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Cultural Participation, the Making of Distinction and the Case of
Fans of FC United of Manchester

George Poulton

Abstract

This paper looks at the operation of distinctionoagst FC United of Manchester fans. It
begins with a discussion of Bennett et al's recamalysis of social distinction in British
cultural life. Here they suggest that recent conumadisation practices and state regulation
within football aimed at breaking the strong nelaship between football and the working
class, have led to the watching of football beingu#tural activity evenly popular across
social classes and, therefore, no longer a sigtihtbomaking of cultural distinction in Britain.

| use my research with FC United fans to suggest thhese very policies have led football
fans to make explicit distinctions about how, agduhom, football should be watched. | look
at how FC United fans dissatisfaction with the ‘omatay experience’ at Old Trafford have
been expressed by drawing a distinction betweemgbkles and ‘new’ supporters and their
‘passive’ modes of support. | suggest that thesdtindgtions’ have led these supporters to
create a matchday experience at FC United whiatdstin clear contrasts to what they see as
prevailing at Old Trafford. Finally, | look at FCnited fans attitudes towards televised
football, and suggest these are related to théndigtn they draw around the watching of
football and what constitutes ‘authentic’ footbsdectating.
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Cultural Participation, the M aking of Distinction and the Case of
Fans of FC United of Manchester

I ntroduction

This paper is based around a short period of reséarJuly and August 2009. In particular |
carried out five in-depth semi-structured intenééwith fans of FC United which lasted
between an hour and two and a half hours. | alemded a few early season FC United
games and read the FC United fanzismder the Boardwalk. The restricted scope of the
research means that all conclusions drawn in therpare necessarily tentative and subject to
revision in a longer period of research plannedtier2009/10 football season.

FC United of Manchester (henceforth FC United),emisprofessional football team, was
formed in the summer of 2005 by Manchester Unitadsfangry at the takeover of
Manchester United by the Glazer family. Since ttlenclub has gone on to have success on
the pitch (promoted three times in four seasons)ewdmjoying considerable support off it
(with average attendances between 2000 and 300@).club is fan-owned, with a one
member one vote governance structure which alloe<lub’s fans to make key decisions on
the running of the club (Brown, 2008).

This paper will discuss the extent to which footlsdectating is a site for the making of
distinction in contemporary British cultural lif€he paper will look at how those FC United
fans | interviewed had become increasingly disBatisby the ‘matchday experience’

available to them at Old Trafford and the way inahithis dissatisfaction expresses itself by
the making of distinctions about how, and by whdoptball should be watched — in

particular a distinction is made between their itagt supporter culture and the ‘passive’
support of ‘new’ fans. The paper will then show htivese distinctions have informed the
kind of ‘matchday experience’ that these fans hsmeght at FC United. Finally, the paper
will present a discussion of my interviewees’ nellaship to televised football and suggest
that the kinds of watching experiences these fapk from television is related to their idea
of what ‘authentic’ football watching involves attee distinctions they draw around this.

