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Abstract

With the rise of ‘alternative’ football groups in the UK, this dissertation 
aims to understand the political significance of their composition. The 
dissertation explains the importance of ‘alternative’ football and how it is 
compatible with and influenced by the ‘new’ social movement theory that 
concerns the alter-globalisation movements. Through the use of Anarchist-
inspired political theory, this dissertation examines four ‘alternative’ 
football teams in the UK; Yorkshire St. Pauli, Mount Pleasant Park FC, 
Glasgow United and AFC Unity. The overall aim is to examine whether 
these football teams could be considered as ‘utopian’ and ‘prefigurative’ 
movements or if they are better understood as ‘sub-cultures’.
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Introduction

 “In a world haunted by the hydrogen and napalm bomb, the football field 

is a place where sanity and hope are still left unmolested”- Stanley Rous, 

1952 (Kuhn, 2011, p.52)

When one attempts to articulate the social significance of football, one 

often turns to the famous quotation attributed to a former president of the

world governing body for football (FIFA), Stanley Rous. Despite the later 

criticism that was correctly directed at Rous for his views concerning the 

role of football in apartheid South Africa, he does succinctly articulate in 

this short sentence the social significance of the sport. Football is an 

aspect of culture that extends beyond the confinements of being labelled 

a sport or a game. However for the purposes of avoiding linguistic 

gymnastics every time one wishes to refer to 'football' in this dissertation, 

it is important that the reader bears in mind that the terms 'sport' and 

'game' are being used with the understanding that football is precisely 

more than these terms could possibly infer. For football is a cultural 

phenomenon that is loved and adored by millions around the world due to 

its simplicity, accessibility and all-encompassing capacity to spill over into 

other aspects of life (Sandvoss, 2004). To reduce and confine football to a 

simple ninety minute game between twenty-two players would be an act 

of ignorance that turns a blind-eye to the power and significance of 

football within society.

With this in mind, this research will aim to understand how the sport is an 

engine for acts of resistance within the sphere of football itself and 

ultimately within wider society. This will be done through interviewing 

members of supporters groups and football clubs who predominantly 

identify with broad 'Left' politics. The groups researched are Yorkshire St. 

Pauli (YSP) and United Glasgow FC (UGFC) who are primarily concerned 

with removing the economic and social barriers to regular structured 

football particularly for refugees and asylum seekers in their respective 

local communities. Also researched are two Sheffield based teams; AFC 

Unity and Mount Pleasant Park FC (MPPFC). AFC Unity is a women’s team 
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that are renowned for resisting sexism in both football and wider society 

(F4). MPPFC is a community based team in the Sharrow district of Sheffield

that is comprised mainly of local political activists and are renowned for 

their ‘No Love For A Nation’ motto (F2).   What is key to this research is 

not necessarily how the group’s 'Left' politics can be defined, instead the 

focus is placed on the link between the political activism of the groups 

concerned with the sport of football.

Therefore, the dissertation will examine utopian political theory in order to

situate utopian football within a societal context. The teams will then be 

analysed against the criteria established for utopian and prefigurative 

politics in order to conclude whether these groups can be considered as 

‘movements’ or whether they are better understood as forms of escapism.

7



Literature Review

The background literature for this thesis draws from three broad fields of 

research; football, social movements and social and political theory. The 

social movements and political theory elements of the literature are 

heavily interlinked and are often indivisible, however this link between 

political and social movement theory has rarely been extended to 

incorporate football.  It is this synthesis of social movement and political 

theory with football that this dissertation attempts to achieve in order to 

contribute to current debates influenced by the alter-globalisation 

movement.  

The point of origin for this thesis is in football literature. Football has rarely

been examined in the academic sphere with an emphasis on its 

emancipatory potential or even an acknowledgement of its cultural 

pedigree. Instead it is often been ignored or reduced to analysis of football

'hooliganism' or the 'casual' scene which is arguably problematic because 

it not only overlooks key social, political and economic flows in the game 

but it also crystallises a bourgeois understanding of football as a vehicle 

and outlet for 'mindless' working-class violence (Armstrong: 1998, Frosdick

and Marsh:2013) .  However, the key element that this thesis draws from 

this field of research is the heightening of nationalism and national 

identity within football fan culture which was synonymous with the Far-

Right manipulating football as a vehicle for racism, sexism and 

homophobia (Duke And Crolley: 1996 Holt:1989, p.339, Martin:2004). The 

purpose of utilising this literature is to understand the environment which 

the football teams researched provide an alternative from.

However, although the literature used acknowledges the prevalence of 

this field of research, this dissertation aims to relocate discussion by 

situating its analysis of football in an historical and economic 

understanding. There is a wealth of literature that maps the growth of 

football over time and consequently the increased significance of football 

in sport and economics. A key theme within this literature is a centring of 

discussion on the globalisation of the game. Most sources seem to be in 
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agreement that the early 1990s was an iconic moment in the sport 

particularly in Europe with the birth of the Premier League (Houlihan:2008,

Kuhn: 2011, Millwood: 2011, Sandvos: 2007). This defining moment 

reflects the heightening neo-liberalisation of society where the ideology of

the 'economic' and the 'individual' underpins all (Eliassson: 2009). For 

example, John Horne points to a distinctive shift towards consumer culture

in the early 1990s which saw the physical environment change through 

the building of out of town all-seater stadiums and the creation of elite 

leagues such as the Premier League (Horne, 2006, p.31). The effects of 

which have led to the influx of capital from television rights and most 

notably the severe rise of ticket prices which in turn have contributed to 

the consumerist culture that now looms over modern football. This neo-

liberal commodification of football stretches to every echelon of the game 

and in turn reduces the ability to imagine that another footballing world is 

possible. 

However, resistance is possible within football because there are clear 

inherent contradictions to the neo-liberalism it embodies. In a society 

which Zygmunt Bauman aptly describes as 'liquid' due to the eroding and 

turbulent effects it has on institutions and human relations it is fascinating

that there is still a sphere in society which remains rigid, relevant and 

consistent by bringing together thirty thousand people from the same 

community together on a weekly basis.  (Bauman: 2007, Bauman: 2012, 

Davis: 2008:2013 Jacobsen and Poder: 2008).

Therefore to further understand how the groups researched embody this 

resistance to neo-liberalism this piece will work from a political philosophy

that also reflects the practices and ideals of said groups - that of 

Anarchism. Not only will this do done in terms of theory but also in terms 

of research practice. 

The philosophy of Anarchism has been selected as it is synonymous with 

an approach where theory and practice are intertwined, contrary to 

classical political philosophies of resistance, such as Marxism, which sees 

theory define praxis (May, 1994). Therefore the dissertation is heavily 
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influenced by the writings of key anarchist inspired thinkers such as David 

Graeber(2002, 2003, 2009, 2014), Murray Bookchin (1971, 1986, 1989, 

1990), Colin Ward (1976, 1982, 2004) and Emma Goldman (1911, 2005).

 In particular Graeber’s work offers a thorough examination of Anarchist-

like movements in practice. With a focus on the alter-globalisation 

movements of Occupy, World Trade Organisation protests and the 

Zapatista uprising Graeber succinctly articulates the link between 

anarchist theory and practice and social movements. This analysis is 

highly applicable to this thesis as the forms of resistance researched share

certain characteristics with the alter-globalisation movements.

With this is mind, analysing ‘new’ social movement theory is useful in 

order to understand the dynamics of ‘alternative’ football teams. The 

iconic academic that offers a focal point for this ‘new’ form of social 

movement is Manuel Castells with his theory of a ‘Network Society’ 

(2012). The theory focuses on the rise of rhizomatic forms of organisation 

orchestrated through the autonomous spaces of the internet. The key 

theme to draw from Castells analysis is the theorising of ‘new’ social 

movements in the era of crisis. Castells focuses on how movements exist 

outside of political institutional paradigms due to a networking structure 

that has been facilitated by social media. Utilising examples such as the 

Occupy movement and the Arab Spring, Castells examines how apparent 

leaderless movements are the new and most effective way to organise 

and have led to political change. Castells argues that apart from the Arab 

Spring, this political change exists primarily outside of the political 

institutions that have remained broadly the same for decades. Instead he 

argues that these new horizontal networks have been most significant in 

changing human consciousness through networking of various nodes. 

Consequently, this is highly relevant because many of the football teams 

analysed in this research organise in similar ways to the rhizomatic 

composition of ‘new’ social movements.

Castells’ analysis signposts the research towards other key writers in the 

social movement theory field, particularly  Maeckelburgh (2009, 2011) 
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and Yates (2015a: 2015b). These writers build upon Castells’ analysis of 

rhizomatic resistance and introduce the idea of ‘prefiguration’ which is an 

intrinsic aspect of anarchist and utopian thought. This is because the act 

of prefiguration is built upon the context of a network society and it is 

synonymous with horizontal forms of organisation. Prefiguration is the 

realisation of utopian political theory as it is concerned with the 

politicisation of the everyday. The relevancy of this is significant because 

emphasis upon human agency in the present underpins the analysis of the

array of football groups examined in this thesis.

However, two pieces of work are central to the aim of amalgamating 

social movement and political theory with football. Firstly, Gabriel Kuhn’s 

book ‘Soccer vs. The State’ (2011) is a rare comprehensive analysis of 

radical protest within the sphere of football. The book was written 

following a pamphlet journal entitled ‘Anarchist Soccer Manual’ (2006) 

where footballs politically radical roots are explored. Kuhn explores ideas 

concerning radical interventions in football such as using the World Cups 

as a stage for protest and running football clubs as community co-

operatives rather than businesses. 

Finally, Nick Davidson’s book ‘Pirates, Punks and Politics’ (2014) has aided

the construction of the thesis. The book is a combination of a journalistic 

account and an in depth analysis of the radical German football Club FC 

St. Pauli. It is significant as it articulates his the personal journey to finding

the football club and discusses the impact it has on the politics of 

everyday life.  This grappling with the notion of finding the ‘other’ within 

football acts as support for the interview based research conducted in this

thesis. Through tracing Davidson’s personal story and motivation with 

being involved with a radical football club, it leads to an understanding of 

whether FC St. Pauli can be understood as a form of escape or as a form of

resistance.

In order to examine the participants’ affinity to the theory of ‘escapism’, 

the literature used draws upon primarily the Frankfurt School’s approach 

to Critical Theory. The dissertation will utilise Erich Fromm’s ‘Art of being’ 
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(1976) and ‘To Have or to be?’ (1993). This is because the Frankfurt School

often focussed on individual forms of emancipation rather social 

movements which is evident with Fromm’s emphasis on psycho-analysis 

as a means for social and political change. It is debatable whether 

Fromm’s ‘art of being’ is concerned with ‘escapism’ or ‘emancipation’ but 

what is significant is how the ‘being’ mode of existence can be utilised to 

explain the relationship between ‘escapism’ and  ‘politics’ for the football 

teams researched.
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Methodology

The methodological theory for this research draws heavily on the 

anarchist-inspired approach to research methods. This methodological 

approach is one that is historically castigated by social research scholars 

for its apparent rejection of a scientific blueprint for social research 

(Ferrell:1995;Bennet:2004; Routledge:2009). However, this anarchist-

inspired methodology is one that offers both an effective strategy and one

that is steeped in ethics due to its emphasis on critiquing the traditional 

power-relationship between researcher-researched (Luchies:2015).

