break out outside and everybody had to leave. I got 

hit in the leg by a brick and a policeman had to come over and take 

my details. And it was like ‘I just want to get out of here please. My 

mummy is going to think I’ve been rioting!”’ (Bronagh, Interview)

32 Reference to a person who lives in the countryside or in a rural environment
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As Darran succinctly recollects:

‘I have seen trouble at matches. I have seen trouble with opposition 

fans. I have seen trouble with the police force. I have seen trouble 

between supporters of Cliftonville and other supporters of Cliftonville 

football club. I’ve seen a lot of things’. (Darran, Interview)

Key Differences

There is a need at this point to re-evaluate the core framework of this 

chapter, the parallel between ’Protestant’ parades and travelling supporters 

as they move through and contest space in N.Ireland. Certainly, there are 

extensive similarities that make this comparison an interesting prism in which 

to explore the movement of football supporters within N. Ireland. However, 

there are significant differences too. A recap of the key features of parading 

helps to compare and contrast parading and football supporters. Throughout 

this chapter, I have explored the following key features of parading:

Table 2: Key Features of Parading
Category Key Feature

Group mobility Parading formed by groups of people of varying sizes.
Journey Parading involves moving through space.
Movement and 
Performance

Movement is a performance.

Travelling through 
boundaries

Movements contest social boundaries.

Denial of Access Parades are denied access to certain areas
Right of Access Parades use traditional rights and increasingly civil/equal 

rights to parade.
Rigidity of travel Parades mainly travel through fixed and set areas/roads of 

travel.
Protest Parades sometimes resisted by local residents.
Home and Away In home areas local residents are the supportive audience, 

in away areas there is resistance by the local community
Territorial
encroachment

Parades can encroach on territorial claim and regarded as 
an invasion.
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Group movement is a key attribute of both parading and football 

supporters. Both are group events and at times are comprised of smaller 

groups that can merge with larger groups, such as feeder parades, or 

different supporters’ clubs. However, football supporters, in contrast to 

parades do not always travel in large groups, or at the same time. Whilst 

supporters from supporting buses may arrive together and en masse, many 

fans travel in smaller groups, or individually and can arrive over a one to two 

hour period.

The parading and the movement of the supporters are both journeys. 

They are both attempts to reach an end goal, whether that is a church or 'the 

field’, or a football stadium and can involve both transport and walking in 

order to reach their end target. However, for parades the journey itself is a 

major event in addition to the end location, whilst for supporters, travelling, 

although a significant part of the away event, is a means to an end, with 

attendance of the game being the goal. This is reflected in the performance, 

as the travelling part of the parade journey is incredibly intensive, vocal and 

performative, particularly for the band members and those lining the streets. 

The end target, whether that is the church, Orange hall, ‘the field’ or meeting 

area, is more sedate in comparison, where crowds, bands and marchers 

gather to eat, drink and listen to speeches.

In contrast, there may be some singing or performance from the 

football supporters on route to the stadium but this is largely to entertain 

themselves, rather than any audience On occasions, however, some 

supporters will perform on route to a stadium using the local residents as an
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audience. This performance can rile up the local residents and home 

supporters, however these performances are not the norm. The travelling 

supporters are not normally performing to an audience. There will though be 

vocal performance at the stadium, with singing, chanting, flag waving, 

cheering, abuse, dancing and shouting all contributing to the performance of 

the supporters.

Perhaps a key reason for this is the audience. For parades the 

audience are largely amongst the parade route but for football supporters the 

audience, the home supporters, are waiting at the stadium for them rather 

than along any travel route. Both parades and travelling supporters contest 

social boundaries through their movements.

When parades march through areas that are of the ‘other’ community, 

they are often meet with resistance and protest, creating flash point areas of 

contention. This draws similarities with travelling football supporters, who, as 

demonstrated in the example of the Portadown bus attack can be meet with 

protest and resistance from the local community in which the opposition 

stadium is based. However, there is one significant difference in this 

contestation of space. When parades march through areas of contestation, 

such as the Drumcree crisis, they are often supported by other parade 

groups, Orange groups and other interest groups and are often in the 

majority when contesting space, or at least a significant minority. However 

whenever supporters travel through areas of contestation, such as 

Portadown, they are often in the minority, being the away supporters. Not 

only are they outnumbered by the home supporters, they are significantly 

outnumbered by the local community in which the stadium resides.
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Both parades and football supporters have historically been denied 

access by local residents and members of the ‘other’ community. The 

examples of the Drumcree Crisis, the Oval protest and Portadown bus attack 

highlight how this denial of access can range from various forms of protest 

and can escalate to outright violence. The recollections of the interviewees 

are littered with examples of local residents protesting about the presence of 

fans in their area, particularly at the height of ‘the Troubles’.

Both parades and football supporters have used right of access33 in 

the face of such protests34, however parades have tended to use traditional 

rights to reach the church or field whilst football supporters have used civil 

and equal rights to reach opposition stadiums. This is perhaps related to the 

rigidity of their travel. Parades are quite fixed in their travel route; indeed, it is 

the historical fixation of this route, regardless of demographic or geographic 

change that is of the upmost concern to the parades. This rigidity of travel 

relies upon traditional rights in order to maintain the historical route. In 

contrast, football supporters are not as concerned as to how they get to an 

opposition stadium as long as they get there. They are quite flexible in their 

travel arrangements and will enter by a different part of the stadium or enter 

the local area from different directions if required. As such, they use equal 

and civil rights, the right to freely travel throughout N.Ireland and to attend 

football matches void of civil and religious animosity, when faced with 

opposition and protest.

33 Rights of way and accessing land denotes the right to access some land for walking or certain other 
leisure activities One can use public rights of way, e g roads, paths or tracks that run through 
countryside or private property. Source: https://www.aov.uk/riqht-of-wav-open-access-land/overview
34 Protests in comparison use the Rights of Peaceful Assembly which applies to protest marches and 
demonstrations, press conferences, public and private meetings, counter-demonstrations, ‘sit-ins’, 
motionless protests etc. Source: https://www.libertv-human-riqhts.orq.uk/human-riqhts/what-are- 
human-riqhts/human-riahts-act/article-11-riqht-protest-and-freedom-association
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Regardless of intention, both parades and football supporters’ 

movement can be regarded as an encroachment of territory and an invasion 

of space. Whether or not the parades or football supporters are intending to 

mark territory and contest territorial dominance, the local residents see no 

difference in their presence, which they can regard as an enemy invasion. At 

times, this view is reinforced by the actions and misbehaviour of parades and 

football supporters, at other times it is based on (mis)perceptions and 

(mis)information.

Whilst there are some clear similarities between parading and football 

supporters there are some significant differences. Both ‘Protestant’ parades 

and Cliftonville travelling supporters move through and contest space in 

N.Ireland. At times, both have deliberately contested space, particularly in 

the face of localised resistance and protest. Within the context of N.Ireland, 

space takes on particular significance within its long history of territorial 

dispute and encroachment. Any significant body that moves through social 

boundaries is susceptible to resistance, protest, abuse and even violence, 

regardless of the intention of the group. Table 3 below highlights the main 

similarities and differences between parades and football supporters:
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Table 3: Comparison Between Parades and Supporters

Category
Shared Features

Football Supporters 
Features

Parading
Features

Group
Mobility

Group Events
Smaller Groups merge with larger Groups

Can travel in small groups 
/individuals Normally travel in large groups

Journey

Both involved in journeys
Both travelling to end goal

For supporters the game is 
main event

For parades the journey and end 
location are main events

Movement
and

Performance

Both are performing to an audience

For parades the 
performance is 

during the journey

For supporters the performance 
is at the stadium

Travelling
Through

Boundaries

Both contest social boundaries with their movements

Supporters often minority 
when contesting space

Parades often majority 
when contesting space

Denial of 
Access 
/Protest

Both denied access at times by local residents

Supporters face local 
resistance 

on rare occasions
Parades often face local resistance

Rights
of

Access

Both use right of access in the face of protest

Supporters often use civil/ 
equal rights Parades often use traditional rights

Rigidity
of

T ravel

Both are bodies of movement that are travelling

Supporters are flexible 
in their travel route

Parades are fixed/ rigid 
in their travel route

Home
and

Away

When parades and supporters are at home, little or no protest 
When parades and supporters are away, at times resistance an

protest

Local home residents 
protest

due to inconvenience

Local home residents of 
homogenous

areas largely supportive of parades 
and act as the audience

Territorial
Encroachment

Both parades and football supporters’ movement 
can be regarded as an encroachment of territory
For supporters 
encroachment 

is largely at stadium

For parades encroachment is 
largely

along travel route
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Movement through Space and Identification

Both parades and supporters highlight some key considerations for how their 

movement affects their identification, particularly through the symbolic use of 

flags, the power of ritual, the interactional songs and music, the internal / 

external dialectic of identification where groups are compared to others, and 

how identity can be linked to space itself.

Flags and banners are symbolic, both to marching bands and to 

Cliftonville supporters. They are effective as symbols because they are 

imprecise and part of their meaning is subjective. They provide an ideal 

medium through which people can speak a ‘common’ language, are used in 

similar ways, have similar themes, refer to similar entities, ‘God’, ‘King 

William’, ‘Cliftonville F.C and enable its participants to participate in the 

same ritual. The individual and the collective are thus reconciled, despite 

differences in understanding of meaning. ‘Just as the “common form" of the 

symbol aggregates the various meanings assigned to it, so the symbolic 

repertoire of a community aggregates the individualities and other 

differences found within the community and provides the means for their 

expression, interpretation and containment’ (Cohen 1985: 21). It allows 

considerable diversity to shelter under the symbolic umbrella of the symbolic 

mask of collective activity (Jenkins 1997: 116). It unites the participants 

together, who may have differing opinions, views and understanding of the 

meaning of the symbols and unites them against outsiders, against the 

‘other’. Symbols such as flags and banners therefore constitute and give 

reality to, the community’s boundaries (Cohen 1985: 21).
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Both parading and travelling football support are forms of ritual. They 

are formalised and routine and have established ways in which those 

involved conduct themselves with strong sanctions against those breaking 

that formulisation. For instance, the parades can refer to the Grand Lodge of 

Ireland Conditions of Engagement (North Report 1997: 251-252), and the 

supporters can self-police or refer to Cliftonville’s Code of Conduct.

As such, ritual also has enormous potential for the legitimisation of 

power by suggesting that something is right because it has always been that 

way, part of who the participants are, such as walking down a particular 

route, regardless of demographic and geographic change, because the 

Order had always walked down that route. Alternatively, the supporters’ 

refusal to move the ‘traditional’ three o’clock kickoff to a later time to 

accommodate amateur and junior footballers (who play their matches early 

afternoon) from attending senior Irish League football as spectators. Since it 

is part of the participants’ identity, opposition to the ritual becomes an attack 

upon the individual and their community/group

Marching, playing music, singing and chanting are important parts of 

the identification process. By being at the forefront of interaction, they help to 

facilitate in-group and out-group identification. There is great commonality 

between ‘Catholics’ and ‘Protestants’ in N.Ireland. Furthermore, there is 

great commonality between supporters of local Irish League football teams, 

not least their love of football. However, boundaries between these two 

groups are created and maintained through interaction, such as marching, 

playing music, singing and chanting. Similarity and difference are reflected 

across this boundary and it is at the boundary that people discover what they
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do and don’t have in common, with their group, against others (Jenkins 2008: 

103).

‘Protestants’ have their own music and songs, both in terms of style 

and content that is particular to marching bands that is different in some 

respects to their ‘Catholic’ counterparts. Cliftonville supporters have their 

own songs and chants that they strive to be different from that of other clubs 

and reflects a particular history and culture of Cliftonville F.C. In both cases, 

both are simultaneously creating a collective identification, whilst at the same 

time evoking differentiation. Inclusion entails exclusion and vice-versa. The 

music and songs that bands and supporters use to define themselves 

simultaneously defines a range of ‘others’.

Provocative music, songs and chants pushes the boundaries even 

further. Rather than ‘others’ being passively created in relation to a group 

defining themselves, the active differentiation of ‘others’ accelerates the 

creation of the in-group identification. This process is simultaneous. Bands 

and supporters, through their music and songs are stating ‘we have this in 

common and we share the use of its meaning’, by song lyrics such as ‘We 

are Cliftonville, Super Cliftonville: no-one likes us, we don’t care’. However, 

they also compare themselves in relation to other groups ‘We hate 

Glentoran, We hate Linfield too, (Bastards!) and we hate Ballymena but 

Cliftonville we love you!’

They do this, most importantly, via interaction. The music and songs 

are not just played and sang in private (although this occurs) but in public. 

Bands play music along routes that at times come in interaction with 

‘Catholic’ communities as well as their own. Supporters sing songs as they
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travel through communities that are not their own. Furthermore, they sing 

songs and chant at the matches, not only to their own players but also 

against the opposing fans. It is at the boundary, between bands and the 

‘Catholic’ community and between Cliftonville and other Irish League teams, 

via interaction, that group identification is maintained, reinforced and 

amended

It is at this boundary that the Cliftonville group comes into contact with 

other groups. In a world in which groups are simultaneously shaped by the 

internal / external dialectic of identification, the change of other groups can 

affect the identification of the group. Cliftonville became associated with the 

‘Catholic’ community not just due to demographic changes in the local 

community (and thus a change in the group personnel) but also due to the 

disintegration of Belfast Celtic, the movement of Derry City F.C. out of the 

Irish League and the relocation of Distillery F.C. to Lisburn; teams previously 

associated with a ‘Catholic’ support base. Similarly, the recent emergence of 

Donegal Celtic to the top flight has provided an alternative to ‘Catholics’. 

Defining ‘us’ involves defining a range of ‘them’ and ‘them’ also helps to 

define ‘us’. The change of ‘them’ thus changes the definition of ‘us’.

As the personnel across the Cliftonville F.C group have changed, the 

boundaries have subtly been moved and so too has the ‘culture’ of the 

group. Rather than its participants passively receiving, transmitting and 

expressing a set group culture, they are active in creating it. Not only have 

changes in personnel been responsible for this but changes in the personnel 

have also facilitated this change. The band members and supporters are not 

just part of one group. They are part of many groups, who in turn are shaped
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by other groups. They are all shaped by society, which is shaped by 

individuals, collectives and objects. In a world of interaction, group identity is 

fluid and always changing. Changes in one group can change another. Thus, 

as N.Ireland society has changed over the past forty years, so too has the 

identification of the band and supporters group.

In addition to comparing their group identification to external groups, 

Cliftonville supporters compare their internal groups, particularly against 

those who do not attend regularly, those scapegoated as ‘glory-hunters’. 

Scapegoating is an important part of the identification process as it helps 

create an imagined or mythical ‘other’ in which individuals and groups can 

compare themselves against. Band members, away supporters and fair- 

weather fans are all real people and part of real groups. However, groups 

such as local residents, regular supporters and bandsmen confer a 

supposed identification upon them. Thus, band members are identified with 

bad practices compared to the loyal orders, opposing supporters compared 

to local supporters and irregular supporters opposed to regular supporters. 

They are categorised by others, with real and imagined identities, in order to 

facilitate the in-group identification. They are the boogie men, the ones to 

blame when things go wrong. They help to protect the integrity of the group, 

‘"we” weren’t to blame, “they” were’.

For some of these groups, this ascription will impact upon the 

identification of the out-group, as per Brian’s declaration ‘so if they think 

we’re animals, we’re going to behave like animals’. As Brian and by 

inference the travelling supporters, experienced and acted upon this 

ascription, it made an organisational difference to the group and part of the
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group identification, bounded, for example, in lyrics such as ‘no-one likes us, 

we don’t care’. Ascription by others, as part of scapegoating, became self

ascription.

Throughout this section I have taken space to refer to territorial and 

locality group identification of football supporters and contrasted it against 

the typical religious / political group identification in N.Ireland. Identification, 

in these examples, arises out of and within interaction between groups via 

the production and reproduction of difference, vis-a-vis external others to 

create an image of similarity internally, vis-a-vis each other (Jenkins 1997: 

11-12). There is a hierarchy of identification processes.

Thus, although the supporters of Cliftonville would view themselves as 

different from teams such as Crusaders, Glentoran and Linfield, particularly 

on religious / political grounds, they find common ground, metaphorically, in 

their shared territory (North Belfast with Crusaders and Belfast / urban with 

Crusaders, Glentoran and Linfield). Although they might not care to admit it, 

they align themselves under a group identification of (North) Belfast and 

urban identification when playing teams outside of Belfast, particularly rural 

teams. This group identification may be loose, abstract and would perhaps 

push the boundaries of what might be considered an abstract collective. 

However, against a different ‘other’, the internal / external dialectic of 

identification changes and Cliftonville supporters find themselves sharing a 

group identification based on locality that would seem to grate against other 

identifications such as religion and politics. However vague and imaginary 

this group identification is, it still has very real consequences in terms of the 

practices, behaviour and interests of this ‘new’ group.
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An interesting contention by geographers Karen Lysaght and Anne Basten, 

regarding the use of spatial boundaries and identity helps draw this section 

to its conclusion:

‘Boundary spaces are treated by some as zones of confrontation and 

identity performance, particularly in the shape of rioting... Ritualised 

expressions of conflictual relations between groups ensure that 

people become aware of their neighbours’ identities’. (2003: 6)

Lysaght and Basten (2003) draw upon a key feature of N.Ireland 

society, where space is contested and used through ritual to express and 

reinforce one’s identity as part of a ‘Catholic’ or ‘Protestant’ community. 

However parading is just as much about an expression of cultural and 

religious identity and a chance to celebrate and entertain as it is a 

contestation of space. Travelling to support a football team is just as much 

an invasion of local space, regardless of religious or sectarian connotations, 

as it is a chance to fraternise with friends, to support the players and be 

entertained. Different people bring different intentions when moving through 

and contesting space at these events and different people draw different 

interpretations and conclusions in response.

In both cases, movement through space, regardless of intention, 

draws two groups into sharp focus with each other. Identification is playing 

the vis-a-vis and is based very much on interaction, such as marching 

through a local community, or chanting abuse to opposition fans.

Identification is also consequential, through the practices and behaviour of 

the parades and the supporters, that which could be regarded as the ‘culture’
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of the group, loaded with symbolism and meaning; the banners with King 

Billy, the flags with a Cliftonville Crest. These all play on each other, 

simultaneously and interdependently.

This process is based upon similarity and difference. Yes, this process 

can be based on an imagined ‘other’ and there are ascriptions and 

categorisations that parades, residents, supporters and others, all ascribe to 

each other based on conjecture, hear-say and rumour. Nevertheless, there is 

also that which is based on experience, via interaction, across the boundary. 

As Cohen contends (1992: 12-13), boundaries are marked because 

communities interact in some way or another, with entities from which they 

are, or want to be distinguished. Groups exist in relation to other groups; to 

categorise and be categorised in turn (Jenkins 2008: 105). Thus space, in 

N.Ireland, becomes not only something to be contested but becomes a forum 

or battleground for the process of identification. Space is highly contested in 

N.Ireland and any large body of people that moves through it, such as 

parades or football supporters, are susceptible to the contestation of this 

space. Identity is also highly contested in N.Ireland and the movement of 

people through space is one part of the process of identification that takes 

place, whether that is a ‘Protestant’ parade marching through a ‘Catholic’ 

community, or Cliftonville supporters singing The Fields of Athenry’ at 

Linfield supporters.
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Moving Through and Avoiding Space

N.Ireland and its population share a violent and troubled past that continues 

to this day despite the cease-fires of 1994-97 and subsequent Peace 

Process. From 1969 to 2003, 'the Troubles’ is estimated to have caused 

47,541 injuries; been 36,923 shootings, 22,539 cases of armed robbery; 

16,209 bombing and attempted bombings; 2,225 cases of arson; and 19,605 

charged with paramilitary offences (McKenna et al. 2011:1). Throughout the 

history of ‘the Troubles’, North and West Belfast, the two areas where 

Cliftonville largely draws its support base, have been at the centre of the 

violence. From 14 July 1969 to 31 December 2001 North and West Belfast 

accounted for 36% of all deaths caused by ‘the Troubles’, 1,199 out of 3,323 

(Sutton 1994: 1).

Although people’s mind maps of no-go areas35 in Belfast differ from 

person to person, shaped by experience, stories, gossip, rumours and 

advice, a knowledge of interfaces form part of a basic understanding of ‘safe’ 

and ‘unsafe’ areas, as interfaces are areas of increased danger and 

violence. Out of forty-one interfaces, thirty-three are based in North and West 

Belfast, Cliftonville FC’s main support catchment area.

Sectarian violence is not uniform but it does affect people’s social and 

spatial movements and behaviours. Lysaght and Basten contend that despite 

the cease-fires of 1994/97 and the subsequent peace process, the fear of 

violence remains a part of daily life. (Lysaght and Basten 2003: 2). For 

geographers James Anderson and Ian Shuttleworth, in N.Ireland violence

35 See Appendix 6 for a map of Belfast interfaces/flashpoints
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and fear are part of everyday life, for some of the people, some of the time, 

in some of the space (2003: 1).

This fear of violence is highly socialised. People in N.Ireland create 

tactics and strategies to move through areas of perceived fear. The 

perception of relative threat informs decisions on spatial behaviour. People 

move through various boundaries as they engage in various activities in their 

lives. People negotiate the spatial realities of violence and fear on a daily 

basis and develop coping strategies to offset potential dangers. This coping 

is an ongoing process and a constant feature of daily life (Lysaght and 

Basten 2003: 6). In her research on young people and ‘the Troubles’ in 

N.Ireland, sociologist Sheena McGrellis asserts that as the most basic level 

of protection young people use information and markers with a trained and 

practised eye to assess situations and people and respond accordingly 

(McGrellis 2004: 15).

Violence and fear of violence are mutually exclusive. This experience 

of violence varies greatly in form and severity. Subjective fear responses 

diverge greatly from one person to the next and may be conditioned by 

historical factor, previous experience or imagination (Anderson and 

Shuttleworth 2003: 4). Warnings, rumours and advice are a central part of 

local communication. Local stories of violence provide local people with the 

knowledge of what it is that they should learn to fear. Knowing what to fear is 

critical to actually experiencing fear (Lysaght 2005: 136).

In N.Ireland local knowledge creates an unwritten ‘territorial rulebook’. 

This provides information on risk assessment of particular spatial decisions 

and appropriate use of different types of spaces (Anderson and Shuttleworth
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2003: 13).These rules are often specific to particular age groups, genders 

and other categories (ibid.: 13). 'Community is in the minds of its members 

and should not be confused with geographic or sociographic assertions of 

“fact”’ (Cohen 1992: 98). The past in N.Ireland takes on an almost mythic 

character, as it is selectively (re)constructed to resonate with contemporary 

issues. Individuals and communities will refer to their cognitive maps to orient 

themselves in interaction. The mind maps are part of their cultural store, 

accumulated over generations and heavily linked to the past (Cohen 1992: 

101). These mind-maps are thus part of the ‘culture’ of the two ethnic groups 

in N.Ireland. They are the consequence of past and present practices and 

behaviour and are based on peoples understanding and meaning of the 

various symbols that each group(s) used. Interaction is at the core of this 

process. The internal / external dialectic of identification between individuals, 

groups, society and objects, creates an ever-spiralling identification of 

community symbols and communities themselves, with fear, hatred and 

violence.

Avoidance is a common tactic used in N.Ireland. In his fieldwork 

research on rural communities, Murtagh draws upon the spatial focus of two 

small villages in Armagh. Those from predominantly Protestant Glenanne 

went shopping in northern Protestant towns, whilst those from predominantly 

Catholic Whitecross went shopping in southern Catholic towns (Murtagh 

2002: 115-116).

Space in N.Ireland however may or may not be identified by ethnic 

group emblems and markings (and therefore visible to the uninitiated). Local 

people however possess a complex body of knowledge about their area and
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how to negotiate it. This takes the form of a ‘text of fear’ or a ‘boundary 

rulebook’ imposing boundaries on personal behaviour within space. This 

common knowledge is area -specific and deals with micro-geographies of 

particular districts such as sides of streets, bus stops, bus routes etc. 

(Lysaght and Basten 2003: 12).

Wearing particular colours, football jerseys, displaying tattoos etc. 

may be an assertion of right but it is usually seen as confrontational. The 

more responsible dispense with or cover up such marks of identity (Anderson 

and Shuttleworth 2003: 14).

These strategies allow individuals to move through hostile territories 

but by complying with the unwritten rules of the ‘other’ community, spatial 

divisions are reinforced and power relations reproduced. The unwritten 

rulebook prescribes which spaces individual can use (or not use) and 

dictates how an individual should adapt his/her behaviour when moving in 

public space. (Lysaght and Basten 2003: 15).

Clearly the fear of violence impacts the daily lives of the population of 

N.Ireland. Sectarian violence itself is not uniform but it does affect the social 

and spatial parameters of the N.Ireland population. In response, people 

create tactics to move through areas of perceived fear. People avoid areas of 

the opposite religion, as they believe it to be hostile, creating mind-maps of 

no go areas based on experience, advice and rumours. In N.Ireland people 

possess local knowledge which allows them to negotiate space.

With football teams in N.Ireland reflecting societal division and 

association with ‘Catholic’ or ‘Protestant’, the act of travelling through 

N.Ireland wearing club colours forms part of the ‘territorial rulebook’. Whilst
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people may feel comfortable wearing their club colours in their own 

communities, wearing club colours in areas of the opposite areas, interface 

areas or ‘neutral’ areas can result in abuse or assault. The decision to wear 

club colours on the way to a match will affect the person’s mind-map of no go 

areas and their route to and from the match.

The threat of being attacked for wearing the wrong colours in the 

wrong area was an active threat that supporters had to be vigilant of. 

McDonald (2004: 27-28) recalled his typical journey to Solitude from the 

Markets, with his red and white scarf wrapped around his waist covered by a 

jacket. They travelled along the Ormeau Road, down Bedford Street and 

down the back of City Hall so that the suspicious Linfield fans, particularly 

from the Shankill bus stop, would not be able to tell that they had travelled 

from the Markets (a strong ‘Catholic’/ area).

However, this threat of violence due to wearing club colours is not a 

relic of the past but a current threat faced by Cliftonville supporters. During 

my fieldwork research, Brian, passed on a warning to others that Combat 18, 

a violent neo-Nazi organisation linked with extreme Loyalism in N.Ireland 

were in Belfast City Centre looking for a fight in retribution for Cliftonville 

beating Linfield. He advised avoiding town, especially wearing 

Cliftonville/Celtic colours. His warning proved to be correct, as a mob of 

seventy Linfield singled out a man wearing a Celtic shirt in King Street and 

slashed his throat (McDonald 2008: 1).
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Case Study: Johnny

An interview with Johnny, a lifelong Cliftonville fan, brings out some of the 

issues of negotiating space in N.Ireland. Johnny, would wear Cliftonville 

merchandise on a regular basis and would travel by walking or cycling. 

Johnny has generated his own mind map of no-go areas and rules in order to 

negotiate space in Belfast. When asked if there would there be any areas of 

Belfast that he wouldn’t travel through Johnny advised:

‘I wouldn’t be worried about travelling through anywhere, walking 

through loyalist areas would be more of a concern. I feel pretty safe 

walking about the town and stuff, with my Cliftonville stuff on. I do it all 

the time’. (Johnny, Interview)

From his residence, Johnny advised that he would normally travel, 

either walking or cycling to Cliftonville games over the Waterworks, a public 

park with entrances on the Cavehill Road, Antrim Road, Cliftonville Road and 

Westland Road. Cliftonville’s football ground sits on the peripheral of the 

park, around the middle of the top pond, whilst a couple of hundred metres 

away the loyalist Westland estate spills over onto the Waterworks Park at the 

top end of the top pond.

On his journey, Johnny reaches a crossroad (marked on Image 16 

with a red X). From this position, the shortest route from is through the top 

entrance point facing Indiana Avenue, along the top end of the pond passing 

the Westland estate and out through the exit beside Cliftonville’s ground. The 

second shortest route is across the Westland Road and then backtracking 

down the Cliftonville Road
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Image 16: Map Showing Routes from Cross-Roads

f

\
n Parvt

^ \ 
9* \

. \
A ^

V

& ^

//x* 1
WASkweAw Sop-aoo

■ Westland

C«M> An

Estate

d >.

» o

i

V / •

\ /

/ ^ " ■ 1 (5

O* CMlonvttte
F 4 AOub i / «K ^

\ V x % * ^
X.

if1 s V
/

v Muttagruca*

>sa

/ ^ 
i f0,.

/

. The third quickest route is through the lower pond entrance near the 

bottom of the Cavehill Road, exiting at the Brookvale Drive exit and walking 

up the Cliftonville Road. The longest route is walking straight down the 

Antrim Road and walking up the Cliftonville Road. The two shortest routes 

are also the most dangerous for an identifiable ‘Catholic’.

As a supporter who would wear Cliftonville or Celtic merchandise 

almost every-day and who would constantly travel daily over to the 

Cliftonville area to see football matches, friends and his daughter, Johnny 

advised that, while he would have no problem wearing his Cliftonville clothing 

now, he was worried about wearing it when he was younger:

‘I think it was because I was younger and now I’m older. When I was 

younger, obviously there was more chance of getting into a fight,
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whereas because I am now a wee bit older, people just sort of look at 

me. The younger ones look at you and maybe want to say something 

but they wouldn’t say nothing’. (Johnny, Interview)

Johnny advised that he was a person who would avoid largely loyalist 

areas that he perceived be hostile. When pressed he confirmed that he 

would not wear Cliftonville merchandise in these areas but that largely this 

was not an issue as he rarely had reason to go through or near these areas:

‘I would make sure I didn’t have any colours on me, to distinguish me’

(Johnny, Interview).

When asked if he was aware of anyone being attacked for wearing a 

Cliftonville top, Johnny advised:

‘Not recently. It would have been more back in the 1990s, that’s when 

people were getting attacked for wearing Cliftonville stuff’.

(Johnny, Interview)

For Johnny, times had moved on and he contended that people were 

more tolerant now; at least he liked to think that they were. However, his 

younger years in the 1990s were a time of concern, as whilst he would wear 

Cliftonville merchandise in Belfast’s city centre today, he would not have 

worn them during the 1990s:

‘No. No, not in the nineties. I actually had a Rangers top on one day 

that saved my bacon. I was standing in city-centre. All the Linfield fans 

came walking round but I had a Rangers top on. I only bought it 

messing about. I got it in a charity shop for a fiver but I bought it to
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wear to training to wind people up. And one day I had it on underneath 

my jumper and all about twenty to thirty Linfield fans came along and 

started trying to hit me and going “Ah, where are you from?”. And I 

ended up going “here I’m from the Westland” ('Protestant’ area) and 

sort of showed them that I had a Rangers top on and they let me go. It 

was fucking close like. It did save my bacon. Other than that I would 

have got killed in the middle of the town’. (Johnny, Interview)

When asked about wearing Cliftonville merchandise walking across 

the Waterworks during the marching season when he was younger Johnny 

advised:

‘No, no. Because I would have probably have been rioting, you know 

what I mean. Sort of would have been at that stage they would have 

all knew me and I all knew them’. (Interview Johnny)

At that time, Johnny would have used the longer route, travelling down 

the Antrim Road and cutting through the lower pond to reach the lower part 

of the Cliftonville Road, in order to avoid the top end of the Waterworks area, 

near the Westlands estate. At that time of his life, Johnny advised that he 

would only have had a Cliftonville scarf but he would have hid the scarf 

travelling across to the match.
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Conclusion

In the first section of this chapter, I explored how the movement of Cliftonville 

supporters, just like parades, can be regarded as a contestation of space, 

regardless of intent, as different people interpret these movements in 

different ways. The second section, however, examines the dangers that 

supporters encounter through their movement. Johnny’s case study 

highlighted the importance of identifying clothing in N.Ireland, the impact of 

age walking through ‘safe’ and ‘unsafe’ areas and his avoidance of hostile 

areas. Living in Belfast and N. Ireland is a constant negotiation of space and 

this extends from travelling to work, heading to the local cinema, or 

supporters making their way to a local football match.

Both these sections highlight that space in N.Ireland is contentious 

and that the movement of Cliftonville supporters contests space. It is 

contentious as identification is symbolically connected to space, and to 

contest this space is to contest identity. Visual identification with Cliftonville, 

whether that being walking to an opposition stadium en masse, or travelling 

through N.Ireland individually, connects the supporter not just to a football 

club but to wider social, demographic and religious demarcation. 

Simultaneously this also connects the supporters to each other. By having 

this danger in common, by facing (doing) this danger in common, and by 

doing it together, their movement through space in Northern Ireland is 

another route towards being in common. This commonality creates and 

reinforces group identity, as they face danger together. Cohen identifies that 

in order for members to distinguish themselves from members of another 

group in a significant way, they have to have something in common with
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each other (Cohen 1985: 12). The supporters’ commonality is the first step 

towards the recognition of group identity through simultaneous similarity and 

difference across the boundary.

The first section predominantly looked at group identification, vis-a-vis 

other groups and space. The second section examines space mostly from 

the view of the embodied individual, who acts as a marker of collective 

similarity and difference, in which identification is played out (Jenkins 2008; 

91-92). The case study of Johnny acts as an example of what Cliftonville 

supporters have experienced due to their identification with a football club 

many would correlate with being ‘Catholic’ and how this impacts on their 

movement through space in N.Ireland. Across the boundary, between the 

individual and the group, and between groups, their identification as 

Cliftonville supporter(s) is made. As Barth highlights, it is the ethnic group 

that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that encloses it (1969: 15). 

Although Barth undervalues the ‘cultural stuff’, his comments highlight the 

important of the supporters’ group boundaries being made via space, and its 

impact upon their identification.

The supporters identify themselves and identify others and are they 

are conscious of (some) of the signals that they send about themselves, not 

least their perceived ethnic background. They understand the implications of 

ethnic identification in a region burdened by an ethnic conflict: ‘who we are, 

or who we are seen to be, can matter enormously’ (Jenkins 2008: 3). The 

early interactional learning process of primary socialisation includes an 

ethnic component that teaches the individual supporter that the social world 

is axiomatically organised in terms of ethnic classifications and what is
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appropriate and inappropriate behaviour, including where to go, what to wear 

and howto act (Jenkins 1997: 58). The supporters are aware of the 

consequences of being categorised as ‘Catholic’ by virtue of supporting 

Cliftonville, and the need to amend their behaviour and practices in the face 

of such danger.