1. Distinction in British Cultural Life

Bennett et al's recent analysis of British cultdifd, in the bookCulture, Class, Distinction
(2009) has thrown up several interesting pointslis€ussion in relation to the operation of
distinction in cultural life and in this paper I shi to make, a necessarily limited, response to
some of those points. Bennett et al’s work is agagement with Bourdieu’s classic analysis
of French cultural life in the 1960s, in the boBkstinction (1984). Distinction (1984)
addressed the idea of cultural capital, that ie @&bility of privileged groups to define their
culture as superior to that of the lower classBglhpins, 2005 as cited in Bennett et al, 2009)
and suggested, as Bennett et al put it, that ‘Fresaciety was characterised by a systematic
process whereby those schooled in forms of “legitetculture enjoyed advantages over the
working and popular classes who stood outsideraimgential to (legitimate culture)’ (2009:
11). Bourdieu (1984) was presenting a claim thaiadaclasses could be distinguished by
unified and internally coherent sets of culturateéa — a distinct class habitus. Bennett et al
(2009) suggest from their recent research thaptimeary distinction in British cultural life is
not between high and popular culture, as Bourdtewnd in France, but instead is between
those who appear culturally active and are engagadvide range of cultural activities, both
established and popular, and those who are reljtimere detached with a more limited
range of cultural interests and activities. Theygast that in this distinction between
culturally ‘engaged’ and ‘disengaged’, class is fiienary structuring force with those who
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are more engaged tending to come from higher sotdglses (Bennett et al, 2009). They
argue that in Britain, the middle class’s increggmpenness to forms of popular culture mean
that few cultural activities are the preserve @& Working-class (Bennett et al, 2009). Sport,
and football in particular, would initially seem demonstrate many of their arguments. They
suggest that in the past sports in Britain haveroftad strong class connotations — for
example rugby union was often symbolically assedatvith the middle and upper-class
while football was mainly associated with the warkiclas$ (Bennett et al, 2009). They
remark that ‘Soccer, while initially popular priniguwith the working class, now also attracts
a significant middle-class audience following comeomdisation strategies and state
regulation designed to detach the sport from itskimg-class fan-base’ (Bennett et al,
2009:156). Bennett et al (2009) demonstrate howchiag football — both on TV and at
football grounds — which they characterise as ‘pasgparticipation’ — is evenly popular
across social classes. Where class matters igafslef ‘active participation’ — taking part in
recreational sport and exercise — which they suggenore prevalent amongst higher social
classes (Bennett et al, 2009). It would appear fBannett et al's analysis that the watching
of football — as a part of popular culture — is @osite for the making of distinction in
contemporary British cultural life. However | wish suggest, following my research with FC
United fans, that this rendering obscures the a®ingly intense cultural politics that have
emerged over the last twenty years about the mgawfinvatching football as a cultural
activity. These cultural politics involve the magiof distinctions about by whom, and how,
football should be watched and in part appear iseayut of an increasing awareness of the
co-option of football into the canon of populartoué accessible to all. It is also interesting to
note that much of the cultural politics and distimes being made about watching football
involve a vigorous dispute of the idea of this grdt act being ‘passive participation’ — as it is
referred to in Bennett et al. It is with these gl@amind that | now turn to my recent research
with FC United fans.

2. Old Trafford and the Declining Match-Day Experience

I'll be honest here ... I'd gone right off footballstopped going to OT (Old Trafford)
a few seasons ago because it had become a dullienqge No not dull, totally
bleedin’ soul destroying. You know the score: twerdd quid to sit next to a numpty
in a (oh no here it comes) JESTER HAT and watcluacb of millionaires whilst
being told to behave by a faceless PA announcel tfa no-fun security mob! I'm
getting too old for that kind of manufactured etagmment. It wasn't the football of
old, the football that we grew up with, more likemse marketing man’s idea of what
football should be ...

(Under the Boardwalk Fanzine, Issue 3, Editorial Comments)

It has often been asserted in the press (See: @O0iT, Fifield: 2006 and Howard: 2005), as
it was by my interviewees, that the Glazer takeavas a ‘final straw’ for those who decided
to support FC United. A number of changes at MasielneUnited over the preceding two
decades had led to rising levels of dissatisfactiod, concurrently, politicisation amongst a
section of Manchester United’s fan base. As AdaravBr (2008) asserts central amongst
these changes was a perceived ‘deterioration oftiteh-day experience’ (2008, 347) at Old
Trafford. Anthony King's (2002) work with a group Blanchester United fans, ‘the lads’, in
the early 1990's, is indicative of the historicangsis of these concerns over the match-day
experience. His research with these fans took pladeg the 1993—-4 season shortly after the
transformation of Old Trafford into an all-seatéadium, following the publication of the
1990 Taylor report, and during the second seasothefnewly launched English Premier
League, a time when Manchester United were attexqpti attract a new (and more affluent)
audience to games. King (2002) sets out how the kxperience moments of intense
excitement and created bonds of masculine solid#riough their support for Manchester
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United. In particular ‘the lads mutually practisedademonstrate their support, by drinking
and singing together, intensifying their emotiaagsing them in some cases to a crescendo of
excitement’ (King 2002: 151). Further to this, Kidgmonstrates how football support was a
crucial site for the building and maintenance gh#ficant social relations for the lads, as he
suggests that it is through the communal act opstpthe lads reaffirm their relations with
other lads through their love of their team’ (20@32). However the changes outlined above
were, at the time of King's research, increasinghming to threaten the lads’ modes of
match-day support. For example, as King revealsaithe felt that new fans were undermining
the atmosphere at Manchester United games throogin passive modes of match-day
support; he quotes one informant saying:

it ruins it for me sometimes, the atmosphere ... When been at some matches at
Old Trafford this year and I've just been lookingtlee people sat around me. It just
fucks me off so much to look at them all sat tharshirts not singing