Strategically, an anarchist-inspired approach is important as it allows the 

researcher to not be confined to a certain research principle. Instead it has

allowed me to adapt the strategy in any given scenario in order to gain 

the information that will aid the completion of this thesis. This method is 

advocated by Paul Feyerabend when he writes “the only principle that 

does not inhibit progress is: anything goes” (1975, p.23) and succinctly 

summarised by Jeff Ferrell through stating that “the more seriously a 

method takes itself- the more it claims to supersede other approaches 

through invocation of ‘truth’ or ‘objectivity’- the more that method must 

be suspect of impeding understanding rather than advancing it” 

(Ferrell:2009, p.74). Therefore, despite drawing on a range of research 

methods, this research can primarily be understood as adopting a fluid 

approach that has allowed myself to not be constrained and in turn has 

enabled the creation of progressive social knowledge through interaction 

with the participants.

 Therefore, the research strategy for this thesis is one that is organic and 

mainly based on the principles of participatory observation or 

‘Participatory Action Research’ (Barnsley:1992, Kingdon, Pain and 

Kesby:2007; Selener: 1997). What is meant by this is that I am actively 

involved within the relatively small sphere that I am researching and in 

most cases directly involved with the specific football team that is being 

researched. This has allowed me to have an understanding of the groups 

before I have interviewed them.  The significance of doing this is 
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explained by Luis Fernandez when writing about his participatory research

into the alter-globalisation movements:

“I had read the major theorists, the critiques of global capitalism, 

and understood the importance of direct action and autonomy. Yet, I 

understood these things as facts, as intellectual arguments, in the 

way that academics understand ideas much of the time. Now I was 

confronted with this reality face-to-face and it penetrated me in 

ways I had not expected” (Fernandez: 2009, p.94)

What Fernandez infers is that contrary to the dominant belief in research 

strategy, substantial subjectivity is both desirable and effective. Rather 

than maintaining a degree of objectivism, I have instead actively lived 

within the environments researched which in turn forms emotional and 

complex connections with the teams. This has allowed me to understand 

these movements beyond the surface level facts and instead I have 

experienced the more latent thoughts and practices of the group.

 Therefore, the research presented and analysed in this thesis has been 

heavily influenced by experiences that I have had within these teams. This

is supported by the more ‘traditional’ research method of semi-structured 

interviews whereby I have conducted in-depth interviews with five 

participants from the UK. Traditionally a sample size of five would be 

deemed too small to be representative of the population however, as the 

research is focussed on literature, participatory observation as well as 

semi-structured interviews, a small sample size is justified. This is because

the data gained through research is more complementary than 

foundational as it supports and is used alongside the other forms of 

research utilised. Consequently, the sample size is required to be small in 

order to gain the depth needed to support the other forms of research. As 

there is a fairly strong and in-depth understanding regarding the football 

teams already, the interviews were utilised to gain personal accounts and 

narratives as opposed to the more surface layer explanations of the 

teams.
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 In terms of the practicalities of the interviews, the majority were 

conducted over Skype due to geographical location as well as constraints 

of time commitment from the participants. This is partially problematic 

because it erased some of the rich data that could be achieved from 

interviewing in person such as body language. However, it was also 

advantageous as the participant was in a comfortable environment which 

means they were relaxed and willing to go into great detail. The interviews

were recorded on a Dictaphone and were uploaded to a password 

protected computer to ensure confidentiality. The data was then analysed 

by listening to the recording and transcribed.

 Ethically this approach has its advantages as it confronts the issue of 

exploiting the participants due to its rejection of ‘drive-by-research’ where 

the researcher is involved with the researched for a temporary amount of 

time (Routledge:2009). Instead as a researcher I have immersed myself 

within these groups, some of which from their origins which has allowed 

me to form genuine connections with the participants. This in turn has 

enabled trust to be fostered between myself and the participants which 

not only achieves more in-depth research but also removes the element of

exploitative research purely for my own academic gain. In terms of 

practical rather than theoretical steps towards an ethical approach; I have 

gained departmental ethical approval from the School of Sociology and 

Social Policy at Leeds University and I have regularly consulted the Leeds 

University Research Ethics Committee guidance document (University of 

Leeds:2014). Moreover, I have gained permission from participants to use 

the names of their football teams which would be reviewed if the findings 

of the research were publically disseminated.

 Utopian political theory

First it is imperative to gain an understanding of utopian political theory in

order to demonstrate how it relates to the practices of the football teams 

that have been researched. Utopian thought is arguably most explicitly 

articulated and practiced through anarchist political theory and is often 

seen as an essential aspect of the separation between Anarchism and 
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traditional Marxism (Honeywell: 2007). In fact, it has often been argued 

that this conflict of theory was defining point in the separation of key 

Anarchists such as Peter Kropotkin from the ‘Marxists’ in the First 

International in the late 19th Century (Leier: 2006, p.191; Mehring: 1918).  

This is because utopianism is centred on the idea of human agency, that 

humans have a certain level of emancipatory potential to change society 

in the present. This is a clear rejection of a Marxist understanding of social

change as Marxism is based on the premise of historical materialism- that 

social change is historically contingent. Marx and Marxist-inspired 

literature argues that all social change is the result of objective historical 

economic forces, it is planned, rational and to a degree natural. As Engels 

writes, revolutionary social change is the “outcome of the struggle 

between two historically developed classes” (1907, p.42). Therefore the 

potentiality of social change in the present is minimal as human alienation

is overwhelmed by a sense of false consciousness. Marxist thought 

consequently rejects utopian socialist thought, in particular Anarchism, as 

naïve and ignorant to the significance of dialectical materialism 

(Honeywell: 2007). As a result utopian thought is often castigated by 

classical Marxist writers as it is deemed to be fanciful to the point where it

becomes anti-revolutionary. It is seen as not engaging and resisting 

traditional class conflict and instead uses one’s privilege as a means of 

attempting to remove oneself from social relations (Lynd and Grubacic: 

2008). However, this temporary removing of oneself is understood as 

‘escapism’ whereas utopianism is acknowledging social relations and 

attempting to resist them in the present rather than waiting for grand 

societal change in the future.

This understanding of the Marxist critique of an anarchist inspired 

utopianism aids the understanding of what utopian thought is. Utopianism

is concerned with blurring the temporal line between present and future. It

is the idea that the future ideals can be realised in the present. As the 

influential anarchist writer Colin Ward writes “If you want to build a free 

society, all the parts are at hand” (Ward, 1976:20). Ward argues that when

thinking about social change we should actively create the society we 
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desire rather than waiting for such society to be established around us.  

This is succinctly articulated by Carissa Honeywell when she writes:

“Utopianism embodies an idealistic or optimistic approach to the 

possibility of social transformation. Its accounts of the future rest on 

a particular understanding of the potential for change located in the 

present that emerges from a commitment to contingency in social 

development” (2007:241).

Consequently we can understand utopianism as an active and positive 

approach to social transformation that attempts to prefigure the society 

that it aspires to.

In order to understand how the football groups that have been studied in 

this research are potentially utopian, it is necessary to first observe and 

understand this theory of utopianism as it exists in its more traditional 

environment, that being in the practices of historical and contemporary 

social movements. An example of this is the International Workers of the 

World’s infamous philosophy of building a new society in the shell of the 

old (IWW, 1905). This philosophy is deeply utopian as it implies a 

hollowing out effect of society.  Rather than replacing the ‘shell’ as well 

the core of society, utopian thought suggests we can remove aspects of 

current neo-liberal capitalist society by building alternatives. Rather than 

directly resisting current society on its own terms it is possible to create 

alternatives as a form of resistance. It is argued that this is more effective 

than old forms of resistance such as traditional forms of organisation like 

radical-Left political parties and hierarchical protest groups as these are 

seen as simply a method of alleviation. This is inferred by Peter Kropotkin 

when he claimed that Marxist thinkers argue ‘there is no possibility of 

abolishing capitalist exploitation within the lifetime of our generation’ and 

that in the present ‘we have only to mitigate the exploitation’ 

(Kropotkin:1975, p.74). Therefore, the process of being revolutionary in 

the present and creating an alternative that goes against the rigid grain of

society is in essence not accepting compromise for an ideal society. It is 
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not concerned with demanding concessions; it is concerned with 

immediately taking the society that utopians deem to be just.

Other social movements, such as the Zapatista uprising, the Occupy 

movement and the wider alter-globalisation movements can also provide 

real world examples of utopian influenced practices in action.  One key 

concept to the utopian ontology of these groups is the idea of 

‘prefiguration’. Prefiguration has been crucial to new social movement 

theory in the 21st century as it is seen as a separation from traditional 

forms of organisation.  The term is synonymous with utopianism, 

micropolitics, direct action and DiY-politics but perhaps embodies a more 

specific definition.  As Marianne Maeckelbergh (2011, p.4) suggests, 

prefiguration is similar to utopianism as it concerned with removing the 

distinction between the “struggle in the present and a goal in the future; 

instead, the struggle and the goal, the real and the ideal, become one in 

the present”.  This philosophy is fundamental in alter-globalisation 

movements such as the Zapitistas in Mexico who, as a form of resistance 

against neo-liberal globalisation, created their own society in the jungles 

of Chiapas. Rather than simply just demanding from the elites that they 

were protesting against, they created their own society built on anti-

hierarchal principles (Stahler-Sholk:2010). Greaber succinctly summarises 

the outlook of the Zapatista movement when he states that it is 

prefigurative because:

“You’re creating a vision of the sort of society you want to have in 

miniature. And it’s a way of juxtaposing yourself against these 

powerful, undemocratic forces you’re protesting. If you make 

demands, you’re saying, in a way, that you’re asking the people in 

power and the existing institutions to do something different. And 

one reason people have been hesitant to do that is they see these 

institutions as the problem.” (Graeber in Amster:2012, p.xxviii)

This emphasis on renegotiating the concept of power within the alter-

globalisation movement is furthered by Maeckleburgh:
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“The goal of the alterglobalization movement actors is not to 

eliminate power (as it has been for some movements since the 

1960s) or to relocate power with themselves (as it was for 

communist revolutionary and colonial struggles). Instead, the goal is

to redesign the way power operates” (Maeckleburgh:2011, p.13)

This feeds into the idea that prefiguration is concerned primarily with the 

unification of ‘means’ and ‘ends’.  As Luke Yates outlines

 “’Means’ or ‘practices’ can be understood as the variety of short-

term and mostly realisable activities that any movement group do 

together. They range in scale and in how directly they relate to 

mobilisation” (Yates:2013, p.15)

In other words, ‘means’ are understood as the method of achieving goals. 