Referring to Coffman (1969), Jenkins highlights the importance of the 

‘presentation of self, that identity is a matter of performance and that 

selfhood is the partial aspect or revelation of self (Jenkins 1997: 59). 

Supporters are aware that there is a need to hide part of their self-hood, such 

as McDonald hiding his Cliftonville scarf around his waist, or Johnny 

denouncing his ‘Catholic’ background in the face of potential serious attack. 

Cliftonville supporters, like many in N.Ireland, are aware of the implications of 

being categorised by others and are aware, like Jenkins, that violence, up to, 

and including killing, may be the ultimate form of categorisation (Jenkins 

1997: 59).

In N.Ireland, either ethnic group can impose external categorisation by 

the use of physical force, violence, or the threat of such. This experience of 

violence and threats, become integral to the group identification (Jenkins 

1997: 71). Cliftonville supporters, in the face of violence and general 

animosity over the past forty years, have incorporated this violence into their 

identification process. They feel isolated from the rest of the Irish League:

‘We don’t carry hammers and we don’t carry lead,

We only carry hatchets, to bury in your head,

For we are friendly people but if you wanna fight,

You’re sure to get your balls kicked in, by the boys in red and White!’
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They thus react in two ways, resist or submit. They can reject their imposed 

boundaries and their contents, such as when the supporters move through 

‘Protestant’ areas and sing, chant and shout abuse at 'Protestant’ 

supporters. Alternatively, they can accept these boundaries and deliberately 

avoid space, such as taking particular routes through Belfast / N.Ireland, or 

amending their appearance and manner when travelling. In both cases, 

whether they defy categorisation, or amend their behaviour in the face of it, 

they embody the effect of being categorised in the first place. The 

consequence of their behaviour thus becomes incorporated into their 

identification process. They are identified as a Cliftonville supporters group, 

as a ‘Catholic’ group regardless of their defiance or acceptance of such 

categorisation. In turn, they come to identify themselves as such. The 

categorisation by others leads to mutual recognition by the supporters of 

their categorisation, and leads to the first steps towards group identification 

(Jenkins 2008: 18).

The capacity of the supporters to effectively define or constitute the 

conditions imposed by others is important in the internal - dialectic of 

collective identification. Categorisation is consequential and it is in the 

consequences that it may be most effective. The power of others to 

constitute the experience of the daily life of the supporters highlights the 

importance of categorisation to group identity (Jenkins 1997: 71-72).

One consequence of this categorisation is that it contributes to the 

supporters’ sense of ‘we-ness’. They resist or submit together in the face of 

such categorisation. The lyrics ‘we don’t carry hammers’ and 'we are friendly 

people’ embody this ‘we-hood’. By having and facing the danger and
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violence that this categorisation causes together, they move from a collection 

of supporters to a collective of supporters, bond together in commonality and 

categorisation.

The supporters' presence and movement, whether deliberately 

confronting, or avoiding space, is symbolic of power relations in N.Ireland, 

wrapped up in identification processes. The supporters are thus a symbol, 

like a Union flag, or an Irish tricolour, in which identification is played out.

This is a theme I take into the next chapter, where I examine the cultural 

artefacts of the supporter, starting off with flags and flag-making and 

considering what Cliftonville supporters’ flag symbolise in N.Ireland.
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Chapter 4 

Cultural Artefacts

This chapter explores the role of objects in relation to supporters, particularly 

the role they play in identification. In the vis-a-vis of identification and 

interaction between individuals, groups and the human world, objects are 

often entirely overlooked, or not sufficiently considered. Miller’s theoretical 

framework puts objects to the forefront of debate and this chapter takes his 

lead to focus on the importance of objects for supporters’ identification. The 

first section looks at flags and flag-making and the symbolic construction of 

community. Drawing upon Cohen (1992) this section considers the symbolic 

use of flags in Northern Ireland and how they are used by supporters. This 

section considers how flags are used by the supporters to symbolically 

incorporate one particular group identity, that of Cliftonville, as opposed to a 

‘Catholic’ identity. It further considers the contradictions that occur in the 

negotiation of these two competing identities. The second section of this 

chapter draws upon Douglas and Isherwood (1996) and Miller (1987, 1998a, 

1998b, 2001 and 2010), to develop a three-fold analysis of objects in the 

construction of identity. This section focuses on how objects are symbolically 

used but also how they can facilitate identification through interaction. It 

considers the object itself in relation to other objects and examines the power 

of objects, in particular how they inform behaviour and construct the 

supporters as much as supporters construct objects.
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Flags and Flag-making

'When you are growing up in Northern Ireland flags have a massive 

impact upon society. You see them every day of the week’.

(Darran, Interview)

The flag holds rich symbolic and political connotation and deep emotional 

power (Hylland-Eriksen 2007: 1). In the modern era of the nation-state, 

national flags signify, if abstractly, the metaphoric kin groups of nations. They 

are intimately connected to the nature of 'we-hood' (Hylland-Eriksen 2007:

3). Thus, although much discussion on flags has centred on nationalism, the 

discussion can apply to any (ethnic) group that symbolically uses flags. Flags 

are both unifying and divisive, as no matter how much one attempts to 

condense identification into a symbol such a flag, there is always an external 

group to identify against an internal group as part of this process.

Hylland-Eriksen (2007) highlights a few common denominators of a 

flag that helps to provide a base-line for this chapter. First, shared identity 

must be based on something in addition to the flag. In itself, a flag does 

nothing. Second, the flag must be as empty a vessel as possible; it ought to 

be possible to fill it with many things. In order to unite people who are 

otherwise very different, a flag must be capable of making them feel similar 

before the flag, to ‘be all things to all people, anytime, anywhere’. Third, 

ambiguity must vanish at the boundary. Hylland-Eriksen refers to physical 

border crossing and knowing that flagpoles creates no doubt which side of 

the border you are on (Hylland-Eriksen 2007:4-5). However, this could 

equally apply to any group boundary, inclusive or void of territorial
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connection, once we take this contention and indeed all Hylland-Eriksen’s 

three points of contention from the grasps of the nation-state and into the 

realm of collective’s and groups, based on the theory on Barth, Cohen and 

Jenkins.

In the context of the cross community divide in N.Ireland, flags are 

part of the material culture through which identity is asserted, defined and 

renewed. They are used to give and take offence, are flaunted, derided and 

their presence in many public buildings and at parades is frequently 

challenged (Jarman 2007: 90). Flags can appear to be threatening and 

discriminatory towards individuals and can amplify inter-communal 

differences within society. The use of flags within N.Ireland is connected to 

the demarcation of territory through fear and intimidation (Bryan and 

Gillespie 2005: 8).

Flags are conspicuous at football matches and supporters use them to 

show support for their team. In addition, supporters use flags to assert their 

identity, lay territorial claims and mark out their social and spatial boundaries. 

They also use flags to create offence, particularly banners and to make their 

presence felt. Some of this symbolism is undoubtedly connected to the 

‘Catholic’ connections of the supporters, However, some of this symbolism is 

void of ‘Catholic’ connection but it synonymous with another facet of 

identification, that of the fan as a supporter of Cliftonville.

In this section I explore the symbolism of flags and how they 

contribute to the symbolic construction of communities, both that of the 

ethnic groups in N. Ireland and that of the Cliftonville fan-base. A significant 

proportion of the Cliftonville supporters would categorise themselves as part
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of the ‘Catholic’ community and even more would be categorised as 

‘Catholic’ by others. Therefore drawing connections with Cliftonville flags and 

ethnic division helps to explore that aspect of the supporter’s identification. 

However, by stepping back even further and looking at how supporters use 

flags as part of the identification process of being a Cliftonville supporter, we 

can disassociate identification from ethnicity and focus on the more general 

identification process of any group or collective. I start, however, not with 

these groups but with the flag.

Symbolic use of flags within Northern Ireland

Flags are symbols but symbols are, in themselves, meaningless: they do not 

have innate meanings. The same symbol can be viewed and used in many 

different ways. Human beings give them meaning. Symbols have layers of 

meaning. They do not communicate a single proposition but a collection of 

ideas, propositions and emotions (Bryan and Gillespie 2005: 9). The value of 

the symbols is in part due to their ability to represent multiple meanings 

(Jarman 2005: 10) which allows it’s inherent to attach their own meaning to 

it. They share the symbol, although not necessarily the meaning (Cohen 

1992: 15). As a symbol, people can share a flag in common but it’s meaning 

changes with each person’s unique orientation towards it (Cohen 1992: 15).

Symbols can also be used to represent, invoke or imagine a diverse 

community. Because symbols have layers of meaning and have different 

meanings for different peoples they can be used to represent a diverse group 

who may share almost nothing in common. Symbols therefore condense 

identities (Bryan and Gillespie 2005: 13). People can come together under
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such a collective symbol, without having to explore their individual 

differences from each other, or their different understandings of meaning.

The flag, as a symbol, allows people to imagine that they have something in 

common, despite the many things that divide them. Consequentially, they 

come to have something in common (Jenkins 2007: 116).

Flags are often used to remind the ‘other’ side of the continued 

presence and existence of the ‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’ populations. Their 

meaning is thus in part created and sustained from a context of heightened 

inter-communal opposition. The meaning and value of the flags is therefore 

linked as much to their capacity to annoy, humiliate and antagonise the 

‘other’, as it is to demonstrate pride and unity. (Jarman 2005: 12).

Flags Used by Cliftonville Supporters

Against this background, I therefore explore how Cliftonville supporters use 

flags. I obtained pictures of one hundred and one different images of flags.36 

Of these images ninety-five were pictures of a flag/an individual holding the 

flag and six were images of a crowd of people holding the flag. Discounting 

duplicates there were ninety-five flags, a sufficient number for comparison. 

What must be noted is that these are only pictures of the flags that have 

been uploaded to the internet and were tagged appropriately that made 

searching for the images possible. The common themes of the flags are as 

follows: place names; supporters’ clubs; national flags; colours; symbols; and 

phrases/names.

36 These were sourced through two online collections of Cliftonville images, past and present, 
www.seanscliftonvlllepics.piczo.com and www.solitudeville.piczo.com and from an extensive online 
search
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Concerning place names, the majority are places in N.Ireland: 

Castlewellan; Carnlough; Cavehill Road; Coole; Coalisland; Bawnmore; 

Fermanagh; Finaghy; Kilwalkie; Larne; Longlands; Lower Ormeau Road;

New Lodge; Randalstown; Whitewell; West Belfast; and North Belfast. One 

flag was for Aberdeen, whilst there were flags for Austria, Hong Kong, 

Denmark, Canada and Wales. The place names usually pointed to the 

origins of the creator of the flag and reflected where they grew up or where 

they currently live.

In addition, there were also flags that highlighted the following 

supporters’ clubs: the Parador37 Reds; the Social Reds; the North Belfast 

Reds CSC; the Solitude Reds CSC; the Red Renegades; the Red 

Revolution; the Clifton Reds; the Clifton Redskins; and the Spirit of 79. These 

flags were made by the contributions of the members of the supporters 

groups. Some of these groups are formal groups, such as the North Belfast 

Reds CSC and the Solitude Reds CSC, large groups who present awards at 

the Player of the Year Awards each year. Others, such as the Red 

Renegades or the Red Revolution are a collection of friends who band 

together for a common purpose.

Twenty-one out of ninety-five flags were tricolours, a significant 

amount. This reflects the ‘Catholic’ connections of the supporter base. 

However, it is of note that all these tricolours had other images synonymous 

with Cliftonville on them. It is highly significant that tricolours in themselves, 

void of any connection to Cliftonville, were not used.

37 The Parador is a bar based on the Ormeau Road, South Belfast.
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The most common colour used was red, or red and white. Seventeen 

flags were red and forty-five flags were red and white. These are Cliftonville 

colours. As noted previously, twenty-one were tricolours. The remaining flags 

were a mixture of colours and a few were on black and white photographs so 

it was impossible to tell what colour they were. Whilst it is not a surprise,

65% of the flags being red/red and white and 22% being tricolours reflected 

the dual-identity of the supporters. First identifying with Cliftonville takes 

precedence. Secondly, the ‘Catholic’ background of the supporters is 

reflected within the flags, although it is of secondary concern.

The following symbols were used on the flags: Cliftonville crest x 

twenty flags; shamrock only x twenty-two flags; 1879 x seven flags; Che 

Guevara x five flags; star x two flags; skull and crossbones x two flags; 

hammer and sickle x two flags; and GAA symbols x two flags. There are a 

few things of note here. The prevalence of the Cliftonville crest or the 

shamrock (this is part of the crest) comprised 44% of all flags. Images 

synonymous with Cliftonville were thus used in half of all flags, with non - 

Cliftonville symbols comprising 15% of the flags, whilst the remaining 35% of 

flags had no symbol.

Further to this, the following common phrases/names were used: 'Red 

Army’ x twelve flags; ‘CFC’ x eight flags; ‘Cliftonville FC’ x thirty-five flags; 

‘The Reds’ x twenty-four flags. 83% of flags used phrases or names 

synonymous with Cliftonville football. This highlights that the main purpose of 

the flags is to identify with Cliftonville. The flags are rarely made to pay 

homage to a player or manager (past or present). This is perhaps due to the 

temporary status of the player or manager who may arrive or leave at any
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time, compared to Cliftonville, which is infinite. Considering the time and 

expense that is taken with the flags, it is not surprising that the supporters 

opt for symbols and names that are constant and unlikely to change.

Based on my survey the ideal flag would be red/red and white, contain 

the Cliftonville crest/shamrock and contain a reference to Cliftonville FC, or 

their nickname, The Reds’. Most other themes and symbols appear to be 

personal touches to link the peculiarity of the flag creator to the common 

symbols associated with Cliftonville.

Case Study: World Cup Kenny’

‘World Cup Kenny’ is a Cliftonville supporter and Republic of Ireland fan 

whose flag has travelled the world for over twenty years. Made in 1991, the 

flag is unusual in that its creator, Kenny, attaches a badge to it to mark every 

country he has brought it to, or the opposition team. It has been to three

Image 17: World Cup Kenny’s Flag
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World Cups. The flag itself combines his two football interests. It is a large 

tricolour and it reads CLIFTONVILLE FC BELFAST. The badges are 

arranged on the perimeter of the flag. The flag itself is a kind of diary, a 

narrative about the travels of its creator following Cliftonville around Ireland 

and Europe and the Republic of Ireland around the world and the flag that 

accompanies him. Every badge is a story, a memory, a log.

Originally, four friends made the flag. Steve, Rocco, Richard and 

Kenny collectively contributed money together in 1991 to get the flag made. 

The flag’s first trip was to Poznan in Poland and Kenny is instantly 

transported back to the game:

‘And I think we first brought the flag on Poznan, in Poland... we had to 

go through Berlin and the [Berlin] wall was only down two years. So 

we were going by train... the sky changed. It was so different... And 

Rocco only had a temporary passport. It near fell apart. Boom. Boom. 

Boom (imitating the Visa stamp). The guy was about seven foot but 

I thought he was going to deck him, you know’. (Kenny, Interview)

Whilst Kenny could not remember who started adding the badges, he did 

recall when he took sole charge of the flag:

‘I have had it since 1995. There are two of them married now. Stevie 

is in New York. Richie is married with a couple of kids. Rocco just 

comes every now and again on the big matches. So I just went, “right, 

I’ll hang onto it”. I’ve grown attached to it. I have adopted it and I have 

looked after it since 1995, so that’s been, what about sixteen years
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now I’ve looked after it. It’s never gone missing, you know. I hand 

wash it you know. Because it’s too precious’. (Kenny, Interview)

Kenny also reflected on the difficulty of getting the badges. It wasn’t 

always easy getting a badge that could be sewn onto the flag and at times he 

has had to buy shirts or coats with the badge on it and cut it off in order to 

add to his collection. Other times friends have got the badges for him. Every 

badge I enquired about had a story about it: the difficulty of getting to and 

travelling through Iran; having a drink with the father of (ROI goalkeeper) 

Shay Given in Israel; drinking with (ex ROI striker) Tony Cascarino in 

Marseille; entertaining the media in Macedonia; crying after a defeat in 

Japan. It is almost a documentary to Kenny’s support.

For Kenny, the flag is a chance to highlight Cliftonville to the wider 

world. He strategically places the flag behind the football net at each game 

so that the cameras notice the flag. He recalls how people see the name 

‘Belfast’ on the flag and ask him about the flag. Kenny recalled time and time 

again where people would come up to him to take pictures with the flag, or 

getting texts from friends saying that they saw the flag on the television, or 

even strangers coming up to him and enquiring 'Kenny, where’s your flag’. 

The flag serves as a talking point and allows Kenny to open up his social 

network. The flag itself is precious to Kenny. It is painstakingly hand-washed 

so it doesn’t get damaged and Kenny is meticulous in looking after it, even 

going as far as to sleep with it whilst travelling. It both reflects his identity and 

forms part of it. It is ‘World Cup Kenny’s flag’.

Kenny’s flag is intriguing as it demonstrates his identification with two 

collectives, simultaneously and interdependently. In the first instance, he
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identifies himself on a national level with the Republic of Ireland. Living in 

Belfast, N.Ireland, his identification with the Republic of Ireland is very 

different from that, for instance, of an Ireland supporter from Cork. However, 

the display of this flag as Republic of Ireland matches is a symbol that gives 

Kenny the capacity to communicate with others. It tells other Ireland 

supporters ‘who’s who’ and 'what’s what’ with regards to his identification 

process and opens up interaction with these supporters. The flag is a window 

into which Kenny can relate to the world and relate the world to him. In the 

eyes of other Irish supporters it categorises him as a Republic of Ireland 

supporter and thus one of them.

On the other hand, when Kenny displays this flag at Irish League 

matches, it categorises him in a different way. It categorises him as part of 

the ‘Catholic’ community in N.Ireland and thus, by inference, Kenny becomes 

categorised, whether he wants to or not, with labels such as nationalist, 

republican, Irish, Catholic and such like. The external process of 

identification makes an incredible impact on his individual identification. Who 

Kenny thinks he is intimately related to who others think he is (and vice- 

versa).

At the same time, Kenny links his group identification as a Cliftonville 

supporter into the flag. On the international scene, he connects his national 

identity to that of his local, community identity, both that of Belfast generally 

and Cliftonville football club more specifically. It declares that he is a 

supporter of an Irish national team and thus excludes all other national teams 

and that he is a supporter of a specific football team in (N.Ireland) and thus 

excluding all other football teams in Ireland. It declares on the international
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scene that he is Irish but he is from a particular location, Belfast, which is 

part of his identification process.

This flag demonstrates the internal and external dialectic of 

identification, that identification is multi-dimensional and is both singular and 

plural. It places the individual, via a single object, in an identification process 

not only with two different internal groups but against a multitude of external 

groups, who categorise his identity in very different ways. It also contributes 

to the identification of Cliftonville as a 'Catholic’ club, either deliberately, or 

accidently, by virtue of associating the club with a ‘Catholic’ symbol and via 

international televised matches, in a very overt way. This flag is therefore not 

only of symbolic importance to Kenny’s identity but that of Cliftonville football 

club.

Case Study: ‘Flagman’

Darran, aka 'Flagman', is a Cliftonville supporter who is renowned for making 

and creating numerous flags. The first flag he made was a twenty-foot flag 

made from material from a shop in North Street, Belfast. Using a cardboard 

box from Tesco’s, Darran cut out a Shamrock and covered the Shamrock 

with green material then sewn onto the white section, so that the Shamrock 

stood firm. The flag was completed with the writing C-VILLE FC FOUNDED 

1879, made with paper stencils. With homemade flags, the material was 

often a cheap cloth that was very shiny and very light, which caused 

problems with the wind, as the flags would often be blown back over 

themselves. The solution was to add weights to the bottom of the flag,

Darran using fishing weights.
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As Darran got older and he researched more into using stencils and better 

materials and started purchasing blank flags from websites such as 

www.tifo.net, an Italian football website that sold flags, poles, flares, confetti 

etc. The blank flags that he purchased were chequered red and white flags/ 

blank red and white flags that saved time trying to make them from scratch.

Alternatively Darran went to the Fleadh (Irish Festival) and purchased 

a fifty foot tricolour. One of the first flags he printed was a twelve-foot 

tricolour, which read ‘CLIFTONVILLE FC’. ‘18’ on the left hand side on the 

green and 79’ on the right hand side on the orange and along the bottom 

OLDEST AND BOLDEST’, to represent that they were the oldest club in 

Ireland and to reflect that they often caused havoc on their travels.

Inside the ‘O’s of 

BOLDEST and OLDEST’ 

was the Cliftonville badge. 

For Darran the key to this 

flag was that it already 

came with flaps and 

loopholes so supporters

could tie it to posts and fences.

Of all his flags, Darran’s favourite was a 32 foot flag, Red, White and 

Red that was painted by himself. The first red section read ‘CLIFTONVILLE 

FC’ in white writing in Forte font, which Darran had researched and decided 

was the biggest and boldest font available. This was important so that it 

would capture the eye of the players and the opposition. The white section 

said FOUNDED at the top and ‘1879’ along the bottom, with a large
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Shamrock in the middle. To the left of the Shamrock was a small Ultra’s 

badge and to the right was a Celtic badge, which he surrounded with a green 

circle to make the badge look bigger and match the size of the Ultra’s badge. 

In the last red section was 'NORTH BELFAST’, to indicate where he came 

from. This flag was made over a few sittings in somewhat precarious 

circumstances, in the waste ground behind his house in an interface area. As 

well as dealing with the issues of creating a flag and the problems of 

weather, he also had to deal with bricks and stones being thrown at him from 

the interface estate whilst making the flag. Darran implied that the presence 

of the Cliftonville flag, associated with the ‘Catholic’ community, caused a 

violent reaction within the interface area of his home.

For Darran, there were some important symbols to include on the flag. 

For Darran they should always be red and white, contain the Cliftonville 

badge and most importantly for him, contain the foundation date of 1879. 

Even when tricolours are used, Darran was keen to contend that plain 

tricolours were not wanted and that these that were accepted had to include 

references to Cliftonville football club. For Darran, those who used a plain 

tricolour were bringing a hoodlum element to Cliftonville that he didn’t want.

Two contradictions present themselves between Darran’s favourite 

flag and his preference for Cliftonville symbols over that of others. The first 

contradiction is that Darran’s understanding of the nature of Cliftonville’s 

ambiguous symbolism, which is inherent in his disregard for the plain 

tricolour, grinds against his inclusion of a Glasgow Celtic badge (which itself 

has been categorised) in the flag. Instead of reinterpreting ‘Catholic’ 

symbols, such as a tricolour into the symbolism of Cliftonville, or indeed
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using Cliftonville only symbols, he adds a ‘Catholic’ symbol and thus 

reinterprets a Cliftonville flag into ‘Catholic’ symbolism. Darran ‘Catholics’ up 

a Cliftonville flag, rather than vice-versa,

The second contradiction is that the external group took offence, not 

necessarily to the small Glasgow Celtic badge but to the Cliftonville symbols. 

A red and white flag, complete with Cliftonville FC, North Belfast, Founded 

1879 caused such a reaction that nearby residents opted to throw missiles at 

Darran whilst he constructed the flag. Notwithstanding the understanding that 

a green Shamrock would be associated with the ‘Catholic’ community and 

many would not know that its origins lay in a ‘Protestant’ Cliftonville F.C, this 

seems a heavy-handed reaction. Particularly to symbols that the creators 

took great care in choosing, in order to avoid ‘Catholic’ symbols and thus 

create a flag that all Cliftonville supporters could identify with.

The answer to these contradictions lies in the internal / external 

dialectic of identification. When ‘Catholic’ symbols are used with Cliftonville 

flags, they create that connection for both the internal group and external 

group. This reinforces the perception of the Cliftonville supporters as 

‘Catholic’. Thus, even when Darran attempts to use Cliftonville only symbols 

to create a neutral flag, these symbols become reinterpreted as ‘Catholic’ by 

external categorisation.

Once the flag is created, there is a great deal to consider when 

maintaining the flags. For Darran the most important factor in maintaining 

flags was the weather. The N.Ireland weather meant that the flag was often 

soaking wet by the end of the game and there is no natural way of drying 

them other than hanging them outside, an impossible task in wet weather
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conditions. The flags were therefore thrown into a bag and took out a week 

later, often-accruing blue mould and a bad odour. The solution was to air the 

flags after the match by laying them flat in the floor of the upper rooms of the 

Social club and allow them to dry out, which helped to an extent.

All this knowhow was acquired through trial and error. In one incident, 

whilst making a flag using forty foot white material on the floor in the upper 

rooms of the social club, Darran painted ‘CLIFTONVILLE FC’ in red across 

the flag, forty foot wide and one metre tall. Unfortunately when they picked 

up the flag they discovered that the 'CLIFTONVILLE FC’ had transferred 

onto the carpet, which is still there to this day.

In addition to creating individual flags, at times friends or supporters

groups club together to 

create and share a flag. 

Darran started a group 

called the Red Renegades. 

Together they clubbed

together money to buy 

not only flags but other 

materials to improve the 

atmosphere of the ground. 

They created two flags,

highlighted left. Although they were relatively small flags, Darran noted that 

they had a great impact not only at the games but on the side window of a 

bus. A lot of time and details went into these two flags.
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For Darran, the flags have two purposes; to help generate 

atmosphere amongst the fans and to show support to the players and 

Cliftonville. The flags help to create colour and passion amongst the 

supporters and hopefully inspire the players who can see that the supporters 

are putting effort and time into making the flags and supporting Cliftonville. 

The flags serve to remind the players of who they are playing for, the 'oldest 

club in Ireland’, to remind them of past successes so they can emulate that 

success and to remind them of the values of Cliftonville. Darran explained 

that in a packed stadium, his voice can carry only so far but, with a flag or a 

banner, supporters can get their point across with ease. The flag allows the 

supporter to reach out to the players on the pitch.

For Darran, flags can also put across a message that transcends 

football and cuts through the community divide in Northern Ireland. Daman’s 

favourite flag was a simple bed-sheet that stated ‘Welcome Linfield’ in Irish 

and was pinned to the Cage Stand when Cliftonville welcomed back Linfield 

to Solitude for the first time in thirty-five years. Darran interpreted this as a 

symbolism of how football was moving on. For Darran it was also smart and 

intelligent, as the welcome message was in Irish and he interpreted it as a 

humorous and tongue in cheek, as well as welcoming, message. McDonald 

too, interpreted this as a welcoming message on page 69 on this thesis, 

regarding it as an ‘extremely touching as well as historic moment in the 

history of war-torn north Belfast’ (McDonald 2004: 44).

Considering the length of the 29-year ban that adversely affected 

Cliftonville more than it affected Linfield, it would be easy to envisage a 

certain bitterness, even at the event that marked the lifting of the ban. In

198 | P a g e



addition, the strong rivalry with Linfield indicates that relations were anything 

but cordial between the supporters. One could assume that the decision to 

write a welcoming message in Irish was more than just tongue in cheek. It 

could be construed as a declaration of ‘Catholic’ defiance in the face of 

perceived ‘Protestant’ attack and marginalisation. It could be a declaration of 

Solitude as a ‘Catholic’ area, in opposition to the movement of the supporters 

of biggest ‘Protestant’ club through it: a subtle territorial claim, marking not 

just ‘Catholic’ Solitude but reaffirming the presence of the ‘Catholic’ group 

throughout N.Ireland.

Whether this was the flag’s creators’ intention is unclear. However, if 

we take the position that it was, then it is clear that the symbolism of the flag 

rendered it open to interpretation. So much so that McDonald declared is as 

touching and Darran regarded it as welcoming, if tongue in cheek. On the 

one hand, the ‘Welcome’ message included the Linfield supporters into a 

wider supporter group with the Cliftonville supporters. On the other hand, by 

writing this message in Irish, the flag included the Cliftonville supporters 

whilst excluding the Linfield supporters. This flag demonstrates that whilst 

being symbolically flexible and open to interpretation that rendered it a 

powerful mechanism for group identification, it was a poor mechanism for 

sending a particular message. Alternatively, perhaps the bittersweet 

sentimentality of the message was the intended purpose.

Flags, Cohen and the symbolic construction of the Cliftonville community

The implications of changing terraces echoes Cohen contention that 

the symbolic expression of community and its boundaries increases in
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importance as the actual geo-social boundaries of the community are 

undermined, blurred, or otherwise weakened (Cohen 1985: 50). The decline 

in industry, the move towards the service sector, increasing technology and 

the decline of the ‘traditional’ working class of late capitalist society indicate 

that society has significantly changed. The legacy of ‘the Troubles’ together 

with the post-Peace Process improvements has accelerated an onset of 

change in N.Ireland. Therefore, it is to be expected that supporters will 

symbolically link their local communities and collectives with something more 

substantial and long lasting, Cliftonville, in an effort to preserve these local 

identities. In a modern world, Cliftonville and Solitude remains one the last 

bastions of terrace supporting, but even this stadium has underwent 

significant change recently. However, whilst the design of the stadium will 

change, its continued presence, and that of the club, is a cultural anchor in a 

sea of change for the members of the Cliftonville group(s).

More importantly, even if the boundaries of these groups were not 

undergoing significant change, Cohen contends that ritual (in our case, the 

flag as symbol) confirms and strengthens social identity and people’s sense 

of social location and is an important means through which people 

experience community (Cohen 1985: 50). The flags serve as a rallying point 

for groups of people who may have many conflicting ideas about its purpose, 

or groups that are small but lack focus in what their purpose is. The flags 

also serve to declare the group to the wider world. Without such a flag, the 

group may only exist in the heads of its members. However, by flying under a 

flag, the flag creates a constant presence for the group and clearly states 

that a group is present and that it has linked itself to Cliftonville football club.
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The flag gives substance to the ‘imagined’ group identity. The flag say 

something about the relation of the group to others. It relates the individual to 

his group, indeed to the wider world, as mediated by his group membership. 

The flag helps to construct and allow the individual to experience social 

boundary (Cohen 1985: 54).

Reflecting on the use of flags by Cliftonville supporters, the most 

striking feature is that these flags largely ignore the symbolism connected to 

the ‘Catholic’ community. Cohen draws upon Abner Cohen’s (1980) work on 

the Netting Hill carnival that contended that immigrants who previously were 

unable to identify with their society of origin found orientation within the 

boundaries marked by the Carnival. Each was able to define the community 

for themselves using the shared symbolic forms of the carnival. Cohen 

concluded that it was the very ambiguity of the symbols which made them so 

effective as boundary markers of the community; that these displaced 

immigrants were able to participate in the ‘same’ ritual but were able to find 

quite different meanings for it (Cohen 1985: 54-55).

In a similar fashion, the ambiguity of these flags that allows a variety 

of people to identify with them. First, the majority of supporters are ‘Catholic’ 

but they still possess a significant number of ‘Protestant’ supporters.

However even this does a disservice to the supporters, to categorise the 

supporters into such terms and the consequential connotations such as 

nationalism, republicanism, Irish, Catholic and loyalist, unionist, British, 

Protestant and all else in between and not at all. However, these flags
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service this diversity, by choosing symbols void38 of association with the 

dominant ethnic group within the supporters’ base, ‘Catholics’.

They therefore use symbols that enable everyone to have the capacity 

to make meaning. They permit interpretation and provide scope for 

interpretive manoeuvre by those who use them. They express supporting a 

football team in a way that allow their common form to be retained and 

shared amongst the members of the group, without imposing upon these 

people the constraints of uniform meaning, particularly a uniform ’Catholic’ 

meaning. As malleable symbols, they can fit the circumstances of the 

individual (Cohen 1985: 16-18).

Thus, even those who want to symbolically display their ethnic 

identity, have to do so within the confines of these non-ethnic symbols. There 

is room for negotiation, as demonstrated by the combination of tricolours with 

Cliftonville symbols but there is no room for out and out ‘Catholic’ symbolism 

at the ground.

Merchandise as Cultural Artefacts

In this section, I examine the importance of material goods associated with 

Cliftonville FC and discuss how supporters use them. I approach this use as 

an active process and argue they play a significant role in the users’ 

construction of identity. These material goods/cultural artefacts include flags, 

scarves, programmes/ fanzines, pins/badges, and clothing such as replica 

shirts or tracksuits.

38 To note, the Shamrock was an original feature of the Cliftonville Crest, indeed the crest was simply a 
large Shamrock. Although the Shamrock is normally associated with the ‘Catholic’ community, this was 
not an import brought about after the demographic upheaval in the Cliftonville area and supporter fan- 
base but was an original feature.
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I highlight how these goods encompass multiple uses for Cliftonville 

and its supporters. I outline these uses in Table 4 on page 207. On top of this 

minutia of use, they also help to construct identity and as part of this process 

facilitate social relations through its creation, use and exchange. It is here 

that this thesis' interest primarily lies.

Before discussing how fans use these material goods I first place this 

chapter within its academic context of material culture. As a base line, we 

can regard material culture from a semiotics point of view, that it represents 

something about us. Whilst the theoretical argument has its limitations, there 

is much to be gained from considering the anthropological discussions of 

Mary Douglas and Marshall Sahlins, as examples of this theoretical 

framework. One way to appreciate objects is to consider them as signs and 

as symbols that stand for something. Material goods could be considered as 

an unspoken form of communication and a kind of pseudo-language. 

Supporters will wear material goods, such as replica shirts, scarves, pins, or 

badges and wear them on match day to symbolise something about their 

identity. Other supporters may choose to wear ordinary clothes, to similarly 

symbolise something about their identity. Each piece of clothing presents 

something about the person, a part of their identity that they want to project, 

or to fit in appropriately with a wider collective identity.

However, the debate can be taken a level further and consider the 

works of Jenkins, Barth and Cohen and the internal external dialectic of 

identification. Material goods, as signs and symbols, may help supporters to 

portray their identification but this identification, as portrayed by their clothes, 

scarves, flags is engaged with, ignored, or reinterpreted by others. The
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supporters in turn reinterpret this into their identification process. Thus, it is 

not merely a case of a supporter symbolically projecting their (or part of their) 

identity through material culture but is part of a bigger identification process 

that involves other supporters and other groups.

Finally, we reach the third layer of Miller who moves material culture, 

often regarded as on the peripheral of identification, if considered at all, into 

the forefront of the debate. Miller transcends the usual dualism between 

subject and object and studies how social relations are created through 

consumption as an activity. Material objects are at the core of people’s lives 

and their identities. People shape objects and objects shape people (Miller 

2010: 135). Our system of order, how we learn, culture, is determined by 

objects. Objects help people to act appropriately (Miller 2010: 53).