(2002: 155)

So the lads associate these passive modes of cptisnrwith, and in so doing make clear
their distinction from, new fans at Old Trafford aviwere seen by them as undermining the
atmosphere (actively) generated by the lads whi@s wo crucial to their match-day
experience. Furthermore, as King (2002) reveakingi ticket prices and OIld Trafford
becoming an all-seater stadium made it increasidgficult for the lads to maintain social
relations and bonds of masculine sociality whicleaso integral to their experience of being
a Manchester United supporter. Rising ticket prieéissome lads excluded on the grounds of
cost, while the move from terraces to an all-sestidium made it more difficult for the lads
to group together. As one of King's informants saihen you're stood up, you tend to drift
into different crowds or into different people amally you end up with people who are most
like yourself ... You can’t choose who you're withwid2002: 160). In effect the move to an
all-seater stadium had taken control away from l&#ds over how, and with whom, they
wished to support their football team. What King(8002) work indicates is that
transformative dynamics at play in English footballthe early 1990s were becoming a
source of considerable dissatisfaction amongsttioseof Manchester United supporters and
this dissatisfaction was expressed through concexkes match-day experience, loss of
atmosphere, passivity of new fans, the inabilityntaintain social relations within Old
Trafford, and a loss of control.

Those Manchester United supporters who went orotm fFC United, twelve years after
King's research, included, Brown (2007) suggesimjesof those King refers to as ‘the lads’,
but also a broader range of Manchester United stgnso Indeed those | interviewed could
not easily be said to fit into ‘the lads’ categoingluding as they did two women and being
older than ‘the lads’ in King’s study. However awill suggest below the lads and those FC
United supporters | interviewed share a common wevihe effects of the changes that have
occurred at Old Trafford on the match-day expegeand they utilise a similar set of
concepts in order to critique these changes. ®setkC United fans | interviewed expressed
disapproval at the extent to which rising tickeicgs and the move to an all-seater stadium
had jeopardised their ability to maintain socidatiens around watching football which were
so central to their enjoyment of match going suppbrManchester United. For instance,
Steven expressed his disapproval at the way theftanation to an all-seater ground and the
scarcity of tickets meant he was no longer ableeavith his mates in Old Trafford as they
were either sat in other parts of the ground otdccoot get or afford a ticket. However these
social relations were not restricted to the bonflsmasculine sociality which were so
important to the lads but embraced a broader ssba#l relations. For example both Dave
and Jenny told me how the prohibitive cost of tiskat Old Trafford prevented them
attending games with their families. So Dave haly oo tickets between himself and his
two sons at Old Trafford and was therefore, witfudher ticket both very expensive and
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difficult to obtain, forced to rotate the two tickebetween the three of them. Similarly Jenny
told me how 'you couldn’t take your kids anymore QId Trafford), because it was too dear.
You couldn’t go as a family, because even if youayticket, you'd be over there and the kids
would be over there’ (Jenny, Personal Interviewlrttiermore, those | interviewed felt that
being forced to sit in the re-developed all-se@#t Trafford and the attendant effects this
had on the ability to maintain social relationsierd football had had a knock-on effect on the
atmosphere. For example, when | asked Sarah whshigefelt the re-introduction of safe-
standing in premier league grounds would improve #imosphere she replied ‘yeah,
absolutely, it's that whole thing of being with yomates’ (Sarah, Personal Interview).
Further to this, the enforcement of a no-standimdicp, with its attendant affects on
atmosphere and the ability to maintain certain aocglations, at Old Trafford seems
symbolic of the loss of control over their matchrdaxperience felt by these Manchester
United supporters — so, for example, Dave talkedhoiv Old Trafford had become
‘dictatorial’ in its treatment of supporters. Fugtinore, much like the lads in King's study,
those | interviewed were highly critical of the exff of new fans on the atmosphere and in
particular how these fans’ passive modes of suppatermined the atmosphere, and in so
doing made a clear distinction between themselvesthese new fans. Dave described the
atmosphere as being diluted by ‘day-trippers’ wherevlooking for a ‘theme park
experience’. While Steven spoke of how ‘I can’tagdjeee that there are a big part of the Old
Trafford entertainment complex that are more irgtx@ in entertainment than getting behind
the team’ (Steven, Personal interview). Similary&h spoke of how:

the really worrying thing about Premiership crowndsv, is they do sit and wait to be
entertained, instead of seeing their role as gaheoprocess ... actually you've got to
get behind the team if they’re 1-0 down and nath&te and mutter

(Sarah, Personal Interview)

Indeed the FC United websitaww.fc-utd.co.ulk describing the reasons behind the
formation of the club talks of ‘soulless all-seastadia full of “new” supporters intent to sit
back and watch rather than partake in the occasion’

So from this it can be seen that those Manchestéetlfans that went on to form FC United
had arrived at a shared critique of the kind of amagjoing experience available at Old
Trafford. Much like the lads in King’s researchthe early 90s, they were aggrieved at the
move to an all-seater stadium, rising ticket pri@ed the influx of ‘passive’ hew supporters to
Old Trafford and the attendant effects that they gas as having on the atmosphere at games
and the kinds of social relations they could mamgaound watching football. It is important
to note, as King (2002) did in his research on ‘rewmsumer fans’ that a number of fans
(especially given rising attendances at Old Traffinroughout the 1990s) are happy with the
changes that have occurred in recent decadesngance, the move to and enforcement of
an all-seater stadium, that the lads and the F@&Ufans | interviewed so passionately object
to, other supporters appear content with — whatitidicates, | would suggest, is that different
groups of supporters seek fundamentally differbimgs from a common cultural act. In the
next section | want to look at how this sharedgu# amongst FC United fans of the current
situation at Old Trafford has led these fans toat@ea particular kind of match-going
environment at FC United, one which stands in eodistinction to what they see as
occurring at Old Trafford.

3. The FC United Match-Day Experience

The desire for a ‘return’ to a different form ofotball consumption is a cultural
expression of a collectivyaplitical will and desire to effect social change
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(Brown 2008: 356)

For my interviewees one of the central tenets efrttatch-day experience at FC United was
the ability to re-establish (and build new) socihtions around football support which had
been lost at Old Trafford. So Dave described how@itUnited he was able to take both his
sons, as ticket prices were so cheap he felt hiel take whoever he wanted. Steven on the
other hand emphasised the way in which match-gsupport of FC United allowed him to
recapture some of the sociality which he found waslonger available to him at Old
Trafford. His response to my question about whathpyed about attending FC United
matches is worth quoting at length

| think at first it was because it had some of ¢kements about matches that | didn’t
experience anymore, for a start being able to db your mates ..to be able to have
a laugh with your mates, it sounds a bit juvenilatt but it is kind of one of the
reasons you go to football, it is a sort of shamegerience ... social to be able to chat
with your friends at the football and have a fewtpiwith them before the match

(Steven, Personal interview)

So for Steven FC United matches are enjoyable lsecduey allow for a ‘return’ to an earlier
mode of football consumption, one where footbafirt is a social phenomenon standing in
contrast to Old Trafford where you are confinedatoindividual seat which may be away
from your friends or where they may be excludedthy scarcity and/or price of tickets.
Further to this, the ability to maintain socialatgns around FC United games was also
related to the atmosphere. For example Sarah defagepresence of atmosphere to the fact
she was able to group with her mates at FC ganeesule of the absence of restrictions on
your movements within the ground.