They are concerned with pathways to achieve the desired ‘end’ of a social 

movement. The term ‘means’ is also often associated with strategy which 

is a notion that places great emphasis on the efficiency and effectiveness 

of ‘means’ to achieve ‘ends’.  Consequently we can define ‘ends’ as 

something which all social movements have in one form or another which 

is an overall objective. As many social movement theorists recognise, 

these ends are often multiple. Yates utilises analysis of peace movements 

to demonstrate that these movements often have a variety of 

opportunistic goals such as stopping a present war or the production of 

weapons but also retain a larger persistent goal such as preventing and 

resisting war in a global sense. Therefore, the scale and definition of ends 

may vary within a social movement however there is often an overarching

‘end’ that unifies a particular social movement.

However, prefigurative action rejects the simplification of dividing ‘means’

and ‘ends’ in a way that is synonymous with traditional forms of 

organisation. Instead movements that subscribe to prefiguration are ones 

where ‘means’ and ‘ends’ are collapsed into one another or at least mirror

each other (Calhoun:1993, p. 404; Franks:2003, p.18).  This is summarised

by Maeckelburgh when she writes that
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“Prefiguration is a practice that assumes the ends and the means to 

be inextricably linked, where the means are the result of past ends 

and result in future ends, and therefore prefiguration rejects a focus 

on either means or ends to the exclusion of the other” 

(Maeckelburgh:2011, p. 8)

This is often most vividly demonstrated in alter-globalisation movements 

where there is a significant emphasis and commitment to horizontal forms

of organisation. Horizontalism is a rejection of hierarchy in the structural 

organisation of the social movements (Sitrin:2007). This is because these 

movements ‘ends’ are broadly understood as complete equality so for the 

‘means’ to be organised in a hierarchical fashion with a leader would 

represent a contradiction between ‘means’ and ‘end’s. This contradiction 

would be a symbolisation of the separation of ‘means’ and ‘ends’ as there 

would be a greater emphasis placed upon the goals of the social 

movement rather than the pathway.  

However, the example of horizontalism also introduces another key aspect

of utopianism and prefiguration which is an emphasis on experimentation.

Yates argues that due to the multiplicity of ‘ends’ and ‘means’ it is more 

accurate to understand prefiguration as “combining experimentation, the 

circulation of political perspectives, the production of new norms and 

conduct, material consolidation, and diffusion” (Yates: 2014, p.2). 

Horizontalism is often a key indicator in the experimental aspect of social 

movements as it aims to experiment new and effective ways of organising

as a means of displacing the previous dominant forms of social activity 

(Yates: 2015, p.14). Experimentation is concerned primarily with 

questioning the previously unquestionable through actions. For the 

football organisations analysed in this research this means exploring the 

hegemonic norms within football and experimenting with alternatives to 

them. The emphasis on the term ‘experimentation’ implies a degree of 

learning through action. Experimentation rejects the idea that there is a 

fixed ideological ‘perfect’ answer to a problem and instead allows the 
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multitude of issues to be gradually answered through a series of 

experiments.

This in turn leads to the aforementioned production of new norms and 

practices. Through experimentation and creativity, new social norms 

evolve. In football movements this is a daunting task as grassroots 

football teams are still dominated by often white men with the economic 

capacity to access regular and structured football (Ahmed:2011). This 

domination by a certain demographic leads to the fostering of a distinctive

ethos surrounding grassroots football that becomes impenetrable creating

the illusion of ubiquity which leads to multiple demographics being 

alienated from grassroots football (Willis: 2015). Therefore, groups that 

attempt to prefigure football may look to dismantle social norms by 

creating new ones within their group, as through placing an emphasis on 

‘creation’ they are effectively destroying old social norms. However, for 

many prefigurative groups these social norms do not stop at the 

parameters of the social movement. The outward looking nature of these 

movements allows individual contributors to diffuse their ideas into other 

areas of their social life creating a patchwork effect that enables 

continuity.

Situating Utopian Football

In order to understand how alternative football groups could be 

interpreted as a form of utopianism it is first necessary to situate them as 

a pocket of resistance. What is meant by this is that in order to 

understand if a movement can be considered utopian it is vital to 

understand the society that exists outside of the group. If we take 

Bauman’s metaphor of liquid modernity as a method for understanding 

the concept of power within modern society then we begin to see how 

forms of resistance are fostered. Bauman argues that society has shifted 

away from the solidified structures of traditions and institutions towards a 

liquid society where “change is the only permanence and uncertainty the 

only certainty” (Bauman, 2012 p. Viii). The major characteristic of this 

constant change appears to be the eroding away of traditional focal points
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of power. The fluid nature of neo-liberal modernity is most vividly apparent

in what Bauman sees as the separation of ‘power’ and ‘Politics’. Bauman 

here is referring to Politics in a traditional sense, whereby power is located

in institutions such as Parliament (Bauman:2007, p.2). Liquid modernity is,

in part, the concept that political power is no longer trapped inside of 

these institutions and instead seeps out and flows in a variety of different 

directions. Consequently, with liquid modernity we are presented with 

both great dangers as well as great emancipatory potential.

Under neo-liberalism this liquid like power is often directed and controlled 

by the needs of capitalism. The need and desire for capitalism to create 

profit and act as form of oppression to anything that blocks the path for 

profit appears to be synonymous with the era of liquid modernity. 

However, as Bauman himself highlights, there is potential for methods of 

emancipation to hijack these power flows and use them as forms of 

resistance (Bauman: 2007). It is at this point where the concept of 

utopianism comes into our understanding. If we continue this metaphor of 

liquid modernity and picture society as a fast flowing liquid rapidly 

changing paths to meet the needs of capital in a specific moment; then 

utopian resistance can be understand as fixed pockets of resistance within

these flows. These fixed pockets are not eroded by the liquid-like nature, 

instead the uncertainty and ever-changing nature of society seems to flow

around them.

However, rather than just being static pockets of ‘alternative’ within these

flows, bubbles of utopianism are confrontational to the fluidity of society. 

They aim to alter, redirect and influence their flow. They aim to spill out 

into the flow and reclaim them from the dominance of neo-liberalism. This 

is where utopianism differs from escapism because rather than aiming to 

affect the flow, escapism aims to be separated from the liquidity of 

modern society. This is often just for a temporary amount of time and 

essentially offers an interim haven from the demands of neo-liberal 

society. Therefore, escapism is concerned with temporarily removing 

oneself from social-relations. However utopianism is an active and often 
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permanent form of resistance to dominant social relations (Davis and 

Kinna:2009). Rather than simply removing oneself from social relations, 

utopias offer an alternative that actively confronts the society that flows 

around it. It is primarily concerned with demonstrating that another world 

is possible and that societal change can be realised in the present 

(McNally: 2006).

When we translate the game of football into liquid modernity it is evident 

how grassroot, radical and utopian football can emerge. Many writers 

have understood football as a microcosm of society, replicating and often 

amplifying societal structures within in its environment (Foer:2005, 

Kuper:2006). The most lucid demonstration of this is seen with the 

formation and escalation of the English Premier League as a reflection of 

the intensification of neo-liberal capitalism (Davidson: 2014, Kuper & 

Szymanski: 2012, Morrow:2003). This neo-liberal shift within and outside 

of football has violently restructured the sport at grassroots level as well 

as at elite level. The globalisation of the sport has increased its popularity,

however with this has come the implementation of new barriers to 

accessing the sport. In the elite echelons of the sport, ticket prices have 

raised dramatically which has coincided with a continuous relative decline 

in wages post-2008 (Bastani and Butler: 2014).

 Moreover, as the game has gained global momentum, predominantly 

working-class districts around football stadia (particularly in London) have 

become gentrified. Gentrification has had two fundamental impacts on 

football. Firstly it has led to the displacement of working-class people who 

can longer afford to live in the area around a football ground which has in 

turn eroded community ties to a football club(Fürtjes:2014). This is evident

as many commentators on the globalisation of football acknowledge that 

it is now as rational for a person to support a large European team such as

Barcelona or Bayern Munich as it is to support a local football club 

(Bastani, Quereshi et al: 2015). Secondly, gentrification has led to the 

privatisation of public spaces with adequate football facilities. This has 

significantly reduced the accessibility of regular structured football for the 
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majority of local people (Ngonyama:2010, p.177). The effect of this is a 

removal of the universal and simplistic attributes of football that has now 

led to a heightening of economic barriers to accessing the sport. 

Consequently, regular structured football at both grassroots and elite level

is predominantly exclusive to demographics with economic resources.

With an understanding of how neo-liberal society and liquid modernity has

affected the way football is accessed, watched and supported it becomes 

evident how space has opened for resistance. Traditionally the forms of 

resistance particularly within the UK have been fairly circumstantial and 

based upon singular issues. For example, the ‘#OystonOut’ campaign 

which aims to remove the chairman of Blackpool FC for alleged corruption,

theft and violence is removed from the societal context of capitalism in 

football (Taylor, 2015). In other words it is concerned with a direct aim that

once achieved will resort in the dissipation of the resistance. The 

resistance is contingent on this one aim which is arguably representative 

of the destructive nature of neo-liberal capitalism of football but is 

ultimately removed from this context.

Instead utopian football movements are seen as an ‘alternative’ rather 

than concerned with reforming and directly resisting within the flow of 

liquid modernity. This consequently allows utopian football, like the alter-

globalisation movement, to be centred on a plurality of issues as opposed 

to singular ones (Thomas:2000). Within the sphere of the utopian football 

environments this means that teams do not mitigate or compromise as all 

the aims are currently in practice.

Data Analysis: Understanding how the football organisations are 

forms of prefiguration

In order to analyse the football teams in utopian terms I have broadly 

divided the analysis into five criteria that follows that of Maeckelburgh 

(2009,2011), Yates (2015a, 2015b), Carissa Honeywell (2007) and 

Mathijas van de Sande’s (2013, 2015) work on prefiguration. The criteria is

divided in this way to articulate the various elements of utopian practice, 

however it should be understood that each of these criteria are interlinked
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and aid the development of the others.  The criteria includes; (i) a 

merging of ‘means’ and ‘ends’, (ii) a commitment to experimentation, (iii) 

critiquing political perspectives, (iv) establishing new social norms through

intervention in material environments and (v) diffusing the practices 

outside the parameters of the football organisation. Finally, the data 

analysis will critically assess the question of ‘escapism’ within these 

football groups.

(i) Merging of ‘means’ and ‘ends’

The unification of ‘means’ and ‘ends’ is an element that is prevalent in all 

these organisations to varying degrees. This is because they are directly 

prefiguring what they desire football to look like in the present rather than

working towards it in incremental steps. If the ‘means’ and ‘ends’ were 

conflated, the football groups would have started with a team that already

exists and tried to reform them to reflect their practices. Instead as the 

teams are utopian they actively create the organisation that they aspire to

from its birth. There is little negotiation for compromise as compromise 

would result in the means being no longer an accurate reflection of the 

ends. This is often most vividly recognisable by not blurring the distinction

between theory and practice.  The everyday practices of the football 

teams often inform the theory of the groups which is a clear distinction 

from ‘old’ non-utopian forms of organising that often attempt to fit and 

mould a distinctive theory around their actions.  Consequently, the 

football teams interviewed all to an extent put emphasis on praxis over 

articulating a distinct political theory.