The argument thus moves away from the overt symbolism of objects, 

to the humility of objects. As well as considering how objects can be 

deliberately used by supporters to a particular end, we also need to consider 

the objects that set the scene and ensuring appropriate behaviour, without 

being open to challenge. They determine what takes place to the extent that 

we are unconscious of their capacity to do so (Miller 2010: 50). Objects 

‘continually assert their presence as simultaneously material force and 

symbol. They frame the way we act in the world, as well as the way we think 

about the world’ (Miller 1987: 105).

Thus all material goods, such as scarves, flags, pin badges, are social 

objects that shape human existence, which in turn shapes objects. 

Furthermore, objects such as scarves or shirts are not just commodities; they 

are ‘objects in social motion’ within a process of consumption.
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Consumption is frequently seen an end point, the outcome of a 

process of production, whereby the act of consumption is secondary and 

often overlooked, in preference to the processes of production (Crawford 

2004: 114). Lury (1996: 3) however suggests that consumption needs to be 

understood as a constituent part of a continuing process and cycle of various 

forms of both production and consumption. In addition, Miller’s (1998b) work 

on soft drinks in Trinidad highlights the dialect that takes place that 

transcends the simple local dichotomy of ‘black’ sugar drinks with African- 

Trinidadians and the ‘red’ sugar drinks of Indian-Trinidadians into a multiplex, 

multi-faceted relationship between consumers, producers and distributors. 

The production-consumption relationship is never one way. We have moved 

on from the Ford-ist ‘you can have it in any colour, as long as it’s black’ to a 

post-modernist society where custom, flexibility and dialogue between 

consumer and production is key.

Material goods are thus part of a process of production and 

consumption that is dialectical. The object-subject dialectic starts at 

production (creation) and this process continues through the life of the 

object. Objects are part of humanity which ‘makes’ the world through 

physical manipulation and ideational construction. Humans shape, change 

and manipulate the material world; however, objects in turn shape human 

existence. For example, people may build a football stadium, which provides 

shelter for the fans and a place for the footballers to play amongst other 

functions, whilst the layout of the stadium impacts upon the atmosphere and 

the style of football played.
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However, it also helps to shape human experience, as it contains a 

sense of ‘home’ for the fans and their design, maintenance and decoration 

convey social messages about the identity of Cliftonville and the supporters. 

The design informs the supporters where to sit, where to stand, where to 

group together to sing and where to take younger supporters to in ‘family’ 

friendly areas. It dictates where is appropriate to hang a flag, where to 

smoke, where to drink, where to berate opposition players and linesman 

within earshot and where to heckle the goalkeeper. The design of the 

stadium, as an object, dictates the appropriate behaviour at it. Take away the 

stadium and a great deal of the daily life of the supporter would be different. 

The same could be said of the supporters clothing. Clothing both protects the 

body from the elements and projects a message about the identity of the 

wearer. The stadium and clothing, like other objects, carry multiple utilitarian, 

ideational and social uses and in these ways help shape human existence. 

They inform a supporter if they are in the company of fellow supporters or 

not. Walk into the wrong pub at an opposition stadium and the ‘fight or flight’ 

human response will kick in at the mere sight of the incorrect replica shirts 

compared to theirs. One only need refer back to Johnny’s ethnography about 

wearing a Glasgow Rangers as an example of an object setting the scene for 

appropriate behaviour, that transformed Johnny from a potential victim of 

violence to ‘one of them’ and his subsequent safety.

Sport related consumer goods can play an important role in the 

patterns of contemporary football support for many fans. Cliftonville 

supporters will display their identity and membership to their football team 

and by extension, various groups and communities with football related
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consumer goods. This can sometimes be obvious, such as wearing a replica 

shirt but can also involve more subtle displays of affiliations and loyalties 

such as a discreet pin-badge on a jacket, or a mug in the office. For many 

supporters, part of their identity as a football fan and their connection with 

Cliftonville will be expressed and displayed through the use of football related 

consumer goods (Crawford 2004: 114-115). Fiske (1989: 23) suggests while 

artefacts of popular culture (including consumer goods) are manufactured 

and sold in a capitalist market for profit, these are then incorporated into the 

everyday lives of consumers, who construct their own meanings and uses.

Use of Cliftonville Merchandise

Table 4: Specific Uses of Cliftonville Goods

Use of Goods

Type of Goods
Badges/Pins/
Patches

Programmes/
Fanzines

Clothing- Shirts, 
tracksuits etc Scarves

Form of revenue X X X X
Collected X X
Form of information X
Form of Nostalgia X X
Exchanged, seller-buyer X X
Swapped with friends/ Given 
as gifts X X
Used as Fashion X X X
Share themes Synonymous 
with CFC X X X
Form of
Workmanship/Craftmanship X
Used in conjunction with other 
objects X X
Used for Commemorations X X X
Used for Commercialisation 
Purposes X X
Use socially at match X X
Used for Warmth/comfort X X
Home-made versus official X X X X
Used in Performance X
Displayed on Walls X X X X
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Table 5: General Uses of Cliftonville Goods
Used by club to raise money. Used by fans to support club.

Used by fans for fashion and comfort. Used by fans as a form of exchange
Used by fans to construct identity and 

allegiances.
Used by fans to create and maintain 

social relations.
Used by fans to create and maintain 

social relations.
Used by fans and Cliftonville to 

commemorate important occasions.
Used by fans for display and 

performance.
Collected by fans and used as form of 

nostalgia.

Used in conjunction with other objects. Used for purposes other than its 
designed purpose.

Created/made by fans as well as 
Cliftonville.

Uses themes and symbols 
synonymous to Cliftonville FC.

For the purposes of this section and for the purposes of the tables 

above, I have divided the Cliftonville merchandise into three sections: 

badges/pins/patches, programmes/fanzines and clothing,

Badges, pins and patches

Starting with badges, pins and patches (pictures of which are shown in 

Appendices 2:3, 2:4 and 2:5): an important use of these objects is that they 

are a source of revenue. There are several groups involved as sellers in this 

trade. Cliftonville F.C. is one seller and it is the producer of the official 

badges, pins and patches. The supporters’ clubs are another seller and they 

sell badges either to raise money for the football club or for the supporters’ 

club and/or to promote the supporters’ clubs name and ethos. For example, 

the North Belfast Skins, the North Belfast Reds CSC, the Solitudes Reds 

CSC and the North Belfast Reds all produce badges that promote the 

supporters’ clubs presence.

Cliftonville supporters and by football supporters with an interest in the 

Irish League collect these badges. There are two collection fairs each year in 

N.Ireland, in May and November, which largely sells collectables such as
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programmes, annuals, pins, and badges etc. For the collectors, an important 

aspect of the badge is its history, who made it, why it was made and how it 

was made.

These badges and pins evoke nostalgia in the football supporter.

Each badge or pin was produced for a reason, for a match or an event, or for 

a group. Each badge or pin is therefore a memory, perhaps of an important 

win, or a historic match, or an iconic team. Alternatively, the memory lies with 

the exchange itself. One collector (Kieran) recalled that the badge to the 

right (Image 21) was the first Cliftonville badge he ever came across. He first 

saw this one back in 1978 in a collection belonging to a neighbour who 

wasgetting married and selling off his collection to raise funds. The 

collector’s eyes lit up when he saw this Cliftonville one. By the time he

returned with sufficient money, to his . . D. D .7 ’ Image 21: Kieran s Elusive Pm Badge

horror, the badge was gone. The 

collector eventually managed to buy 

this badge at a recent programme fair 

from a fellow collector for ten pounds 

many years later.

Supporters exchange these badges, creating a social life in the object 

as the badge is bartered and bargained and swapped from one supporter to 

the next. This exchange facilitates conversation regarding the badge, and 

then the conversation may extend beyond the badge to more cordial social 

relations.
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Supporters also give these badges to others as gifts. Some

supporters are constantly on the lookout
Image 22: Good Relations Pin Badge

for rare badges and pins and rely on 

friends and fellow supporters to increase 

their collection. At other times, these 

badges can be given as gifts to promote 

good relations and cement new friendships such as the badge left (Image 

22), of which Kieran gave five to a group of Cardiff supporters he met in a 

bar after the Ireland v Wales match in 2007 to mark their friendship.

These badge, pins and patches are used for commemorations. From 

the selection in the Appendices, fifty-eight out of one hundred and sixty, just 

over one third of badges, pins and patches commemorate a specific match, a 

win, a title, or an event. These badges and pins document the history of 

Cliftonville and symbolise the importance of events.

For example, the badge to the left (Image 23) was the first enamel Cliftonville

badge that most Cliftonville supporters in the 1970s
Image 23: Clifton Reds Pin

were able to buy. It was produced by the Clifton 

Reds supporters' club to celebrate Cliftonville’s 

centenary year in 1979 and it was made in limited 

numbers and the die was destroyed so no more copies could be made. To 

the right (Image 24) is an unofficial but popular 

badge that was produced to mark the 1998 

premiership winning season of both Cliftonville 

and Celtic. It was designed and sold by a stall 

merchant in the High Park Centre, Belfast.

Image 24: 1998 League Win 
Pin Badge
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These badges, pins and patches are also used in conjunction with 

image 25: Tin Badges other merchandise, primarily scarves. In the

days before supporters could buy a scarf that 

said 'Cliftonville' on it, supporters had to make 

do with these tin badges (Image 25, left) pinned 

to a red and white bar scarf. These badges 

were sold by Kane's Picture Gallery shop in Belfast’s city centre. In addition 

to the 'Cliftonville Are Magic’ badge there was an ‘I Hate Linfield’ badge. The 

‘I Hate Linfield’ badges were duly confiscated by the RUC following 

complaints from a unionist politician. However, the ever-resourceful Picture 

Gallery started producing them in Irish to get around the ban. These badges 

and pins on scarves (image 26, below) give a personal touch to official 

Image 26a: Scarf with Badges Image 26b: Scarf with Badges merchandise and

create a 

biography and 

personal history 

that is carried 

about by the

supporter.

It is notable that these pins, like much of the merchandise sold by 

Cliftonville and made by the fans, share similar themes and symbols 

connected with Cliftonville F.C. Although this was explored in the section on 

flags, it would still be prudent to note the common symbols used, such as 

‘Cliftonville F.C.’, The Reds', ‘1879’, ‘C.F.C.’, the crest, the shamrock, and 

the use of red and white colours.
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Football Programmes/Fanzines

Another importance piece of merchandise to the supporter is the football 

programme (see Appendix 2:1). Its primary use to the supporter is as a 

source of information. Before the advent of the Internet, the football 

programme, along with news articles, was the primary source for learning 

about the players, Cliftonville, the history and the current events. It still plays 

an important role in this regards today, although the official website and the 

online forums are probably the primary sources of information, certainly for 

younger people. A copy of The Reds’ football programme from 24th March 

1983, Volume 3 No. 20, priced 30 pence, provided club official greetings; a 

list club honours; an update from the team manager; an update on the 

second/reserve team; a review of the opposition team; current affairs and 

events; a review of the previous match; a quiz or brain teaser of some form; 

a 'Cliftonville Through The Ages’; an updated league table; appearances and 

scorers; and a list of fixtures and results,. Fast forward to a football 

programme from 26th April 2011 against Crusaders, Volume 30 No. 27, 

priced at two pounds, not much has changed. The officials’ list is expanded 

as are the club honours to include youth team achievements; the mandatory 

code of conduct is included; a calendar of events at the Social club is 

included; but most of the format and information is kept the same.

Just like the badges, pins and patches, programmes are also 

collected, exchanged, swapped with friends or given as gifts. They are used 

to commemorate events in special editions such as the centenary year 

programme in 1979 or the more recent one hundred and thirty year 

anniversary programme.
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In addition to the official football programme, there were also

supporter fanzines. The two most popular Cliftonville fanzines were The

Image 27a: The Cage to the Cage to The Jungle’ (Image 27a) and The 
Jungle Fanzine
THE CAGE TO 

& THE JUNGLE
A'TinaM! u: • rTfr 

cAN7Wr

I

Wee Red’ (Image 27b). In addition there 

was also ‘Seeing Red’, ‘Zico Was A Punk 

Rocker’, The Reds Gazette’ and the short 

lived ‘CASBAH’ (Cliftonville Against Bigotry 

Sectarianism And Hatred). Today Internet 

forums and online blogs have replaced 

these fanzines. The original fanzines were 

all home produced with glue and celiotapeRl) irTA/fTTVFR

being part of the technological production process and were produced in 

small numbers. Unlike the official football magazine which provides a voice 

for the football club, the independent fanzines provided a voice for the 

Image 27b: The Wee Red Fanzine supporters and provided opinions that

were free from censorship or restraint. 

Very often these magazines were 

satirical in nature and relied on humour 

as well as thoughtful insights as their 

key selling point.
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Clothing

A further important piece of Cliftonvilte merchandise is clothing (see 

Appendices 2:2, 2:7 and 2:8). T-shirts, scarves, hats and jackets suitable for 

adults and children are available through Cliftonville. Their first function is 

that they provide warmth and comfort to those wearing it, as the Irish League 

operates a winter league format (running from August to April) in a climate 

mild, moist and with abundant rainfall.

Inside the stadium, identifying with Cliftonville through expressing 

allegiance through clothing is both a panoptic and synoptic act. The visual 

act of display is directed towards an audience. The Cliftonville supporters 

know that they are being watched; by the Cliftonville staff and team; by other 

fellow supporters; by the opposition supporters, staff and team and by the 

media. Cliftonville supporters watch and are watched. Through their clothing 

they create a visual connection of their identity with their team. The 

supporters dress to identify with Cliftonville and to be identified as Cliftonville 

supporters.

Not only are they engaged in internal-external dialectic but they are 

also hyper-aware of this identification process. They are not passive 

members of a group that is being shaped by external groups against the 

internal categorisation. They are aware that they are categorised in a 

particular away by particular external groups in Northern Ireland. Therefore, 

they use the medium of media to impact on these particular external groups, 

by involving other groups to take part in the internal-external dialectic of 

identification, both directly to Cliftonville and indirectly via these particular 

external groups. The particular external groups become involved in their own
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internal-external dialectic of identification regarding Cliftonville vis-a-vis other 

external groups.

By putting objects on show, such as Cliftonville flags, shirts and 

scarves, void of certain ‘Catholic’ symbols, they can subvert the external 

categorisation of other groups who reinterpret the Cliftonville symbols into 

‘Catholic’ symbols. Furthermore, they put themselves on show as objects, 

there to be packaged into news articles, match highlights, live sky sports 

television programmes, blogs, internet forums, or radio discussion shows. 

They push the internal-external dialectic of identification into a wider 

audience, a wider external group and into a wider network of external groups 

who are in contact with each other. Those objectified as ‘Catholic’, by using 

objects and presenting themselves as objects, can be humanised.

However, it must be noted that not all fans dress in Cliftonville 

merchandise. Some wear ordinary clothing, perhaps to avoid over

identification with Cliftonville, to adopt a more casual football supporting 

lifestyle. Alternatively, they dress casually because they choose to identify 

with Cliftonville through means other than visual.

Amongst the supporters there are also subtle differences in 

homemade versus official clothing. Before the advent of replica shirts, hats, 

scarves and gloves would have all been homemade, knitted using Cliftonville 

colours, with badges attached to reinforce the association with Cliftonville. 

Darran recalled how his mother knit one of his earliest scarves and followed 

a red and white repetitive design. Likewise, a generic red and white hat can 

be adapted into being a Cliftonville hat. As highlighted in Appendix 2:13, 

even red sombreros, a red and white traditional Arab headdress, or even a

215 I P a g e



red wig can all be appropriated as Cliftonville headwear. Homemade shirts 

and jackets would have been extremely difficult to make, although cloth 

patches with the Cliftonville logo or C.F.C. would have been attached to 

clothing upon occasion. Supporters would also have worn red clothing in 

order to create a clothing link between the fan and Cliftonville.

Appropriation is a key feature here. Miller argues that

‘appropriation takes place through an expanded process of 

consumption by means of which goods and services are distanced 

from the abstracted and alien but necessary, institutions in which they 

originate and are recast as inalienable cultural material... by which 

society re-appropriates its own external form - it assimilates its own 

culture and uses it to develop itself as a social subject.’ (1987: 17)

Miller implies that supporters hold the capacity to make an object properly for 

and of oneself. Identical, anonymous commodities such as a red jacket, or a 

red and white hat, can be re-contextualised from the point of purchase in 

numerous different ways by supporters, to promote diversity rather than 

homogeneity. Furthermore, by appropriating goods, supporters can expand, 

modify or amend their identity, vis-a-vis these objects.

A three-fold approach to supporters objects

Reflecting back on the variety of supporters merchandise, there are three 

levels in which to analyse their use. On a basic level, one is drawn to the 

symbolism of the pin badges. They incorporate symbols that are familiar to 

Cliftonville supporters and help commemorate particular events, victories and 

accomplishments. On occasion, in addition to symbolising Cliftonville, they

216 I P a g e



also stand to symbolise particular supporters clubs. As Douglas and 

Isherwood state, the ‘essential function of consumption is its capacity to 

make sense...commodities are good for thinking; threat them as a nonverbal 

medium for the human creative faculty' (1996: 40-41).

So how do the supporters think with pin badges? They use it; or rather 

think with it, on a basic level, to construct a symbolic identity. The badges are 

history embodied as tradition. They commemorate past victories and glories 

and, in the light of relatively few honours compared to their nearest rivals, the 

pin-badges focus on the club, particularly its historical status as the oldest 

club in Ireland, or on the supporter club. Each pin badge, perhaps displayed 

on a single scarf, is a display of the multitude of collective remembrance of 

the club’s past. They change each year but use familiar symbols, perhaps 

adding a few more each year. It may not be as visible as a flag or banner but 

the symbolic use of the pin-badge in the construction of identity is just as 

poignant, if albeit, more subtle. In that respects and calling upon Miller’s 

work, the pin badge has certain humility that enables it to powerfully exert a 

symbolic identity than that of a flag or banner.

On a deeper level, we can move our focus to the interaction around 

the pin-badge. The badge is collected and there are fairs where people come 

together to exchange these badges. These badges have a social life: they 

are bartered, bargained and swapped. There is an exchange going on, 

between two or more people, sometimes strangers, fellow supporters, or 

friends. On occasion, they are given to others as gifts. Supporters clubs and 

club officials sell them to supporters. When the supporters felt a sense of 

nostalgia to a pin badge it was normally to the event it was commemorating,
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a match they attended with others. In addition, on other occasions the 

nostalgic memory was in the exchange itself.

There is not just an economic exchange going on here. As Douglas 

and Isherwood demonstrated, material possession has two roles: providing 

primary needs and drawing lines of social relationships, such as the cattle 

system of the Nuer, which define social processes and relationships such as 

marriage (1996: 39). Cohen highlights that there is a boundary that 

encapsulates the identity of the individual and the community that is called 

into being by the exigencies of social interaction (Cohen 1992: 12-13). The 

exchange of goods such as pin-badges is an interaction, an everyday routine 

in a world of negotiation and transaction. Identity is the product of interaction 

of ongoing processes of internal and external definition. It is the interaction 

that is key, as it is facilitated by the exchange of objects. It places the 

embodied individual into the human world, as made up of other individuals, 

collectives, society and objects.

We can thus move from the pin-badge as mere symbol to that of a 

more complex relationship between supporters’ relationship to others via 

objects. Miller, drawing on Bourdieu, goes further and places objects more 

centrally into the process of ‘culture’: as ‘the relationship through which 

objects are constituted as social forms’ (1987: 11). ‘Culture... is always a 

process and is never reducible to either its object or its subject form’ (1987: 

11). Therefore, it is senseless to analyze material objects 'in themselves,’ as 

well as ‘society and social relations’ ‘in themselves’. They need to be 

analysed in relation to each other.
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We move into an understanding of the pin-badge as subtly informing 

the supporter how to act appropriately, the norms of the supporter culture 

and their internal order. From the pin-badge the supporter knows what 

symbols and signs are appropriate to use and by extension what 

identifications, as associated with certain symbols, are appropriate. They 

learn that the supporters take great pride in origins of Cliftonville F.C. Taking 

pride in a club’s origins would be shared by many supporters but the unique 

demographic change in the supporter base in the 1970s leaves this 

association less clear for the inductee. However, the pin-badge 

demonstrates the supporters’ adoption of the clubs historical ties, as they 

place roots in a mythical past to cement their current position. Furthermore, 

the pin-badges also refer to the success of the late 1970s, which reinforces 

the identification of the supporter to the ‘Catholic’ association of supporters 

and club. The pin-badge provides subtle clues about the club and how to act 

appropriately.

The match programme, as a source of information about the club, also 

informs the supporter how to act. However, additionally, the football 

programme is used very socially at the football matches. As a self-professed 

armchair football fan of Liverpool F.C., my relationship with football 

programmes was one of collection. It was to my great surprise that during my 

research to find that supporters openly shared the programme and talked 

about the articles within it. Often only one or two people within a group would 

purchase the programme and keep it in their back pocket and as friends 

arrived they would lend the programme to the others to have a browse 

through the information. This programme sharing generated conversation as
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people discussed and debated its contents. A tricky quiz or brain-teaser was 

often the topic of much discussion. The football programme acted as a 

stimulus for conversation which allowed the supporters to discuss a common 

subject, which then may diverge onto other topics of conversation.

The match programme and fanzine deserve particular focus on the 

exchange between friends and fellow supporters. Yes, the programme/ 

fanzine embodied numerous Cliftonville signs and symbols as part of its 

design and the information within it informs supporters, particularly new 

supporters how to act appropriately by providing cultural knowledge as a 

resource. However, the unexpected sharing of the match programme is 

particularly interesting.

The focus here however lies in sharing the programme. The 

programme is not given to another person. It is shared within the group and 

then returned to the owner. The only reciprocity is the expectation that if the 

supporter bought a programme they may be expected to share it with others. 

However, this interaction is not just about the exchange. The sharing of the 

programme becomes an activity in itself. The discussion of the contents of 

the match programme is just as much an activity as a discussion of the 

match itself. All of this facilitates the process of identification, the production 

and the reproduction during interaction of the intermingling and inseparable, 

themes of human of similarity and difference (Jenkins 2008: 118).

When supporters share an interest in something, such as a match 

programme, it facilitates the process of identification based upon dynamic 

notions of similarity and difference: ‘we have Cliftonville in common’ and ‘we 

differ from these people who have another team in common’. It creates
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categorisation, ‘these people have "Protestant” teams in common so they are 

therefore a part of a larger “Protestant” group that are against us’. It opens 

the door for sharing across boundaries, 'I don’t care how similar we are to 

Donegal Celtic. We are Cliftonville’. All these processes come about through 

interaction, between the (individual) supporter, the group of friends (the 

collective), the (object) match programme and the wider Cliftonville 

group(society), all shaped by both internal and external dialectic of 

identification. Sharing a match programme or fanzine helps facilitate 

‘groupness’.

Whilst the humble power of the pin-badge, and the facilitation of 

interaction through the sharing of match programmes has been the focus of 

this analysis, clothing highlights the internal/external dialectic of identification. 

Miller draws on Levi Strauss and a central idea in structuralism, that things 

make sense in relation to other objects, not in isolation. He draws on the 

example that accepting a dining table lies in its relation, in size, to that of a 

kitchen table. Both objects are defined as much with what they are not, as 

much as what they are (2010: 51-52). In essence, Miller applies the internal 

external dialectic that Jenkins, Cohen and Barth apply between people, to 

that of the objects themselves.

So, whether we consider the Cliftonville merchandise wearing 

supporter, or the casual / ultra, the objects play a central role in the vis-a-vis 

of the groups. The Cliftonville shirts and scarves play opposite the shirts and 

scarves of the opposition supporters: the red of Cliftonville, the green of 

Glentoran, the blue of Linfield, or the white of Lisburn Distillery. Wearing a 

Cliftonville shirt and scarf not only declares the existence of the Cliftonville
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supporters, the internal categorisation but it declares it against the 

opposition, through different colours, symbols, design, in external dialect. 

These external groups in turn do the same. They accept the Red and White 

shirt as that of Cliftonville, the Shamrock and C.F.C as symbols of 

Cliftonville. As noted in Chapter 3, they may reinterpret this into a wider 

association of ‘Catholicism’. However the internal-external dialectic is played 

out just as much between objects such as shirts and scarves, as between 

the members of the groups: 'they wear A so they must be X, therefore as we 

are V we will wear S’.

The same is true of the casual or ultra, which chooses to wear normal 

attire in contrast to the merchandise-wearing Cliftonville supporters, in order 

to stand out against the mainstream support base. In this internal-external 

dialectic, the clothing becomes the object of alternative supporting. If most of 

the supporters wore normal clothes, one would expect the ultra supporter to 

adopt club merchandise in this dialectic. Across the boundary the ultra is 

declaring ‘they are X and they wear A, therefore as V we will wear S’. A and 

S could be any version of an object in this binary opposition. This process is 

inherently dynamic; the relation between subject and object is never static.

This internal/external dialectic via objects extends not just from 

relations between subjects, but between subjects and institutions, in this 

case, supporter and the club. Miller taps into this process succinctly, when 

he refers to societies ability to ‘construct itself (2001: 292). Miller takes the 

‘self as part of a society or culture that constantly re-evaluates itself in the 

face of social criteria. He primarily does this as an opposition to the concept 

of a natural self that is masked, artificially, by commoditisation. Miller
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emphasizes that what supporters take for granted, such as a scarf, is the 

result of homemade scarves being created within the supporter culture, 

taken up by many of the fan-base and repeated to the point that everyone 

thinks that is the norm. As part of this renegotiation of identity, an external 

body, such as the club itself, can step in to manage and modify the 

supporters’ needs by adopting homemade scarves into official ones.

Thus the club, as an institution and the supporters, as individuals and 

collectives, are involved in internal-external dialectic of identification, in which 

one shapes the other. Supporters create homemade scarves, or wear older 

replica shirts and the club creates official Cliftonville scarves and vintage 

retro shirts for purchase. The club provides a variety of symbols and signs 

and the supporters adopt and adapt these, adding to the resources of 

symbolism that the club can in turn use in its own identification process. 

Objects are thus used as the forum through which club and supporters can 

communicate as part of the identification process.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have explored how flags are a symbolic item used by 

supporters as an expression of their identity and used to mark the 

boundaries of their supporter base. Historically, within N.Ireland, flags have 

been a loaded symbolic item utilised by both communities as an expression 

of political identity. This history highlights how humans give meaning to 

symbols, which in turn can be interpreted and re-interpreted by others 

(Cohen 1992: 98). This historical background also highlights that symbols, 

such as flags, can be used to represent, invoke or imagine a diverse
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community (Cohen 1992: 91). This can be both inclusive, as it brings people 

together and exclusive, as it marks the boundaries of the group. This can 

expand into territorial demarcation, a key feature of N.Ireland history, 

particularly ‘the Troubles’. This is vitally important when considering flag use 

amongst football fans, as flags provide a visual demonstration of group 

identity and territorial rivalry. They enable the symbolic construction of the 

Cliftonville supporters’ group. They do this by using symbols that allow a 

diverse range of supporters to come under, as the flag unites the Cliftonville 

supporters, at the exclusion of others (Cohen 1992; 21). The flag serves to 

remind the members of the group identity and to declare the existence of the 

group to the world. Furthermore, the fact that supporters create and use 

these flags together generates the interaction need for group identification. 

Thus the symbolic group, under the flag, become a group in reality through a 

shared sense of commonality and interaction with each other.

I have also examined the importance of material goods that are 

associated with Cliftonville and discussed how they are used, appropriated 

and consumed by the supporters. Football related consumer goods, such as 

pin-badges, replica shirts, or scarves often constitute an important part of 

contemporary football supporter culture. Many fans will frequently use and 

display a wide array of football related consumer goods and for some 

supporters their primary means of connection and association with 

Cliftonville may be through these items.

However, these supporters are not passive recipients of the goods 

they are sold. Instead, many actively draw on these in constructing and 

creating consumer goods, such as fanzines and websites, home-made
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scarves, pin-badges, hats and old replica shirts and incorporating these into 

their identification process. This chapter explores one of this thesis’ key 

positions: that identification is made through interactions; it is created, 

maintained, amended and destroyed vis-a-vis other individuals, collectives, 

society/ the human world through the prism of the object (Jenkins 2008: 91- 

92). It explores that identification, vis-a-vis objects, is consequential and it 

affects but does not determine practice, behaviour, interests (Cohen 1992: 

71-72). This chapter explores this by placing objects at the centre of the 

discussion. It explores this by looking at objects, through various points, from 

three different levels; the symbolism of objects, interaction and the internal- 

external dialectic of identification between subjects via objects and placing 

objects at the core of how people learn to act together. Objects play an 

important role in interaction, which lies at the heart of the identification 

process that transforms the supporters into a group. The objects symbolises 

the group, including the Cliftonville supporters whilst excluding others, and 

informs the supporters how to act.

Douglas and Isherwood contend that ‘within the available time and 

space the individual uses consumption to say something about himself, his 

family, his locality, whether in town or country, on vacation or at home’ (1996: 

45). Objects therefore stand for something, they are communicators, which 

make visible and stable the categories of culture (Douglas and Isherwood 

1996: 38). I have applied this to demonstrate how supporters use pin-badges 

to think with and how the Cliftonville signs and symbols that are contained in 

objects such as shirts and scarves symbolised something to both the internal 

group and the external groups. This, to draw in Jenkins, bring objects into the
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individual order, the human order as made up of embodied individuals and 

what-goes-on-in their heads (Jenkins 2008: 41-42). As it happens, what goes 

on in their heads includes objects, which they use to make sense of the 

world. We thus start to move from the embodiment of the self, to the self in a 

subject-object relationship. An object as simple as clothing can play a 

considerable and active part of constituting the particular experience of the 

self, in determining what the self is (Miller 2010: 40). Thus, the supporters 

use objects to construct a symbolic community, to symbolically communicate 

to fellow supporters and to others, and in doing so, move from people who 

support a team to a group who support a team together. Objects symbolically 

help the supporters take the first step towards group identification.

When we look closer at objects, as demonstrated, we can see that 

pin-badges are exchanged and facilitate interaction and programmes and 

fanzines are not just sources of information but an activity in itself that leads 

to interaction between supporters. By interacting, objects facilitate internal- 

external dialectic of identification (Jenkins 1997: 57). When we consider that 

supporter can have something in common, we often consider this abstract, in 

the form of a common ancestry, common interests, common locality or 

common identification process to name a few examples. However, what they 

have in common could be an object, such as a match programme, or a pin- 

badge, that leads to a shared interest.

Objects are thus used in relationships between people and become, in 

themselves, the canvas on which internal-external dialectic of identification is 

played out. So much so that people become aware of the use of objects to 

this end, to shape identity and in the face of reinterpretation and labelling by
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external groups, move the public image into the wider audience. This in turn 

can, by virtue of others being identified in turn, lead to an interpretation of the 

public image that is more in tune with the self-image. Rather than passively 

using objects, supporters can actively use them to their own end, from 

objectifying themselves via media in order to humanise the support-base, to 

appropriating homogeneous goods to produce diversity in the process of 

identification. To bring in Jenkins again, this places objects within the 

interaction order (Jenkins 2008: 42-43), the human world as constituted in 

relationships between individuals, in what goes-on-between people. Part of 

what goes on between people is objects, whether they are exchanged, 

shared, shown off, viewed, or just subtly used. It is the humility of objects that 

gives them such power and which makes them an intrinsic part of the 

interaction order. Objects facilitate interaction, which lies at the centre of 

congregation. Sharing a match programme or exchanging pins connects one 

person to another, and facilitates the transaction from stranger to 

association. These are not just people who are supporting a team, but who 

are interacting with each other, with varying levels of relationships, facilitated 

by objects.

Drawing on Bourdieu, Miller contends that 'by learning to interact with 

a variety of different material cultures an individual grows up assuming the 

norms we call culture. They help you to learn how to act appropriately. The 

whole system of things, with their internal order, make us the people we are’ 

(2010: 53). The subtle pin-badge, the match programme as a resource, or 

the clothing as an overt signifier of identity: all of these objects inform the 

supporter about how to act. Waving a red and white scarf at a Cliftonville
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match is appropriate, whilst waving a normal black scarf is not. Wearing a 

football shirt, or t-shirt and a jacket at a match is appropriate, whilst wearing 

formal wear is not. Wearing a Manchester United replica shirt would be 

acceptable but wearing a Glasgow Celtic would not, as it grates against 

Cliftonville’s desire to free itself of the negative consequences of its ‘Catholic’ 

Association. Moreover wearing a Crusaders or Linfield shirt and standing 

with the Cliftonville supporters would be even more inappropriate and could 

lead to repercussion or violence. Thus, we move objects into Jenkins 

institutional order (Jenkins 2008: 43-45), the human world of pattern and 

organisation, of established-ways-of-doing-things. These establish way of 

doing things are shaped by objects and everyday material things and their 

temporal and spatial ordering, are central to processes of supporter 

socialization and normalization. Thus, objects connect supporters together 

by informing them who to act as supporters appropriately, in effect creating a 

group culture around which group identification can proceed. Group 

identification creates objects, and these objects in turn facilitate group 

identification through the norms it embodies. Supporters become 

congregators through these shared norms.

I started this section, by outlining an analysis based on three layers, 

each having more depth that the last. As we conclude this section, it is clear 

that these are not successive layers but are part of three ‘orders’. These 

layers are not necessary an increasing in-depth analysis of material culture 

and identity. As Miller points out, as we strip one layer there is no deep inner 

truth. Miller refers to Ibsen’s Peer Gynt assertion that we are all onions, peel 

them away and there is nothing left, there is no inner self (Miller 2010:13).
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The identification process of material goods is similar. In seeking to 

understand the world of supporters, this section places objects at the 

forefront of understanding the individual, interaction and institutional order, 

which interdependently and simultaneously play upon each other.

This chapter shows how material goods, whether it is a flag being 

displayed, or a scarf being worn on match-day, or a match programme being 

shared, serve to connect the supporter to the club and facilitate the 

identification of the individual supporter, the social groups that comprise the 

support-base and the Cliftonville supporters as a whole. Objects help to 

create group identification, to turn fellow fans into congregators. 