Indeed ‘atmosphere’, as a concept, was centralytanterviewees’ descriptions of the FC
United match-day. In particular, the active andtsaneous nature of the atmosphere at FC
United was identified as being crucial to the madely experience. So for example, Dave
described how fans at FC United were keen to lerantive with the players on the pitch by
singing for ninety minutes. Dave compared the actupport at FC to what he saw as the
increasingly passive nature of supporters at Olafférd. Interestingly when Steven was
discussing reasons why FC United games had momsatmre than those at Old Trafford, he
made a distinction based on social class betweeregpective fan groups saying ‘I'd say the
demographic of FC United supporters is a lot lesatrified than the people who are
occupying Old Trafford these days’ (Steven, Perkémarview). Brown sets out how FC
United’s manager Karl Marginson has described thke's support as adopting a * “90/90/90
culture”™-:90% of the fans singing for 90% of the@thutes of the match’ (2008: 354) — and
this 90/90/90 phrase can be seen as a motif chttiee’ supporter culture at FC United. Neil
talked of FC United having a ‘self-generated andngpneous atmosphere’ (Neil, Personal
Interview). Indeed the importance placed on ‘spoeity'— embodied in the phrase ‘punk
football’ amongst FC United supporters — to whatstibutes a good atmosphere at FC United
was most clearly expressed at a game | attendedsadg@oston United. Boston United fans,
who were grouped together in one section of themmptphad brought a drum with them which
was banged at regular intervals throughout the gdime playing of this drum was subject to
a fair number of negative comments and chants ffeencrowd around me. | asked Steven
why the drum had provoked such a negative reattiovhich he responded, ‘bleeding drums,
ban drums at football, it just seems non-spontasieauwe’re adults, we can generate our
own atmosphere’ (Steven, Personal Interview). limiportant to realise that this stress on
spontaneity amongst FC United fans has arisen outhe@ particular shared historical
circumstances of the large number of changes tnat bccurred at Old Trafford which many
see as having limited their capacity for spontasedisplays of support for Manchester
United, especially through the ever greater secusstrictions, identified as the ‘no-fun
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security mob’ by théJnder the Boardwalk fanzine commentator, at Old Trafford that forced
spectators to stay in their seats. Furthermorepémopticon isolation of the seat as opposed
to the anonymity of the terrace (King, 2002) metlrad spontaneous shows of support at Old
Trafford can result in embarrassment. This wastithted to me by Dave, who told me how
he had given up trying to start chants and son@df rafford because of the embarrassment
when people did not want to interact and ‘looked/at as if you were doing something
wrong’, whereas at FC United he felt free to stdrants without risk of embarrassment.
Again, what Dave’s story illustrates is the wawihich past experiences of Old Trafford, and
the distinctions they draw between themselves awdfans at Old Trafford, have shaped the
kinds of match-day experience fans of FC Unitedelstress upon, and give them heightened
enjoyment of these experiences. | would suggesadtige role the FC United supporters can
play in creating the atmosphere they desire takes lteightened importance and becomes the
object of conscious reflection because of the egpee of feeling unable to, and their
awareness that other fans were not interestedeimergting this kind of atmosphere at Old
Trafford.

It is also worth reflecting briefly on the way thtae structure of FC United — as a fan owned
and fan run club — affects the kind of match daycasphere produced by FC United fans.
What this governance structure effects is a radiggdarture from pre-existing models of

fan/club relationship — in fact it breaks down thery duality — such that the fan, as also a
paying member, is part of the club as a busingsstare and has a say in how this overall
club structure is managed. King (2002) describes thee lads would carry out a separation

between the business side of the club, which theythemselves as not supporting, and the
team, which they did support, but such separatiasulev be both unnecessary and

meaningless for fans of FC United — since theyimntrol of the business side of the club.

| would suggest that this fan-owned, fan-run cltlocture may heighten the need that FC
United supporters feel to generate noise or ‘atmesy which they see as their way of

‘contributing’'= as Dave put it — to their team’sdanlub’s success. As one FC United fan
diarist put it ‘there is no: “We are here to beestdtined, entertain me”. FC United of

Manchester fans know we are all together. Clubygrl fans. The unbeatable, indivisible

treble’ (Brady 2006: 275). Similarly Sarah descdithew:

you feel obliged to do your bit and sing, the ptaybave been working during the
day, then clocked off and come and (played), sdgast you can do is support them
... bit of a different relationship than with Ronaldod co

(Sarah, Personal Interview).