This is evident when a representative from UGFC refers to their approach 

to activism regarding discrimination in football. They state that:

“We do try tackle discrimination in football, every team does but for 

most in practice that means very little...That sets us apart from 

other teams. There are other teams in Glasgow that represent a 

particular minority community but what we try to do is pool 

everyone together on common issues such as tackling racism, anti-

immigration rhetoric and homophobia” (B1)
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What this demonstrates is a unification of theory and practice as well as 

‘means’ and ‘ends’. The interviewee is situating the club as a clear 

distinctive separate entity from other teams. They are recognising that 

there is a confliction for most teams between what they ‘commit’ to and 

what they ‘do’ and through UGFC they are providing an alternative to that 

confliction. They are implying that their anti-discriminatory politics are 

acted out in the present environment rather than postponed until they are

confronted with an act of discrimination. Through this, there is an implied 

understanding of micro-politics; that all environments are continuously 

political and that to create an environment that acts as an alternative to 

ones that are more susceptible to fostering forms of discrimination is 

distinctively utopian.

This focus on prefiguring an environment in the present to reflect an ‘end’ 

goal is permeated throughout all the football clubs investigated. For 

example, the co-founder of the women’s team ‘AFC Unity’ stated that:

“We don't want a fear based environment and given our (societal) 

culture is very individualistic, ego based and fear based we want to 

create a culture where people can come and enjoy playing football 

in a strong female environment. Where women are encouraged to 

develop but in a collective sense too. It's hope over fear, solidarity 

over ego and individualism. It’s also independence rather than 

dependence on the male game and teams” (A1).

For AFC Unity there is a clear narrative on hollowing out society and 

creating the ‘other’ in the present. There is a succinct understanding of 

what society is and how football can be utilised as a means of resisting 

values and ethos’ that are dominant within the capitalist social character.

This is furthered by a YSP player, who affirms that the aim is “to make a 

difference to people’s lives by providing them with access to football.  We 

achieve this in the present, we achieved this as soon as we got refugees 

involved” (C1). For YSP this removing of barriers for refugees to access 

football was the initial aim and is actively being achieved in the present 

through ‘process’. However, this aim is also about prefiguring an ideal 
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society for the group. If we understand football as a microcosm of society 

then by creating an environment where everyone is actively welcome and 

divisive tools such as national identity are eroded away then YSP are 

prefiguring the borderless society that they advocate passionately with 

their array of political banners exclaiming ‘No borders, No Nations’, ‘No 

Person is Illegal’ and ‘No Football for Fascists’ at football games (F1). This 

is furthered by Scott when he draws the line connecting theory and 

practice by stating that “There’s a definite link between the slogan of ‘No 

person is illegal’ to what we do on a Sunday. We are practising what we 

preach” (C2). This collapsing of theory into practice demonstrates a 

collapsing of means and ends which is absent in more traditional forms of 

resistance and thus demonstrates YSP as prefigurative.

For many of the participants the unification of means and ends was often 

highlighted by stating that they do not necessarily identify with ‘ends’. 

Although this contradicts Maeckelburgh’s analysis of applying equal 

weight to both means and ends, it does to an extent put more emphasis 

on political acts in the present and leads to a suggestion that these groups

are already achieving their political aims so to articulate distinct ‘end’ 

goals would seem futile. This is demonstrated when a MPPFC player states

that they “don’t put that much stock in the team to change the world 

because we’re not setting out big political goals”. Despite being a team 

with the motto ‘No Love For A Nation’, this quote demonstrates that 

MPPFC are concerned with practising the kind of environment in the 

present rather than aiming for great social change. In a sense, their 

political ‘end’ is to achieve an alternative society for football and they are 

actively achieving that through organising and forming a collective team 

in the present. This idea is furthered by an YSP player who articulated that

they “don’t think an ‘end goal’ is attainable” which was supported when 

he stated that “I don’t think we have an end goal. This is what we wanted 

to achieve, but we haven’t gone out of our way to achieve it. We’re just 

doing it because we want to” (D2). For this participant the focus on an end

goal being something to work towards appears futile because what would 

be conceived as an ‘end’ is being achieved in the present. Therefore this 
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participant has removed the temporal distinction between means and 

ends so that ends no longer become recognisable.

(ii) Commitment to Experimentation

The unification of ‘means’ and ‘ends’ links into the emphasis on 

‘experimentation’ which is a recognisable trait of any act of utopianism. 

Experimentation is concerned with the idea of playing with ideas for 

alternatives in order to redefine structures and social norms. As Van de 

Sande writes

 “prefigurative practices must…be inherently experimental and 

experiential. In anarchist theory, prefiguration is often presented as 

a strategy of direct confrontation with the many forms of injustice, 

repression, and exploitation that characterize the capitalist order. 

This means in practice that the radical inversion of such relations 

and forms of repression entails the hypothetical formulation of 

alternatives and their continuous reformulation through trial and 

error” (Van de Sande:2015, p.189)

The emphasis on a ‘trial and error’ approach is vital because the rejection 

of a utopian blueprint is arguably one of the defining factors of anarchism.

Instead utopias evolve organically as new horizons appear due to the 

generation of knowledge through experience. Therefore, this theory can 

be translated to the football teams as many of the participants defined 

their projects and teams by what they were attempting to separate from. 

Often they began their projects with vague ideas of what they were not 

rather than what they are so for a number of the groups there has been a 

trial and error method applied to get to the stage where they are at in the 

present. For example, YSP first attempted to join a standard ‘5-a-side’ 

league but quickly realised that it was impossible to create the 

environment that they wanted within an environment controlled by a third

party. Therefore, they broke away and formed their own football project 

which enables certain principles to underpin the clubs activities. This does

not mean that they only became an act of prefiguration once they had 

separated from a league but instead it demonstrates their commitment to 
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a ‘trial and error’ philosophy whereby they are in a constant state of re-

evaluating and being self-critical.  It is this emphasis on a ‘trial and error’ 

approach that stems from an anarchist-inspired tradition of differing from 

other utopian thinkers by refusing “to offer a detailed blue-print of a free 

society” (Marshall:1993, p.662).

This utopian element of experimentation has allowed YSP to create a new 

society within current society that seems to contradict many of current 

society’s norms. As the participant notes:

“I don’t think we have actually experienced racism in our project; 

we’ve never had to challenge anyone. We’ve been quite lucky, it’s 

almost like we live in an ideal bubble where that does not exist”. 

(C5)

The analogy the participant uses of comparing YSP to an ‘ideal bubble’ 

gets to the essence of utopianism. Without claiming to of completely 

eradicated racism, the player argues that the ‘bubble’ of YSP is a 

distinctively different environment to the flows of society on the outside 

and through experimentation they have managed to create a society that 

reflects their ideal.

This ‘ideal bubble’ analogy utilised by the participant aids establishing a 

link between the emergence of DiY politics and culture in the 1990s and 

alternative football. DiY culture centres human agency through the self-

creation of ‘products’ and communities. This leads to the creation of 

“relationships not intended by capitalism” as the commodities created are

for use-value as opposed to exchange value (Holtzman, Hughes and Van 

Meter:2007 p.45). This DiY theory of inverting capitalist relations 

translates into a series of direct actions that seek to undermine or 

navigate around capitalist society such as squatting houses, ‘dumpster-

diving’ as well as initiatives such as ‘Food not Bombs’ (Parson:2015). This 

bedrock of DiY and punk culture as a form of direct action has irrefutably 

inspired the alternative football movement with many writers and teams 

referring to the movement simply as ‘Punk Football’ (Colbourne, 2013).

(iii) Critiquing Political Perspectives
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Moreover, like with the DiY culture, football forms of prefiguration are also 

concerned with what Yates describes as critiquing political perspectives. 

This is often viewed in the aforementioned analysis of critiquing the 

hegemonic political perspective of neo-liberal society and providing an 

alternative for it. For example a MPPFC player expressed a disdain for the 

historical dominance of nationalism within football by stating that

 “Our ‘No love for a nation’ slogan on our scarves is more than a 

slogan, it is aware of the nationalism within football and the National

Front recruiting at football grounds… It also shows we have an 

explicit radical side; whether it’s Anarchist or Communist” (E2)

However, like with most forms of prefiguration, the groups questioned 

were often equally concerned with critiquing the attitudes and practices of

the traditional Left forms of organisation that they were seeking to 

distance themselves from. This was most explicitly affirmed by UGFC 

when drawing upon personal experiences. They stated that:

“I work for a trade union and hearing the same left-wing rhetoric 

that was trotted out in the 70s and 80s drives me up the wall. I 

know full well that if I was 16 or 17 I wouldn’t have appreciated 

being spoken down to in the same way I hear people speaking down

to people now. Realistically the best way in engaging young people 

is through interests in theirs but also in a way that they would 

communicate with their pals... if you tell them about the injustices 

of the capitalist system and the impact on the proletariat are they 

able to go back and tell their pals who live on housing estates? What

we do is not tied up in theory; it is not tied up in jargon. We start 

conversations rather than lecturing at people” (B4)

Here there is a clear disdain for traditional Left forms of organising, 

referring to the lack of productivity stemmed from radical Left rhetoric. In 

a sense this summarises the utopian and prefigurative approach to social 

change as there is a focus on doing. The focus on doing is has often led to 

the traditional Left brandishing anarchist-inspired movements as lacking 
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an ideology. But as Graeber implies when discussing the early stages of 

the Occupy movement, the group’s ideology is defined by their actions:

“This is a movement about reinventing democracy. It is not opposed 

to organization. It is about creating new forms of organization. It is 

not lacking in ideology. Those new forms of organization are its 

ideology” (Graeber: 2003, p.212).

Therefore, like the Occupy movement, UGFC as well as many of the other 

clubs place emphasis on ‘processes’ over theory (Maeckelburgh:2009, 

p.2). To the outsider this appears that the organisation lacks any definitive

politics but instead its politics are within its day-to-day practices. So when 

the UGFC player states that “What we do is not tied up in theory” and that

they start conversations rather than lecturing they are inferring that the 

focus is on the ‘process’- that they learn, evolve and are defined by their 

actions. Strategically this also is justifiable due to the effectiveness of the 

level of engagement it has with people from outside the group.

This focus on politics through actions rather than theory is also evident in 

YSP as they state that:

“Our broadcasts and articles focus on anti-fascism but we don’t sit 

down and discuss Politics on a weekly basis because we don’t need 

to. The values underpin what we do, they’re not necessarily overt” 

(C3)

This approach is a critique of traditional left-wing politics, particularly 

radical parliamentary Left politics that are often centred upon in-depth 

dialogue that is removed from action. Instead the communication of 

politics is transferred through other means. Rather than discussion based, 

the politics of the teams is conveyed through the act of being. It is 

through playing football as a unit that the team share ideas about politics 

and rather than theorising these ideas and translating them into verbal 

communication they are embodied and shared through practices. For 

teams such as YSP and UGFC this is not only a form of critiquing 

traditional Left organisation but the most effective means of sharing ideas.