Simultaneously they inform fans how to be supporters. This use of material 

goods reflects the positive behaviour of the supporters, displaying flags, 

waving scarves and sharing a programme. This, however, is not the only 

good behaviour that supporters practice. Neither does this chapter show the 

bad behaviour that supporters take part in. This will be explored in the next 

chapter on supporters’ practice.
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Chapter 5

Supporters’ Practice

What is a football fan? Are fans just paying customers, there to be 

entertained in exchange for payment? Or are they just encouragers of their 

team, grouped together in the belief that they can possibly impact the 

outcome of the game? This is certainly the positive image portrayed of the 

football fan; the image of the fan that provides emotional support to and 

encourages the team. All this whilst attending matches, singing songs and 

waving flags. All clubs want this football fan on their terraces. They bring 

revenue, inspire the players and represent a good, clean image of the 

football club. However, many would argue that the reality of what happens at 

the football matches is rather different given the drinking, smoking, drug 

taking, gambling and swearing that accompanies football matches. Practices 

normally frowned upon outside the stadium are regarded as part of the 

match day experience. Shouting at, jeering and abusing referees, opposition 

players and supporters are all practices that would be unacceptable outside 

of the stadium. In the words of one fan I interviewed, ‘if you behaved like that 

in work you would expect to get the sack’ (Brian, Interview). However, inside 

the stadium, such behaviour is tolerated and is almost expected.

However, even this behaviour treads a thin line inside the stadium, 

hovering between condoning and condemnation by Cliftonville and other 

fans. The supporters display both positive and negative behaviour, to the 

benefit and detriment of their team. Although they may not subscribe to a 

code of conduct, the fans do draw a line somewhere but, as we shall see, do 

so in different places.

230 I p a g e



Who are these fans? Researchers such as Crawford (2004), 

Abercrombie and Longhurst (1998), Crabbe et al. (2006) and Wann et al. 

(2001) have focused on football fans as consumers, spectators and 

performers and reviewed their subsequent behaviour within these themes. 

However, their research has largely failed to recognise that football fans are 

also supporters and congregators, two important perspectives that I will 

address in this chapter. This may seem an obvious statement; however 

being taken for granted renders it worthy of discussion. Amidst the academic 

research on the consumption of material goods, the passive versus active 

spectatorship debates and the all singing and dancing performance of the 

supporters, it has been easy for research to forget the supporters’ primary 

concern, supporting their team. Furthermore, amidst all the research of 

supporting related behaviour it has been easy for research to forget that 

supporting the team may not be the only reason for a supporters’ 

attendance. The supporter is a person, part of existing social networks that 

they bring into the stadium. Furthermore, this person may attend matches to 

congregate with others. In this manner, they are no different from a church 

group, a book club, or an academic conference. Whilst conceptions of God, 

Wuthering Heights, or the finer details of Marxism may be focus of those 

groups, there are secondary social interactions ongoing that may be at least 

part of the allure of attending such a group.

These two important features, supporting and congregation provides a 

base from which to launch this chapter. It is important to recognise that these 

fans are not just attending a football match as consumers, to watch the game 

as an audience or to perform to the cameras, the opposition and each other.
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They certainly do this. More significantly, they are attending to support their 

team, their players and their club. Just as importantly, the fans attend to 

associate with other fans. Football matches are a highly social situation. 

Supporters attend football matches with others. They arrive as family, 

friends, colleagues and community and associate with each other as such. In 

this Chapter, I examine this relationship between supporting and 

congregation and the behaviour and practice that stems from it. I explore the 

role these consequences (practice, behaviour and interests) play in the 

identification process. I focus on the interaction facilitated by supporting and I 

examine how congregation provides the vis-a-vis needed for the internal- 

external dialectic of identification. Jenkins contends that identification is, at a 

minimum, ‘consequential and reciprocally entailed in the specifications and 

pursuit of individual and collective interests’ (2008: 8) and that it is activities 

‘in which the individual and collective become realised in each other’ (2008: 

92). Therefore, this chapter explores the identification process through the 

supporters shared interest, supporting Cliftonville and how they realise their 

identity through what they do and how they support their team.

Ideal Supporter Practice

What is a good supporter? Ideally, good supporting encompasses 

wholesome, positive supporter behaviour. They will pay respect to the 

officials and opponents, sing positively about their team and operate within a 

sense of sportsmanship39. They are encouragers, there to support the

391 base this ideal on the discussion in Chapter 1 that outlines what supporters, as noted during my 
fieldwork research, would classify as expected supporter behaviour. I also drew upon Cliftonville’s 
Code of Conduct (see Table 6), the Articles of the Irish FA Disciplinary code (See Appendix 4.1) and 
UEFA Disciplinary code (see See Appendix 4 2) and selected guidance from the FSE (Football
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players and Cliftonville financially and emotionally. Without the supporters, 

there is no football club. Without the supporters, all that are left is 22 men 

kicking a ball around a field.

The game on Saturday: match attendance

The most important aspect of good supporter practice is attendance. For a 

club like Cliftonville every supporter is vital for their financial survival. At the 

time of my field research (2009 and 2010), Cliftonville’s annual player wage 

bill was around £90,000,40 one of the lowest in the league. The players’ 

wages, plus other associated stadium and staff costs, rely on an average 

attendance of 757 people in 2008-2009 season and 817 people in 2009- 

2010 season41. The stadium, Solitude, can theoretically hold 6,224 but with 

current safety legislation, mainly concerning the Main Stand (closed from 

2007) and the undeveloped Waterworks embankments, this is restricted to 

2,18042. Cliftonville is operating at 12.5% of their theoretical capacity and 

36% of their restricted capacity, highlighting the importance of match 

attendance to Cliftonville amidst such paucity of attendees.

Match attendance generates revenue for Cliftonville and provides both 

financial and emotional support to the players, staff and other supporters. 

Greater match attendance tends to be associated with a better atmosphere; 

while poor attendance is associated with a poor atmosphere. Supporter 

proximity partly explains this, as larger match attendance increases the 

closeness of supporters to each other.

Supporters Europe) guide (see Appendix 4.3). These provide supporters with authoritative guidance on 
expected supporter behaviour
40 Source: see Cliftonville Football and Athletic Club Limited 2008 Annual Accounts, Company No 
R0000145
41 Source: http://www.european-football-statistics.co.uk/attn.htm
42 (Sport Nl 2009 18)
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In contrast it is the impact of away supporters being placed together in 

one section of the stadium, however small their number, that increases their 

capacity to make noise and thereby increases the atmosphere in that 

section. Match attendance is fundamental to positive supporting and many 

supporters arrange their Saturday leisure time around the football match. For 

supporters Luke and Brian, meeting up before the match with family and 

fellow supporters is a strong part of the tradition of weekly match attendance. 

Luke recounted his weekly practice of joining his father for lunch on a 

Saturday on home games, allowing time to attend the game and pre-match 

drinks compared to an away game when he needed to head to the match 

earlier. Brian recalled his pre-match ritual of meeting up and socialising:

‘We would meet up in the social club, usually around 2 o’clock. I 

wanna be there, get in at 2 o’clock, have a couple of pints and head 

out onto the terrace and that would be us for the afternoon’.

(Brian, Interview)

Thus, the first and fundamental aspect of supporting is to attend a 

football match. Only by being in the interactional space and time of the 

stadium, on match days, can supporters be identified and identify themselves 

as supporters, interdependently and simultaneously. Indeed being in this 

space and time enables them to claim that they are ‘true’ supporters, 

compared to those who watch the game on the television, or listen on the 

radio.
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Singing, chanting and moving: the spectator as spectacle

Singing has long been part of football spectatorship. Evidence in the English 

leagues indicates that spontaneous singing amongst football supporters 

occurred in matches as far back as the late nineteenth century. Modern 

supporter singing finds its roots in the 1970s, when terracing and stands 

provided a dry standing area place, which acoustically captured the sound of 

singing. The main form of pre-match entertainment at grounds at that time 

generally consisted of playing recorded music from the top ten ‘hit parade’ 

over speakers (Nannestad 2009: 1-3). This history of popular music and top 

ten hits has been very influential in modern terrace singing. It helped create 

and expand a creative desire to appropriate popular tunes and amend them 

to the culture of the football team.

Cliftonville F.C. are no different and have a wide repertoire of songs 

based around popular tunes, such as Culture Club’s Karma Chameleon,

Elvis Presley’s/UB40’s Only Fools Rush In, Oasis’s Wonderwall, or even the 

theme tune to the day time children’s television show Sesame Street. A small 

selection of lyrics is included in Appendices 3:1 and 3:2.43 As part of my 

fieldwork research, I asked the supporters how they learned the songs. In the 

current era of football fandom, football songs and chants are readily available 

as mp3 song files, YouTube videos, and websites dedicated to collecting and 

highlighting terrace chants such as www.footballchants.co.uk and 

www.terracechants.me.uk. Supporter websites, forums and blogs further 

supply information on terrace songs and chants. In 2010/11, the Premier 

League had a global fan-base of 1.46 billion people, but only 13.4 million

43 At this point, I should highlight that it is difficult to get a list of Cliftonville songs and lyrics online As 
part of my initial research, I did attempt to locate such a list.
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attended the matches (Premier League 2012: 1). This leaves 90.88% of the 

global fan-base unable to attend a match, and therefore unable to learn 

songs through the traditional means of listening and repeating. In the current 

era of football fandom, the norm for learning terrace songs and chants is via 

social media, and remote learning.

Therefore, I was interested in the learning method of those in the Irish 

League who are both global supporters of teams outside of the Irish League, 

and match day attendees of a fledging Irish League fan-base. What was 

surprising is that in this modern era of online information and e-learning even 

the younger fans learned songs through listening to other supporters at the 

football match.

Johnny focused on listening and the difficulty in implementing the skill 

of hearing and learning:

'You pick them up as you go along...Like that We Love You song.

That took me about 3 or 4 months to understand what they were 

singing in order to pick it up. Going away on the buses, you hear 

people singing them and you learn’. (Johnny, Interview)

Brian also mentioned this difficulty:

'You just picked them up by ear and people would tell you them. 

Maybe you’d be too scared to ask them and you’d kind of be, squinty 

eye, put a hand around the ear and move closer in’. (Brian, Interview)

Johnny and Brian highlight the two main areas for learning songs, 

buses and terraces. Singing on the bus is more intimate and acoustically it is 

easier to hear the lyrics compared to the terrace, where, as Brian points out,
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at times supporters have to cusp their ear, close their eyes and listen intently 

in order to hear and understand the lyrics. In both examples, listening was 

the most important skill.

Kevin and Nolan both reflected upon the gradual progression of 

learning songs, starting with simple chants, learning the tunes, singing parts 

of the songs and eventually learning the whole song:

'You just picked it up. A lot of them are easy enough, like the basic 

chants like “Cliftonville, Cliftonville.” They’re repetitive. As I got 

older I started going on the buses,44 and just picked up the lyrics of 

the other ones’. (Kevin, Interview)

‘Just from listening to other fans. Even asking for the words if I wasn’t 

sure...most of them are based upon popular tunes...you can sort of 

hum or guess some of the words if you don’t know. You just sort of 

pick them up gradually by coming to matches every week'.

(Nolan, Interview)

Supporters learnt these songs through listening to other fans singing 

at the match or on the bus, remembering part of the lyrics and then singing 

them at a later point. The transmission of this knowledge by experienced 

supporters orally from one generation to another provides cultural knowledge 

to new supporters. One could regard this as a form of oral tradition, or 

folklore, (although narrowly defined).

44 Singing often took place on the buses, which helped Johnny learn the words for parts of the songs 
he did not know, as he was able to hear the words better inside the bus Singing on the buses was a 
frequent feature, particularly to far away stadiums.
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In addition, when asked about their favourite songs, the supporters 

provided two main reasons for song preference, history and tempo:

‘I like Bless ‘Em All because it’s always been there. I think it just sort 

of reminds me of going to matches years ago. You know it’s sorta 

lasted. Whereas you would probably get your popular songs at the 

time and they’ve sort of fallen to the wayside. It’s part of our memory’.

(Bronagh, Interview)

Bronagh focuses on a sense of authenticity, strengthened through a 

sense of history. Bless Em Alf\s a popular football terrace song and 

originated from a World War One song (popularised by George Formby, Jr. 

in 1940 amongst others). The song was the title theme of the 1961 film The 

Long and the Short and the Tall, which may explain its popularity in the 

1960s that lead to its adoption on the football terraces (see Appendix 3:2). 

The Irish League supporters now regard this as a Cliftonville song because 

of its adoption and subsequent use by Cliftonville supporters.

David reiterates this sense of memory and nostalgia amongst the 

Cliftonville supporters:

‘I like the Ugi Ugi Ugi that they still sing. I thinks that was probably my 

favourite one. They still sing that now. I can remember that from the 

1970s. It’s stood the test of time. And a lot of the songs have 

remained from that era’. (David, Interview)

For younger fans such as Bronagh, old songs such as Bless Em All 

represent a sense of tradition but for older fans such as David, songs such 

as Bless Em All and Ugi, Ugi, Ugi represent a memory from their early years
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as a Cliftonville supporter. Ugi, Ugi, Ugi is not just a traditional song but 

steeped in memory and nostalgia for many of the older supporters that 

originally popularised it on the Cliftonville terraces.

For some supporters, tempo and the ability of the song to uplift the 

crowd and supporters is an equally important reason for liking a song. An 

example of this is the song We Love You, which has the capacity to inspire 

the football team (certainly a capacity believed by supporters), lift the spirits 

of supporters and get supporters involved in generating a positive stadium 

atmosphere:

'Favourite song? Dunno, probably that wee We Love You song, or 

the Red Army chant, because I think that always gets the team 

going. We always seem to score when we sing that. It would probably 

be We Love You, so it would I like it cause its new and a get-go 

song. Like it sort of gets you up. For me it is a happy wee song’.

(Johnny, Interview)

This type of singing and chanting are good supporter practice. The 

intention of these songs is mainly to inspire the players. The songs provide 

an emotional support, that the supporters believe can inspire a last minute 

equaliser or winner, push the players to their maximum, comfort the players 

in defeat and cajole the team into picking themselves up from defeat and 

move on to winning games. Singing and chanting enables the supporters to 

speak in one voice. The songs and chants act as pre-existing templates that 

most of the supporters know, enabling supporters with diverse opinions and 

views to present a single message Chants can give tactical advice as in 

‘Attack, Attack, Attack-Attack-Attack’; bully the referee into giving a decision
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Cliftonville’s way as in ‘It's like having twelve men, It's like having twelve 

men’ (repeat); intimidate the opposition players, as in ‘You’ll be going home 

in a fucking ambulance’; or inspire the Cliftonville players, as with ‘Red Army, 

Red Army, Red Army'. These pre-existing templates enable the supporters, 

with their various backgrounds, views and opinions, to centre around one 

message, presented as one voice, through songs and chants.

Singing, chanting and moving: Too old to sing

Cliftonville supporters are not a homogeneous group. Turner and Killian 

(1987) argue that it is an illusion to suppose that crowds are homogenous.45 

Some supporters will join in the singing but others do not. Some join in when 

they have been drinking. Some only joined in when they were younger.

Some only sing on away trips, or defer the job of singing and performing to 

others.

Johnny experienced the height of his singing performances during the 

exuberance of youth that subsequently decreased with age as he became 

more aware of the expectations of his peers around him surrounding his age 

appropriate actions.

‘It depends how drunk I am (laughs). It honestly does. When I was 

younger I used to be one of the ones that would have been starting it 

and all but as I got older, I don’t know what it is, I’m a wee bit more 

aware of what’s going around you. You know what I mean, people 

looking at you’. (Johnny, Interview)

45 See pages 16-26 in Chapter 1 and Reicher (2004: 241-242) for further reading on this illusion.
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While supporters and clubs would agree that singing [appropriate] 

songs is a key feature of good supporter practice, there are societal rules 

that play a role in not only what is sung but who sings it. Johnny considers 

singing to be a young person’s pursuit and feels the societal pressure of 

restraining on his behaviour with age, a condition loosened with alcohol.

Other fans reflected that it was not their age restricting them so much as their 

duty to step aside and allow the younger generation of supporters to take on 

the responsibility of generating atmosphere.

‘Aye. It's a whole part of unity and getting into it. I don’t sing as much 

as I did whenever I was younger. I don’t have the lungs in me 

anymore. I think sometimes, “oh I’ll save myself for the best parts” and 

let ones like Flagman do all the chanting now, or these wee kids “The 

Red Revolution”46 coming through’. (Brian, Interview)

Brian’s words echo a problem that occurs at all Irish League matches, 

namely, the issue of supporters leaving it to others to generate an 

‘atmosphere’ in the stadium. The culmination of decreasing football 

attendance (due to historical violence and alternative options for 

entertainment) and the impact of modern stadiums intent on creating a 

‘family friendly’ football support is resulting in decreased supporter 

attendance amongst the ‘traditional’ supporter-base. The historical 

attendance records of the Irish Cup final below47 indicate this decrease after 

the Second World War.

46 Towards the end of my field research, a new group organised themselves on the Cliftonville 
terraces, called The Red Revolution’. This teenage group focused on singing, creating flags and 
working to improving the atmosphere of the games
47 Statistics courtesy of http://www.rsssf.com/tablesn/nilcuphist.html. Irish Cup final chosen as point of 
reference as no statistical research available on Irish League club match attendance for comparison
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Image 28: Irish Cup Final Attendance

Irish Cup Final Attendance

•Attendance

This support is also more widely dispersed around the stadium due to 

the development of parts of the ground as all-seater stands. In addition, in an 

era of modern technology and entertainment and with the end of 'the 

Troubles’, younger fans are less likely to attend Irish league matches for 

entertainment when there are better, warmer and cheaper alternatives to 

entertainment on a Saturday afternoon. This has created a generational gap 

between the older Cliftonville fans and the future of Cliftonville’s support. The 

decreased and dispersed supporter base and the generational gap has 

created an issue for the older fans who no longer wish to be responsible for 

generating a positive atmosphere.48 With fewer younger fans available to 

take up the mantle it has become increasingly apparent that the ‘football 

atmosphere’, a key feature of attending a football match as opposed to 

watching it on television, is only apparent at the ‘big games’, when 

attendances increase and younger, more enthusiastic fans attend. The older

48 See the Irish League fan survey (2004) which highlights that Irish league match attendance is 
heavily weighted towards older fans
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supporters complain about the lack of atmosphere but are unable to affect 

the decline in supporter performance.

However, regardless of who joins in the singing, Johnny and Kevin 

agreed that singing helped the atmosphere within the stadium:

‘...I think the chanting and singing is a big part of football in general. I 

think that if I was on a pitch and you sort of hear your fans singing it, 

it would gee you up, so it does. It is a big part of it’. (Johnny, Interview)

‘Definitely yeah. I think it helps the team as well. But then it is a two- 

way street as well. If the team starts off badly, it sort of has an effect 

on the crowd. I definitely think it’s one of the reasons why they play 

better in bigger games’. (Kevin, Interview)

Johnny’s and Kevin’s reflection on songs and chants mirror Darran’s 

(aka Flagman) proposition that flags should be there for the benefit of the 

football players, to show the support of the crowd and inspire the players to 

greater things. This is ‘good’ supporter practice, as the crowd helps the team 

to success. However, as Kevin perceptively highlights, the interaction 

between football supporters and football players is a two-way interaction. 

Playing exciting football, scoring goals and winning games will generate 

increased and more vocal support amongst the supporters. Simultaneously 

the increased vocal support can inspire the players to greater achievements 

(and the supporters believe this to be the case). On the other hand, a poor 

performances by the players leads to flat support and playing to a silent 

crowd is believed to inversely affect the performance on the pitch.
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It is a point of pride for some supporters that they will support their 

team through thick and thin, even when the team is playing poorly. Indeed, 

some supporters believe that it is at this point that their support is needed the 

most and has the most impact, by supporting the players when they are 

down. Rhetoric from the football manager and captain certainly indicates that 

a dour, silent atmosphere can bring things to a head amongst the players, 

who feel that they owe their fans a performance worthy of supporting, 

cheering and singing about. This relationship between players and 

supporters is a mutual one that relies on each side to shape, manage and 

reinforce the terms of the relationship. In professional football, one cannot 

exist without the other. Without the other, not only does the membership of 

the group change but also the group itself changes.

Singing, chanting and moving: the away supporters

Throughout my research, it was noticeable that singing was very much part 

of the hardcore supporters’ movement, particularly reflected at away 

matches. A trip to the home match is a relatively low cost event, both 

financially and in terms of time. One can arrive at three o’clock, pay the nine 

pounds entrance fee and leave after the final whistle. The away trip however 

involves increased planning, time and expense. One either has to plan a car 

trip to the away stadium, or make arrangements to join one of the supporters’ 

buses. This means leaving earlier for the match, typically around one to two 

o’clock, as an Irish league match can mean travelling up-to fifty-five miles (for 

The Showgrounds’ stadium, Coleraine F.C.) and returning after six o’clock in
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the evening. In addition, there is also the extra cost of travel (petrol/bus 

fees).

All these various extra costs create a situation whereby only the 

most loyal of supporters attend away matches. What was evident in my 

research was that away supporters are extremely vocal and at times louder 

than the larger home support. Supporters informed me that they were more 

likely to sing at away matches:

‘I think it’s obvious that it’s the hardcore element that goes to away 

games. I think that can be said for all football teams, irrespective of 

what level it is...It’s more about camaraderie and friends and just an 

outlet, standing on the terrace and screaming and shouting at the 

opposing players is a good way of getting rid of your pent up anger 

and whatever’. (David, Interview)

This section has considered the importance of match attendance, 

which provides the interactional space needed for supporter identification 

and the significance of songs that help to make order and sense and provide 

a cultural anchor in times of change. It has furthermore examined the 

magnitude of how universes of discourse such as age and simultaneous 

similarity and difference can make a big impact on group identification and 

the impact of internal / external dialectic of group identification when it comes 

to not only opposition fans, but also differences between home and away 

fans.

Considering match attendance, Jenkins points to the centrality of 

space and time to identification, particularly with importance to sequence,
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simultaneity, providing for interaction and offering a sense of order and 

predictability and superimposing the individual and collective together 

through the presence of bodies in shared space (Jenkins 1998: 48). Jenkins 

links the individual and the collective through space as ‘each individual is the 

embodied centre of a universe of self-and-others, the locus of perpetual 

internal-external comings and goings, transactional inputs and outputs, some 

of which are incorporated into the sense of selfhood and some of which are 

not’ (Jenkins 1998: 66-69). The stadiums, the social club, the away 

supporters’ bus, the journeys together become that coalescence of space 

and time, the frame, in which the identification process takes place.

Whilst at these locations supporters learn these songs, sing them at 

matches, use them to portray certain messages and in turn others 

experience these songs. In this manner, they construct the supporters’ 

ongoing sense of themselves and an understanding of others (Jenkins 1997: 

14). Supporters use songs to make sense, to think with and to make 

meaning. They cannot give instructions to the players but they pass 

messages to the players through song. They may be frustrated when their 

team is losing but can take solace in singing a song. They add to sense the 

occasion of the big game by singing upbeat, exciting songs.

Supporters continually recreate this song culture through their 

repeated social interaction (Cohen 1992: 17). Supporters listen every week, 

attempt a few of the lyrics and build up their knowledge. They do not learn 

the songs from a songbook, internet forum, or match programme. They learn 

the songs across the boundary, from the individual to the collective, via 

repeated interaction.
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Furthermore, the supporters used these songs, in the form of memory 

and nostalgia as a resource. They use the songs to turn the present in 

something familiar that they can attach some sense. Songs provide 

familiarity, orderliness, and inject sense into the unfamiliar and uncontrollable 

(Cohen 1985: 99-100).

These songs symbolise the past and as such are mythically infused 

with timelessness. This is particularly effective during periods of intensive 

social change with communities who ‘have to drop their heaviest cultural 

anchors in order to resist the currents of transformation’ (Cohen 1985: 102). 

One would concede that N.Ireland has undergone significant transformation 

since the 1970s, moving into ‘the Troubles’ and out into a fragile peace 

process. Cliftonville have been at the forefront of this change. By virtue of 

being regarded as a ‘Catholic’ football club, indeed the remaining major 

‘Catholic’ football club, Cliftonville have been caught up in ‘the Troubles’. As 

they travelled into other communities, Cliftonville supporters stood at the 

boundaries of transformation. These songs have helped to reassert cultural 

integrity of the Cliftonville supporters’ community in the face of its apparent 

subversion by the forces of change (Cohen 1985: 103).

Breaking down the homogeneity of the crowd, it is clear from the 

ethnographic data that there is a tension in terms of age in the support base. 

Age plays a role in the identification process in two significant ways.

First, it plays a significant role in the variability and multiplexity of life 

and experience summed by Coffman’s concept of framing. Individuals 

experience life in the institutional constitution of the human world, with
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specific settings, such as different age having its own meaning and rules, 

through which interaction is organised (Jenkins 1998: 91-92).

Second, age acts as social categories that form groups and 

collectivities. Others identify and define these collectives, particularly through 

the institutional order. From birth, for example, a person’s clothing, education 

and social groups are all marked by age.

Supporters come to socialise with others of a similar age. Thus the 

Understanders stand in age appropriate groups, the older supporters sit 

together in the safety of the Cage, the children sit together in the family 

friendly section and the younger fans organised themselves into singing 

groups in the centre of the Cage Stand. By interacting together, they 

reinforce the rules and meanings attached to their frames with each other. 

They mutually recognise their categorisation and thus move from definition 

by the collectivity of categorisation to being defined with smaller groups that 

are connected by age. They may not regard themselves as a worldwide age 

bracket but they may regard themselves as 79’ers, or Red Renegades, or 

Understanders, where age, although not actively discussed, becomes a key 

feature of membership of the group.

Finally, the away supporters raise the relational aspect of identity in 

two different ways. First, away supporters differ from the opposition 

supporters. However, the internal-external dialectic of identification only 

comes into being through interaction at the opposition stadium. Cliftonville 

supporters contrast themselves in relation to the supporters of other teams in 

the league. These teams are their point of reference.
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This internal-external dialectic of identification is most pronounced 

within the away support, as they directly travel into the communities of these 

relational groups. They are at the forefront of the social boundaries of the 

opposition group, in their territory. They compare the financial power of 

Linfield, funded by the Irish FA through the rent of their stadium for N.Ireland 

international matches, to the comparatively modest income of a club owned 

and supported by its members, like Cliftonville. They compare their ‘Catholic’ 

background very differently to Glentoran than to that of Donegal Celtic. They 

compare their North West Belfast roots to Crusaders North East backdrop. 

They compare their urban identity to the relatively rural background of 

Distillery or Coleraine. The identity of the Cliftonville supporters (or certainly 

a particular aspect of their (plural) identities), is most in focus through the 

exploits of their away supporters.

Second, away supporters are a different group in relation to the home 

supporters, even though they both share the same support base. Their 

different behaviour and practices make them such a group. By virtue of 

acting in a similar way, of travelling to the game together, supporting their 

team loudly and boisterously, travelling to dangerous areas together, being 

abusive, drinking and smoking on the bus, they come to see themselves as 

part of the same group. Their behaviour and practice come to constitute the 

boundaries of the group and thus, dictate the appropriate behaviour and 

practice. By doing together, they become a group together. The identity of 

the group is not just relational, between away and home supporters but their 

behaviour and practices are relational as well.
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The Reality of Supporter Practice

In this section, I shall examine a number of supporters’ behaviours that tend 

to meet disapproval. I contrast this against an ideal of football supporters 

based on my explorations in the first half of this chapter and my discussion in 

Chapter 2, where I outline the behaviour supporters expected of each other.

In addition to these aspects of supporting, I refer to four resources that 

provide a minimum of ideal supporter behaviour to frame this section. Ideally, 

the supporters will primarily adhere to Cliftonville’s Code of Conduct, as 

outlined in the match programme, the membership application form and on a 

large board as one enters the stadium:

Table 6: Cliftonville Full Code of Conduct
Supporters should: Supporters are asked to refrain from:

Respect all players, team 
attendants and match officials

Using sectarian, racist or any 
inappropriate language

Follow directions and instructions 
given by stewards and Club officials

The display of any racist or sectarian 
emblems or banners

Respect other supporters Using foul, abusive or insulting language, 
gestures or threatening behaviour

Report breaches of our code to a 
steward, club official or to the club. Missile throwing or entering the pitch area

Remember to observe the code 
both at Solitude and away games

Support Cliftonville loudly and 
proudly!

Although the IFA Disciplinary code, the UEFA Disciplinary Regulations 

and the FSE Guidance on Supporter Charters49 would not be readily 

available to supporters, these regulatory bodies provide an authoritative 

voice on supporter behaviour expectations and thus a minimum for ideal 

supporter behaviour. They share anti-racism and anti-discrimination, 

violence, verbal abuse, offensive gestures, invasion of the pitch, aggressive

49 See Appendices 4 1,42 and 4 3
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acts, mutual respect for others and a commitment to the wellbeing of the club 

in common.

In reality, however, the supporters do not subscribe fully to these 

codes of conduct. However, they will be aware of an ideal drawn from their 

own experiences and that of others. The ideal image of the football supporter 

is certainly something the supporters can aspire to, however the reality casts 

an entirely different shadow. This chapter explores this tension between the 

ideal and the reality of supporter behaviour and practice. This tension could 

be regarded as part of competing models of identity between the board and 

the supporters. Directors and the board can be envisaged as the 

embodiment of idealised behaviour. Hooligan / ultras could in turn be 

envisaged as the embodiment of deviant behaviour. Therefore, there would 

be two competing models of identification going on here, in the internal- 

external dialectic of identification.

However, we should not mistake the part for the whole. Just because 

these two groups are more visible that others, does not mean they should 

treated as centre of this debate. They should be included but as part of a 

more expansive analysis of the supporters and how they manage this 

seemingly dichotomous identification. Two different ways of supporting the 

club, one that puts the club and team first and the other than puts personal 

enjoyment and entertainment first. Two competing models of identification 

that are negotiated at the individual supporter.

I argue that this dichotomy of identification is resolved through 

congregation. If the supporters just came to support, a support base could be 

split if their group identification was based solely about supporting and how
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their behaviour could affect the team. However, because they socialise 

together, bad behaviour that transgresses the line from being of some benefit 

to the club, to harming the club, can be tolerated to a greater degree.

Here We Are, All the Lads: Gender on the Terraces

This thesis is mostly about male supporters and as such discusses 

behaviours and practices exhibited mostly by men. Female supporters are 

included in this thesis but reflectively, they have fallen foul to certain gender 

blindness on my part. In seeking to treat them as an equal member of the 

supporters, I have removed a female voice from this thesis and homogenised 

their perspective into that of the dominant male supporters. Since this thesis 

is mainly about men, it is important to consider manhood and masculinity in 

relation to the supporters’ behaviour and practices.

The industrial revolution of the nineteenth century is heavily linked 

with the history of football and its connections to masculinity (Dunning 1999: 

54). The growing image of masculinity presented through industry became 

reflective in sport and forced males to accept a narrow definition of 

masculinity. As football became more popular these masculine values 

became important in the lives of male sports fans and were passed down 

generationally (Cashmore and Cleland 2012: 372).

A number of scholars (Connell 1990, 1995, 2000; Messner 1992; 

Plummer 1999) observed that traditional contact team sports such as football 

taught males to construct, express and value masculine notions of identity 

and embodiment. Thus, the football stadium, with male supporters, was a 

forum for masculinity. Whilst no records on the gender breakdown of the
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Cliftonville supporters exist up to the 1980s, it is clear from historical 

photographs and anecdotal evidence that Solitude was the preserve of male 

supporters. The change that has seen a significant minority of female 

supporters is a relatively recent trend.

This sociological standpoint contends that football terraces were the 

forum for the construction, expression and value of a universal masculinity. 

Anthropologist David Gilmore (1990) presents a cross-cultural comparative 

collection of anthropological work exploring cultural conceptions of manhood. 

Gilmore questions what a ‘real man’ is through a sampling of various 

cultures. Both sociological and anthropological fields seemed to homogenise 

masculinity by adopting a universal definition of masculinity, defined in 

opposition to femininity. In one sense, this is an application of the 

identification model as outlined by Barth, Cohen and Jenkins. In the vis-a-vis 

of identification, masculine identity is constructed in relation to feminine 

identity (and vis-versa). Gutmann (1997) echoed this concern that the 

research field used such a standard theoretical binary mode of identification:

'The first concept of masculinity holds that it is, by definition, anything 

that men think and do. The second is that masculinity is anything men 

think and do to be men. The third is that some men are inherently or 

by ascription considered "more manly" than other men. The final 

manner of approaching masculinity emphasizes the general and 

central importance of male-female relations, so that masculinity is 

considered anything that women are not.’

(Gutmann 1997: 386)
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Therefore, care must be taken when considering the masculinity of the 

male supporters. Messerschmidt contends that ‘...men do masculinity 

according to the social situation in which they find themselves’ (1993: 84). 

Thus, it is important to consider masculine identity, like any part of the 

identification process, as multiple. There is no singular masculinity and the 

masculine identity of supporters sits in relation to the universes of discourse. 

In a supporter-base that holds a wide range of class, age, ethnicity50 and one 

has to assume, sexuality, it is clear that there is no singular supporter 

masculinity.

This leads one to several conclusions. First, that even amongst a 

historical supporter base that was almost exclusively male, there were 

multiple masculinities, not a singular masculinity. Second, that masculine 

identity has been researched in relation to feminine identity, for instance, 

Brandes' (1980) work on folklore and men in rural Andalusia and Gutmann's 

(1996) work on gender identities in working-class Mexico City. Whereas once 

the women's ‘presence’ as a significant factor in men's own subjective 

understanding of what it means to be men (Gutmann 1997: 386) existed 

largely in the minds of the male supporters they are now coming into 

increased interaction at the stadium with the slow increase of female 

supporters. Since identification comes about by interaction at the boundary, it 

is clear that increased female support has influenced the identification 

process of the male supporters. This consideration presents the need for 

further research on this area, which I advocate on page 334. Third, these 

considerations leave this thesis with an underlying conclusion that reframes

50 The age, class and ethnicity of the supporters is reflected upon in Chapter 1, pages 79-80 and 
examined in detail on pages 346-352 for age, 392-397 for class and 187-189 for ethnicity
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the thesis. Namely, that this thesis is mostly about male supporters, it is 

about masculinity identification that is multiple and that this identification is 

set in relation to the female supporters, who are increasing in number and 

presence.