The obligation spoken of by Sarah to actively supfiee team, | would suggest, is not only

the product of a critique of the increasingly passinodes of premiership support amongst
some fans (although this is part of it) but is alse result of her feeling a part of, rather than
just a supporter of, the club. Whereas Sarah cparag herself from Manchester United

players such as ‘Ronaldo and co’, FC United plageespart of ‘The unbeatable, indivisible

treble’ as Brady put it and as a fan of and paff©fUnited football club she feels she has a
responsibility to the team on the pitch to activelgate an ‘atmosphere’ by singing.

4. Television, Authenticity and Control

| had more fun when | watched (Manchester United}he pub with my mates.
Having a beer, having a laugh, taking the piss dgwaic, if you must). Sadly this too
was part of the problem — football's brave new tieteship with television. Step
forward British Sky Broadcasting

(Under The Boardwalk, Issue 3, Editorial Comments)
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Those FC United fans | interviewed often expreseegosition to television, and Sky
broadcasting in particular, role within footbalh particular this opposition seems centred
around Sky Sports taking control of the match-dayegience away from those fans who
attended Manchester United games at Old Traffardpairticular through the movement of
kick-off times from their historic spot of 3 PM @nSaturday. So, for example, Dave told me
how he had become increasingly annoyed at Manahdatged with kick off times constantly
being moved to fit in with the needs of Sky tel@isand Jenny spoke of how ‘they call the
tune, all the game times and days are all changefit in with Sky’ (Jenny, Personal
Interview). It is this rejection amongst fans of R@ited of the control that Sky Sports
increasingly had over their match-day experienc@ldtTrafford that leads FC United to be
committed to a policy of playing at 3 PM on a Sday. Indeed this rejection of television’s
role within football is documented in FC United gen

When FC United go out to play,
It's 3 o’clock on a Saturday,
We don’t work for Sky Sports anymore

(Brown 2008: 356)

This use of the term ‘work’ would seem to me toadkg indicate FC United fans
understanding of the relationship between telemisind match-going football fans and the
power dynamics at play in that relationship (whirey see television companies as having
control of football supporters). However it is raily in their control of kick-off times that
television (and Sky in particular) is seen as umil@ing the match going experience by FC
United fans, it is also seen as having a role enghrceived passivity of many fans at Old
Trafford which the FC United fans | interviewed sag undermining the match-day
atmosphere. For instance, Sarah when discussirgptifgion of passive modes of support by
some fans at Old Trafford, suggested ‘(for) the 8kyeration, it's entertainment’ (Sarah,
Personal Interview) — the term entertainment heresied in contrast with her own view of
football support where a fan is a part of the game.

It is also interesting to note how ideas aboutHentic’ football fandom are played out in
relation to television by FC United fans. Brown ciédses how FC United fans shared ‘notions
of what *authentic’ football consumption meant ..dahe superiority of consuming it ‘live’

at the match — the ‘you don’t know unless you dalgsophy’ (2008: 349). Jenny expressed
this notion of televised football consumption asatithentic’ in her dismissal of football on
television, which she did not watch, as ‘soullestdwever my other interviewees did not
share this blanket dismissal of televised foottlallve, Sarah and Steven all regularly watch
Manchester United on television alongside attendi@gUnited games) and the relationship
between television coverage and these fans natibiasithentic’ fandom is complex. As | set
out in the first section of this paper, for the B@ited fans | interviewed, their idea of what
‘authentic’ football consumption entails (socialigctive and spontaneous support and a noisy
atmosphere) had been disrupted by many of the elsatigit had occurred at Old Trafford
over the preceding twenty years. As King noteségithe increasing control of the fans in the
grounds in England, watching televised games iwapgihomes or in pubs may become a less
restrictive, more engaged and socially powerfulnétkan attending itself’ (2003: 257). The
comment with which | began this section frdunder the Boardwalk reflects this, where the
writer describes how the experience of watching dhaster United in a pub allows for the
kind of sociality which is no longer available tamhwithin Old Trafford. Steven also
suggested to me that watching Manchester United b may offer for many Manchester
United fans a preferable and more ‘authentic’ eigpee to attending Old Trafford:

A reason why FC United haven't attracted more ldisibned United supporters than
they have is that it's not that hard to watch White In the pub with your mates and
that offers for a lot of people a better match-dagerience than actually going to Old
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Trafford. People who can’t afford and just don’jognpaying that amount of money
for something that they feel to be a bit plastesthdays