As they both state, they stay away from political jargon but strategically 
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they also stay away from the utilisation of language as a tool as most of 

their participants are refugees and asylum seekers and therefore 

language provides yet another barrier to the sense of belonging that these

teams strive for. Consequently, the most effective tool to share ideas and 

critique political perspectives is not language; it is the act of playing 

football.

(iv) Intervening in material environments and generating new 

social norms

The act of playing football can be summarised simply as the act of ‘doing’ 

and is critical in what Yates outlines as his fourth criteria for any 

prefigurative movement which is to intervene in material environments 

and social orders with the attempt to further instil the political ethos of the

group and to further entrench the commitment to experimentation (Yates: 

2015, p.14). Honeywell stresses the significance of this element of 

utopianism by stating that:

 “The commitment to performing action directed towards immediate

change fosters a focus on the characteristics of the immediate 

environment and the detailed schemas for the design and 

construction of physical environments. Utopian planners have 

placed great significance on the potential for human material 

environments to effect changes in the experience and behaviour of 

individuals and groups. The relationship between social and material

contexts is one of the ways that the utopian outlook understands 

the powerful potential for transformation located in the present” 

(Honeywell:2007, p.242)

In other words, utopianism understands how environments and human 

consciousness are interlinked.  Put simply, if one was to demonstrate their

ideas within an environment the material organisation of that environment

must be consistent with the principles that are inhibited. Therefore 

experimentation with spatial design is crucial to utopianism because it not

only transforms the material environment but it also creates new modes 

of thinking for the participants (Portwood-Stacer:2012).
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This is demonstrated by the researched football groups through actions 

that appear minor but are underpinned by the idea of resituating football 

to be consistent with their ideas. Firstly in terms of intervening in social 

orders, YSP are keen to distribute roles. This is not for efficiency reasons 

but instead for empowerment. The group place emphasis on the idea that 

anybody who is involved with the football team has an equal stake in the 

running of the club. Therefore, in an attempt to rebuff the image of charity

and the power-relations that are synonymous with acts of charity, the 

team often encourage the refugees and asylum seekers to contribute to 

direction (YSP:2014). This is often done by refugees taking the lead on 

warm-ups and the general organisation of training. From the exterior this 

may look like a simple and irrelevant practice but it is one that is 

extremely deliberate because it is concerned with re-creating a society 

whereby participants feel equal, empowered and can claim equal 

ownership of what is being created which is deeply at odds to the society 

outside of the football team. This is emphasised when an YSP participant 

claimed that:

“I think we as YSP have had much more of a positive effect on 

refugee’s lives than the government. In that sense we do direct 

action because we have changed the lives of refugees within the 

community” (D1)

Put simply, YSP are concerned with the re-imagining or the removal of 

hierarchal power-relations between players which dominate social orders 

within football and in wider society. Consequently they are prefiguring a 

macro-utopian society without nations on a micro-scale.

Secondly, in terms of spatial design, ‘alternative’ football teams are fairly 

limited as the material environment is to an extent constrained by the 

structure of football. In other words, there is little a team can do to 

redesign a material environment within football when they are confined to

a football pitch and the basic rules of football. However, MPPFC 

incorporates their aforementioned DiY ethos into their football. Often this 

is simply done by embracing the ‘jumpers for goal posts’ approach to 
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amateur football that is been in decline since the ‘over professionalization’

of the game which sees children from infants being professionally 

coached. The ‘jumpers for goalposts’ set-up is one that reclaims the sport 

from the money incentivised professional game towards the enjoyment, 

community and friendship incentivised amateur game.  The simple act of 

using items of clothing as goalposts in a local park is one that is rejecting 

the top-down culture of professional football. Moreover, it is a DiY 

approach to the issue of privatisation of public space. As the majority of 

spaces teams can play football have been privatised often due to 

gentrification, the space to play structured football (with goalposts) for 

free becomes limited due to private ownership. Therefore, by playing 

‘jumpers for goalposts’ Mount Pleasant Park Football Club are reclaiming 

football in the immediate through adopting a DiY approach that in turn 

defies the privatisation of public space and the over professionalization of 

a game that’s soul, they believe, is enjoyment.

(v) Diffusion of practices

The final important factor for a prefigurative group is the ability to 

disseminate beyond the parameters of the social group. Arguably this is 

one of the main elements that distinguishes a utopian group from ones 

that are potentially more concerned with the act of escapism. This is 

because rather than just being focussed on the hollowing out of a society, 

they are also concerned with the ‘spilling out’ of the society they have 

created into new territory. As Yates writes “the demonstration and 

diffusion of practices, orders, devices and perspectives allows prefigured 

‘alternatives’ to persist beyond the present for groups and collectives” 

(Yates:2015, p.14). This in turn is in-keeping with the future orientated 

utopian characteristic of creating new conduct.

This often means that utopian football teams must be ‘outward facing’ 

despite paying great attention to detail to the environment within the 

football team. For YSP, UGFC and AFC Unity this can be as simply having a

strong media presence with articles about these groups appearing on 

outlets such as BBC Sport (2015) and The Guardian (Duffy:2014). 
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Combined with large social media followings as well as activist and local 

media attention these groups regularly permeate their actions and beliefs 

into wider society. This media presence has had a profound effect for 

UGFC when they have participated in their local Sunday league team as 

the participant stated:

 “Almost every game the players from other teams look the club up 

before the game and tell us they find our ethos incredible. We get 

younger referees who are affiliated to the SFA coming up to us and 

asking questions about what we do. We try to stay active for that 

reason because it gets people talking, including our own players” 

(B3)

What is apparent here is UGFC’s emphasis on the importance of being 

outward facing and creating new conduct outside of the parameters of the

football team itself. They are concerned with dissolving the edges of their 

utopia into the liquid modern society that presents them when they 

embrace public leagues.

This interaction with wider society through football is something that has 

been problematic for the majority of the groups because it is often 

concerned with directly engaging with the very environment they are 

resisting.  For example when regaling about experiences with interacting 

with other teams an AFC Unity player stated that they:

“Personally asked one opposing player when she was attacking one 

of her own players, saying that she was shit and needed to be taken

off, why she would say that about her own team mate. Her retort 

was to attack me for wearing makeup, but one of her team mates 

agreed with me and then the lass ended up apologising in the 

second half. These things happen and change is going to take a long

time to happen especially in terms of culture” (A2)

This quotation clearly demonstrates that the AFC Unity player recognises 

the importance of disseminating ideas through personal interactions. 

Through confronting the opposing team member about her actions and 
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letting that player reflect on said actions in a positive manner the AFC 

Unity player demonstrates an understanding of the connection between 

personal and political change. When they recognise that “change is going 

to take a long time especially in terms of culture” yet still persist with 

confronting small scale injustices they are replicating the utopian model of

micro-politics as a response to macro-politics. In other words, there is 

recognition of the importance of relatively small scale direct action in the 

present as a response to societal structures. This links back to the 

aforementioned UGFC quote where they state they aim to “start 

conversations rather than lecturing people” as there is recognition that 

societal change comes through conversations that lead to individuals 

questioning their own beliefs rather than replicating the means of 

oppression that they are attempting to resist against. 

However, this does not mean that these groups are non-confrontational or

reject the principles of direct action when conversation ceases to become 

an option. For example, YSP removed their participation from a local 

football tournament after one of their players was subjected to sexist 

comments from spectators. The importance of this form of direct action is 

explained by an YSP member when they state that:

“We could have played on in the tournament and just got on with it 

but if we had done that nobody outside of us would have learned 

from it. By taking the action we did we’re saying we’re not going to 

contribute to an environment where these comments are 

acceptable. Even if it’s just a minority of people being sexist it’s 

irrelevant because if that minority are allowed to speak and make 

people unwelcome then it goes against everything we stand for. 

There was only one choice and that was to get all our players off 

and make a point” (C4)

This YSP member recognises through the utilisation of phrases such as 

‘outside of us’ and ‘environment’ that the utopian space that they have 

achieved through YSP is incompatible with an environment that actively 

refrains from challenging discrimination. It was concerned with the 
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immediacy of utopianism that aims to unite the ‘means’ and ‘ends’ of a 

movement. If the group had remained in the tournament which failed to 

confront sexism then it would be incompatible with YSP’s ‘ends’ or as the 

participant put it “it goes against everything we stand for”. Moreover, 

following theory similar to that of ‘strike action’ in labour-wage relations, 

the group’s removal of themselves from the tournament is a clear act of 

direct action as it undermined the functioning of the tournament. Like 

strike action, the actions of YSP also promoted a sense of unity and 

solidarity within the group which adheres to an ethos that UGFC attempt 

to promote whereby “one person’s problem is everyone’s problem” (B2).

However, as the YSP member highlights, this action served the purpose of 

disseminating the group’s commitment to equality beyond the parameters

of YSP itself. As the YSP player indicated that if they had carried on 

participating “nobody outside of us (YSP) would have learned from it”. 

Therefore by taking direct action and undermining the process of a 

tournament they are highlighting the issue of sexism in an environment 

where individuals may not have even questioned their own internalised 

sexism. Through removing themselves from the tournament YSP were 

encouraging critical thought outside of their parameters.

To summarise, it is possible to understand utopianism in action as the 

combination of uniting ‘means’ and ‘ends’ with Yates’ essential 

characteristics of prefigurative movements of “collective experimentation,

the imagining, production and circulation of political meanings, the 

creating of new and future-oriented social norms or ‘conduct’, their 

consolidation in movement infrastructure, and the diffusion and 

contamination of ideas, messages and goals to wider networks and 

constituencies”. The analysis presented demonstrates a strong argument 

that between them these groups fulfil these criteria in a variety of 

different methods with the ultimate aim “act[ing] out a vision of a better 

world” (Epstein, 1991, p. 122). Through embracing the sport they love 

with the politics of creating the ideal in the present, these football teams 

are actively demonstrating that another world is possible.
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Dealing with the problem of ‘Escapism’

In order to deal with the question of escapism analysis will be divided into 

two categories; ‘collective isolation’ and ‘individual escapism’. The term 

‘collective isolation’ is intended to imply that a group has collectively 

removed themselves from an overall struggle and can perhaps be better 

understood as a sub-culture rather than a form of resistance. On the other

hand, individual escapism refers to a momentary release from the arduous

nature of everyday life under neo-liberalism. It is not concerned with 

emancipating oneself from the shackles of structural oppression but more 

with a temporal loosening of the shackles in an attempt to alleviate the 

psychological effects of contemporary society. 

As Lee Tucker outlines “Used as an opiate, sport for many is a release and 

relief from the various challenges people are subjected to in their 

otherwise mundane and/or difficult lives” (Tucker, 2015, p.412). Utilising 

the infamous ‘opiate of the masses’ quotation from Karl Marx (2012), it 

could be suggested that the act of playing football contributes to ‘false 

consciousness’ which in turn masks the true extent of alienation. 