Abuse, Banter and Humour: Laughter on the Terraces

The following is an excerpt of the crowd reaction to events on the pitch from 

the Cliftonville versus Glentoran match on 17th February 2009. It is based on 

conversations taking place underneath the old Main Stand (the Understand) 

and picks up with Cliftonville losing 1-0 and Geordie McMullan, the 

Cliftonville player being heavily fouled by a Glentoran player:

‘Hey! REFEREE! He didn’t get the FUCKIN BALL! BOOK HIM THAT 

FUCKING WEE CUNT! FUCK SAKE REFEREE HE WAS NOWHERE 

NEAR THE BALL!’

Take it, take it, put it out! WHAT THE FUCK! REFEREE! FUCKING 

CHEAP BASTARD! THAT IS A FUCKING DISGRACE! YOU 

CLOWN!’

(The linesman raised his flag twenty seconds later)

‘OH you found your flag fucking there didn’t you! Fucking Dickhead!’

(The linesman raised his flag for the perceived foul by a Cliftonville 

player on a Glentoran player. The crowd believed there was no foul)

‘Linesman, catch yourself on’.

‘He tripped over the ball’.
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He got the ball’.

(To the linesman)

‘You should have a word with yourself at half-time. You are a 

disgrace!’

(As the half-time whistle went and boos echoed around the stadium, 

the linesman sprinted to the dressing room, forgetting to wait on his 

referee and other linesman)

'What’s the matter have you got the runs or something!’

(As the linesman came back)

‘Did you bring your contact lens with you? You’ve got some nerve 

showing your face around here!’

(The crowd react to another perceived dive by a Glentoran player) 

‘Get up, get up the fuck!’

‘Get onto him!’

'Go on Johnty, make it Johnty!’

(The ball went out of play. The referee awarded the throw in to 

Cliftonville, then following protests from the Glentoran players 

changed his mind and awarded it to Glentoran. The Cliftonville fans 

were incensed)

‘You don’t even know what you’re giving that for’.

(Cliftonville wasted a chance on goal)
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'Go on! FOR FUCK SAKE!’

(A poor decision as the Cliftonville player retrieved a loose ball, was 

fouled by a Glentoran player who slid into him and then the referee 

choose to give a foul in Glentoran’s favour)

‘Fucking... BOOOOOOH’

(The following was directed to the Glentoran player rolling on the 

ground)

‘Dry your eyes!’

(The Glentoran player who was injured was running about fine)

‘Where’s your broken leg now. Is that magic water love?’ (Referring to 

the medic who came onto the pitch to attend)

(Snapshot of recording of match day crowd)

Although the focus of the crowd’s anger in this particular match was 

mostly towards the referee and linesman, it is representative of the range of 

abuse directed towards the pitch and highlights the emotive and expressive 

language used by the supporters to convey their annoyance at the referring 

decisions. At other points, the direction of such abuse is towards the players, 

such as when the Glentoran player was told at another point in the match, to 

‘dry your eyes’ in response to the player injuring himself as he fouled a 

Cliftonville player. The abuse a player gets can be quite personal, as outlined 

by Luke:

Were you at that Crusaders match and that guy McKeown was 

playing for Crusaders? He has a big nose and some guys were giving
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him absolute dogs abuse, just because he had a big nose...it was a bit 

cringe-worthy because the entire ninety minutes he was getting so 

much abuse and because he was playing so close to us’.

(Luke, Interview)

On other occasions players have been abused for working in a 

McDonalds,51 being ‘on the brew’,52 having an unusual physical difference 

such as a large nose or ears, or even an unusual haircut. The referees and 

linesman are often the subject of abuse in regards to their personal stature, 

either remarking on their height (short or tall), their weight (often when they 

were over-weight), their hair (or lack of), the way they run, or even the way 

they held the flag.

Abuse and the violence that accompanied it on the football terraces 

are largely preserved in ‘the Troubles’ during the 1970s to early 1990s. 

However, the legacy of sectarian abuse still subtly saturates the modern 

football stadium. It is not prevalent and it is not always obvious but it still 

exists. Some supporters such as Bronagh condemn sectarian abuse that is 

aimed at those on the pitch and believe, while there is room for banter, it 

should not descend to abuse:

‘I don’t like people shouting sectarian abuse onto the pitch, I don’t 

agree with that at all. If somebody is a “whatever” I don’t think they are 

going to be an arsehole no matter what they do, or what church they 

attend on a Sunday, you know. I think dragging religion, or anything

51 The Irish League is a semi-professional league and few players can afford to rely solely on their 
football wages as a main source of income Many have full and part time jobs and some of the younger 
players subsidise their football wages with unemployment benefits and income support 
2 A reference to a person being on unemployment benefits or income support.
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like of these sectarian views into that is a bit ignorant. But you would 

get it’. (Bronagh, Interview)

Others such as Darran and Patrick consider abuse, particularly when 

reciprocated between opposition supporters, as part of the banter and as the 

match day experience.

‘You have Glentoran and you used to stand under the terracing 

there and where we stand now is a stand that is now split in two and 

you used to be able to go up and shout abuse and they would shout 

abuse back and have a bit of banter through the wire’.

(Darran, Interview)

'Would I act more rowdy at football matches? Yeah. Because all 

you’re doing is shouting and it’s not like you have to confront anybody 

at the other side of the pitch in the away stand, you know. It’s all a bit 

of banter, you know. Shout something, shout it at them and they 

shout something back at you and you have to come up with 

something even better. It’s good fun like. I definitely would act more 

rowdy, yeah’. (Patrick, Interview)

Some supporters recognise that there needs to be a balance between 

acceptable and unacceptable abuse. Luke recognises the power struggle 

that exists between supporters and the referee/linesmen but admits that on 

occasion he would shout a certain level of abuse at them.

‘It’s funny because some people see it as their birthright to shout 

abuse at the linesman, they’ve paid their nine pounds in and they
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think it’s worth it, you know. Obviously the linesman can’t shout back 

at you, so it’s quite easy... It’s a bit of a joke...But yeah I wouldn’t 

generally shout. I wouldn’t shout many obscenities to players anyway.

I just don’t do that, very often. The worst would be when I inform the 

linesman that he has made the wrong decision’. (Luke, Interview)

Supporters recognise the effect shouting abuse at players has on them.

‘I like that sort of up close and personal aspect. I think sometimes it is 

your civic duty to wind opposition players up and some of them bite, 

as you’ve seen yourself. Some of them go to quakers’.

(Brian, Interview)

Here, Brian is referring to the occasions where his abuse of the opposition 

players affects the player in question. His shouting distracts them to the 

extent that their performance on the pitch is affected. His remark that they 

‘go to quakers’ refers to the players literally ‘quaking’ or ‘shaking’ with fear or 

anger at the abuse. Brian takes pride in upsetting the opposition players and 

undermining their performance on the pitch. He views this behaviour as part 

of his role as a supporter and regards it as a positive aspect of his support 

for Cliftonville F.C.

However, he also recognises that the language used at matches 

would not be appropriate outside of the stadium. Brian contends that there is 

an expectation of abuse and foul language at football matches but states that 

there is a line where such abuse becomes unacceptable, recognising that he 

has fallen foul of this line himself.

‘Generally, I think you can get away with more at football matches,

260 | P a g e



than you can in normal life. You have the chance to vent for 90 

minutes. You have some opposition that you would give them such 

them dogs’ abuse that if you did that in the workplace, you would be 

thrown out, you’d be sacked... It is better knowing what the limits are, 

and what is acceptable. By God I have pushed the boundaries’.

(Brian, Interview)

This abuse and banter treads a fine line between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 

supporter practice. If we regard good supporter practice as any behaviour 

that positively benefits the team, then we should consider the impact of this 

abuse upon the opposition players and the referee, in particular the impact at 

Cliftonville’s stadium, Solitude. Home advantage has long been associated 

with the psychological effects of players having to travel to away stadiums, 

being unfamiliar with the playing grounds, notions of territoriality, special 

tactics being used and the support of the home supporters either inspiring 

the home team, or deflating and intimidating the away team (Smith and 

Groetzinger 2010: 4).

In their quantitative study of crowd noise on referee decisions, Nevill, 

Balmer and Williams (2002) concluded that the noise of the crowd influenced 

referees’ decisions to favour the home team. They suggested that referees’ 

decisions are influenced by the salient nature of crowd noise, the potential 

use of heuristic strategies and the need to avoid potential crowd displeasure 

by making a decision in favour of the home team (2002: 261).

The benefits of home advantage and the key role of the pressure from 

the home crowd demonstrate the potential impact of the power of supporting. 

One could imagine that six hundred supporters shouting at the referee,
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picking on a particular player with personal or venomous abuse is likely to 

have an impact.

Increasingly clubs are moving towards family friendly stadiums, where 

such abuse is frowned up, discouraged and punished. Offensive, rude, 

abusive and aggressive language is a common feature of Irish League 

football matches. It is clear that this behaviour would be off-putting to families 

attending these matches. Abusing opposition players may beneficial to 

Cliftonville in so far as it may put off the opposition player but it also 

potentially puts off potential supporters such as families from attending, 

which affects the revenue of Cliftonville. On the other hand, Cliftonville risks 

alienating their male, working-class support base by attempting too strong a 

policy to attract middle-class family support. It is the social aspects, with all of 

its acceptable and unacceptable behaviour that brings the current supporters 

to the stadium, rather than simply the entertainment on show and perhaps in 

spite of the limited facilities available.

However, the incidence of unacceptable abuse should not be 

exaggerated. Plenty of fans do not shout abuse. There are more who do not 

shout anything towards those on the pitch. Of those who do, there are plenty 

of witty and humorous words directed at officials, players and opposition 

supporters, if at times at their expense. Humour is heavily prevalent at the 

football stadium. Humour is a major attraction in attending the matches and it 

reinforces the strong social bond that ensures Cliftonville’s loyal support 

return to the stadium each week. It is important as a Cliftonville supporter to 

be able to take a joke at one’s expense and this form of teasing formed 

strong social bonds. Luke reflects on this teasing:
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‘...the funniest is the abuse that the referee or the linesmen get, can 

be quite funny, can be quite witty. And then some of the slaggings 

that people give each other. Can be anything about what they are 

wearing, like if they have got a new coat or something or a new shirt, 

and the abuse they’ll get or if someone has got a new haircut or. 

That’s the one thing I like about the terrace is the craic and the 

banter.’

(Luke, Interview)

For some, the humour is found in the most unfortunate of incidents. 

Bronagh recalled, with a laugh and a sly smile, how Thomas Brian, the 

handy man, ran onto the pitch with a stretcher when a player went down 

injured, fell over and had to be stretchered off the pitch himself.

The supporters I interviewed loved telling humorous stories of 

misbehaviour and caper.

‘I have seen a lot of funny things... Latvia for four days where it 

was one pound a drink, that lead to a lot of stuff... Walking up to 

Drogheda to pay in to the match and it says “Adults, kids and 

students” but they had abbreviated students to “STD”, so my mate 

walks up and says “Can I get in here”, “where’s your student card”, 

“I’ve got a sexually transmitted disease, I’ve got gonorrhoea, will that 

not entitle me?”, “have you a student card”, “it say’s STD!”... Dressing 

up and going down to Drogheda, people dressed up as nuns, 

cowboys, gimps, Belfast Telegraph sellers, absolutely fantastic... 

stopping on the side of the road in Latvia, stopping for smokes and 

piss-stop, Rigsby gets off, uproots a fucking tree, tries to bring it on
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the bus, removes the soil and muck at the request of Sensible Steve, 

the club director, beats the tree off the motorway, uses his good shoes 

and breaks off the roots, brings it onto the bus, rubs it in the face of 

the man who was complaining that he had hay-fever, strips himself, 

puts his clothes on the tree and starts singing a rendition of “The Tree 

is a Redsman!” You don’t get much better than that’.

(Darran, Interview)

What is notable about these stories is that they are largely 

recollections of deviant behaviour. Making jokes about sexually transmitted 

diseases; dressing up as a gimp or cross-dressing nun; breaking a tree, 

bringing it onto a bus and dressing it up are all behaviours that one would not 

normally do in wider society. Indeed, some of the behaviour would not be 

suitable at a stadium but is acceptable on a long away trip and perhaps 

expected. Within the football supporters, deviant behaviour is at times 

acceptable and through humour celebrated and remembered.

Although one may not find the story of Rigsby declaring the tree 

branch a ‘Reds man’ funny, it is a story that is shared within the Cliftonville 

community. It is their joke. The sociologist Linda E. Francis (1994) contends 

that humour can be viewed as interpersonal emotion management, which 

strengthens or restores the feeling norms of the situation and creates 

amusement in the self and other. Furthermore it generates positive 

sentiments amongst the members of an interacting group by bonding them 

together, often at the expense of some excluded person(s), event(s), or 

objects(s) (1994: 147).
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This is echoed by Platow et al. (2005) who suggest that laughter plays 

a role in delineating in-group and out-group boundaries. This is achieved by 

establishing exclusionary group identities and by fostering aggression 

towards members of out-groups (Platow et al., 2005) and Graetbach and 

Clark (2003) who propose that laughter, as a function of humour, increases 

the cohesiveness and performance of goal-oriented groups (Graetbach and 

Clark, 2003).

Sharing a joke, or sharing the understanding that is behind the joke, 

enables supporters to believe that they have something in common, 

compared to other individuals or groups. The STD joke was made possible 

by the shared understanding that whilst the away team and the turnstile 

operator understood STD to be a shortened version for student, whilst 

appreciating that it was more widely used to demark Sexually Transmitted 

Disease. The declaration of The Tree is a Redsman’ was as much a shared 

appreciation for surreal humour, as a background knowledge that this 

behaviour was typical of Rigsby and was just another example of classic 

Rigsby misbehaving on the road. The supporters share not only the joke but 

the background for understanding the joke, whether they find it funny or not.

Alcohol, Drugs, Cigarettes and Gambling: Socialising and sharing practices 

at football matches

Drinking is a big part of the Irish League football scene. Beer company 

Carling sponsors the league and the Bass Brewery previously sponsored the 

Irish Cup. There is a tradition of meeting in a nearby pub before the match, 

drinking at halftime and staying behind in the Cliftonville Social club.
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‘Drinking is a social act, performed in a recognised social context’ 

(Douglas 2003: 4). Drinking allows time for the supporters to sit together and 

chat. From my observations, this was likely to be about every day issues as it 

was about football. From my match notes, I recall speaking to a supporter 

about his upcoming wedding plans. After the game, I chatted to a couple in 

their forties about the new floodlights that had just been installed. On one 

occasion, during the Cliftonville versus Sligo Rovers match at Solitude, the 

group of supporters that I was sitting with were so engrossed in their 

conversation (and their alcohol), that they forgot the match was on going and 

did not go onto the terraces until the second half.

In the Social Club supporters would split up into their individual social 

circles, facilitated by the separated booths that surrounded the room 

perimeter. However, supporters mingled in the middle of the room. This 

facilitated both the continuation of separate social groups, as well as 

providing opportunities for supporters to socialise with others outside of their 

immediate social group. Drinking together enhanced the social solidarity 

within these groups. Consequently, it produced social demarcation and 

division vis-a-vis other supporters. As the supporters use alcohol to confirm 

and assert their feelings of social togetherness they also marked out their 

separateness and express their individual bounded-ness and commonality, 

not only to themselves but also to other individuals and groups within the 

supporter base (Hunt and Satterlee 1986: 523-524). In the arena of the 

Social Club, the booths reflected and facilitated social group division: home 

supporters from away supporters; families from families; groups of friends 

from groups of friends. In contrast, the open space in the centre provided the
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opportunity for social interaction between these groups, enabling movement 

across the social boundaries, as well as reinforcing them.

Cliftonville Social club is a central point of socialisation for the 

supporters and the local residents.

'If it was a big match I would stay here and then maybe head on into 

town, into Belfast’s city centre but sometimes I would stay here all 

night if there was something on after the match. I wouldn’t just go 

straight home after the match, unless I had to like be in work. But I’d 

say I always would stay after the match. For a few hours anyway’.

(Nolan, Interview)

There is a weekly quiz in the Social, occasional poker nights, a pool 

team and ladies darts team, discos, occasional traditionally folk music, 

Premier League, Champions league and International matches shown on the 

big screen and Thursday members night. In addition to these regular events 

there is also the annual ‘Nite At The Races’ fundraiser, the Halloween Disco, 

Christmas Party and Cancer Lifeline fundraiser. . Supporting Cliftonville F.C. 

is not just limited to ninety minutes on the terraces but through the Social 

Club that provides a variety of social activities, fans can interact with other 

supporters and friends socially and contribute to the football club in ways 

other than gate receipts.

The tradition, especially because most matches we didn’t have 

much to lose, was to have a pint or two in the Chester, then either get 

the bus down here for the home game, or if it was an away game get 

a few beers for the bus and have a few in the Social Club Afterwards
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it would have been the same thing; back here; have a few beers with 

my mates. There is a social aspect of going as well. The thing about 

the 2003/2004 era was that it was fucking crap and the football wasn’t 

good. You wouldn’t go to watch the football, the football was 

absolutely dire, nine games without scoring a goal but it was more the 

social aspect that you went and have a few beers, a wee bit of craic. 

Big social aspect going to the game’. (John, Interview)

Hunt and Satterlee’s work on drinking focused on the differing social 

groups that frequented two different pubs in the same English village. They 

concluded that the middle-class punters of the Griffin pub, with no other 

familial or geographical (neighbours) connections to each other, held an 

elaborate set of drinking practices in order to achieve and sustain the group. 

In contrast, the working-class punters of the Three Barrels pub, who were 

family members and neighbours, simply re-affirmed a cohesion that already 

existed. With a choice of seven pubs in the village, there was scope for 

different groups to claim a particular drinking venue (1986: 534).

For Cliftonville supporters, there is less flexibility in this regard. 

Certainly, as part of their pre and post match day tradition they could 

frequent their preferred drinking venue. However, whilst at the stadium, there 

is one and only one, drinking venue, the Social Club. Local residents 

frequent this Social Club during the evenings and weekend. The hard-core 

supporters go to the Social Club for the Cliftonville related events and the 

Solitude Reds use it as the meeting point for supporters club.

The socialisation of drinking is not just a practice that takes place in 

the Social Club before and after the match. There is also the widespread
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practice of drinking on the buses to the away games and on the terraces.

The bus driver would often look the other way as supporters brought alcohol 

onto the bus. Smoking would often take place on the bus as well, despite 

signs explicitly advising that it was illegal to smoke on the bus. Often those 

who smoked would sit at the back of the bus, the furthest point from the 

driver. The bus was very much a social scene, with the singing of songs and 

the collection of football sweeps. Friends would sit together and chat.

Sharing alcohol was common practice.

In addition to sharing alcohol on the buses, there was a smaller 

practice of sharing alcohol on the terraces. One group that practiced this 

sharing of alcohol were Luke's friends. This group would stand on the 

terraces under the old Main Stand and one member, Raymond, would bring 

a hip flask filled with spirits. Throughout the match, this flask was passed 

around the circle of six to eight friends. This was a very communal act but it 

was only performed amongst groups of friends. This sharing of alcohol was 

not extended to other supporters outside of the smaller social group.

Inside the Social Club, this intimate sharing of alcohol was echoed 

within this group by the buying of 'rounds’. It is common for small groups of 

friends to buy 'rounds’ where each member of the group would buy a ‘round’ 

of drinks for the table. It is expected that each group member would respond 

in turn. The difficulty of this arrangement arises, when first, the group is large 

and, second, when the group gets drunker. Both of these present the 

difficulty of keeping tabs on who has bought a round and who has not. 

However this group of friends continued with this arrangement week after 

week, despite the ‘rounds’ being split over pre-match, half-time and post-
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match drinking. This demonstrated a certain level of trust, as each group 

member was confident that their friends would later reciprocate their ‘round’. 

Buying rounds for six to eight people (which incorporated drinking sessions 

before, during and after the match) meant that a person would receive the 

same amount of drinks by the time they left, that they paid for. Economically, 

this means of strengthening friendship is a free-be, a financially null method 

of showing generosity to a friend. For groups of supporters such as Luke’s, 

buying rounds, sharing cigarettes and sharing carry-outs were financially 

moot means of reaffirming the group and their position within it.

There are, however, two points that need to be made about the 

drinking culture of football supporters. Firstly, not all supporters took part in 

the practice. Cliftonville would have about seven to eight hundred supporters 

at home games. The Social Club can only realistically hold between one 

hundred to one hundred and fifty supporters. Clearly numerous fans do not 

drink at football matches. In addition, there are supporters who only drink at 

certain matches, such as Kevin who highlighted that he would only drink at 

matches when he was not supervising his children, or John who drank at 

away matches as he no longer had to undertake Social Club director duties.

In addition, only a small portion of the crowd would partake in day

long drinking on match-days, with older fans, or those with responsibilities at 

home leaving directly after the match. It was often the younger supporters 

that practiced daylong drinking on match-days.

The tradition of sharing cigarettes was also widespread practice. 

There is an expectation to return the favour of sharing cigarettes at some 

point in the future. Anyone who did not reciprocate would run the risk of
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being ostracised from this custom. There was no expectation that the 

reciprocation needed to happen straightaway but there was an 

understanding that the reciprocation would happen at some point in the 

future, although this was never expressly stated.

This cigarette economy serves to facilitate social interactions, similar 

to the practice of sharing rounds of alcohol. Smoking, just like drinking, would 

be considered a vice in N.Ireland and it would be unacceptable and illegal to 

smoke in public places.53 Inside the football stadium, Social Club and on the 

buses, despite the smoking ban, smoking was common practice. Inside the 

football stadium, unacceptable behaviour becomes acceptable and ‘bad’ 

supporter practice becomes ‘good’ supporter practice as it facilitates social 

relations through interaction, which ultimately are to the benefit of Cliftonville, 

as strong social bonds between supporters, formed during these interactions 

ensured their continual presence at Cliftonville on match days.

Smoking cannabis occurs, though it is much less common than 

drinking or smoking tobacco. It was not something that was openly discussed 

and it was not an issue that I approached directly in the interviews. However, 

it was something that I noted in my observations, particularly the use of 

‘joints’ (cigarettes rolled using cannabis). The sharing of joints was often a 

private affair and not as communal as the practice of sharing drinks or 

cigarettes. When sharing did occur, it was often within smaller groups of 

friends, with the illegal nature of the event rendering a certain degree of 

secrecy. However, the fact that people partook in smoking the joints was no

53 In Northern Ireland, a smoke-free law has been in effect since 30 April 2007 for public spaces
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great secret, as the telltale smell of the drug drew people’s attention to the 

fact.

However, where this behaviour would be unacceptable outside of the 

stadium and indeed illegal, it was tolerated within the football stadium, 

provided it was done discreetly. There were occasions, particularly on the 

bus trips, where the over-powering smell of cannabis forced Cliftonville 

officials to reproach the offenders and remind them of the consequences of 

getting caught, both for the perpetuators and for Cliftonville. Generally, 

compared to smoking and drinking, this supporter practice was tolerated 

rather than accepted within the football supporter base.

Gambling in N.Ireland, just like the rest of the United Kingdom, is, 

although legalised, considered a vice. Excessive gambling is particularly 

frowned uponl observed that gambling on football was part of the match-day 

experience, with the excitement reaching a crescendo at the final scores. 

Supporters kept up-to date with other matches around the Irish League and 

in the Premier league during the match by either radio or utilising mobile 

internet. At half-time and after the match the supporters would watch the 

results from around the Irish League and Premier League on the televisions 

in the Social Club.

This gambling, however, was not an insular activity, it was something 

that was shared and discussed amongst the supporters. Other supporters 

shared in their excitement and it was not unusual for an individual’s betting 

slip to be passed around the table in the Social Club, or passed between 

supporters on the terraces, as the supporters studied their friend’s choice of
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betting. Betting was a very social practice inside the stadium and generated 

topical conversations for the supporters to share and discuss.

Social Division and Class on the Terraces

In other parts of the United Kingdom, media and academics have turned their 

attention to the change in social class of match-attending supporters from 

working class to middle class. Finn and Giuliannotti pinpoint the change to:

‘the construction of new all-seated stadiums, the raising of ticket 

prices, the targeting of female spectators and families, the use of 

stricter codes of conduct that are enforced on fans by stewards and 

police officers...[in order] to reach new consumers, notably among the 

wealthier and more “respectable” social classes’ (2000: 270).

John Williams, from the Leicester School points to the Hillsborough disaster 

of 1989 and the Taylor Report which followed that redesigned stadiums as 

key:

Taylor ushered in seating and provoked the first major stadium 

modernisation programme in 30 years. The World Cup finals of 1990 

and Gazza's tears were part of a wider cultural shift, eroding the 

inward tendencies in the English game’. (Walsh 2012: 1)

There has been a concerted effort to create a family friendly atmosphere at 

the football stadiums, with attendance of women and children greatly 

encouraged. All of this is part of the ‘civilising process’ that aims to re

orientate the sport towards a new middle class audience with more free time 

and disposable income and locate ‘live’ sport within a wider entertainment
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and leisure market, in order to attract a larger and more affluent supporter 

base (Crawford 2004: 73). This can be seen in the creation of seated stands 

at the expense of terracing, family areas in the stadium and the creation of 

better female friendly facilities.

This change leads one to a consideration of social class amongst the 

Cliftonville supporters. Are they experiencing the same social class upheaval 

amongst the support-base as their counter-parts in England and is this 

causing an issue within the supporters? Furthermore, do the supporters 

express this social class division?

First, there is a danger in assuming a cut-off point between the 

classes. As noted in the section on universes of discourse in Chapter 1, 

there is large area of overlap between them. Furthermore, it does not allow 

for movement between the two, whereby someone born of, say, working- 

class parents leads an entirely middle-class existence. As noted in Chapter 

1, whilst no quantitative study of class was undertaken, I would contend that 

there would a wide range of class diversity amongst the support, with a 

significant number in the spectrum of upper working class moving into lower 

middle class.

Second, there is a need to consider if the same causes that lead to 

social class upheaval amongst supporters in England occurred at Cliftonville. 

I will take each of Finn and Giulianotti’s (2000: 270) contentions for social 

class upheaval. Cliftonville’s home support have one modern seater stand, 

one original terrace standing area and one stand that has bleacher seats, 

allowing for standing. Female spectators and families have been targeted 

and provisions have been made for them (family areas, better female toilets).
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Cliftonville supporters have in fact seen a relaxation in the enforcement of 

conduct from stewards and police officers since ‘the Troubles’. The 

Cliftonville club have been reaching for new consumers but there are no 

indications that they are particularly looking for the wealthier and more 

'respectable' social classes. They are not looking to upgrade a set of 

supporters with a revenue ceiling; they are looking to fill their stadium first. 

Finally, ticket prices and season ticket prices are very reasonable compared 

to those at the top level in England. All of these considerations lead me to 

conclude that working class supporters have not been overtly pushed out of 

the club, or covertly priced out of match attendance. With no cause for social 

class discontent there has been little reason for the supporters to express 

social class discontent.

In addition, when class was discussed by the supporters, it was often 

to proclaim their working class roots and Cliftonville as a working class club. 

This was particularly contended in reference to the socialist nature of the 

club, namely that the club is 100% owned by its members. According to John 

Williams, (Dempsey and Reilly, 1998: 230) people now want to be identified 

with a football club because it is fashionable in a consumerist way, which 

offers a connection to the authentic. In addition, supporters, like many in 

Great Britain, are more likely to refer to themselves as working-class, even if 

they are middle class. Heath, Savage and Senior (2013) and their work on 

the British Social Attitudes Survey indicate that the proportion of people who 

feel that they are middle class (around a third) or working class (around six in 

ten) has not changed much over the 30 year period. This is despite two
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thirds of Britain's population having an occupation ‘objectively’ considered 

middle-class (Heath, Savage and Senior 2013: 176).

Savage (2000, p.xii) has identified the ‘paradox of class’ that the 

structural importance of class to people’s lives appears not to be recognised 

by the people themselves. Culturally, class does not appear to be a self- 

conscious principle of social identity. Structurally, however, it appears to be 

'highly pertinent’. Savage further contended that identifying with working- 

class roots despite social advancement was unique to Britain: ‘in the US, 

Canada, Australia and elsewhere in Europe people like to say they are 

middle-class because it means they are not super-wealthy but they are not 

poor. In the UK, in some quarters, to say you are middle-class is considered 

to be a claim that you are above other people. It has connotations of elitism, 

so people would rather not say it’ (O’Sullivan 2013: 1).

Thus is seems that class difference is suppressed. First, since the 

ticket prices are low, the usual reason for social class discontent amongst 

football supporters is not present. Second, that the supporters cling to their 

working-class roots in order to be considered ‘ordinary’, just like every other 

supporter. Further analysis is limited, as class division was not the focus of 

the fieldwork research and within the scope of thorough analysis. However, 

this would be an area that should be considered for further research.

Humour, Socialising, and Drinking to Success

There is a plethora of theories of humour, most of which deal with causes of 

laughter or why certain things are perceived as funny (Francis 1994: 148). 

However, for all of its peculiarity, humour is an interaction that shapes group
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boundaries, categorisation and the internal-external dialectic of identification, 

strengthening social bonds between supporters in the process. The telling 

and listening to jokes is what-goes-on-between-people, in the interaction 

order (Jenkins 2008: 39-40). Identification arises out of and within interaction 

between people and groups (Jenkins 1997: 11). By interacting together, 

through humour and laughter, the supporters can create the boundaries of a 

particular group of family or friends, a supporter club, or even the entire 

Cliftonville support, in opposition to others. They help mark the group in 

relation to other groups (Cohen 1992: 54).

At the centre of this interaction is the Social Club, which becomes a 

meeting place for socially contrasting groups who use the drinking arena to 

establish and maintain themselves. Some groups are created from a wider 

social network of overlapping ties in a social world outside of Cliftonville. 

Some group memberships have no pre-existing overlapping ties to maintain 

group cohesion and no similar structural features except a shared interest in 

Cliftonville and occupation of the same space.

However, regardless of whether they are an existing group who drink 

together, a new group established in the Social Club, or a mixture of both, 

drinking together, alongside their shared interest in Cliftonville, facilitate 

interaction, establishing and reinforcing the social boundaries of the group. 

Barth emphasised that the social construction of identity lay in interaction at 

and across the boundaries (1969: 9). Barth probably did not envisage it 

comprising two individuals stuck together at the bar of a crowded Social 

Club, forced into conversation with each other, as they carefully drink their 

pints amidst a flurry of elbows and pints carried above their heads.
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Whilst drinking, smoking, illegal drugs and gambling are not the 

archetypal recipe for a football team’s success. However, they are a key part 

of the identification process that creates and maintains the supporters as a 

group and ensures their continual attendance and support. This support, 

particularly financial, directly links to the long-term success of the team.

For Goffman, identification lies in the routines and rituals of everyday 

interaction (Jenkins 2008: 91). For these supporters drinking, smoking, 

gambling and occasionally taking illegal drugs is all part of their routine, part 

of the match day ritual. More importantly, they are activities that they do with 

others. This is not a supporter drinking a tin of Harp in the house as he 

watches the match, cigarette in one hand and betting docket in the other. 

This supporter drinks with others, shares his cigarettes, discusses his bets 

and discreetly partakes in drugs with others. This is what goes on between 

people, the interaction order between individuals as constituted in 

relationships.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have explored the behaviour and practice of supporters. On 

a simplistic level, all behaviour and practice could be regarded as positive or 

negative, encouraging or discouraging, beneficial or obstructive, approved 

and disapproved, ‘good’ or ’bad’. These behaviours are directed towards five 

main groups, the supporters own team, the opposition team, the opposition 

supporters, the officials and Cliftonville itself.

In this chapter, I have sought to contextualise this behaviour and 

practice within an emic understanding of the football fans as supporters and



congregators. When considering football fans as supporters there is a clear 

contrast between good and bad behaviour, one encouraging and benefitting 

the team and the other distracting and of detriment to Cliftonville. If the only 

purpose of the fan were in terms of supporting, we would expect there to be 

significant differences between those supporters who engage in behaviour 

that benefits their club to those that engage in behaviour to the club’s 

detriment. There would be an expectation of some sort of schism within the 

supporters along this line. However, viewing the football fan solely as a 

supporter is short-sighted, as it neglects the impact of the football fans as 

congregators. The deviant behaviour of supporters can fall short of the ideal 

image of a supporter but one needs to view deviant behaviour through the 

perspective of congregation to make sense of the behaviour and practice. 

People attend football matches, not just to support their team but also to 

associate with each other.

For some supporters, some of the time, taking part in certain deviant 

practices is part of this association. For some, the entertainment of the 

football on show is the major reason for attendance. For others the social 

aspect of meeting family, friends and like-minded supporters is the most 

important reason for attending. When they meet, they swear, mock, drink, 

smoke, abuse the referee, the opposition and rival supporters, fight, gamble 

and generally misbehave together. They share alcohol; cigarettes and drugs. 

They also sing, dance, chant, laugh and support their team together. At times 

their misbehaviour and subsequent practices not only allows them to explore 

their social relationships but helps to hold the supporter groups together, as 

these deviant practices are deeply intertwined with social interactions. Within
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this perspective, the clear cut view of good and bad supporter behaviour and 

practice is turned on its head and is no longer as black and white as it first 

seemed.

How do we account for these Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde forms of 

behaviour? They seem to be at odds with each other. In this Chapter, I have 

argued that both positive and some deviant behaviour are to the ultimate 

benefit of the club. However, I did this by stepping back and analysing the 

behaviour of the supporters within a wider picture. It is doubtful that when the 

supporters drink or shout abuse at the referee that they are considering the 

welfare of the club.

These apparently contradictory forms of behaviour can be accounted 

for in terms of the plurality of identity. Identity is not a stable state of being. It 

is negotiable and flexible. It is multi-dimensional. It is always changing 

(Jenkins 2008: 17-19). Being abusive or drinking to excess, which could 

potentially damage the reputation of the club through behaviour, does not 

cause the supporter to doubt their identity as a Cliftonville supporter. Neither 

does their lack of joining in the singing, chanting or waving of flags. Identity is 

dynamic and creative and allows for contradictions and tension within both 

the individual and the collective identification processes.

In an ideal world the supporters sing together to inspire their team to 

success. In reality, they may well sing abusive/offensive lyrics and/or 

because they are drunk. In an ideal world, they cheer their team on. In 

reality, they abuse the opposition and the referee. In an ideal world, the 

supporters would bond together through purely positive behaviour. In reality, 

the deviant behaviour helps to hold the supporters together. At times, their
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misbehaviour and practices actively contribute to the group identification via 

interaction and social relationships. This in turn, by contributing to the 

maintenance of a group of individuals who directly and indirectly support their 

team, actually enables much of the good supporter behaviour and practices 

that are of benefit to the team and Cliftonville.