(Steven, Personal Interview)

The use of the word ‘plastic’ indicates how for\#te the experience of watching football at
Old Trafford had become manufactured (non-spontasjeand in some sense ‘in-authentic’
and as such the pub, potentially, offers a morg¢hentic’ Manchester United match day
experience. It is important to note here that otfeertball fans may seek very different
experiences from watching football on televisioor, Example those fans attracted to Old
Trafford in the post-1990 era are unlikely to wafiobtball on television in order to see a less-
restrictive experience than the one available witbbtball grounds.

| would also suggest that the reason that many Rited fans, like Dave, Sarah and Steven
continue to watch Manchester United on televisithie deeply held commitment that these
fans feel to Manchester United football team. AsaBaexpressed to me she still considers
herself a Manchester United fan, but unwilling teegany money to the Glazer ownership,
match going support of FC United she feels is hay ¥o support Manchester United. The
phrase ‘two Uniteds but the soul is one’ is ofteediamongst FC United fans and this phrase
communicates the continued commitment that these fizel towards Manchester United as a
football team (despite a rejection of the club’sibass structure). As such, then, it is perhaps
unsurprising that despite opposition to many of éffects that Sky Television has had on
football many FC United fans continue to follow Maester United through this means (a
means that does not involve direct financial supfmrthe Glazer ownership). However it is
interesting to note how this continued followingManchester United is implicated in these
fans notions of their own ‘authenticity’ as MancteedJnited fans. As Brown discusses, some
Manchester United fans who have continued atten@idgTrafford have accused FC United
fans ‘of ‘deserting Manchester United, of “dislayal (2008: 348) and these accusations
seem clearly aimed at presenting FC United fari;asithentic’ Manchester United fans. It
is interesting that both Dave and Sarah presemtedvay in which FC United fans follow
Manchester United on television as a counter-pmirthese accusations and as evidence of
their ‘authenticity’ as Manchester United suppa@tddave described how when FC United
fans gathered to watch Manchester United on tetevithere remained a great desire to see
Manchester United succeed and he suggested tisa Wiwo accused FC United fans of being
anti-Manchester United should see them watchingdWlester United in the pubs. Similarly
Sarah told of how

I've got some very anti FC, Big United (Manchedtited) friends ... they have this
mistaken belief that we've turned our backs on &bhit.. | always think if only you
could get them to sit in a pub with a whole loF&@ United fans and see the intensity,
concentration and celebration and the gloom wheaveay goal goes in .you just
think perhaps it would change their mind

(Sarah, Personal Interview)

| would suggest that what Sarah and Dave’s commentszal is the way in which the viewing
of Manchester United on television has become itapdid in FC United fans construction’s
of their own ‘authenticity’ as Manchester Unitedi$alt could perhaps then be suggested that
for FC United fans their relationship with telewisi coverage of football opens up a
paradoxical space — on the one hand objectinget@ditrol exerted by television companies
(especially Sky) over match-going fans but on tlkeo hand because of the deep-felt
commitment many FC United fans continue to feelaims Manchester United football team
(and objection to giving the football club any mghéhe watching of Manchester United on
television has become a necessary feature offtredom.
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Conclusion

I would suggest that what should be obvious fromm gaper is that a common cultural act,
that of watching football, can be invested with yatifferent meanings, and radically
divergent experiences are sought from that actiffgreint people. While Bennett et al (2009)
suggest that the commercialisation and regulatoagtiges within football, designed to open
up the game to a richer and more middle-class aodidave closed down the watching of
football as a site for the marking of cultural @listion, | would suggest the exact opposite. It
is these very policies which led the lads in Kin{902) study and those FC United fans |
interviewed to make explicit distinctions about thay in which they consider football should
be watched and in so doing make clear a distinatfothemselves from ‘new’ fans who do
not share their modes of football watching. | thibks also clear that the kinds of football
watching experiences sought by FC United fans ait thames, and to some extent when
watching on television, of sociality and an actared spontaneous atmosphere, are explicitly
sought in contra-distinction to the kinds of fodtbh&atching experiences available at Old
Trafford and in distinction to the passive non-dpoeous fans they see as increasingly
predominant at Manchester United home games. lidveeem to me then that the cultural
politics that have emerged about the way in whatlfall should be watched, over the last
twenty years, have opened up a space for poligicibn amongst FC United supporters. The
fact that the supporters of FC United share disone with each other about what ‘authentic’
football watching involves allowed them to colleelly create a particular, desired, type of
spectating experience at FC United.