Therefore, it could be argued when the participants take part in these 

‘alternative’ football sessions they are escaping not only the mundanity 

and difficulty of everyday life but also the culture that is associated with 

traditional forms of football. It could be suggested that the impetus behind

the groups in question may also entail an element of individual well-being 

rather than exclusively performing prefigurative actions. This element is 

demonstrated when a YSP member states that the training sessions:

“…give me a sense of well-being” and that “At the end of the day I 

have a group of mates that I can hang out with away from the 

stresses of everyday life; like family and work. I can just take my 

frustration out on a football” (C6)

Although it has been demonstrated that there is a significant element of 

politics within these groups, the ability to escape as demonstrated in this 

quotation should not be understated.
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However, it could be argued that the politics of the group also contribute 

significantly to idea of escapism in combination with the act of playing 

football. This is because the act of playing football combined with the 

critical thought of the participants is arguably conducive to what Erich 

Fromm outlines as the ‘being-mode’ of existence (Fromm:1993). Fromm’s 

psycho-analytical literature argues that we should shift away from the 

‘having-mode’ of existence that dominates the capitalist subject’s 

consciousness. He argues that by orientating our lives around possessions

we become egotistical, selfish and obtain a level of false consciousness 

because our lives are fixated on the concept of owning both material 

objects and virtues (Fromm:1976). When we translate this theory into that

praxis of the football groups it is evident that they often dismiss the 

‘having-mode’ of existence that dominates both football and wider society.

As the UGFC participant recognises, this is because the majority of football

teams are centred on the philosophy of having ability in order to 

participate. In contrast, as the participants focus primarily on providing 

access to the sport and then fostering a positive environment which 

encourages critical thought through action, the emphasis switches from 

having ability to the enjoyment of being.

Similarly, within many traditional forms of resistance there has been a 

focus on having knowledge. For example, in many traditional Socialist 

forms of resistance an individual’s contribution has been judged upon 

their possession of Marxist theory (Do or Die: 2001). In contrast, the 

football groups take a different approach to ‘knowledge’ as rather than 

seeing it as something you have or accumulate; they see it more as an 

anterior ‘flow’. The emphasis within these groups instead falls on to 

contribution in order to learn and evolve through interactions with each 

other and simply ‘being’. Therefore, by focusing on ‘doing’ politics through

the act of playing football, forming friendships and fostering solidarity, the

players of the football teams in question are arguably escaping the 

‘having-mode’ of existence which dominates the neo-liberal social 

character.  

39



In terms of ‘collective isolation’, many of the participants acknowledged 

that their groups felt like alternative lifestyles which would suggest an 

element of escapism. However, they also were keen to place emphasis on 

the idea of permanency as oppose to a temporary escape which implied a 

level of consistency into other aspects of their lives. Some of the 

participants such as MPPFC stated that, due to infancy of the football 

team, they were currently “limited in scope” and “quite inward facing” 

and instead focused on “having implicit values that rub off on some of the 

people involved” (E1). Although, MPPFC indicated that they would like to 

become more “outward facing” an inward facing approach has historically 

been problematic for many activist groups. As the ‘Give up Activism’ 

article released by the journal ‘Do or Die’ outlines, groups of resistance, 

particularly within the environmental activist scene have often become so 

isolated from the rest of society that they have ceased to be a meaningful 

form a resistance.  This is demonstrated when the article states that 

“What is more of an issue for us is the feeling of separateness from 

'ordinary people' that activism implies. People identify with some weird 

sub-culture or clique as being 'us' as opposed to the 'them' of everyone 

else in the world.” (Do or Die, 2011) What is being inferred here is 

precisely the concern of this piece of research as for a group to be 

utopian; they must not only hollow out society but remain interactive with 

exterior societies in order to be deemed a form of resistance as opposed 

to a sub-culture.

As previously stated, in order to avoid being reduced to a ‘sub-culture’ the

majority of the teams ensure they are politically active. For many, this is 

evident in the social media presence which is often used as a platform for 

expressing opinions on macro-issues that relate to the purposes of the 

football club. For example, the YSP twitter account can be seen supporting

issues supporting the rights of migrants and the AFC Unity Facebook 

account often shares information concerning the prevalence of sexism 

within society (YSP:2015a). In addition, many of the teams are active in 

more formalised forms of protest. For example, YSP attended a ten-

thousand strong protest in Hamburg after an FC St. Pauli game that was 
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held in solidarity with refugees and asylum seekers in the district 

(Davidson:2014 p.244). Moreover,  United Glasgow can often be seen 

attending Pride (F3) as well as counter-demos against fascist led marches 

in the city and MPPFC held an explicitly anti-racist football tournament in 

order to raise funds for the Anti-Fascist Network (UGFC:2014;2015). 

Therefore although these teams could be considered ‘sub-cultures’ 

(Totten: 2014), it would be naive to ignore the political relevance as they 

continue to fulfil outward-looking acts that crystallise the political 

significance of the micro-politics that they embody.
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Conclusion

Utilising Bauman's theory of 'liquid modernity' this dissertation has 

demonstrated that the heightening neo-liberalisation and nationalism of 

the most popular sport in the world has enabled the seeds of resistance to

be sown in what is commonly referred to as 'alternative football'. This 

label has sparked debate whether 'alternative football' can be regarded as

a social movement or whether it is best understood as a sub-culture which

acts as a form of 'escapism' for the participants involved. Through the 

analysis of four ‘alternative’ football teams based in the UK, this thesis has

aimed to contribute to this debate as well as wider discussions concerning

the theory and practices of social movements in the 21st Century.

Furthermore, utopian political theory has been applied in order to explain 

the relationship between the environment within these football teams and

the environment outside of the groups. Drawing on key Anarchist scholars 

such as Ward, Honeywell and Graeber it is apparent how the political 

theory of utopianism manifests within the praxis of social movements. 

With an emphasis on the significance of human agency, these practices 

have been successfully articulated by social movement theorists through 

the term 'prefiguration'. Through a collapsing of ‘means’ and ‘ends’, a 

commitment to experimentation, critiquing dominant political 

perspectives, intervening in material environments in order to generate 

new social norms and allowing these practices to flow out of the 

immediate environment, it is apparent that the teams researched 

successfully prefigure utopian goals through football. 

Moreover, the question of escapism has been problematic for many of the 

football groups. For many individuals the football environment that these 

teams present provides not only escapism from the hegemonic nature of 

the society outside of the groups but also an escape from traditional forms

of 'Left' organisation. However, through embracing forms of political 

activism the football teams ensure that they are outward looking which 

results in the created utopian environments seeping into wider society. 

With the participants proleptically creating their future goals in the 
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present and diffusing these goals into wider society, they are actively 

ensuring that they have political relevance.

Overall, the analysis of the football teams has demonstrated that due to 

the arduous nature of neo-liberal life, individuals within these teams may 

identify with an element of ‘escapism’. However, what these ‘alternative’ 

football teams all have in common is an awareness of structures of 

oppression whether that is patriarchy, racism, nationalism or capitalism. 

Through this awareness they attempt to offer, through experience, an 

alternative to these forms of oppression in an attempt to demonstrate that

these structures can be overcome in the immediate. In that sense, they 

are deeply utopian.
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Appendices

A) Transcription of AFC Unity Interview 

What would you see the main aim of establishing AFC Unity is and why is that 
important?

Myself and the manager have a real passion for football. I've played it all my life 
but had several years out of the game after falling out of love with it. Both myself
and the manager are very critical of how the fun and real meaning of the game 
has been sapped at the top by corporate dominance and money. Grassroots 
football gives you the potential to get back to basics (not to go all John Major on 
you) and conceptualise and use football as a unifying force it historically has the 
power to be. So really the main aim was to marry up two passions, one for 
football and the other for positive social and community change and realising 
how the two go together. We wanted to help get more women involved in the 
sport, but this to be a club for women rather than women being a tag on team of 
a male dominated and structured football club. We wanted to go back to 
football's roots really and harness that solidarity, community and grassroots feel 
it had historically before money started to poison the top echelons of the game 
and create a very individualistic, pressure based with limited fun atmosphere 
that has reached grassroots levels too from my own experiences.

Do you think you’re achieving this aim in the present? If so, how?

I think the first year was a real trial for us, we ended up focusing well too much 
on the football given that we were a new team and was keen to get as many 
people, and sometimes at the expense of the club ethos, to just get the team up 
and running. After a year of establishing ourselves we have learnt from this and 
have made the ethos, values and vision so much clearer and we also have a lot 
more plans to act upon this ethos. So far we are proud that we have engaged 
over 60 women in football activity through the club as we provide fun beginner 
and development football sessions alongside first team football. This is really 
important because the opportunities for women to get involved in football, 
especially at a younger age, are limited and therefore we want to make sure all 
women regardless of background and experience have the opportunities to get 
involved if they want to. We are now developing connections with community 
groups to run more specific community projects that will see the ethos more 
visibly being implemented. We learnt a lot last season and made some really 
crucial changes for the club's long-term sustainability and we are in a good place
now and are starting to network and connect with some really great groups and 
people. We really see this being the season where the off the pitch activities 
becomes much more prominent and important and we start to create real 
change through the club aside from getting women involved in the sport, whilst 
that in itself is a huge achievement given the barriers that still exist for women.

What's the environment like within the team? Do you think this differs from 
environments outside of the team?

As mentioned, last year we did have some problems with ensuring the team 
ethos permeated through the club. This year, after making several important 
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decisions, we can already tell the difference with the club being a lot more 
positive and unifying. I do think however that from the start of the club we have 
a different vibe at our trainings – both the first team and the 
beginner/development trainings we provide for women – and games where they 
are very welcoming and inclusive. I've been involved in a football club that when 
I turned up for the first time barely anyone said hello to me. As captain I make 
sure I am one of the first people to say hello to newbies and introduce them to 
others in the team. I am also going to be focusing on more team building 
activities this year, not just about drinking either, as this is essential for a team 
to do well on the pitch. If you get on off the pitch and have a real care and 
connection with your team mates you put the work on the pitch and also help 
each other out.

 We don't want a fear based environment and given our (societal) 
culture is very individualistic, ego based and fear based we want 
to create a culture where people can come and enjoy playing 
football in a strong female environment, where women are 
encouraged to develop but in a collective sense too. It's hope 
over fear, solidarity over ego and individualism. It’s also 
independence rather than dependence on the male game and 
teams (A1)…This will be even more so going forward and as we develop as a 
club.

Do you think that you differ from other football teams?