I started this chapter asking a seemingly innocuous question: what is 

a football fan? Some researchers have viewed them as consumers, 

spectators, audience and performers. Football supporters are supporters and 

congregators. The concept of supporter is however, misleading as it points to 

a view that people are only attending football matches in order to support 

their team. This notion can blind us to the other important activity that is 

taking place, association and congregation. Family and friends attend 

football matches together. These supporters are not isolated in their support; 

they are congregators with a common interest.

In this chapter, I have looked at how the reality of supporter behaviour 

can fall short of the ideal. However, the idea of ‘deviant’ behaviour falling 

short of an ideal only falls short if we view it purely through the perspective of 

‘supporting’. We need to view this behaviour through the perspective of 

congregation and association in order to make sense of the (mis)behaviour 

and practice. In an ideal world, supporters would work in harmony, singing 

and chanting in unison and boosting the positive effects of their support. In 

reality, supporters also want to sit and drink together, lark about, swear, vent, 

shout, smoke, gamble and generally take part in deviant behaviour. Their 

deviancy creates solidarity, which is a dilemma in terms of only supporting 

but not when we regard supporting in connection with congregation.
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This chapter highlights that examining a supporter is not just about 

what they do, as supporters but who they are, as congregators. As 

supporters, they attend Cliftonville matches to support their team and enjoy a 

hobby, a pastime. However, they also attend matches to congregate with 

fellow supporters. Furthermore, these fellow supporters are not strangers. 

They are family members, friends, neighbours and this will be explored in the 

next chapter on the social relations of supporters.
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Chapter 6

The Social Relations of Supporters

Football hooliganism has been extensively studied since the 1960s. Much 

research on football supporters emphasises hooliganism and violence, 

especially the sociological work of Ian Taylor (1971a,b, 1982a,b, 1987) and 

John Clarke (1973, 1978), the figurational approach of the ‘Leicester School’ 

and the postmodernist approaches by Giulianotti (1994, 1999, 2001) and 

Redhead (1991, 1993, 1997) to name but a few54.

The legacy of this research has contributed to a widespread 

stereotype, held by both media and wider society to this day, that football 

supporters are louts and hooligans. This external categorisation may well 

have an effect on supporters because of group labelling. There are a 

proportion of supporters involved in hooligan behaviour. The combination of 

historical academic research, media and wider societal attention focused on 

this one aspect of behaviour and identified this with that of the entire group. 

One could argue that this in turn reinforced certain behaviour. Each 

incidence of hooliganism tends to reinforce the stereotype of football 

supporters as hooligans. Each incident inspired newspaper articles and news 

bulletins. With every article and publication, public opinion was reinforced 

and entrenched. As a result, the entire football support base may come to be 

identified with hooliganism and violence.

54 To demonstrate the extensive literature I randomly picked two articles that focused on hooliganism 
to examine their bibliography These articles, Gow and Rookwood (2008) and Spaaij (2007) articles, 
with a combined content of 25 pages, provides a bibliography of 72 references regarding hooliganism 
and violence at matches
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Football fans are not mindless hooligans; they are friends, colleagues, 

neighbours, fathers, sons, mothers, daughters, grandparents, cousins, aunts 

and uncles. For fans:

‘being a football supporter is a regular, structuring part of their lives 

which enables them to experience a real sense of belonging in an 

otherwise uncertain world... being part of a fan “community” is far 

more substantial than merely an escapist form of momentary 

bonding... and is based on “thick” ties of family, kinship, friendship 

and neighbourhood’. (Brown et al. 2006: 55)

As such, it is important to look beyond this skewed and distorted 

prism and study the supporters, hooligans and all, outside of this hooligan 

box. This thesis has focused on supporters as individuals and part of small 

social groups, as well as part of larger communal and ethnic groups. It has 

humanised a group of people that have been stigmatised as proponents of 

violence and deviance. I have shown the supporters as people who travel 

around N.Ireland looking to support their team, despite the difficulties of 

doing so. They are people who make flags, use objects like pin-badges and 

scarves to construct their identity, who like to drink, smoke and have a chat 

with their family and friends.

All these activities facilitate interaction, a key component of the 

identification process. This interaction occurs across the boundary, between 

supporters. To my great surprise this interaction at football matches occurred 

between family and friends. They did not support their team as strangers
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who happened to be in the same place. They arrived in groups of family and 

friends.

In this chapter, I examine the social relationships formed, 

strengthened and at times tested, through a shared interest in Cliftonville. 

First, I focus on friends and belonging within the supporter’s base and how a 

shared interest in Cliftonville leads to increased interaction that can, in some 

instances, lead to friendship. Furthermore, I explore on how interaction, as 

facilitated by the shared interest in Cliftonville, is necessary for the 

maintenance of friendships. Football acts as an important mechanism for 

forming and maintaining strong friendships and keeping in touch with old 

friends.

Second, I focus on the key role football plays in family life, examining 

how it links experiences across family members and generations and creates 

a lasting sense of tradition and belonging. Football fandom is socially 

inherited within the family and I shall argue that matches are days out for 

family members that facilitate the interaction needed to repair weak family 

relations, or maintain strong ones. Furthermore, I argue that the family group 

identification is based on a shared interest in football that acts as a unifying 

experience that forms the basics of routine conversation. These can lead to 

the more intimate conversations that one would expect of strong family 

relationships

One view of football supporters is that they are only there to watch 

their team and that the relationships they form at the stadium are secondary 

and merely perishable relationships. I will show that these relationships are
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vital to the overall experience, developing over time and contend that football 

is generative of friendships.

Relationships

This chapter focuses upon relationships between friends and family. Finch 

and Mason provide a simple definition of relationships that provides a base 

from which to work. They state that relationships 'are created and sustained 

through contact, conversation and a common life over long periods of time’ 

(Finch and Mason 2000: 164). This helps to distinguish the difference 

between mere associations and people who meet regularly. Likewise, it 

allows us to distinguish between a relationship and a mere interaction. There 

is clearly a distinction between an interaction, which involves a strictly limited 

span of time and a relationship, which involves past, present and often future 

interactions. A series of interactions that are very independent of each other 

would not constitute a relationship. As essential feature of a relationship is 

that each interaction is influenced by other interactions in that relationship. 

Thus a relationship is not a thing but as a process over time (Hinde 1997: 38- 

39).

Relationships are situated within a network of other relationships. In 

everyday life, we initially classify relationships by what the participants do 

together: teacher-pupil, doctor-patient, business colleague, and so on. We 

classify kin relationships according to the nature of the relatedness (e.g. 

aunt- nephew). In comparison, we identify friends more by the quality of the 

interactions than by what the participants do together (Hinde 1997: 62).
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These repeated interactions between supporters are of primary 

interest. Interactions in the past affect interactions in the present and may 

affect interactions in the future. In addition, expectations of future events may 

affect present interactions. For Robert Hinde a relationship may be enhanced 

(or eroded) by the way in which the participants think about the relationship, 

between interactions, or discuss it with outsiders (ibid.: 38). The fact that 

these repeated interactions take place over time and build cumulatively upon 

one another is of particular importance. Certain closeness’ exists in these 

relationships, with notions of trust, familiarity and common interest 

permeating the connection. This chapter regards relationships not as a state 

of being but as a process, a process based on repeated interactions and part 

of a larger identification process. Familial ties, a romantic connection, a 

childhood friendship, or neighbour commonalities are all bases for a 

relationship. However, regardless of what is based upon, it is the repetition of 

the interactions between two people that creates, shapes, maintains and at 

times strains such relationships.

Defining Friendship

Raymond Firth contends that ‘the concept of friendship can vary in intensity, 

from simple well-wishers to familiar, close, dear, intimate, bosom, boon- 

companion friend, each with its own subtle quality' (Firth 1999: xiv). There is 

a great deal of variation in the use of the term ‘friend’. It can be used to refer 

to a pleasant association or acquaintances and to close friendships and 

lifelong friends (Spencer and Pahl 2006: 58).
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Pahl refers to the classics such as Aristotle or Circero for defining 

different types of friendship, on what is ‘true’ friendship (2000: 78-79). His 

focus is to improve the classifications of friendship, which are 'typically of the 

crudest kind’ (Pahl 2000: 73) and he stresses, ‘...the potential for 

classifications and taxonomies are endless’ (Pahl 2000: 118). His rich 

overview of the different consideration of friendship is a masterwork of 

classification that, however, lacks an overall model that explains the process 

of friendship. There are, however, several considerations that he and others 

make, that are important for this chapter. I will use these considerations, in 

tandem with a model of identity as outlined by Barth, Cohen and Jenkins, to 

explore friendship amongst the Cliftonville supporters.

First, these friendships are part of the process of identification. A 

supporter may have a range of friendship groups, incorporating two to a 

dozen or more individuals. Those friendship groups exist in relation to both 

the individual supporter and the collective, the group. A negotiation takes 

place in terms of group identity and membership, with both self-ascription, 

and ascription by others, defining the group. There is a group identification of 

association that is perhaps more extensive than the friendship groups that 

comprise it. For instance, other supporters may bring other people into the 

group. They become part of the group of association. This in turn creates an 

increase in interaction. In time, the supporter may consider this new member 

a friend. They become part of the individual’s friendship group.

There is a consideration that, compared to kinship, friendships are 

based on choice and are sought out, acquired and not ascribed: ‘friendships 

have to be established: unlike family ties, workmates or neighbours,
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friendships are chosen rather than given’ (Spencer and Pahl 2006: 59). 

However, there may be universes of discourse that dictate the potential 

choice of friend, where gender, age, class, ethnicity, religion, locality and 

time all play a role in this ‘choice’ of friendship. Whilst supporters can choose 

which relationships they are involved in to pursue as a friendship, they are 

choosing from a pool of potential friends that is, in a sense, ascribed.

Friendship is about increased interaction and exchange between two 

(or more) participants. A key feature of supporting is that it facilitates an 

increase of interaction through shared activities. This helps to facilitate 

friendship that 'exists largely through an involvement in certain activities, 

which generates sentiments which, in turn, encourage further activities’ (Pahl 

2000: 14). Thus, increased interaction can lead to increased friendship, 

leading in turn to increased interaction, in an ever-increasing spiral effect. 

That is until such a point that the interactions themselves or the desire for the 

friendship decreases or ceases. Sharing is the foundation of friendship. 

Friends share their time, problems, plans, hopes and thoughts. Therefore, 

trust and loyalty are basic requirements for friendship (Kennedy 1986: 128). I 

have already discussed in this thesis how the sharing of cigarettes, drink, 

jokes etc. all increase group identification by facilitating interaction.

Friendship groups take this one-step further in terms of intimacy. They move 

from general chitchat to that which is more personal. The closer a supporter 

is to their friends; the greater the potential for betrayal. Therefore, trust is 

required for supporters to reveal their feelings and their failings to another 

(Pahl 2000: 63). Pahl considered ‘friendships to be high in quality when they 

were high in intimacy and collaboration but low in competition’ (2000: 108).
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Friendship is based on similarity and perceiving to have something in 

common: ‘...similarities of interest and disposition are to be expected: we 

choose our drinking companions from those who enjoy a drink’ (Pahl 2000: 

82). However simply having interests and ‘virtue’ in common cannot, in 

themselves generate friendship (Pahl 2000: 82). The supporters have work 

in common with their work colleagues, a neighbourhood in common with their 

neighbours and Cliftonville in common with their fellow supporters. However, 

that does not, in itself, generate friendship. It does however provide a starting 

point for potential friendship.

Friendship does not only change in the course of time, it also changes 

due to the period of its existence. Duck and Gilmour point to the impact of 

the life cycle on friendships, highlighting age related factors, cognitive 

development, employment status, marital status and health as important 

dynamics. Friendship expectations, network sizes and the functions of 

friendship all change from one life-stage to another (1987: 93). It' varies with 

age, class, stage in the life-course, religion, ethnicity, gender and so 

on...friendship is socially patterned and must be understood in context’ 

(Spencer and Pahl 2006: 40).

The literature indicates that there are different types of friendships, 

moving from those of mere association, to those of great intimacy and 

communication. These friendships are organised hierarchically but are 

always changing, as they are part of a dynamic ongoing process. This 

process is shaped by the universes of discourse, which affect the human 

world. This is important as friendships are facilitated in the vis-a-vis of human 

interaction across the boundary. Friendship groups contribute to the
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individual identification process and in turn, the individual contributes to the 

collective identification process. Friendships can develop through a shared 

interest, which helps facilitate the interaction needed. This shared interest is 

Cliftonville F.C.

Friends and Belonging

Supporting a football team creates a strong unifying social bond for fans. 

They are bonded through an 'us versus them’ mentality, the in-group versus 

the external group. Once the supporters identify themselves as a member of 

a particular group they tend to feel more comfortable with others of their own 

kind, in this case Cliftonville supporters, rather than opposition fans, or those 

with no interest in football. While fans may come from a variety of social and 

economic backgrounds and may range in their commitment to the team from 

occasional supporter to hardcore fan, supporting Cliftonville together remains 

very important for creating and maintaining bonds among community 

members. ‘Friendship exists largely through an involvement in certain 

activities, which generates sentiments which, in turn, encourage further 

activities’ (Pahl 2000: 14). Having Cliftonville in common can lead to the 

discovering of other things in common. Although by no means guaranteed, 

this can lead to friendship through increased interaction and increased 

psychological presence in the minds of the supporter(s).

The supporters have described Cliftonville, during both the fieldwork 

research and interviews, in abstract communal terms such as a community’. 

The supporters’ conception of community is based on a sense of ‘we-ness’ 

that is centred around a particular locality, Cliftonville football club, and the
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nearby area that they feel a strong connection or sense of belonging to. They 

feel that they belong to this community, and say ‘we are a community’ rather 

than ‘Cliftonville is a community’. However, this is not a community based on 

shared geographic space in the traditional sense. Being part of the 

Cliftonville fan-base is not limited to the immediate community of Cliftonville, 

or the surrounding areas, since sometimes events and activities may span 

multiple communities. For instance, away games obviously do not take place 

at Cliftonville. In this sense, the Cliftonville fan's life is like a series of inter

connected social networks. The stadium is at the centre of these networks. 

‘Geographical mobility is clearly a major life-course event as far as 

friendships are concerned. It is much easier to retain friends if people remain 

in the same local area’ (Spencer and Pahl 2006: 99). Spencer and Pahl 

highlight that shared space increases interaction. In this instance, the 

Cliftonville stadium, the Social Club, the pubs, the away buses, the away 

stands, the away social clubs and even the internet forums are all shared 

spaces that facilitate interaction. This is where bonds are forged and 

emotions are shared. However, such bonds, relationships and emotions are 

not limited to this space. They expand outwards in multiple directions, 

interlinking acquaintances, friends, generations, families, communities and 

societies. Thus, some of the friendships and relationships facilitated by 

Cliftonville-related shared spaces (and thus increased interaction) are also 

facilitated by other shared spaces, away from Cliftonville and vice-versa.

It is tempting, when looking at a football crowd to think of it as a 

homogeneous group, a single entity made up of like-minded individuals that 

operate together in response to events on and off the pitch. In reality, a
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football crowd is made up of numerous overlapping social circles. These 

social circles are comprised of family, friends, neighbours and colleagues. 

Some social circles continue to exist outside of the stadium; others exist 

solely inside the stadium. Some are mixtures of both. Supporters do not 

arrive as individuals, sit as individuals and leave as individuals. They arrive 

as part of one or several social circles.

A family member or friend often inducts Cliftonville supporters into the 

support base by bringing them to a match. For example, a friend or relative 

brought all the interviewees with the exception of Brian, to a Cliftonville 

game. Once there, their social relationships expanded, existing relationships 

are strengthened and new relationships created. Groups of friendship come 

into interaction with other groups of friendship. Across this boundary, these 

groups become shaped by the internal / external dialectic of identification 

and the form and format of these friendship groups’ changes. Groups of 

friendship change and combine with other groups of friendship, forming 

larger groups of association, which change the dynamics of the friendship 

groups’ identification process.

Some, like Luke arrived as part of an existing group of friends who 

use the routine match experience to strengthen their existing relationships:

‘I went with friends from school...It was just something to do for a 

laugh on a Saturday afternoon... I do think it’s good that you can see 

everyone every week, see more of them, as I wouldn’t see them every 

week if it wasn’t for football’. (Luke, Interview)
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Others, like Darran arrived as a child with his immediate family, in this 

case his father and uncles but vastly expanded his social circle as he grew 

older. Some of his social circle is based on old, existing friendships, whilst 

others are newly created relationships:

when I go to a game I go to a game with different groups of people.

I go to the games and I’m with Eoin, I’m with Mangle, I’m with yourself, 

I’m with Beacon, I'm with Dorn, I’m with Ray, I’m with Fergie, I’m with 

Tony, I’m with Aiden, I’m with Davy, I’m with all my Uncles...I’m with 

all the ones from the forums... I’m always over talking to people...

What is funny is that one of the people who is sitting in the pub right 

now, Eoin, I actually only know him now six months. He only went to a 

few games and now he goes to every game. There are others like 

Crick or Big Dorn and I’ve known them from day one. I lived in the 

same street as them and we were always Reds men. So you’re going 

back, knowing someone for twenty, twenty-five years, right up to six 

months’. (Darran, Interview)

The relationships and social circles present at Cliftonville matches are 

not always dependent on existing relationships. . Some pre-existing 

relationships extend into supporting Cliftonville. Conversely, emergent 

relationships can be formed through supporting Cliftonville. Supporting the 

same football team is both generative of new relationships and supportive of 

existing relationships.

For Cliftonville supporters, football is an important mechanism for 

forming and maintaining strong friendships that might otherwise not exist.
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'Football friends' are different from friends in other areas of life. Their 

friendship is based on the shared interest in Cliftonville and football. Some of 

these friendship are that of association ‘whose relationship is based entirely 

on sharing a particular interest or activity...these relationships are 'tightly 

framed’ and the friends do not meet outside the shared activity or context’ 

(Spencer and Pahl 2006: 61). However, association is the first step towards 

a deeper or more intimate form of friendship.

For instance, Luke met one of his closest friends, Paul, through 

Cliftonville. There is a ten-year age gap between them, which Luke 

recognises would not have been breached in normal circumstances. It is 

through interactions at the Cliftonville game through a common 

associate/friend that Luke and Paul became firm friends, a relationship that 

would not have occurred without a shared interest in Cliftonville and the 

opportunity for repetitive interaction. Luke also met Darran through 

Cliftonville. Luke recalls the first time he encountered Darran:

‘...the first time I met Darran I thought “this boy is a real maniac”. He 

had the megaphone out... and he was shouting and I thought he was 

very witty, although a head case and that he must be an eejit’.

(Luke, Interview)

In this case, clearly first impressions do not account for everything 

and, through mutual friends and repeated interactions, Luke and Darran 

became friends. Darran integrated himself into Luke’s social group through a 

mutual friendship with a few members of the group and interacted with them 

supporting Cliftonville. Darran and Luke developed such a strong friendship
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that, shortly after the time of my interviews, the two of them spent three 

months touring Asia and Australia together as part of a larger group of seven 

or eight friends who all attended Cliftonville matches together. What was 

initially just an association, at first facilitated by a shared interest in 

Cliftonville, developed into friendship, through increased interaction, both 

inside and outside of the stadium.

Luke, Paul and Darran, just like many supporters, may consider that 

they have had little in common with certain supporters. However, through the 

circumstance of shared space and the possibility of increased interaction, 

they became 'friends' at the matches. Furthermore, they choose to continue 

this friendship outside the confines of the ground. Supporting the same team 

on the terraces is an important way of forging and maintaining very real 

social bonds. Alternatively, it is also an occasion and opportunity for meeting 

a fellow supporter with whom they happen to get along, their 'fun' friends, an 

activity buddy, casual in nature. Darran discusses the importance of the 

terraces and building up friendships and relationships through talking and 

socialising with them:

‘If I didn’t go to Cliftonville matches I would still be mates with some of 

my friends because I grew up with them. Other people I wouldn’t 

because I wouldn’t have met them through Cliftonville Football Club. 

When you’re watching Cliftonville and it’s a quiet game, with only a 

few hundred at the match, you're getting beat and it’s a cold day, 

instead of just standing there watching the match, you get a chance 

and you walk around and you meet people. If it wasn’t for the club I 

wouldn’t have bumped into some of my friends. I only met them
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through Cliftonville and generally going to the football, and drinking 

with them and going to away matches and Europe and you build up a 

relationship’. (Darran, Interview)

While many Cliftonville fans stressed that they met their friends 

through football, others fans suggested that attending matches is a way of 

keeping in touch with old friends and other people with whom they might 

have otherwise lost contact. A number of Cliftonville fans suggested that 

keeping in touch with friends was one of their main reasons for returning to 

the stands every weekend. Football in this sense is their principal point of 

social contact. David recollected on his attendance during the late 1970s 

when he would meet up with his friends every Saturday to attend Cliftonville 

matches, the principal meeting time and point for himself and his friends:

'I think it (going to the match together) was good for the friendship... 

with us there would have been maybe a hardcore group of between 

maybe five or ten of us would have went but you sort of amalgamated 

with other groups, friends and friends of friends and I think that was 

part of the appeal, particularly the away games, meeting up’.

(David, Interview)

Darran too conversed on the importance of talking to friends during 

the football game and particularly talking to those he wouldn’t see during the 

week or lapsed fans who attended irregularly:

‘I go to games more to see people and sit and chat with people that I 

wouldn’t normally see during the week, than I do to watch the 

football...people would come through the turnstiles that maybe you
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haven’t seen in years. I want to have an old yarn with him as well, you

know what I mean?’ (Darran, Interview)

Football provided both David and Darran a forum for meeting up with 

friends, current and old. In addition, football provided them, as well as many 

other fans, the ability to bridge barriers and interact with people they would 

normally have no contact with through a shared interest in football and 

Cliftonville. This shared interest provided a single common point of 

reference, in essence a starting point from which their friendships could 

blossom. While it was not essential for friendship, as clearly some supporters 

attended Cliftonville matches in pre-existing groups, a shared interest in 

football and Cliftonville was a direct route to making new friends. It is usually 

socially acceptable for a man to ask another man he does not know a 

football-related question.

Football provides an 'easy way in', an ice-breaker in what othen/vise 

might be an awkward social encounter. 'Friendship requires time for it to 

flourish and develop. It is essentially about talk and communication’ (Pahl 

2000: 86). Talking about something in common paves the way for more 

intimate conversation that marks the transition from association to that of a 

confidant, or close friend. Football is a very effective vehicle for bringing 

people together and a shared interest in Cliftonville created a central point of 

reference for conversation. This was particularly prevalent at half-time or full

time in the Cliftonville Social Club, when the social circles of association 

broke apart as some of its participants went home and intimate social circles 

were formed. As the friendship group became more comfortable and intimate 

as people left for the evening, the discussion moved away from football
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towards other topics of conversation. However, as David highlights, even 

amongst a group of people familiar with each other, football can provide a 

kind of comfort blanket of conversation to supplement intimate or personal 

dialogue:

The topic of conversation for me at all the games was football and 

music and that was it. There wasn’t any sort of major philosophical 

debate or whatever, it was really about football and music and bands, 

who was going to see a band, or whatever, or when the next game 

was’. (David, Interview)

Furthermore, because of the long-lasting nature of the bond that ties 

the fan to Cliftonville, friendships created at the stadium or in a football- 

related environment are also long lasting. Here we can draw a contrast with 

irregular public events such as going to the cinema, or ten-pin bowling are 

not conducive to the formation of relationships, This is because the crowd is 

shifting in character between those attending and changes in composition 

from one day to the next. Football, on the other hand, provides continuity in 

personnel and this continuity allows for repeated interactions. The same core 

group of supporters attend Cliftonville matches and this ensures that 

supporters can meet up with others on a regular basis.

This repetitive interaction is also helped by the fact that the activities 

surrounding Cliftonville are likely to be on a weekly basis, which means there 

is always some new development to talk about and discuss, strengthening 

the bond between the fans and keeping it alive. While it is expected that 

close friends who support the same team would meet up on a regular basis
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to watch matches, football often involves different degrees of friendship. 

Football facilitates particular kinds of social relationships and while some 

fans might consider themselves friends with other football fans, such 

friendships only occupy a specific and exclusive part of their social lives. 

Some friendships are possible through the fan group but extend far beyond, 

while others end when the play ceases and the stadium empties. They rarely 

meet up when 'outside' of football.

Some fans also have peripheral football friends with whom they only 

have contact through their club. These are more relations of camaraderie or 

acquaintance than personal friendships. These would be regarded as 

‘football friends’, associates or acquaintances, rather than personal (or ‘real’) 

friends. For Darran, there are some friends that he only sees at the match 

due to other commitments:

'With work and all it is hard to go out and meet people, unless you 

take a wee drive down and see them. There are a lot of people that I 

would only see or get a phone-call from on Saturday. “What are you 

doing? Where are we meeting? Are you having a drink? How 

are we getting over?” Yeah, there are some people that I just get a 

phone-call on Saturday and that’s that’. (Darran, Interview)

Clearly, there are varied relationships at work within the Cliftonville 

fan-base that reflect the numerous relationships, friendships and social 

circles that the supporters have outside of football. Spencer and Pahl divided 

friendship into given, chosen, given-as-chosen and chosen-as-given. They 

focused on the strength of bonding, long-term support, values in common 

and intimacy (2006: 41). These reflect that there are different types of
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relationships in the human world. These continue into the stadium. Some 

relationships through a shared interest in football and Cliftonville will 

blossom, others will not. Some people attend the matches more for the social 

aspect than the football on show. Some people meet up with old friends; 

others create new friends at the ground. Some of these relationships inside 

the ground exist outside the stadium; others are purely a Saturday 

relationship. Luke succinctly reflects on these varied forms of relationships:

‘I mean everyone does have an interest in the team but there are 

people who would go just to see their mates as well. I have a few 

friends who would only go the odd match for the simple reason of 

meeting people... a lot of them are friends that I would do other 

things with and some of them are friends that I would only see at 

matches... there are other people I know at football, that you would 

talk to at football but you wouldn’t really think to go out drinking with 

them, or see them outside of football. But you are going to know the 

people from the matches, some you will probably develop better 

relations with if you meet them outside of football and some you 

won’t’. (Luke, Interview)

A shared interest in Cliftonville can also help strengthen weak 

relationships. Two interview examples highlight this convenience: Patrick, an 

occasional attendee would often use old school friend connections for 

company when he attended matches; and Luke’s extended social circle 

within the stadium was often based upon loose school and work connections 

of either himself or his close circle of friends. Indeed the earlier example of 

Luke and Paul’s friendship was based on a weak connection between Paul



meeting the friend of his brother-in-law out of a desire for football and 

company on a Saturday.

A shared interest in Cliftonville can strengthen existing friendships. It 

can create new friendships. It can strengthen hitherto weak friendships. It 

can help to sustain relationships between the supporters. However, it is 

merely a tool that can be used by the supporters and it does not necessarily 

guarantee a stronger or more meaningful relationship. On a complex level, it 

is a powerful mechanism for creating, maintaining and strengthening various 

relationships. However, at a basic level it is a conversational piece. It can be 

used to create trust and mutual understanding between friends that can lead 

to deeper issues being discussed and shared. It can also be used as a polite 

form of conversation between two supporters who have no interest in each 

other’s personal issues.

Case Study: Luke

‘I went with friends from school, it was in October 2005. It was a 

Linfield game so it was quite a big game and you would get a lot of 

extra people that would go and I was one of those extra people...It 

was just something to do for a laugh on a Saturday afternoon. It was 

just the usual people, Ray, the same people I go with today, Eamonn, 

Eamonn’s brother, Stephen and at that time Stephen’s older brother 

went as well. But yeah, pretty much the same people I go with today 

four years later’. (Luke, Interview)

Luke’s connection to Cliftonville was initially through his friends and this 

connection remained four years later. At the time of the interview Luke was
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twenty-five years old and had supported Cliftonville since 2005. His social 

group was based upon old school connections. He came from a non-football 

family, with his mother, father, two older brothers and two older sisters 

showing little or no interest in football. Although Luke enjoys the quality of 

football on show at Cliftonville, heading to the match is mainly part of a 

routine, something to do on a Saturday. Luke regards the Saturday football 

match as an opportunity to catch up with his existing friends. Even if there 

was no football on, Luke is confident that he and his friends would still spend 

time together doing something else. Saturday football is merely a tool which 

he uses to strengthen his relationship with his friends.

‘Oh yeah, well people, the people I was friends before going to 

football, I would still be friends with. I suppose you could say that they 

are maybe somewhat stronger, because I see them very frequently at 

the matches but I would still definitely be mates with them, otherwise.

I do think it’s good that you can see everyone every week, see more 

of them, as I wouldn’t see them every week if it wasn’t for football’.

(Luke, Interview)

For Luke, the repetition of meeting his friends at the football match 

has strengthened his relationship with them. Prior to attending football with 

his friends (mainly his old school friends), he would have seen them at other 

social events such as music gigs, or heading into town, particularly when he 

attended university. Now a little older, he would frequent the city centre less 

often, particularly after day-long drinking with his friends before and after the 

football match. He would often spend the evening with his friends in the 

social club after the match, or a local bar like Cassidy’s or the Chester, both
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pubs based in North Belfast. Repetition has created strong relationships 

throughout his young adult life, as he has continued to keep the same core 

circle of friends from secondary school, where he had frequent contact with 

his friends, through to attending Saturday football, where his group of close 

friends has remained relatively consistent. Repeated social interactions have 

reinforced existing relationships.

For Luke, there are two types of relationships at the football stadium, 

two types of friends, close friends and football friends. Three key criteria 

seem to underpin his understanding of this distinction. First, the close friend 

is somebody he has contact with outside of the football stadium:

There are other people I know at football, that you would talk to at 

football but you wouldn’t really think to go out drinking with them, or 

see them outside of football... you are going to know the people from 

the matches, some you will probably develop better relations with if 

you meet them outside of football and some you won’t’.

(Luke, Interview)

With his close circle of friends, Luke had a prior relationship outside of 

football that he continues with them away from the stadium. However, 

increasingly his group of close friends is growing in number beyond the 

original core group of old school friends. This has been caused by the build

up of repeated social interactions inside the stadium, resulting in new 

friendships such as with Paul or Darran with whom he has contact with 

outside of the football match. Paul is increasingly involved in socialising with 

Luke at the weekend and Darran and Luke toured Asia and Australia 

together with a group of friends that included old school friends and new
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football friends.

Second, it was important to Luke that he felt comfortable discussing 

personal information with his closest friends, compared to his football friends:

‘I mean some people would tell you everything, tell their life stories, or 

what is going on at home, or what’s going on with the girlfriend... 

Certainly people I only knew from football I wouldn’t really be telling 

stories like that but certainly because they’re my mates and I’ve 

known them for a while maybe I would talk about that sort of thing. 

People I don’t know very well, or people I know through football 

generally I probably wouldn’t. At this stage I don’t know them well 

enough to be comfortable sharing that sort of information with’.

(Luke, Interview)

Revealing personal information for Luke, is linked to intimacy and is reserved 

for his closest friends. His relationship with his friends differs from his football 

friends, his 'activity friends’ through self-disclosure and emotional 

expressiveness. This case study illustrates the importance of repeated social 

interactions at football matches in reinforcing existing relationships and in 

creating new relationships. In addition, Luke clearly distinguishes between 

his close friends and his football or ‘activity’ friends. He differentiates this 

relationship by socialising with his friends outside of the football stadium and 

revealing personal information, e. For Luke, intimacy is an important feature 

for stronger friendships. Luke’s case study highlights that not only is the 

quantity of interaction an important factor in creating and maintaining 

friendship but also the quality of interaction is vital to the progress of 

friendship.
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Family

For some families, football (and Cliftonville in particular), plays a key role in 

their family life. The common interest in football and/or Cliftonville creates a 

platform for family members, who may have a low quality relationship, or few 

opportunities for contact, to interact and converse, strengthening and 

reinforcing their ties. Alternatively, it simply gives another platform for those 

family members with strong relationships to do something together. The 

given-ness of family ties, it is argued, means that there is an automatic 

relationship, linking not just immediate family members but also more distant 

kin, regardless of whether or not there is any contact. Friendship, on the 

other hand, has to be established; indeed, friends are often seen as 

archetypal chosen relationships’ (Spencer and Pahl 2006: 109).

Some people may have a very strong sense of family and feel 

connected to both immediate and extended family members. Others choose 

to have an affectionate and active relationship with specific relatives. Some 

relatives are family in name only. There is a tremendous amount of variety in 

the maintenance of contact between family members. Some relationships 

may be strong and simply need the opportunity for continued contact. Other 

relationships may need that additional framework to strengthen a weakened 

relationship. Sharing an interest in something like a football team can 

become a first step towards a stronger relationship.

These ties of relationship are reinforced through a lasting sense of 

tradition and belonging. As long as the football club exists there is always a 

shared interest, a sense of tradition and a sense of place for the family 

members to focus on. Family members may pass away. Parents may
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divorce. Children will move out of the home. Children will become parents 

themselves and form new families. Family members can drift apart, or 

strengthen relationships with other family members over time. In a world of 

change that affects even the family unit, the football club provides a sense of 

continuity around which the family can regroup.

Football plays a key role in family relations as it creates 

intergenerational ties and creates whole family participation. For instance, 

Darran’s interest in Cliftonville is shared with his three uncles and his father. 

His uncles still regularly attend and his father attends the ‘big’ games every 

now and again. When he was a young mascot for the team his mother and 

grandmother were in the stands watching him. Although his mother only has 

a passing interest in Cliftonville, no more than keeping an eye on the results, 

she was the one who knitted his first scarf and made his first flag, strong 

memories that he holds to this day. Although she was not directly discussing 

Cliftonville with Darran, unlike his uncles and father, she still participated as 

part of the family in their interest in Cliftonville. Through football, Darran was 

able to by-pass a generational gap with his uncles and father and use 

football and Cliftonville as a conversational piece to elicit further 

conversation. In addition, through football Darran’s mother is able to interact 

with her son by showing an active interest in his attraction to Cliftonville. In 

this case, football has created ties throughout his family that enables family 

members to interact together.

In another example, Patrick recollected how his father and his uncle 

would bring him to Cliftonville matches when he was four years old. His 

father would have brought him to about five to seven matches a season. His
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uncle would have brought him to three matches a season, a rare treat and 

once a year they would all go together. Attending together became a special 

occasion, a family occasion.