So if this paper has demonstrated that watchinthb&dlp as an act of cultural participation, is
a site for the making of cultural distinctions thieperhaps begs the question of how these
distinctions | have revealed relate to Bennettlast (009) categories of analysis such as
gender and social class. As | pointed out my inésvees were both male and female and they
shared a common set of distinctions with one amadgardless of gender. While King (2002)
sought explanation for ‘the lads’ modes of disfiretin these fans understanding of their own
masculinity, | would suggest from my research #@tUnited fans modes of distinction cut
across gender boundaries and cannot straightfolyMaedexplained by reference to notions of
masculinity. In the case of social class, whiledinped out that a distinction between
supporters at FC United and new fans at Old Trdffeas drawn on the basis of social class
by my interviewees, it is also the case that tieSaJnited supporters | interviewed could not
all be easily placed in a sociological categoryrkitng-class’. In other words, it seems to me
that while social distinctions drawn around watghiootball are related to class, they cannot
simply be reduced to class. Perhaps unsurprisi(giyen the very first paragraph of this
paper) | would suggest more research is neededirtbef elaborate the way in which
categories such as class and gender are impligatenbt) in the distinctions, with regards to
football spectating, | have revealed as operatingragst fans of FC United.

! The names of those | interviewed have all beemgéa for this paper — they will be called Dave,
Steven, Sarah, Neal and Jenny for the purposédgsagbaper.

2|t is important not to over-emphasise this histariassociation between football and the working-
class in England, as King (2002) suggests, citingrilng et al (1988), while it is probably truettfar
most of the 28 century football has been primarily watched by kirg-class men the composition of
football crowds has fluctuated to include otheriglodasses.

%It is worth noting that the importance placed spdntaneity’ to ‘atmosphere’ is quite specific to
English fandom — in Europe it is common for a martar fan to lead and organise the chanting, often
through the use of a megaphone (See Parks, 20@8description of these practices amongst fans of
Hellas Verona in Italy).

11



References

Bennett, T., Savage, M., Silva, E., Warde, A., G&ab, M. and Wright, D. (2009 ulture,
class, distinction, London, New York, Routledge.

Bourdieu, P. (1984pDistinction: a social critique of the judgement of taste, Cambridge
Mass., Harvard University Press.

Brady, R. (2006An Undividable Glow, Manchester, Pelican Press.

Brown, A. (2007) ““Not For Sale"? The DestructiondaReformation of Football
Communities in the Glazer Takeover of ManchestdtddhSoccer and Society 8: 614—35.

Brown, A. (2008) ““Our club, our rules”: fan commities at FC United of Manchester’
Soccer and Society 9 (3): 346-58.

Conn, D. (2007). ‘FC United rise and shine on aseaf community’. InThe Guardian
(online). Available From:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sport/blog/2007/may/O8fitedriseandshineona (Accessed 20th
June 2009).

Dunning, E., Murphy, P., et al. (1988)e roots of football hooliganism: an historical and
sociological study, London, Routledge.

Fifield, D. (2006). ‘Rebel FC’. InThe Guardian (online). Available From:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2006/jan/14/netemy.sportlAccessed 11th June
2009).

Howard, T. (2005). ‘The rise and rise of FC Unitdd: The Guardian (online). Available
From: http://www.quardian.co.uk/football/2005/oct/05/spoiueprintforabetterfootball
(Accessed 19th February 2009).

King, A. (2002).The end of the terraces: the transformation of English football in the 1990s,
London, Leicester University Press.

King, A. (2003)The European ritual : football in the new Europe, Aldershot, Ashgate.
Parks, T. (2003)A Season with Verona, Vintage.

Robbins, D. (2005) ‘The origins, early developmand status of Bourdieu’s concept of
“cultural capital™ British Journal of Sociology 56 (1): 13—30.