Yes, very much so. As mentioned above, I think we are more welcoming and 
inclusive and do not rely on pressure and fear based talk and training styles. 
Whilst I played football from a very young age and it was pretty much my life 
when growing up, I stopped when I was 16 years old and didn't play again until I 
was 22 years old, with this gap being related to problems girls face at 16, 
pressure I had faced at trainings and the fear that I wasn't good enough or cut 
out for football, the politiking of it all, the fear of drink based football at 
university that didn't appeal to me and then the more time went on the more I 
was isolated and uninterested about the game. Therefore from my own 
experience, I just find that our club has a lot more focus on making everyone feel
welcome from the start, but last year there were little groups that formed which 
made the club harder to manage and this was largely due to failure of leadership
from the top. We've sorted that out but it shows how you have to make sure you 
keep on your toes when creating a club that isn't just about football, as we have 
also found people use the club's values against you as a pass to do what they 
want and then say “well it's a democracy” - but the payoffs from such attitude, 
with players being told to enjoy their football rather than fear making mistakes 
(mistakes happens) whilst also there being a wider point to the game given its 
power to unify is crucial to the club's future. Therefore, we are more than just a 
football club, we want to use the club and the sport as a positive force for 
change. For instance, we have formalised plans with Sheffield Food Collective to 
utilise our home games as food bank collection points with players and 
supporters encouraged to bring some food along so that we can then distribute 
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this to people that are struggling to eat. This is one example of how football can 
really make a social difference if shaped within such an environment. We are also
a women only club, myself and the manager are both proud feminists, and 
therefore have not just created a women's team to receive extra funding, to 
meet quotas or because “we have to”. We wanted to create a football club where
women's empowerment is at the centre of what the club is about. The FA 
banning women's football from FA grounds in 1921, only lifting in 1971, after 
they had been getting 50,000 crowds just shows the cultural and social barriers 
women face when trying to get into the sport. There is also the barriers women 
face given socially and economically they have more challenges to getting 
involved in sport, be it because of childcare or welfare reforms affecting them 
more than men. It's awesome to have a feminist man as a manager too. Too 
often male managers don't empower their team, they like to show them how it is 
done and come out with platitudes about what needs to happen but what the 
manager does is empower the women to make choices for themselves, to know 
that if they make a choice and it goes wrong it doesn't matter it's about 
empowering the women to play. I have played my best football with X as 
manager as he really just gave me confidence and has never set to undermine 
me like some previous managers have. We are lucky to have someone that is so 
committed to feminist principles and just a caring person who really sees his 
players as heros and role models rather than pawns for an ego trip that I do think
you find a lot sadly, especially in the women's game. Furthermore, another 
example would be how we do not call ourselves a “ladies” club. It has all sorts of 
connotations such as “this is not ladilike” and so we find the use of “women's 
club” so much more empowering, effective and makes it clear that these are kick
ass independent women that are out there to be feminine, masculine – whatever 
gender they like – but will kick that ball and play a mean game of football. With 
this in mind, the club is about challenging discrimination and fighting 
stereotypical assumptions. All the women in the team will have their own stories 
about the oppression and discrimination they have faced whilst trying to kick a 
ball and the limited opportunities to do so given it has been conceived as a male 
sport. I was called a “man beast” when I was younger with boys teasing me but 
then wanting to play against me and then when you did and you tackled one of 
them or skinned them you'd be greeted with “haha you've been tackled by a 
girl” or a very harsh tackle given the anger and rage that the boy felt because he
had apparently embarrassed himself in front of his peer group. We have come a 
long way with this I think and also not all boys were like that but there is still a 
long way to go. There are national campaigns such as This Girl Can and We Can 
Play and AFC Unity have tapped into this as we provide beginner and 
development sessions that are just as important as our first team, providing 
opportunities for women that have never kicked a ball before or who are new to 
the sport or had time out and want to get back involved. We have engaged over 
60 women in both trainings in our first year and have plans to expand this and 
connect with more and more groups. It's exciting to be able to get women 
involved in a sport that there are still limited opportunities to do so, especially 
compared to the boys and men and especially for women that have never kicked
a ball or who have limited experience. This is something I think sets us apart 
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from other clubs and this again comes back to women not being their focus. 
Other clubs do offer such training though, but they tend to be the clubs 
associated with the big established male clubs and therefore can afford it easily. 
We go out there are get the funds in and don't have an established male team to 
rely on. This relates to another thing that sets us apart which is that we are a 
social enterprise and therefore are a not-for-profit organisation and this helps us 
bring in more funds, be sustainable and utilise money made through the 
organisation to achieve social good. Myself and X work in the community sector 
so utilise our experience raising funds to run community projects for the club. We
want to expand and keep growing, and are really buzzing about the potential for 
the club going forward. 

What has AFC Unity done for you? Have you been provided with opportunities or 
experiences that weren’t open to you before?

AFC Unity has relight my passion for football. I had several years of not really 
liking the sport, disconnected from it and just hated the money, excess and profit
culture alongside the fear that is so ripe within the game. When I was younger I 
was scouted for Centre of Excellence, it's a route to play at a very high level, but 
I was awful at trainings and got kicked out. My dad got me back in but I didn't 
want to go back anyway. 3 hours of training on a Friday night would be 
something I’d dream of being able to afford the time to do now but when I was 
younger it was the worst thing about my week. I just couldn't handle the 
pressure and fear of messing up. My confidence in my abilities and skill was so 
low and I just didn't ever show up as a player. This is something that has turned 
around at AFC Unity, and whilst I still struggle from confidence issues this has 
near gone and is something I am working on every week in training and games. I 
really have to credit the manager here, who has really helped me become a 
better player utilising my talents but also it's down to the ethos of the club as I 
am not just playing to win. I think about what the club is about and the fear of 
messing up or losing becomes less significant. It is about how you conduct 
yourself on the pitch, it is about how you use the sport to advocate for change 
whether that is by getting more women involved in a sport they face so many 
barriers still to participate within or whether that is collecting food for people that
are struggling to feed themselves at home games. That's what football is about, 
it's about enjoying playing but also making a difference where you can.

The posters I’ve seen on the internet and the media I’ve come across whether it 
has been on your social media, website on YouTube suggests there’s a  distinct 
‘Left’ politics attached to the football club. Do you agree? If so do you think these
politics translate down into the everyday practices of AFC Unity (perhaps think 
about what goes on in training)

We do have to be careful to talk about left or right politics given the club is a 
social enterprise and therefore can't be political as such. However, for me 
everything is political and I think left politics basically means that you have 
respect for other human beings and living things regardless of their background 
so age, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, religion, disability etc. That's what this 
club is about. The ideas of unifying, solidarity and integrity are left wing ideas in 
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the sense that again hope over fear is what we should promote and that fear 
whether about other people based on the colour of their skin for instance or fear 
in a training session where you don't want to kick a ball because of the fear of 
'messing up' is destructive and something we do not want in the club.

Do you attempt to promote the values of the football club outside of the football 
club (perhaps think about when you play other teams)

Yes, I think we do and this hasn't always gone down well with other clubs. We've 
faced quite a bit of abuse from players in other teams taking the mick out of the 
fact that we promote sports journalism of our games to increase the coverage of 
women's sport (something that facts show needs drastic improvement) which 
also relates to our ethos that the grassroots game doesn't deserve any less 
credit and coverage than the professional game just because they aren't paid 
millions of pounds. These women are paying to play, there's something a lot 
more respectful and honourable about that. We are a club that has stood up 
against discrimination this year and whilst it brought a lot of stress we know 
most other clubs would have just let it go and moved on (we had people agree 
with us on the quiet). Players from other teams have used our hashtags and 
values such as #integrity against us to scrutinise our every move.

I even personally asked one opposing player when she was 
attacking one of her own players, saying that she was shit 
and needed to be taken off, why she would say that about 
her own team mate. Her retort was to attack me for wearing
makeup, but one of her team mates agreed with me and 
then the lass ended up apologising in the second half. These
things happen and change is going to take a long time to 
happen, especially in terms of culture (A2)

The food bank collections at home games will also help us promote our values to 
other clubs, with them also encouraged to bring stuff along if they can.

When you play football with this team does it feel like an ‘escape’?

At the end of the last season it didn't because of problems we had with the ethos
being utilised against us and the ramifications we had to deal with given a lack of
leadership and management from us. This year Jay as a manager has become a 
lot more central to ensuring that the ethos and message is central to our 
trainings and club practices, which will make a massive difference, as he 
becomes more hands on and it really is making a massive difference already. We 
are starting to attract more and more players purely based on the ethos of the 
club, which is essential for the club's sustainability. I am excited about next 
season, we have such a great bunch of people involved with the club now and I 
think it will be a season to remember with the off the pitch stuff developing and 
helping the on the pitch stuff!
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B) Transcription of United Glasgow interview

Aim was to set up a team that could get round the problems that asylum 
seeker and refugee players face when it comes to football. But also for 
Scottish guys who also faced the same problems.

Informal/formal: creating the one team

All along the same politics of: If you want to play football you should be 
able to play football, it doesn’t matter who you are or what you earn”

My experience of amateur football is a team is willing to accommodate 
someone with not very much money as long as they are a good player

We do try tackle discrimination in football, every team does 
but for most in practice that means very little...That sets us 
apart from other teams. There are other teams in Glasgow 
that represent a particular minority community but what we 
try to do is pool everyone together on common issues such 
as tackling racism, anti-immigration rhetoric and 
homophobia (B1)

Glasgow doesn’t have a great history of football, it’s clearly the opposite 
with the issues we’ve had of the last 100 years.  We certainly set 
ourselves up as an alternative to that, whether it be the prices of how 
much Celtic v Rangers but also the sheer hatred and nationalism that 
comes from that. We take a step back from that. We say if you won’t to 
come along and be involved in something that is about progressive values
and making everyone feel welcome you’re actually better coming with us.