For both Darran and Patrick, a shared interest in Cliftonville facilitated 

the transformation of their familial relationships, from being ‘given’ to being 

‘given-as-chosen’. One grandmother, three uncles and both parents 

benefitted from this transformation with Darran. There is no mention of the 

other grandparents, of his aunts, cousins or other extended family members 

in this. Similarly, Patrick's father and uncle were the primary beneficiaries of 

a stronger relationship, of given-as-chosen, through this shared interest. 

There is no mention of his sister, mother, grandparents, other aunts and 

uncles, cousins or other extended family. Whilst there is ambiguity about the 

strength of these other relationships (due to their absence in this 

conversation), it is clear that relationships with certain family members are 

strengthened through this shared interest. Darran, Patrick and those relatives 

mentioned are all involved in family relationships that have taken on facets of 

relationships associated with friendship.

Supporting a football team can be socially inherited within the family. 

Football matches may well be a family day out. It is this shared interest in 

football that creates a unifying experience, a shared passion that leads to 

conversation that is not only about football and Cliftonville but which 

facilitates other issues and dialogues between family members. At times, it 

provides a backdrop for family occasions and facilitates daily interactions. In 

the end, being a Cliftonville fan becomes embedded in the family history. 

Whole families can become involved in supporting Cliftonville and this
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establishes a sense of belonging and tradition within the family that extends 

beyond the basic interest in Cliftonville.

However, not all of the families of Cliftonville supporters share an 

interest in Cliftonville or indeed football. David had a close relationship with 

his son, particularly facilitated through a shared interest in Arsenal F.C, 

amongst other interests such as music. However, his son’s interest in 

Cliftonville was weak and fleeting. Alternatively, Luke’s parents and brothers 

had no interest whatsoever in football and his sister had a slight interest in 

Chelsea F.C.. Similarly, Patrick’s sister and mother have no interest in Irish 

League football, whilst his father, despite having a strong interest when 

Patrick was younger, is now more interested in rugby than football and is 

largely an absentee supporter, only attending matches on very rare 

occasions. Likewise, other than his uncle, Johnny’s family have no interest in 

Cliftonville. Interestingly, Nolan was brought to his first game, not by an older 

family member but a local neighbour, as his family have no interest in 

Cliftonville. Being interested in football did not always originate in the family, 

however family is a major factor in supporters choice of football team and the 

level of interest in their chosen team.

Further to this, it is no surprise that supporters link their first match 

experience with the person who brought them. It is very rare for a person to 

attend their first football match on their own and without being brought to the 

game by someone else. More often, particularly with younger supporters, a 

family member brings them, usually their father, uncle or brother. Bronagh 

was brought to her first game by her father with her younger brother; John by 

his uncle; Patrick by his father and uncle; Johnny by his uncle; David brought
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his younger brother and later his son; Darran was brought by his father and 

uncles. The exceptions to this were Brian who went on his own, Nolan who 

went with a neighbour, Kevin who went with a friend and his friend’s father 

and Luke who went with his friends, Younger members of a family are often 

influenced by older members and this influence will extend to their choice of 

football team.

‘(My uncle) bought me my first Liverpool kit and bought me my first 

Cliftonville kit, and he actually bought me my first Celtic one as 

well...He would have bought me everything so he would have’.

(Johnny, Interview)

In Johnny’s case it was his Uncle’s interest in Liverpool F.C., Celtic 

F.C. and Cliftonville that influenced the teams that he would grow up to 

support all his life. Whilst the influence of following a team from his local area 

was considerable, it was the influence of his family, in particular his uncle, 

that he felt strongest. In the vis-a-vis of interaction, certain individuals hold 

more influence than others do over the identification of another. Some 

individuals are more important than others are to the identification process.

Many supporters follow a team such as Cliftonville due to the early 

memories of watching them with an older member of the family or parent. 

With the family and the football club linked together, loyalty to the local team 

becomes an extension of the affiliation to family values and origins. It creates 

a shared focus for the family and through the football club, the family 

becomes strongly rooted in belonging to a place and a people. The strongest 

supporters (in terms of their individual identification) are often from strong
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football families (in terms of their collective identification) where the interest 

in Cliftonville is passed on generationally. This highlights the relationship 

between the individual and the collective in the process of identification.

Take, for example, the Petticrew family. Forty-four year old Imelda 

Petticrew grew up with her four football loving (and Cliftonville supporting) 

brothers, one of whom, Liam, was a director of Cliftonville and is currently the 

football programme editor. Imelda's family had grown up in the shadow of the 

stadium and she currently lives next to the football ground and works in the 

Social Club. Her husband Terence works as a steward on match days. Her 

children all support Cliftonville. Her connection to Cliftonville is so strong that 

when her children were caught up in the attack on the supporters’ bus in 

Portadown in 1996, one of the supporters’ clubs, ’The Spirit of 79’, sent her 

daughter a Teddy Bear gift in the immediate aftermath to cheer her up 

following the ordeal.

Their connection to Cliftonville extends beyond Saturdays. It is a daily 

part of their lives that connects them to each other and to Cliftonville. They 

epitomise the notion of Cliftonville as a ‘family club' and demonstrate the 

deep connection that a family can have to a place and community through a 

football team. For others, whilst Cliftonville may not affect their daily lives as 

compared to the Petticrew family, a shared interest in football and Cliftonville 

can form strong family links:

‘It’s football. It brings family together as well, especially on big 

occasions like a cup final. Some people have drifted away. My daddy 

has drifted away but he still keeps an eye out and goes to the cup
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finals and things like that. It brings everyone together. It is not just a 

football occasion, it’s a family occasion’. (Darran, Interview)

Darran’s case clearly demonstrated the close relationships he had with his 

uncles and his father.

For parents, Cliftonville represents the opportunity to pass along a 

sense of belonging to the next generation of family member. It is their 

inheritance. They bring younger members into the group and teach them the 

appropriate behaviour, practices, culture and meaning in order to enable 

them to interact with others. The main way a parent does this by taking their 

child to the game, recounting the history of the team and reminiscing about 

his experiences and feelings. David discussed bringing his son to Cliftonville 

games when his son was in his early teens in the mid to late 2000s. His son 

was originally wary of the large crowd, particularly inside the Social Club 

where he felt particularly agoraphobic but he worked through these anxieties 

in order to spend time with his father.

‘My son indicated an interest (in attending a Cliftonville match) and I 

said that it would be nice to go over, to bring him over and see if he 

can experience the things that I experienced. And we did. We were 

going pretty regularly and we went to some of the away games as 

well’. (David, Interview)

Numerous football-related family bonds appear to be primarily 

between fathers and sons but also plays an important role in some father- 

daughter relationships (such as Bronagh and her father, Johnny and his 

daughter, or Jonty and his daughter) and indeed some mother-son (such as
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Darran and his mother) and mother-daughter relationships, albeit to a lesser 

degree. Bonding through football is not just isolated to male interactions but 

can strengthen any pre-existing familial relationship. In addition, this interest 

does not necessarily exclude uncles, aunts, cousins, grandparents and 

sisters who all participate in their own ways. This may be by attending 

matches as fully-fledged fans in their own right, such as Branagh and her 

father, brother and sister. They might encourage an interest in Cliftonville by 

purchasing merchandise or enquiring about the success of Cliftonville, such 

as Johnny’s uncle who bought his Cliftonville merchandise for him or Luke’s 

mother who would occasionally enquire about the score or recent success. It 

may be as abstract as passing on stories to their children about their father 

and his love for the game, such as David’s mother who encourage her 

grandson to attend. It could be financial support such as providing money for 

the supporter to use on match tickets or merchandise. Alternatively, it could 

even be practical support such as helping make various Cliftonville related 

material such as scarves or flags. For example, Darran’s mother who knitted 

him his first scarf and or his grandmother who helped make his flags. 

Participation does not necessarily mean match attendance.

Sharing an interest in football and Cliftonville can rekindle strained 

relationships and maintain strong relationships. Football matches become a 

regular venue for family ‘days out’, allowing busy family members to 

(re)connect with each other in a common, communal space. In addition, it 

enables grown up children who have moved away from home, as well as 

other distant relatives, to stay together. For family members who may not 

regularly see each other, the convenience of being together on a Saturday
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afternoon whilst enjoying a shared past time can help to strengthen 

otherwise strained relations and provide an opportunity to maintain strong 

relationships. Without such an opportunity for contact, some of these 

relationships may deteriorate purely because there are no other forums for 

interaction. Certainly no other forums for interaction that are as easy to 

arrange as the traditional match-day experience, which requires little 

organisation or persuasion for contact. If Granny did not attend the match 

with Darran, or Patrick’s uncle did not bring him to the match, would there 

have been other regular avenues of contact? Without a shared interest, 

would such interaction have changed their relationship from given to given- 

as-chosen? It is clear that if one attended matches and the other did not, 

they would not spend a Saturday afternoon together and would not share this 

precious free time outside of other responsibilities.

Case Study: Bronagh

Bronagh is a female supporter in her late twenties. Her role as both a lifelong 

supporter and volunteer reflects the variety of supporter roles at Cliftonville. 

During matches, she is often seen around the stadium, organising various 

funding schemes or selling merchandise. She met her current partner 

through Cliftonville and the majority of her social life is based around friends 

she met through Cliftonville. She has followed Cliftonville as a child when her 

father took her and her brother to the matches. It was just the routine. 

Every match, home or away we were bundled off to football but quite 

willingly. We both wanted to go’ (Bronagh, Interview).
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Bronagh never stood in a large group, or went on the supporters 

buses at a young age but was always with her father and brother. By 

preference, she preferred to sit by herself or with her father, younger cousin, 

sister or close friends. Her current volunteer role means that she now 

frequently interacts with supporters. This role impacts on her interactions 

with her family and friends, as during a home match she can only visit them 

on the terraces between her match day responsibilities, whereas she can sit 

with them on a more consistent basis at an away game.

It is her work with Cliftonville that has enabled interactions with other 

supporters. Most of the people she knows are those supporters who have 

started doing jobs around Cliftonville, helping or volunteering:

'You sort of get lumbered with people. People that you wouldn’t 

normally have any reason to come across. People who are much 

younger than you, or much older than you. In a normal social dynamic 

you are not going to be friends but with here, with that connection, 

you could well be’. (Bronagh, Interview)

This is a method of interaction that I am familiar with, as helping at 

Cliftonville, during my research was the fastest way of breaking down 

barriers and engendering trust with the supporters. While helping at 

Cliftonville allowed me to form relationships that were beneficial to my 

research, for Bronagh working at Cliftonville has created and maintained her 

social circle. She has a core selection of friends that she met through 

Cliftonville that she would meet outside of the stadium.
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‘I have built up friendships through people that I have met here and I 

do see them, or email or ring them, or whatever, outside. It is through 

the connection of Cliftonville that we have become very good friends. I 

see most people, most people know me on a match day but most 

people that I am properly friends with I would see outside but 

Cliftonville is definitely why we are friends’. (Bronagh, Interview)

For Bronagh there are two types of relationships through Cliftonville: a 

general friendship with familiar supporters that she would see on a regular 

basis, almost the relationship of a colleague or association; and a personal 

friendship that she has generated with a select number of people that she 

would socialise with outside of Cliftonville. Bronagh differentiates between 

having an association and having a relationship at Cliftonville, with the latter 

closely linked to repeated interactions that occurred not only inside the 

stadium, but which were carried outside of the stadium. The connection with 

Cliftonville also has an impact upon her social relationships. Bronagh admits 

that it would be difficult to date someone without an interest in football as her 

role at Cliftonville takes up so much of her time that it would put a strain on a 

relationship if her partner had no interest in football whatsoever.

Bronagh started supporting Cliftonville with her family, but as she has 

grown up she has developed a social circle of associates and friends through 

the club. She grew up in a family where everyone would chat about football, 

a ‘fail safe topic of conversation that you can always hark back to’ (Bronagh, 

Interview). Rarely does a conversation pass between Bronagh and her father 

where football is not mentioned in some shape or form. She too is passing 

her cultural knowledge down to her younger cousin who is starting to attend
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Cliftonville matches. Family is at the forefront of her mind when it comes to 

Cliftonville.

Like Luke, Bronagh differentiates between two types of friendship - 

that of association and that which is personal. For Bronagh, those personal 

relationships continue outside of the stadium. More importantly, for this 

section, Bronagh highlights the role of her family in her identification with 

Cliftonville. She highlights the routine nature of attending matches with her 

family. It was simply what they did as an activity together. She expanded her 

social circle over time; however, she still chooses to sit with her family where 

possible. Choice is of paramount importance here. These family members 

are given-as-chosen. She is choosing to spend time with her family, time that 

could easily be spent with others doing the same activity. For Bronagh, 

family and football became entwined, so much so that she refers to the 

Cliftonville fan-base as a family, albeit a bit dysfunctional. From an individual 

process of identification, the Cliftonville group identification becomes 

entwined with her family group identification, in the vis-a-vis and vice-versa.

The Strain of Romantic Relationships

Supporting Cliftonville does not always elicit positive relationships between 

family members. Bronagh hinted in her case study the potential strain that 

Cliftonville can have on a relationship, particularly with a partner who has 

little or no interest in football and Cliftonville. For some partners/spouses, 

Cliftonville divides their significant others attention away from them and their 

family. Once a week the supporter will disappear on a Saturday, spending 

time and money that could have been spent on their partner or spouse. The
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supporter may express emotions and feelings about Cliftonville that they can 

never elicit or express to their partner.

Supporting Cliftonville can be a strain on relationships with 

spouses/partners and attending football matches can be a (strained) 

negotiation:

‘Aye well to be honest with you there was times where she was 

expecting me to go down to Dublin when I wanted to make it to a big 

game, where I was sacrificing games. If it was a big game I said “I’m 

going to miss you”. I’d let her know in advance’. (Darran, Interview)

With two or three games played within a week attending Cliftonville 

games can take time and monetary resources away from the family. 

Supporters may choose to select the matches they attend, perhaps giving 

priority to home matches, or ‘big’ games. Some supporters, like Johnny are 

aware that they spend too much time at Cliftonville:

‘I would get into an argument every so often. Especially now they 

have that 3G as I would spend nearly every night in it, over watching 

different types of football,. I am never out of the place’.

(Johnny, Interview)

Johnny’s partner has a limited interest in Cliftonville, having watched 

the team on the television on a few occasions. However, for Johnny the main 

areas for bridging his interest in Cliftonville with the obligation and desire to 

spend time with his partner are the social events that Cliftonville host. There 

are numerous events throughout the calendar year, fundraisers, karaoke 

nights, Night at the Races events, evenings at dog racing, dinners, the
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Player of the Year event, quizzes, poker nights and music sessions. In 

addition to the football club, the supporters’ clubs put on functions as well. 

These are all events where there are a greater number of female participants 

as the supporters bring their spouses and partners. It is deemed the 

appropriate venue for the male supporters to bring their partners:

‘When I go to the matches I go to be with the boys, have a drink and 

have a smoke or whatever but when I go to functions it’s like a night 

out, so I sort of have to bring her. Well, not have to bring her. Just 

can’t be going out and saying “here I’m away for the night”. If the kids 

are away I have to bring her with me’. (Johnny, Interview)

Whilst most fans would not bring their partners and spouses onto the 

terraces, they are happy to bring them to the social events. Many of the male 

supporters interviewed did not think that the football terrace was an 

appropriate place to bring a partner due to the bad language and drinking 

and the lack of quality football on show. The social events represented the 

cultured opportunity for their partner/spouse to meet their friends and fellow 

supporters in a polite and a more female friendly atmosphere, with other 

female participants. The social events provide revenue for Cliftonville and a 

negotiation tactic for the football supporter. However, on some occasions 

there may be no negotiation when it comes to Cliftonville.

There was one occasion where I fell out with a wee girl [in a 

relationship] that lasted about three weeks. It was her Ma and Da’s 

wedding anniversary and she wanted me to go down for a Chinese in 

the city centre. But Cliftonville were due to play Dinaburg in the first
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round of the Inter-Toto cup. I effectively said “No. I’m not doing 

the anniversary thing. Cliftonville are in Europe. First time they have 

been in Europe since 1998, when they last won the league. I’m going; 

I’m old enough to go. There are a hundred and forty people making 

this trip. A lot of my good friends are making this trip. I’m going. Yes I 

apologise but simple matter of fact is, I love Cliftonville, I’m going”.

And after that there I spent four days in Latvia, the majority in Riga.

We had a bit of an argument before I went to the match and she fell 

out with me. It is swings and roundabouts whenever it comes to 

women and football, trying to get out’. (Darran, Interview)

Conclusion

Supporting Cliftonville links an individual into a variety of social collectives. 

First, they are part of a worldwide abstracted collective of football supporters. 

Although this is a far-reaching abstract notion and language barriers 

withstanding, it provides the supporter with something in common to discuss 

with football supporters across the world. Institutionally, this collective finds 

focus in organisations such as the Football Supporters' Federation, Football 

Supporters Europe, Supporters Direct or Independent Supporters Council. 

They are also part of a collective of Irish League football supporters. This 

collective is less abstract as it has an online presence through the Irish 

League Forums and a physical presence through the visitation of opposition 

Social Clubs as well as interactions outside and inside the stadium with other 

Irish League supporters. Across the boundary, Cliftonville supporters can see 

themselves as distinct from other Irish League supporter groups. However,
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simultaneously, this interaction facilitates the realisation that they have more 

in common with the supporters of other Irish League clubs than they do with 

those from other countries (Jenkins 2008: 18).

More importantly for the Cliftonville supporter they are part of a group 

of fellow Cliftonville supporters. Historically, academic research has viewed 

this group from a macro-level point of the view, regarding the supporters as 

an abstract ‘community’, a homogenous crowd, an audience watching a form 

of entertainment, participants taking part in a leisure pursuit and consumers. 

Within the historical context of ‘the Troubles’, it is also possible to view the 

Cliftonville supporters as 'Catholics’ and place them within the various 

abstract communities that comprise this term, localised within the area 

surrounding the Cliftonville stadium, within North Belfast, or within N.Ireland.

It is important to go beyond these macro-level social collectives and research 

the micro-level social groups, of friends, family, colleagues and neighbours. 

For the supporter they are equally a part of these social collectives at the 

football stadium, as they are part of wider collectives that incorporates their 

religion, class, political views, gender, age, locality and ethnicity amongst 

other discourses, as well as their shared interest in football.

Supporters are individuals that are shaped by the groups through 

which they are entangled. Cliftonville support-base are shaped by their social 

groups and the social relationships that create and bind them. Equally, their 

support of Cliftonville Football Club shapes and affects their social groups 

and social relationships. This comes into being within interaction.

Supporting Cliftonville is a two-way interactive process. Social 

relationships and groups inwardly affect the Cliftonville support base. The
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Cliftonville support base outwardly affects social relationships and groups. 

This two-way process can be harmonious and strengthen friendships and 

family relationships. It can also be discordant and create social tensions 

within existing social networks and relationships. It can create tensions within 

a marriage as time is spent away from the spouse or partner. This is 

particularly important, as it is often the limited free/leisure time that normally 

release familial tension that is being spent away from the family/partner and 

in turn exacerbates familial tension. It can create resentment between 

siblings, particularly if more time is spent with a child who shares an interest 

in Cliftonville as opposed to a child who may have no interest in football. This 

could be particularly prevalent between siblings, with the son more likely to 

bond with his father through football, compared to the daughter.

A shared interest in Cliftonville can help strengthen social bonds but at 

the expense of those who do not share this interest. A person’s passion for 

Cliftonville can mean the demise or even the end of friendships. On the other 

hand, the opposite also holds true. As indicated from Darran, being a lapsed 

fan means not socialising with Cliftonville supporters, as severing the 

relationship with Cliftonville means severing the relationships with the social 

groups that exist within Cliftonville.

Supporting Cliftonville is highly social. The match-day crowd is not an 

aggregation of strangers but to a significant extent is comprised of family and 

friends. These social groups and relationships affect the Cliftonville 

supporters. They shape the supporter base. They create, strengthen and 

maintain social relationships between the supporters. However this may well
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be at the expense of other friends and family members who do not attend 

football matches.

Football fans are not a homogenous group. Football fans are 

individuals who presence emits an influence that affects others. They arrive 

in groups, sit in groups and leave in groups, occasionally interacting with the 

fans in the immediate vicinity of their seats/area and to a larger extent in the 

Social Club. When I look at the below picture I do not see a uniform crowd. I 

see family groups; groups of friends; neighbours; old-school friends; father 

and son; lads out for a day out; drinking buddies; fellow supporters. I see that 

they are never alone. These supporters bring in pre-existing social 

relationships and power relations into the stadium and these form the base of 

their social interactions inside the stadium.

Football often reflects wider social dynamics. It can reflect social, 

economic, political and religious divides; gendered roles and stereotyped
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leisure pursuits; and class structures and demographic change. However, on 

a smaller level it reflects relationships. Family relationships are played out 

through shared support. Existing friendships and social groups outside the 

stadium are reflected inside the stadium. Negotiations of free time, family 

resources and responsibility between spouses are played out through 

Cliftonville. For the supporters Cliftonville is not just about the football, it is 

about the relationships that they bring to Cliftonville and the relationships that 

are formed, created, strengthened and strained once inside the stadium.

The supporters are initially linked by their shared interest in 

Cliftonville. It is ‘them’ versus everyone else. However, there are also strong 

relationships and social circles between the supporters. There are pre

existing groups who extend their relationships into supporting. Furthermore, 

these relationships are not dependent on pre-existing groups. Football is 

generative of relationships and emergent relationships can develop through 

supporting. Irregular public events such as the cinema or concerts are not 

conducive to generating relationships, as the crowd is different upon each 

occasion and shifting in character. Football provides continuity in personnel.

It is the repeated interactions and continuity of the supporters that allows for 

this. These repeated interactions build upon each other. On some occasions, 

this will develop into friendship or reinforce existing social or family 

relationships. On the other hand, supporters may regard another supporter 

as no more than an acquaintance.

One view of supporters is that they attend matches to watch football 

and support their team. That is certainly one feature of their attendance Just 

as importantly, supporters generate relationships as they attend matches.
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We can distinguish between two main relationships at football stadiums. On 

the one hand, there are friends and family who become supporters together. 

On the other hand, there are supporters who become friends or given-as- 

chosen family members. In between there are weaker relationships and 

acquaintances that can either remain a relationship of association or through 

repeated social interactions build into something stronger.
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Conclusion

The Identification of Supporters

At the core of this thesis is the identification of the supporters, ‘...identification 

and collectivity are generated as emergent by-products of the transactions 

and negotiations of individuals pursuing their interests’ (Jenkins 2008: 7).

This pursuit of interests for the supporters is their common interest in 

Cliftonville F.C. This extends to having flags and objects in common, as 

outlined in Chapter 4 and to having songs, chants, humour and practices in 

common in Chapter 5. This leads to a situation where having something in 

common leads to a collective identity. By having something(s) in common, 

the supporters come to regard each other as part of a common group 

(Jenkins 1997: 9). As Cohen highlights, having something in common is the 

first thing that distinguishes members of one group from another, and moves 

towards the relational opposition of groups though simultaneous similiarty 

and difference (Cohen 1985: 12). In a feedback loop that comes full circle, by 

being part of this common group, the Cliftonville supporters have 

experienced common danger, violence and fear of violence as outlined in 

Chapter 3. This links back to reinforcing that sense of commonality within the 

supporter group. They faced danger together. Further to this, as outlined in 

Chapter 6, having Cliftonville in common acts as a starting point for 

discovering, or creating, other things in common which can lead to 

friendship, or family-as-chosen relationships. In recognising their group 

identity, via common danger, they effectively constitute that to which they 

believe they belong (Jenkins 2008: 106-107).
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This common interest is the initial step towards a collective supporter 

identity. My intention in this thesis was to initially examine the behaviour and 

practices exhibited by supporters. I sought to investigate what the football 

supporter did and how they supported their team. However, what was clear 

by the end of my fieldwork was that being a supporter, with all of the 

subsequent behaviour, was a key pathway to becoming part of the collective 

group of supporters.

When considering the ideal and deviant behaviour of these 

supporters, as discussed in Chapter 5, it is clear that there is a tension in 

their behaviour. The fact that supporters engage in behaviour that is to the 

detriment of the club as well as that which is beneficial seem at odds and 

leads one to consider how a schism within the supporters is avoided. Starting 

with the use of flags in Chapter 4, continuing throughout Chapter 5 and re

capped in Chapter 6, these behaviours, ideal and deviant, all contribute to 

cohesive group identification as the supporters behave and engage in these 

practices together. This increased interaction, together with behaviour that is 

inclusive of the Cliftonville supporters and excludes others, leads to strong 

group identification. Furthermore, the fact that these activities, good and bad 

are done socially, transcends the mentality that all behaviour should be for 

the benefit of the team. People come to watch a match to support their team 

and to congregate, to socialise with others. Their behaviour is not always 

contingent on their identification with the club but is at times made in relation 

to their identification with others. Finally, the very flexible nature of 

identification and the hierarchy of identification enables the individual 

supporter to negotiate these Jekyll and Hyde behaviour types and choices
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between practices linked to supporting versus that of congregation. Whilst 

common interests bring and keep the supporters group together, 

congregation ensures that the group does not break apart.

Symbolism plays a key role in the symbolic construction of the 

Cliftonville community. The supporters have certain things in common: 

shared beliefs, shared common practices and behaviour and interact 

together. One reason they can do this is that they can get behind certain 

rituals, traditions and symbols. Chapter 3 looks in-depth at these rituals and 

traditions in the comparison between supporters and parades. I drew 

attention to the use of flags and banners, which use Cliftonville F.C symbols 

that enable a diverse supporter base to come under and share. I also draw 

upon the symbolic use of flags in Chapter 4, which helped communicate 

multiple ideals and which enabled the supporters to share the symbol, 

although not necessary the meaning. This carried into objects such as pin- 

badges, football programmes, scarves, clothing and other objects as 

explored in Chapter 4, which contributed to the construction of symbolic 

identity. The supporters are a symbolic community. The rituals, traditions, 

and symbols that supporters use allow a diverse range of people to come 

under the supporter umbrella. They may have different understanding of 

what it means to be a supporter, but they share the belief that the community 

exists in their minds (Cohen 1992: 16). They not only have common 

interests, and are bonded together through socialising and congregation, but 

they mentally construct the Cliftonville supporters group.

Categorisation and stereotypes are constant features through this 

thesis. I outlined in Chapter 1 the importance and power of external group
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identification upon the Cliftonville supporters in the stereotype of Cliftonville 

as ‘Catholic’. Chapter 1 outlined four key instances of how this categorisation 

resulted in putting the supporters in danger, vulnerable to attack and violence 

and whose lives were threatened by this categorisation. Chapter 3 was 

dedicated to exploring the impact of this categorisation, as I focused on their 

movement as ‘Catholic’ supporters through ‘Protestant’ space. Chapter 3 

also highlighted how ascription by others has lead to self-ascription, as 

Cliftonville supporters behaved ‘like animals’ because they were being 

treated 'like animals’. Chapter 4 highlighted, however, that the supporters 

were aware of this external categorisation and I argued that, by objectifying 

themselves via the media, they were able to put pressure on this external 

categorisation. Not only are the supporters bond together through common 

interest and experience, through congregation and socialising, and mentally 

part of a symbolic community, but others regard them as a group. This 

categorisation may threaten their lives, homogenise them as ‘Catholic’, and 

impacts upon but their behaviour, but it validates the existence of the group, 

and consequential shapes it.

The external categorisation and the internal categorisation that is 

explored throughout this thesis is only possible because there are in-groups 

and out-groups. The supporter is at the centre of an extending circle of 

internal and external groups, in the vis-a-vis of identification. They are part of 

a larger supporter collective juxtaposed to those who do not support a team. 

They are match attendees compared to ‘armchair’ supporters. They are part 

of a wider collective of Irish League supporters in contrast to supporters from 

other countries. They are part of the ‘Catholic’ community, despite their
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attempts to be neutral, in comparison to the ‘Protestant’ community. They are 

supporting an urban team, as opposed to supporters of rural teams. They are 

supporters of a team from North Belfast, in contrast to those from the rest of 

Belfast. The supporters, as a whole, are situated as an internal group in 

relation to a wide range of external groups. In addition, the supporters group 

itself has its own in-groups and out-groups. Every flag unites as it divides. 

Every song includes as it excludes. Every joke delineates the in- group.

Every abusive comment encourages one set of potential Cliftonville 

supporters to attend matches in relation to another. Every round of drinks 

sets one group of friends apart from another. Every family member that 

doesn’t share the supporters interest in Cliftonville is left out, as part of the 

out-group. From the first chapter to the last, this thesis has explored the 

internal-external dialectic of identification that places the supporter as part of 

the internal group(s) in relation to a wide range of external groups. This 

thesis shows that this is not just a collection of supporters, but also a 

collective of supporters.

These in and out groups come into being at the boundary, via 

interaction. Chapter 3 and Chapter 5 outlined how the away supporters are 

particularly in-grained as a group, as they come into interaction most often 

with external groups, as the travel to games. Geographical proximity was 

highlighted in both chapters as an important relational model. Supporters 

identified their in-group, who they were, into relation with these external 

groups that they encountered the most, that of their local rivals. Interactions 

between the supporters facilitated the internal categorisation of the group. By 

travelling together and facing danger together as outlined in Chapter 3, to
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making flags and sharing objects together in Chapter 4, to singing songs and 

drinking together in Chapter 5, and by spending precious free time together 

as outlined in Chapters, Cliftonville group identity was facilitated through 

interaction.

This interaction was not solely between individuals and groups but 

also through objects. Chapter 4 and use of Miller brought objects to the 

forefront of interaction. It examined how flags were both overt and humble 

and explored the power of the flag as it unified and divided. It examined how 

objects constructed identity as it facilitated social relations and interaction. It 

looked at the humble power of the pin-badge that informed supporter 

behaviour. It highlighted the importance of objects such as match 

programmes and how, through exchange and sharing they facilitated 

interaction. It set out that objects are identified in relation to other objects and 

how the objects became ‘Catholic’ and ‘ultra/ casual’ in relation to other 

objects. Chapter 4 highlighted the importance of objects in communication 

between the supporters to the club.

Furthermore, this interaction is not between strangers. The key 

contribution that this thesis makes to the existing literature is the focus on the 

social aspects of supporting Cliftonville. Chapter 4 examined how groups of 

friends, not groups of strangers, made flags. It looked at the sharing of 

football programmes that created conversation between friends.

Furthermore, it looked at how the exchange of pin-badges facilitated social 

relations. Chapter 5 continued this and focused on the secondary reason for 

attending matches, congregation. It examined the drinking, the teasing and 

joking, the chats and discussions, the sharing of cigarettes and betting slips.
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This pushed into Chapter 6, which unveiled the supporters as social groups, 

made up of family and friends. Supporters socialise together because they 

arrived as social groups and expand these relationships in the stadium. The 

supporters choose who to interact with, namely their family and friends. They 

sing with their friends and all the groups that sing together contribute to a 

perception of whole-crowd interaction, that they are singing as one. The 

supporters are not singing to interact with someone at the other end of the 

stadium. They are interacting with those closest to them, their family and 

friends. Chapter 6 focuses on the importance of interactions amongst the 

social groups. On the one hand, they are contributing to a communal 

Cliftonville group identification. On the other hand, they are contributing to 

smaller social group identities. This is not just a symbolic community, created 

through common interest and experience, mentally constructed by the 

supporters, and validated and shaped by external groups across the 

boundary. This group has a reality born out of socialising and congregation.

It is composed of real groups of friends, family, associates, neighbours, and 

local communities. By congregating, these groups shape the Cliftonville 

supporters community, and simultaneously, the Cliftonville supporters’ 

community shape the groups that comprise it, and the embodied individual at 

the centre of this nexus of interactions, relationships, social groups, and 

identification processes.

Through this identification model, as outlined by Barth (1966, 1969, 

and 1994), Cohen (1985, 1992), Jenkins (1986, 1997, 2002, 2007, and 

2008), this thesis has argued that Cliftonville fans are both supporters and 

congregators, and that this simultaneously and interdependently contributes
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to and is a consequence of their identification process. Identification, 

interaction and consequences all coalesce as part of this identification 

process, and congregation makes as much impact to this process as 

supporting. Supporters use Cliftonville to relate the world to themselves, and 

themselves to the world, and do so with others.

Key Contributions

This thesis highlights the different types of ‘we-ness’ among supporters. The 

structure of this thesis moves from the examination of large collectives to that 

of small family and friend units. Chapter 3 and it’s examination of Cliftonville 

in a society divided into two communities, considers the ethnic group identity 

to which Cliftonville supporters relate. Chapter 4 moves down a level and 

through objects, examines the communal group identity, via the symbolic 

construction of the Cliftonville community. Chapter 5 moves down another 

level and examines the divisions among supporters through the themes of 

supporting and congregation. It moves from the supporters as part of a 

unified whole to the realisation of social groups among them. Finally, Chapter 

6 looks at these social groups in details and separates the social groups of 

association into friendship groups and family-as-given units. At each of these 

levels, a different set of ‘we-ness’ is analysed as the supporter is placed 

within a wide range of group identities.

The key contribution that this thesis makes to the existing literature is 

the emphasis on the social aspects of being a supporter. The key to this 

emphasis is the exploration of the relationships between supporters that 

drew out the social groups to which the supporters belong. Supporters are
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family, friends and associates and they attend football matches to socialise 

together, as well as to support their team.

Future Research

The emphasis on the social aspects of supporting a team and an 

examination of the social groups that comprise the supporter group, are the 

clear implications for future research. This emphasis was driven by the 

fieldwork research that methodologically focused on participant observation. I 

am not advocating the ethnographic research and anthropological 

methodology will open every door and reveal that which is veiled. However, 

by working closely with the various individuals and social groups within the 

research field, I could connect the supporters upwards towards an 

overarching group identity and downwards, towards the social groups and 

relationships that comprised it. This approach has lead to a more fruitful 

investigation that examines the macro and the micro, rather than a uni-linear 

approach. In a similar fashion, the fieldwork enabled me to observe the 

activities that went on between supporters that were not particular to 

supporting their team. Methodologies that focus on the observation of 

supporting behaviour neglect, or miss these social aspects of following a 

team and only see a proportion of what is actually going on.

There are limitations to this thesis, some due to oversight and neglect 

and others due to the constraints of time and scope in the fieldwork and in 

this thesis. An explicit examination of the female supporters would have 

provided an additional and important voice to this research. Rather than 

ignoring them, a misguided attempt to include them as part of a male
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dominant support-base homogenises the gender of the crowd at their 

expense. Further research of the female minority within the Cliftonville 

supporters group would provide a valuable insight and strengthen any study 

of supporters. In addition, further research on the impact of their presence on 

male identification would strengthen further examination of the dominant 

male supporters in this thesis.

A key theoretical premise that this thesis explored was the internal- 

external dialectic of identification and the importance and power of external 

categorisation. Additional time and scope allowing, incorporating the 

perspective of these external groups would strengthen this thesis. The views 

of the players and board are obvious perspectives, as these are key to the 

internal group identification of Cliftonville F.C. the club, comprised of 

supporters, players and managing staff.

However, there are a wide range of external groups whose 

perspectives would be invaluable. Those people for whom exclusion is felt 

the hardest, the family members and friends who do not share an interest in 

Cliftonville would undoubtedly have some strong views on how the supporter 

spends their time and money, prioritise some relationships over others and 

put their wellbeing at risk following a football team. Equally, the perspective 

of these opposition supporters would be of great interest. Their perspective 

would certainly shed additional light on the stereotyping of Cliftonville as 

‘Catholic’ and their movement through space on route to away grounds to 

name just one area. Finally, the perspective of institutional organisations 

such as the Police Service of Northern Ireland, the Irish Football Association, 

governing bodies and Northern Ireland media would all add unique
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perspectives to this thesis. All these various perspectives would strengthen 

the internal-external dialectic of identification by turning it on its head and 

examining this identification from the perspective of these external groups, 

as well as that of the Cliftonville supporters.

This thesis is a small-scale ethnographic study of football supporters 

in N.Ireland. Supporting a football team is a pastime. More importantly, it is a 

pastime that is shared by supporters. With their common interest in 

Cliftonville, supporters have regular social interactions that can develop into 

social relationships. In addition, football supporters bring not only their 

opinions and backgrounds into the stadium but also their social groups and 

social relationships. Football supporters are not a mass of individuals, nor 

are they a homogeneous group. They are part of a process of social 

interaction and are at the nexus of a series of overlapping social and familial 

circles. Supporters do not just attend football matches to support their 

football team. They are also there to socialise with family and friends.

This premise therefore has wider implications and applications beyond 

contributing to the current academic field. The Department of Culture, Arts 

and Leisure 2001 report, Creating a Soccer Strategy for Northern Ireland: 

Views of the Stakeholders, contended that widespread identification with 

football in N.Ireland was not being translated into attendance at Irish League 

games because of poor play, poor facilities and poor crowd behaviour. 

Reports such as this have directed how governing bodies, the Irish Football 

Association and Irish League Clubs have attempted to address match 

attendance. A decade on, poor match attendance is still a major concern of 

Irish League clubs, supporters and the Irish Football Association alike.
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To put this match attendance in N.Ireland in perspective, on 5th May 

2012 the English FA Cup Final was attended by a near capacity attendance 

of 89,102 people and a peak of 11.2 million saw the climax of the game on 

television network ITV1 with 8.9 million viewers on average watching the live 

match coverage.55 This average represented 16.64% of the population of 

England 56 In contrast, on the same day Linfield won their sixth domestic 

double in seven years, with a 4-1 victory over Crusaders in the Irish Cup final 

at Windsor Park (capacity of 12,950). The showpiece event attracted a 

meagre attendance of 6,000, while BBC N.Ireland reported viewing figures of 

just under 25,000 viewers. This figure represented 1.37% of the Northern 

Ireland population.57

Whilst facilities and crowd behaviour have improved over the past 

decade, average crowd attendance in the Irish League has not. Whether the 

standard of play has improved or deteriorated is certainly debateable but 

Irish League football is no doubt a raw, if significantly more affordable 

alternative to the disconnected glitz of the Premier League. The three areas 

identified by the DCAL as key (standard of play, facilities and crowd 

behaviour) are strongly linked to the notion of the ‘entertainment’ that football 

provides to football ‘supporters’. These three key areas connect to the 

premise that the football fan is solely attending matches to ‘support’ their 

team and enjoy the football and facilities on show. They completely ignore 

the equally important reason for match attendance - socialising.

55 See http://www.thefa.com/TheFACup/News/2012/Mav/chelsea-liverpool-final-report-050512 and 
http://www.auardian.co.uk/media/2012/mav/08/chelsea-liverpool-fa-cup-11-million-viewers
58 The population of England was 53,493,700 in mid-2012 (Office for National Statistics 2012: 1).
57 The population of Northern Ireland was 1,823,634 in mid-2012 (NISRA 2013: 1)
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This thesis challenge that the stereotype that supporters attend 

matches solely to 'support' their team is of the upmost importance. Not only 

does it have implications for wider academic research but it also affects how 

governing, legislative, funding and business bodies produce research-based 

directives aimed at Irish League supporters. The football fan is a consumer, 

a spectator, part of an audience, occasionally a performer and a ‘supporter’ 

of their football team, an individual and part of something larger than 

themselves. The football supporter is also a person, complete with 

background, personality and history, possessing multiple and even 

conflicting social identities, at the centre of numerous social interactions and 

relationships, part of familial and social groups, who brings all of these 

elements with them into the stadium.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 - List of Matches Attended

2008/2009 Season

League 03.01.2009 Linfield Home Ll-2
League 10.01.2009 Ballymena United Away W3-1
League 13.01.2009 Linfield Away Ll-2

Irish Cup 4th Round 17.01.2009 Warrenpoint Home W3-1
League 24.01.2009 Lisburn Distillery home W3-1

Irish Cup 5th Round 14.02.2009 Donegal Celtic home W2-0
League 17.02.2009 Glentoran home Ll-3
League 20.02.2009 Institute away W2-0
League 24.02.2009 Dungannon Swifts home Dl-1
League 27.02.2009 Glenavon home W2-1
League 03.03.2009 Newry City away Wl-0

Irish Cup Quarter 
Final 07.03.2009 Glentoran away Wl-0

League 14.03.2009 Crusaders away L2-4
League 21.03.2009 Bangor home W2-1

Irish Cup Semi-Final 04.04.2009 Linfield away DO-O
League 11.04.2009 Coleraine home DO-O
League 14.04.2009 Lisburn Distillery away Dl-1
League 18.04.2009 Linfield away D2-2

Irish Cup Semi-Final 
Replay 21.04.2009 Linfield away W3-2
League 25.04.2009 Crusaders home DO-O
League 02.05.2009 Glentoran away Ll-3

Irish Cup Final 09.05.2009 Crusaders away Ll-0
Friendly 23.05.2009 Moyola Park away W3-0

2009/2010 Season

Friendly 09.07.2009 Killyleagh away W2-1
Friendly 18.07.2009 Warrenpoint Town home D2-2
Friendly 21.07.2009 Moyola Park home W2-1
Friendly 23.07.2009 Crumlin United away W2-1
Friendly 25.07.2009 Banbridge Town home W4-2
Friendly 28.07.2009 Lurgan Celtic away Dl-1

Friendly 01.08.2009
Ballyclare
Comrades away W3-0

Friendly 04.08.2009 Drumaness Mills away W4-0
League 08.08.2009 Ballymena United away Wl-0

County Antrim Shield 11.09.2009 PSNI home W4-0
League 15.08.2009 Coleraine home LO-1
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League 18.08.2009 Crusaders away W3-2
League 22.08.2009 Glentoran home Ll-2
League 25.08.2009 Glenavon away L2-3

Setanta Cup Group 
Match 29.08.2009 Cork City away Ll-0
League 01.09.2009 Institute away Dl-1
League 06.09.2009 Newry City away W2-1
League 12.09.2009 Lisburn Distillery home W5-0
League 15.09.2009 Portadown away D2-2
League 21.09.2009 Linfield home W4-0
League 26.09.2009 Dungannon Swifts away Dl-1

County Antrim Shield 
Quarter Final 29.09.2009 Lisburn Distillery away Wl-0

Setanta Cup Group 
Match 03.10.2009 Sligo Rovers home L2-3
League 06.10.2009 Ballymena United home L0-2
League 10.10.2009 Coleraine away D3-3

Friendly - Exhibition 
130 Year Anniversary 13.10.2009 Glasgow Celtic Home W3-0

League 17.10.2009 Crusaders home Ll-2
County Antrim Shield 

Semi Final 21.09.2009 Linfield Away Ll-0
League 24.10.2009 Glentoran away Ll-2
League 27.10.2009 Glenavon home W3-2

Irish League Cup 3rd 
Round 1st Leg 31.10.2009 Donegal Celtic home Wl-0

Irish League Cup 3rd 
Round 2nd Leg 10.11.2009 Donegal Celtic away W2-1

League 15.11.2009 Newry City home W3-2
League 28.11.2009 Portadown home W2-1

Irish League Cup 4th 
Round 1st Leg 05.12.2009 Coleraine home L3-2

League 12.12.2009 Linfield away W2-1

Irish League Cup 4th 
Round 2nd Leg 15.12.2009 Coleraine away Dl-1

League 19.12.2009 Dungannon Swifts home Wl-0
League 26.12.2009 Crusaders away W2-1

Irish Cup 5th Round 16.01.2010 Lisburn Distillery away W2-0
League 23.01.2010 Glenavon away W2-0
League 30.01.2010 Institute home W3-0
League 02.02.2010 Institute home W4-1
League 06.02.2010 Newry City away Dl-1
League 09.02.2010 Ballymena United away Ll-2
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Irish Cup 6th Round 13.02.2010 Portadown away L2-0
League 16.02.2010 Lisburn Distillery home W3-0
League 20.02.2010 Portadown away LO-2
League 23.02.2010 Coleraine home L0-1
League 02.03.2010 Lisburn Distillery home Wl-0

Setanta Cup Group 
Match 13.03.2010 Cork City home W3-0
League 16.03.2010 Linfield home Dl-1
League 20.03.2010 Dungannon Swifts away W2-0
League 23.03.2010 Glentoran home Ll-2
League 08.04.2010 Crusaders home Wl-0
League 17.04.2010 Portadown home W2-1
League 24.04.2010 Dungannon Swifts home W4-1
League 27.04.2010 Linfield away L0-1

League 01.05.2010 Glentoran away W3-0
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Appendix 2 - Photographs of Club Merchandise.

Appendix 2:1 - Programmes
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Appendix 2:2 - Scarves
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Appendix 2:3- Button Badges
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Appendix 2:5 - Pin Badges
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Appendix 2:6 - Patches
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Appendix 2:7 - Clothing



AoDendix 2:8 - Hats

Appendix 2:9 - Pennants

Appendix 2:10- Cigarette/Bubblegum Cards
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Appendix 2:11 - Birthday Cards

Appendix 2:12 - Other

the jet set!
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Appendix 2:13- Appropriation of Goods
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Appendix 2:14 - Wall Displays
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Appendix 2:15- Conjunction of Goods

370 | P a g e



Appendix 3:1 - Sample of Cliftonville songs

The Super Reds

Super, Super, Super, Super Reds, 

Super, Super, Super, Super Reds, 

We’re gonna win the Irish Cup,

The Linfield scum can go and fuck 

And we’ll never, ever, ever run away!

No One Likes Us, We Don’t Care

We are Cliftonville, Super Cliftonville, 

No one likes us, We don’t care,

We hate Linfield, Scummy bastards, 

And we’ll fight them, anywhere!

We Hate...

We hate Glentoran, We hate Linfield too, (Bastards!)

And we hate Ballymena but Cliftonville we love you!

Wings of a Sparrow

If I had the wings of a sparrow and the shitey big arse of a crow, 

I’d fly over Windsor tomorrow and shite on the bastards below, 

Shite on, shite on, shite on the bastards below, below!
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Oh when The Reds go marching in

Oh when The Reds, Go marching in, Oh when The Reds go marching in, 

I wanna be in the numbers, Oh when The Reds go marching in!

Wise Men Say

Wise men say, Only fools rush in,

But I can’t help following Cliftonville!

The Linfield Bird

There was a bird (There was a bird), A Linfield bird (A Linfield bird),

It landed on (It landed on), My window sill (My window sill),

So I coaxed it in (So I coaxed it in),

With a piece of bread (With a piece of bread),

And then I smashed (And then I smashed),

The bastard’s head (The bastard’s head).

Oh North Belfast

Oh North Belfast, Is Wonderful, Oh North Belfast is Wonderful,

It’s full of tits, fanny and the Red Army, Oh North Belfast is Wonderful!

Dance, Dance

Dance Dance, Where-ever you may be, We are Cliftonville FC,

We’ll beat you all, who-ever you may be, cos we are the Cliftonville FC.
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We Don’t Carry Hammers

We don’t carry hammers and we don’t carry lead,

We only carry hatchets, to bury in your head,

For we are friendly people but if you wanna fight,

You’re sure to get your balls kicked in, by the boys in red and White!

Take Me Home

Take me home, Clim’ville Road, To the Place, Where I belong, 

Solitude, North Belfast, Take me Home, Clim’ville Road!

Clim’ville til I die, Clim’ville til I die, I’m Clim’ville til I die,

I know I am, I’m sure I am, I’m Clim’ville til I die!

In Your Shore Road Slums

In your Shore Road slums, You look in the bins to find some to eat, 

You find a dead rat and you think it’s a treat,

You’re the dirtiest bastards I ever did meet,

In your Shore Road slums!

Pride Of The North

We are the Cliftonville, The Pride of the North,

We hate Glentoran and Linfield of course,

We drink out cider and sing to our whores,

We are the Cliftonville boys
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Over And Over

Over and over, We will follow you, Over and over, We will see you through, 

We are Cliftonville supporters, faithful through and through,

Over and over, We will follow you.

Cheer Up David Jeffrey

Cheer up David Jeffrey, O what can it be,

To a, sad Linfield bastard and a shite football team...

Follow Follow

We love you, We love you, We love you,

So every day we follow, We follow, We follow,

Cos we support the Cliftonville, the Cliftonville, the Cliftonville,

And that’s the way we like it, we like it, we like it,

Oh oh oh oh oh ohhhhhhh, Oh oh oh oh oh ohhhhhhh,

Oh oh oh oh oh ohhhhhhh, Oh oh oh oh oh ohhhhhhh.
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Appendix 3:2 - Bless 'Em All cultural adaptation

Original Version

Bless 'em All, Bless 'em All, the long and the short and the tall 

Bless all the sergeants and W. O. ones,

Bless all the corp’rals and their blinkin’ sons,

'Cos we’re saying goodbye to them all, as back to their billets they crawl 

You'll get no promotion this side of the ocean 

So cheer up my lads, Bless 'em All

Cliftonville F.C Version

Bless 'em all, bless 'em all, bless all the small and the tall 

Bless all the forwards and bless all the backs,

Bless all the Boys with the Red on their backs,

For it’s off to Windsor we go (What For!)

To give the Linfield a show,

For we won’t be mastered by no Linfield bastard,

It’s off to Windsor we go!
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Appendix 4.1 - IFA Disciplinary Code

Select articles from IFA Disciplinary Code. 2014. Available at 
http://www.irishfa.com/domestic/disciplinarv/ifa-disciplinary-code/

Article 21.1

“Anyone who offends the dignity of a person or group of persons through 
contemptuous, discriminatory or denigratory words or actions concerning race, 
colour, language, religion or origin”

Article 24.3

“Improper conduct includes but is not limited to, violence towards persons or 
objects, letting off incendiary devices or causing explosions, throwing missiles, 
the use of laser pens, displaying insulting slogans in any form, uttering insulting 
word(s) or sound(s), using offensive gestures or invading the pitch”

Appendix 4.2 - UEFA Disciplinary Regulations

UEFA Disciplinary Regulations, Ed 2014. Available at 
http://www.uefa.orq/disciplinary/

Article 14.1

“Any person under the scope of Article 3 who insults the human dignity of a 
person or group of persons on whatever grounds, including skin colour, race, 
religion or ethnic origin”

Article 16.2

“...all associations and clubs are liable for the following inappropriate behaviour 
on the part of their supporters and may be subject to disciplinary measures and 
directives even if they can prove the absence of any negligence in relation to the 
organisation of the match:
a) the invasion or attempted invasion of the field of play;
b) the throwing of objects;
c) the lighting of fireworks or any other objects;
d) the use of laser pointers or similar electronic devices;
e) the use of gestures, words, objects or any other means to transmit any 
message that is not fit for a sports event, particularly messages that are of a 
political, ideological, religious, offensive or provocative nature;
f) acts of damage;
g) the disruption of national or competition anthems;
h) any other lack of order or discipline observed inside or around the stadium.
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Appendix 4.3 - FSE Supporters Charters in Europe: Handbook

FSE: Supporters Charters in Europe: A Handbook for Supporters, 
Clubs, Associations and Leagues. 2013. Available at 

http://www.fanseurope.orq/en/downloads/fse-publications.html

DIALOGUE AND MUTUAL RESPECT

“To reinforce the overarching objective of a Supporters Charter, all parties 
involved in drafting the charter should commit to fostering an ongoing dialogue 
and strive for a relationship characterised by mutual respect on an equal footing, 
while taking into account intrinsic rights such as the freedom of expression. This 
should include a commitment to dialogue even in difficult situations”.

THE WELL-BEING OF THE CLUB

“Football fans and clubs should find it easy to commit to doing their utmost to 
avoid causing harm to the club. From a supporter point of view, this could include 
supporting the team in both good times and bad. The club management could 
commit to running the club sustainably and in line with good governance 
principles”

THE REJECTION OF VIOLENCE

“At some clubs, neither fans nor the club might consider it necessary to include 
such a clause because there has never been a problem related to violence. If it 
is agreed to include one as part of the key values, however, supporters and the 
club could make a general commitment to striving for an environment without 
violence both on and off match-days”.

OPPOSITION TO RACISM AND ANY OTHER FORM OF DISCRIMINATION

“Both the club and the supporters involved in the process should commit to 
ensuring an open and discrimination-free environment at the club for all 
spectators and employees, including players. The provision of accessible 
conditions for disabled fans should also be part of this commitment”.
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Appendix 5 - Interview Questions

Family Relationships

Who took you to your first game?

Can you remember going to your first game?

What was it like?

Can you remember what it felt like?

Who do you normally go to the games with?

Why do you go with them?

What is the best game you have ever been to?

What is the most memorable game you have ever been to?

Do you talk to your father/children about football?

Does talking about football make it easier to have a conversation with your 
child /father?

What do you normally talk about with your father/child?

What do you talk about at the game?

Would you bring your child to a game?

Who do you watch football on the television with?

Do you do anything before or after a match?

Do you go to the pub / bar with your child/parent?

What do you talk about whilst you are there?

What do you normally do with your father/child?

How often do you spend time with you father/child?

What is your best memory of spending time with your father/child?

What does your mother/wife think about going to football games/watching 
football/talking football/going to pubs?

Who do you support? What did you choose to support them?

Would you buy your child any football merchandise? Why?

Do you ever dream of being a professional footballer?

Do you encourage your child to play football?

Do you play football with them?
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Do you watch them play football at games?

Do you think football and footballers are good role models for your children? 

Do you ever use football to teach your children moral values?

Do you ever use football to teach your children moral values?

What does football mean to you?

Do you follow a certain team just to get along with your child /father?

Do you ever watch big important matches as a family event?

Have you ever taken your wife/girlfriend to a match?

Do you bring your child to away matches?

How do you get there?

What do you talk about travelling there?

Do you ever argue over football?

What would you do if your wife/mother/girlfriend disapproved of you going to 
the match/going to the pub to watch the match?

Do you ever get into arguments with your spouse about the time spent 
watching and playing football?

Do you ever celebrate a win/commiserate a defeat (drinking) without 
informing your spouse?

Does your spouse approve/tolerate/voice disapproval of you arriving home 
drunk after a match?

Do you ever take your daughter to the match?

Do you feel you are missing out on time with your daughter if you don’t?

What do you talk about with your daughter?

Can you relate easier with your son or daughter? Why?

Do you ever talk to your mother about football? Why/why not?

Would you get a tattoo of your football team crest on you?

Would you get a tattoo of your family/father/son/daughter/mother/ wife 
/girlfriend on you?

Have you ever attempted you encourage your siblings to support a particular 
team?

Did you brother have any influence over your choice of team?

What do you talk about with your brother?
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What do you talk about with your sisters?

Do you ever use the topic of football for conversation / banter at family 
occasions?

Friendship

Who do you normally go to the matches with?

Who do you normally meet at the match?

Is there a particular reason why you go with them/meet them at the match? 

Are they important people in your life?

What you meet them outside of going to the match?

What you do normally talk about?

How long have you known one another?

Do you think you could still be friends if you did not go to the match together?

Would you ever bring your girlfriend /wife to the match? Why/why not?

Would you discuss personal matters with your friends at football? Why/why 
not?

Do you joke more/act more rowdy with your friends at football?

Do you think you act differently with your friends at football?

D you enjoy the ‘lad-culture’ of football matches?

Have you ever got into trouble with your mates at a match?

Have you ever had to get involved in a fight to stick up for your mates at a 
match?

Do you normally meet before the match to do anything?

Do you do anything together after the match?

Do you hang out with the same people for home and away games?

Do you have friends that you only see at football matches?

Who do you sit with?

Do you sit at a particular part of the terraces to be with specific people?

How long have you been coming to the matches?

Have you always came with/met the same people?

Have you met people at football that you don’t anymore? Why?

Did not attending matches affect your friendship?
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Are friends with people you only ever see at the football matches?

What did you talk about when you first met them?

Have you moved past the type of conversation?

What do you mainly talk about with them?

Do you meet your friends at the Social outside of football matches?

Do you keep in touch with your football friends when matches are 
cancelled/summer /pre-season?

Within your friends d you talk football more those who support a similar team, 
or with those who support an opposing team?

Do you ever travel across to England, Scotland, Europe to watch teams 
supported in common?

Do you ever get involved in heated arguments over football matters?

Have you ever met your friend’s girlfriends/wife/family?

Have you ever done a proper favour for your football friends?

Have you ever discussed an emotional matter with your football friends 
(death in family/breakup with girlfriend)?

Would you consider talking about these subjects with your football friends? 

Nostalgia / Memory

Can you remember your first game at Solitude?

Who did you go with?

Was it important who brought you to your first game?

Did you continue to go to the matches with them?

How did it feel at your first game?

What has been the most memorable match you’ve attended?

What has been the most memorable moment in a match?

Has the game changed since you first attended?

Where did you stand before the changes to the Cage Stand / Main Stand? 

Have you always stood in the same area?

Did you go to the matches with anyone you don’t now?

What is the greatest goal you’ve ever seen at Solitude?

What is the greatest player you’ve ever seen at Solitude?
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How did you learn the songs/chants?

How did you learn about the players?

What has been the most important event that you remember/ consider in the 
club’s history?

Were there any lively/late nights after a match?

Why Cliftonville?

Funniest thing you have ever heard/seen at a match?

How did you used to travel to home/away games?

Local Community

Do you live near the Cliftonville area?

Do you think CFC represents the Cliftonville area or wider area?

What does CFC mean to you?

What aspects of Cliftonville does CFC embody?

Do you think that the club is involved in the local community?

Does the local area rely on the club or the club rely on the local area?

Is CFC being a local club important?

Is there a local ‘community’ in Cliftonville or just a collection of people who 
happen to live in the same area?

Is CFC important as a symbol of the area people can identify around?

Is CFC more about Cliftonville area or a pan-nationalist/Catholic symbol? 

Nationalism

Do you think there is a nationalist element within CFC support?

Do you think this nationalist aspect is important for the club?

Do you think the nationalist element is positive/negative?

Could the cub survive without the nationalist element?

Is CFC important as a symbol of nationalism?

Do you think the club itself is nationalist/pan-nationalist?

Are the nationalist symbols within the club important for its identity?

Is the club identity born more out of a nationalist background or a collective 
opposition against others?
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Do you think that there is a strong sectarian / bigoted element within the 
club/fans?

Are there any songs that you particularly dislike for their sectarian elements?

Are there any songs you like because of their nationalist/lrish elements?

Has the club’s position as the only significant nationalist team in the Irish 
league caused it look inwards and become more nationalist/xenophobic?

Do you think the fans are more nationalist or anti - loyalist/unionist/British 
/Protestant?

Do you think the fans nationalist/catholic background helps them to interact 
easier?

Did you go to a Catholic school?

Did you find friends at the club through old school acquaintances?

Songs / Chants?

What is your favourite song? Why?

Do you join in the singing / chanting? Why?

Is joining in the signing important? Why?

Are you more likely to sing at particular parts of the stadium?

Are you more likely to sing at home or away games?

Are you more likely to sing depending on the type of game?

Do you think singing / chanting improves the atmosphere?

Do you feel a sense of camaraderie when singing?

Do you link arms over shoulders when singing? What about when you are 
drunk?
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Appendix 6 - Map of Interfaces/Flash-points in Belfast

NEWTOWNASDS KO

CENTRE

South Wcct Belfast North BcYast
1 Comanmore Park, Suffolk 22 Duncaim Gardena - New Lodge
2 Slewdil^lutMi Ru<*J. Suffufr 23 Dunujim Gaidens- Tigeis B«jy
3 Oranmore Dnvs - Maiinmore Pane Suffolk 24 Adam street
4 Keis Avenue, Sifroik 23 Henry street-wesoink

26 Newington street
West Belfast 27 Mourtcollyer - Parkend Street
5 Moyard 28 Alexandra Park
6 Springmartn Road • Upper Ballygomartin Road 29 Whle City - Whitewell
7 Sprrqhill Avenue 30 Navarra Place
8 Workman Averue 31 Lonolands - Whitewell
Q Spnngfielrt RrvrVWnrkrrwn AveniiP 32 OklparV Rnart - Rnsapenna Strprr - Rnspvale Street
10 Lanark Way Manor Street
11 Cupar Way 33 Torrens - Wyndham Street
12 North 1 toward Street 34 Torrens - OWpark Road
13 NorthumOerlard Street 35 OkJpark Avenue
14 Percy Street - Boundary Way 36 Crun-in Road - flax Street
15 Townsend Street 37 Woodvale - Holy Cross
16. Roden street 38 Mountainview Pane - Mountainview Parade

39 Alliance Avenue
East Belfast 40 Wolend Drive - Squires Hil
17 Bryson Street 41 Brookmil Way - Squires Hil
18 Maifid Street
19 ClandeBoye Gardens and Langtry Court
20 Clandetiove Gardens/Cluan Place
21. Strand Walk
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Appendix 7 - Interviewees

I carried out formal interviews with eleven supporters, ten males and one 

female, each lasting one to one and half hours. Most took place towards the 

end of the research, nearing the end of the 2009-10 season.

Brian, aged thirty-five, is a social worker and lives in the Ravenhill 

area of south-east Belfast. He originally lived in the New Lodge area of North 

Belfast and supported Cliftonville when he was ten years old, from 1985. He 

has been supporting Cliftonville for twenty-five years. He has no siblings. His 

father is a Glentoran supporter and whilst he did not share Brian’s choice of 

Irish League team, they did support the Northern Ireland international team in 

common. Brian attended his first match on his own and is the only 

interviewee who was not brought to their first match by a family member or 

friend. His cousin briefly attended with his as a teenager but no one else in 

his family shares his interest in Cliftonville. Today he is a regular attendee, 

part of the hardcore support and would attend with friends. Our interview 

took place at Lavery’s bar at the south-end of Belfast’s city centre.

Bronagh, aged twenty-eight, is a solicitor who grew up in Belfast. She 

has been attending Cliftonville matches since she was six years old, from 

1989. She has supported Cliftonville for twenty-two years and was brought to 

the matches by her father. She has two sisters and one brother. Her brother, 

Ciaran, played for the Cliftonville youth team and the senior team. His career 

was ended prematurely when his league was broken in a league match 

against Linfield. Bronagh is currently the Commercial Director at Cliftonville. 

Our interview took place at the media room in the stadium. She attends
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Cliftonville matches with all her family, including her father, brother, sister, 

aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces and nephew. Her long term partner is John, 

another interviewee, whom she met through Cliftonville, which provided the 

platform for their relationship to develop, particularly as they both worked 

together behind the scenes. Bronagh would attend every match.

Darran, aged twenty-five, is a recruitment consultant who grew up in 

North Belfast. He has been attending Cliftonville matches since he was four 

years old, from 1988. He has been supporting Cliftonville for twenty-one 

years and was brought to Cliftonville matches by his father and his uncles.

He has no siblings but all his family, including his mother, grandparents, 

father, aunts, uncles and cousins have all attended Cliftonville matches with 

him, particularly when he was younger. He is a regular attendee at the 

matches, attending both home and away matches and would regard himself 

as part of the hardcore support. Our interview took place in Cassidy’s bar. An 

additional set of questions, regarding flags and flag-making, were asked in 

an additional interview, also at Cassidy’s bar.

David is forty-eight years old, a social worker who grew up in North 

Belfast. He is married and has three children, two daughters and a son. He 

attended Cliftonville since he was a teenager, in the late 1970s, with his 

friends and was part of the original 'Red Army’. He has two brothers and one 

sister. He has strong ties to Cliftonville, with his cousin, Brian Johnston, a 

regular goalkeeper for Cliftonville back in the 1970s and several of his school 

friends went on to play for the club. His parents, although they encouraged 

his interest in all sports, did not attend matches with him. However, he did 

bring his youngest brother, Gary, to matches with him. He has supported
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Cliftonville for over thirty-five years, although as got older and his family 

responsibilities increased, his support became armchair based, with less 

regular attendance at the matches. Recently he has taken his son to the 

matches and would currently attend on an irregular and sporadic basis. Our 

interview took place at David’s home. An additional set of questions, 

regarding collecting, were asked in an additional interview that also took 

place in his home.

John, aged thirty-one, is an auditor who grew up in Belfast. He has 

supported Cliftonville since he was ten years old, since 1989. He has one 

brother and one sister. He was taken to his first match by his uncle, although 

since then he has attended matches with his father, uncles, nephews and 

cousins. He was a keen volunteer behind the scenes and is currently the 

Social Club director at Cliftonville. In addition he is also the grounds man and 

would be the first person at Cliftonville on a Saturday morning, preparing the 

pitch for the match. He is long term partner with Bronagh, another 

interviewee. Our interview took place in the Cliftonville stadium’s media 

room.

Johnny, aged thirty-one, is unemployed and was born on the 

Cliftonville Road. He has supported Cliftonville since he was ten years old, 

since early 1990. He has supported Cliftonville for twenty years. He has four 

brothers, two sisters and a daughter. His daughter is the only immediate 

family relative who attends matches with him, as the rest of his family have 

no interest in football. He was originally taken to Cliftonville matches by his 

uncle, who encouraged his interest in Cliftonville, Celtic and Liverpool by 

regularly taking him to Cliftonville matches and buying football merchandise
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for him. His attendance at matches is balanced against his playing career but 

more recently he has become a regular attendee at the matches. Our 

interview took place in a social club on the Antrim Road, just over one mile 

from Solitude.

Kenny, aged forty-eight is a taxi driver from North Belfast. He has 

supported Cliftonville since he was eighteen, since 1980. He is a match day 

steward at the Cliftonville matches. Kenny is known for his flag, which he 

brings to Cliftonville and Republic of Ireland matches. The flag is twenty 

years old and has travelled around the world, including three World Cups.

Our interview took place on the terraces of Cliftonville stadium, where Kenny 

was able to display his flag and refer to it and the badges as we discussed it. 

The interview with Kenny only related to his flag.

Kevin, aged thirty, has supported Cliftonville since 1987, when he 

attended as an eight year old with his friend and his friend’s father. He paid 

no attention to the game but once Cliftonville scored, he was hooked. His 

father previously attended Cliftonville games in the early 1980s and since he 

started supporting Cliftonville, his three brothers have also attended and 

supported Cliftonville. In addition he regularly brings his children to home 

matches. His connection to the club is not just as a regular attendee, he is 

also secretary of the North Belfast Reds Supporters Club, one of the two 

biggest Cliftonville supporters’ clubs. He would organise bus transport to 

matches, fundraising, as well as awarding prizes at the annual Player of the 

Year event.
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Luke, aged twenty-six, is a transport consultant who grew up in 

Glengormley, Newtownabbey, just outside of North Belfast. He has attended 

Cliftonville matches since 2005, when he was twenty-one years old. He was 

brought to the game by his friends, who he attends matches with today. His 

parents have no interest in football, although they take interest in Luke’s 

support of Cliftonville. He has two brothers and one sister. His older brother 

has no interest in football and his younger brother has a minor interest in 

football and once attended a Cliftonville match with Luke. His sister has a 

small interest in English football. Luke is a regular attendee at the matches 

and would on occasion volunteer as a turnstile operator. Our interview took 

place in a social club on the Antrim Road, just over one mile from Solitude.

Nolan, aged 30, is a fire fighter who lives in West Belfast. He started 

supporting Cliftonville when he was eleven years old, since 1991. He has 

supported Cliftonville for twenty years. He has one brother, who attends 

matches with Nolan, alongside his niece. Nolan was brought to his first game 

by a neighbour but since then has attended with family and with friends. 

Nolan is a regular attendee at the matches. Our interview took place on the 

terraces of Cliftonville’s home ground, Solitude.

Patrick, aged twenty-five, is a financial administrator who lives in 

North Belfast. He has supported Cliftonville since he was six years old, in 

1991. He was brought to the game by his uncle and father. He would have 

attended about a dozen matches a year with his uncle and father and once a 

year his grandfather would have accompanied them. This attendance was 

interrupted by ‘the Troubles’ restarting in 1995. He has two brothers and one 

sister. His sister and mother have no interest in football but his two brothers
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have attended matches with him. Patrick has supported Cliftonville for almost 

twenty years but his attendance is sporadic and his support largely confined 

to watching the highlights and keeping an eye on the results. Our interview 

took place at a social club on the Antrim Road, just over one mile from 

Solitude.

In addition to these interviews I also used Colours: Ireland - From 

Bombs to Boom, the autobiography of Henry McDonald who dedicated a 

chapter of his book to his childhood/young adult support of Cliftonville during 

‘the Troubles’, particularly the late 1970s / early 1980s and which I used as a 

valuable secondary source. Henry McDonald is a writer and is the Irish editor 

for The Observer and has written extensively about ‘the Troubles’. He was 

born in the nationalist Markets area of Belfast. Much of his writing concerns 

Northern Irish paramilitaries, like the UDA and the INLA.
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