Our women’s teams and one our mens teams play in formal SFA set ups, 
we’re certainly trying to work a lot more closely with affiliated leagues”

There’s a solidarity within the team that if a person is spoken about like 
that (discriminated against) is everyone’s problem . You know, one 
person’s problem is everyone’s problem.  (B2)Also there’s a 
preparing of players for it to happen. We put our teams out to not sink to 
other teams levels if they do try kick them off the park

Almost every game players look the club up before the game
and tell us they find our ethos incredible. We get younger 
referees who are affiliated to the SFA. We try stay so active 
for that reason because it gets people talking, including our 
own players (B3)

“What we’ve seen from people we’ve worked especially young Scottish 
guys and girls is being involved with club has changed people’s opinions 
especially on discrimination, immigration, homophobia etc. And its made a
real change in terms of changing opinions which is great because we’re 
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having a really positive influence. The problem that clubs have had in the 
past is that being an alternative or Left-wing football club, you only work it
people who are already thinking the same way as you. They don’t actually
change anyone’s opinions”

“We’ve had issues with some players in the past. But we’re educational, 
we help promote our progressive ideas. Theres no point promoting 
progressive ideas to people who are already progressive because you’re 
preaching to the choir so what you’ve got to do is engage with these 
people, specifically working class people who don’t want to hear these 
messages from student activists that are trying to sell Socialist 
newspapers. Having a chat with someone over a game of 5s is massively 
more useful than what I have experienced as anti-racism in Glasgow in the
last ten years”

“So we work really hard within the club but we also work outside the club 
to promote these messages, we go along to political demos. We try 
broaden our reach to youth groups and just have chats with young people 
about our values”

“The more we’ve promoted it the more people want to get involved, we’re
having as many young Scottish working class guys and girls coming along 
as refugees and asylum seekers which is amazing. We find so many 
people who are more progressive after they’ve joined. They’ve gone to 
school in often ladish, sexist and homophobic environments then they join
us and its explained to them why they shouldn’t do that. Not in a 
preaching academic way. The best way of spotting a Socialist in Glasgow 
is go to University campus and they’ll be selling a newspaper”

“I work for a trade union and hearing the same left-wing 
rhetoric that was trotted out in the 70s and 80s drives me 
up the wall. I know full well that I was 16 or 17 I wouldn’t 
have appreciated being spoken down to in the same way I 
hear people speaking down to people now. Realistically the 
best way in engaging young people is through interests in 
theirs but also in a way that they would communicate with 
their pals... if you tell them about the injustices of the 
capitalist system and the impact on the proletariat are they 
able to go back and tell their pals who live on housing 
estates. What we do is not tied up in theory, it is not tied up 
in jargon. We start conversations rather than lecturing at 
people. ” (B4)

“We actively made sure we didn’t get dragged into the referendum debate
despite 80% of our players being ‘Yes’ voters because it’s politics heavy 
debate that isn’t our place to be having. It’s the same with elections. We 
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get UAF asking us to help with anti-UKIP work. Obviously everyone is  
against UKIP but at the same time a lot of the sexism in the work place 
and sexism in legislation- its not just UKIP why should we just protest 
against UKIP, all the issues we see are also there in the Conservative Party
and increasingly the Labour Party, we try stick with politics with a small ‘p’
rather than a big ‘p’. We don’t talk about Cameron, Salmond or whichever 
Miliband is flavour of the month. We talk about actual issues that affect 
people’s lives. We talk about our own experiences of working with 
refugees and asylum seekers rather than what a politician has said”

“The Left has fallen down because it has become a movement for the 
working-class rather than by the working-class and we avoid that by 
actually having conversations with people rather than lecturing at them 
and that sort of politics”

“We’re radical and political without being tied to any radical political group
or political theory. We can criticise everything. If we see something as 
wrong we criticise despite what our particular theory or party says”

“Football is such a universal thing. It’s not all about talent either, if football
was about who was the best at it there’d be only a few clubs in the world. 
The idea that football is about talent and competition is a nonsense”

“We think so passionately about a game like football it’s demoralising 
when you realise that so many people don’t feel part of it because of their 
race, gender or sexual orientation. It’s demoralising that people are 
excluded from something I love. The positive thing for me now is that 
there’s now load of alternatives”

C) Transcription Notes on Yorkshire St. Pauli Member 1 

I didn’t get involved through politics or music, I just went to watch the 
club by chance

I wasn’t interested in politics. I wasn’t disintrerested I just didn’t think of 
myself as political.

We don’t help refugees in a fininacial sense but we expand that into 
welcoming them into a community, that is what I see as political because 
it goes against the grain of what happens outside of our group of friends

5 minutes- It has made me realise how universal football is refugees from 
different countries and are best mates. There’s not an us and them that 
exists, we can see that football is a tool for social good.

This gives the refugees and gives them a sense of belonging. When you 
see what has happened with the General Election this becomes even more
important
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The main aim is for both social inclusion and just for mates to have a kick 
about, they’re both the same.

We want to make a difference to people’s lives by providing 
them with access to football whilst maintaining that we’re 
just a bunch of mates.  We achieve this in the present, we 
achieved this as soon as we got refugees involved (C1)

I’ve learned from the project, it gives us an opputunity to learn whats 
going on in the world whats going on around us. Refugees have an impact 
on us because they make us more aware however heartbreaking the 
Sundays.

We can drive to football on a Sunday have a laugh in a pleasant 
environment then drive home and have a Sunday dinner but I’m aware 
that isn’t something that’s possible for refugees.

On the pitch it’s a different environment to the outside environment. I 
think football is great way to put your feelings and thoughts to one side 
for a couple of hours and play with a smile on your face- it gives you a 
genuine sense of happiness. But we hope that stems from feeling socially 
included and they go home and tell their friends about it with a smile on 
their faces.

15 minutes- Not everyone comes because they love football, people also 
come just so they can meet other people

There’s a definite link between the slogan we use ‘No 
person is illegal’ to what we do on a Sunday. We are 
practising what we preach (C2)

we open it up to absolutely everyone in society as long as you’re not 
racist. We walked out of tournament due to sexist comments, we practice 
what we preach and believe in our values and stand up for them. IT 
doesn’t have to be a big show of action, we do it on a weekly basis. We’re 
not flying flags in the street or making an overtly political point but we’re 
just doing it through playing football.

Our broadcasts and articles focus on anti-fascism but we 
don’t sit down and discuss politics on a weekly bassis 
because we don’t need to. The values underpin what we do, 
they’re not necessarily overt. (C3)

I don’t think there’s many places like us where you can go and have an 
understanding that everyone is anti-fascist. In other Sunday league set-
ups thre might be left-wing guys, right wing guys, fascist guys in one team
and that’s irrelevant to them guys, with us it is not irrelevant, if you turn 
up and make racist comments you won’t be welcome.
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20 minutes- We walked off the pitch in an exterior tournament due to 
sexist comments.

“We could have played on in the tournament and just got on 
with it but if we had done that nobody outside of us would 
have learned from it. By taking the action we did we’re 
saying we’re not going to contribute to an environment 
where these comments are acceptable. Even if it’s just a 
minority of people being sexist it’s irrelevant because if that
minority are allowed to speak and make people unwelcome 
then it goes against everything we stand for. There was only
one choice and that was to get all our players off and make a
point” (C4)

The majority of teams wouldn’t of agreed with us but if us by walking out 
have made people think twice about what they were saying then we’ve 
achieved something. We wouldn’t have achieved anything by playing on. 
By walking out we’ve practiced what we stand for”

I don’t think we have actually experienced racism in our 
project; we’ve never had to challenge anyone. We’ve been 
quite lucky, it’s like we live in an ideal bubble where that 
does not exist (C5)

25 minutes- It doesn’t actually feel like a temporary escape it feels 
permanent. For two reasons; firstly it takes a lot of organising so I’m 
involved all week and secondly I actually want it to be permanent. It 
wouldn’t give me an escape because unlike the refugees who come down 
I don’t feel like I need an escape. Also its permanent because it is 
changing people’s minds, it is changing mindsets and people are forming 
friendships that exist outside of our little bubble.

It feels like an alternative lifestyle to a temporary escape it 
gives you a sense of well-being. At the end of the day I have 
a group of mates that I can hang out with away from the 
stresses of everyday life like; family and work. I can just 
take my frustration out on a football (C6)

D)  Transcription  Notes on Yorkshire St. Pauli Member 2

There was no affinity to football anymore, did not feel part of the club

At first was interested in FC St Pauli for the fan culture because in the UK. 
Wanted a community, it wasn’t a nostalgia thing.

5 minutes

I was definitely pulled towards St. Pauli, I wouldn’t have known any 
different and I would of put up with Leeds United as something to do.
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I would consider myself political- St Pauli really pulled to me towards them
with their anti discrimination politics, it drags me towards it... I feel 
disillusioned with party politics. I wouldn’t even say the football is that 
important, it is just a catalyst for us to get together in a space instead of a
political party.

10 mins- I think we as YSP have had much more of a positive 
effect on refugee’s lives than the government. In that sense we 
do direct action because we have changed the lives of refugees 
within the community (D1)

We do direct action. We have changed the lives of refugees

I don’t want to say we offer an alternative lifestyle but we offer an 
alternative to norms.Not even norms, society has come to accept these 
things.  It’s not an alternative lifestyle because it has now become our 
norm. We’re not doing it for praise or anything we’re doing it because we 
thik its the right way to live.

15 mins- The way I perceive football has changed, football can be used for
social change both in YSP and Sankt Pauli itself. Everything in Sankt Pauli 
is connected back to the fan club. The identity of the district has changed,
it is a town built around a football club.

It’s made me more Left-Wing, once you get talking to people about it we 
might not make a real difference to refugee lives but we can take them 
away from the reality of everyday life, if you realise you can make 
someone smile for playing part of the community.

20 mins

I don’t think an end goal is attainable.. I don’t think we have an 
end goal. This is what wanted to achieve, but we haven’t gone 
out of our way to achieve it. It’s an ongoing process (D2)

We are still confined to a capitalist society, ideally we don’t want to take 
money off people, I think we’re restricted by the capitalist society we live 
in.

25 mins

I wouldn’t say its an escape from anything- I think these things are 
permanent..there’s a lifestyle of St. Pauli. Its a way of life its not 
something you do for a few hours. But is that to do with my personal 
politics or the politics or the football club? I don’t know. 

E) Transcription Notes on Mount Pleasant Park FC

·         A group of broadly left-wing or anarchist mates. Playing a couple of years 
for once a twice or week
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·         Hosted a tournament in Sheffield that raised money for the Anti-fascist 
network  and participated in Leeds

·         Our politics isn’t outward its inward its about just not being sexist and 
homophobic. We don’t deal with big ‘P’ politics just about not being 
discriminatory. 

7 minutes:

·         Never really considered joining a team because Sunday league has a 
reputation for being too serious and aggressive or quite conservative and 
bigoted

 

8 minutes:

Before involved with animal rights, anti-fascism, amnesty international

There is a link between Mount Pleasant and the anti-fascist stuff. In a 
sense I don’t put that much stock in the team to change the world. We’re 
not setting out political goals

You don’t need to be explixitly left-wing but we call people out for being 
sexist or racist

18 minutes

Nobody seems enthuastic about joining 5 aside leagues because it feels 
like a different ethos. The only thing we’ve thought about is having a more
public face and perhaps say that there are people who play football and 
don’t agree with the values associated with it

23 minutes

“We’re limited in scope, we’re quite inward facing and just 
having implicit values rubs off on some people. Our day to 
day stuff isn’t really doing that much stuff, apart from that 
we raise money for anti-fascist” (E1)

26 minutes

“Our ‘No love for a nation’ slogan on our scarves is more 
than a slogan, it is aware of the nationalism within football 
and the National Front recruiting at football grounds… It 
also shows we have explicit radical side whether it’s 
Anarchist or Communist” (E2)
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F) Supporting Photographs 
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F1- YSP banner used at football matches- Photo available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/187440421324679/photos/pb.18744042132
4679.-2207520000.1440264961./707011712700878/?type=3&theater
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F2- MPPFC depicting their ‘No Love for a Nation
Slogan 
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F3- UGFC attending Glasgow Pride 2015. Picture available online at:  
https://twitter.com/UnitedGlasgowFC/status/635053384798760960
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F4- AFC Unity logo with the team values. Picture available online at 
https://www.facebook.com/AFCUnity/photos/pb.693984050644391.-
2207520000.1440270826./960162890693171/?type=1&theater
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