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Abstract
This thesis examines the relationship between macro-level ideological cleavages and microlevel communities. It concentrates on the condensation of key cleavages into a rhetorical frame
that is shaped through historical processes from above, and through reimagination and
performance from below. The Spanish ultras represent a case study in the simultaneity of the topdown and bottom-up pressures on the rhetorical frame, which I call the mezzo-level. Ultras are
radical football fans characterized by intense support of a club team and violent interactions. In
Spain, ultras are defined by their political ideology, which generally falls on either side of a
binary between fascism and antifascism. Using qualitative analysis, I demonstrate how the
unique ideological network of the Spanish ultra phenomenon is evidence of both a reflection of
historical macro-cleavages and a constructive influence on these cleavages. I show how both
historical and ultra dialogue, which I define as a process including public discourse, political
discussion, and violent interactions, affect the critical societal macro-cleavages. I situate this
paradigm for political identity construction within existing scholarship as an amalgamation of
Marxist, instrumentalist, and constructivist schools of thought.
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Introduction
The morning of November 30th, 2014 was a brisk and cloudy Sunday in Madrid. In a quiet
residential neighborhood along the banks of the Manzanares River, a crowd was growing.
Dozens of young men were milling about, dressed in jeans and khakis, and sporting button-down
shirts and polos. A tense air betrayed their social bravado. The cold, foggy air around the river
was thick with anticipation. The members of the Riazor Blues and Alkor Hooligans had just
arrived from Galicia for a football1 game between Atlético Madrid and Deportivo a Coruña later
in the day. As the men nervously chatted, they were joined by some local Bukaneros.
At the same time, a large group of young men left a nearby bar, where they had breakfasted.
As the stragglers finished their toast and drained their glasses, they put scarves and balaclavas
over their faces and moved out. The masks they wore clashed with their fashionable attire:
Brand-name jackets, button-down shirts, crisp jeans, and clean shoes. Some of them shouldered
bats or metal rods as they left, walking into the early morning. Like guards manning battlements,
they set about patrolling around the football stadium, cautious eyes open for enemy incursions.
These were Frente Atlético militants, and they knew that the Galicians were likely to trespass on
their turf, a bold statement of disrespect that wouldn’t go unpunished.
Frente Atlético rounded the corner and saw the Galicians on the far side of the same bank of
the river. The excitement became palpable; jittery hands adjusted scarves and white knuckles
gripped weapons. There was a second of hesitation, as the Galicians sized up the much larger
Frente Atlético force. Shouts broke the spell, and Frente Atlético pushed towards the Riazor
I use ‘football’ rather than ‘soccer’ because of the importance of England as birthplace of
both the sport and the hooligan phenomenon, as well as because of its dominance in the
language of world football.
1
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Blues, Alkor Hooligans, and Bukaneros coalition, brandishing bats, brass knuckles, and bottles.2
The Galicians were not caught off guard. They took out their own metal bars and clubs and
prepared for a skirmish.
At first, the sides tested the waters while opposing crowds shot flares at each other from
relative safety and a few isolated clashes occurred between small groups. As more and more of
the men felt the pressure to get involved in the violence, scuffles gave way to a brawl of over 180
people.3 The fighting was nervous and messy. The Frente Atlético ultras forced the Galicians
into a disorganized retreat, and some of the Blues ultras found themselves abandoned at the front
lines, alone amongst the angry locals. Amidst the chaos, a Riazor Blues ultra named “Jimmy”
was rudely introduced to the business end of a Frente Atlético ultra’s bat. The aggressors then
picked Jimmy up and threw him into the Manzanares river.
20 minutes later, the police arrived to break up the sputtering remnants of the fight. By then,
the damage had already been done. At least 10 ultras had been seriously injured.4 When they
fished him out of the river, Jimmy had been floating in the Manzanares with serious head trauma
for over 15 minutes, and was quickly rushed to the hospital. Like the locals, the police had been
caught completely off-guard by the clash. The visiting Riazor Blues and Alkor Hooligans ultras
had evaded detection by buying tickets directly from local fan clubs, and had avoided police
checkpoints on their way to the capital. 5 In fact, the Anti-Violence Commission hadn’t even
registered the game as a high-risk encounter, and had anticipated fewer than 50 Galicians to
traveling south for the game.6

2

Moñino, “‘De repente empezaron a pegarse palizas brutales. Ha sido horroroso.’”
Ortega Dolz, “Muere un ultra del Deportivo tras una pelea con radicales del Atlético.”
4 Ibid.
5 Ortega Dolz, “Operación Neptuno.”
6 Ibid.
3
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Meanwhile, the ultras had dispersed and reconvened at the Vicente Calderón, Atlético
Madrid’s stadium, for the game. Each side took their allotted place in the stands, unfurling flags
and banners and singing the usual songs. Word made it to the ultras that Jimmy was in critical
condition at the hospital, and the Riazor Blues ultras began chanting, “Killers, killers!” at Frente
Atlético, situated in their usual place behind the north goal. Frente Atlético, not to be insulted in
their own stadium, responded with their own chants. By then, most of the regular fans in the
stadium had also heard of Jimmy’s condition and of the fight that had occurred by the river. The
regular Atlético fans, usually supportive of their ultras, met their chants with silence and jeers.
Finally, the news came out that Jimmy had passed away in the hospital from the wounds
received at the fight. Regular Atlético fans were quick to distance themselves from Frente
Atlético, and the club banned some ultras that it deemed “radical” from the grounds. Nationwide,
Spaniards voiced their disapproval at the radicals. In a letter to the editor of El País, Bernardo
Asensio Colino expressed a sentiment echoed by many: “Either we end this gratuitous violence,
or the violence will finish with the sport.”7
As Spaniards questioned with disgust how ultras could get so worked up over football as to
kill a supporter of a rival team, a different line of thinking began to surface, spurred on by deeper
analysis of the ultra phenomenon after Jimmy’s death. The enmity between the Deportivo A
Coruña and Atlético Madrid ultras is the result of more than just past game scores. It is a rivalry
between fascism and anti-fascism forged in the crux of a dictatorship and subjugated
nationalism.8 In times of authoritarianism under Franco, games between teams from suppressed
regions like Galicia and teams aligned with the dictatorship like Atlético Madrid were one of the
few places where even subtle displays of political conflict were tolerated. Manuel de la Sota
7
8

Asensio Colino, “Letter to the Editor.”
Gómez, La Patria del Gol.
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Aburto, Basque nationalist politician and president of Athletic Bilbao in the 1920s, understood
football in the context of war. “Football is a miniature war,” he said, “the jerseys are flags made
to the players’ size, which also model the soul of the spectators. They become bellicose
supporters… the jerseys are soaked with all the regional enthusiasm, they’re living symbols.”9
Jimmy’s death represents much more than football passions gone awry. Summed up in a
headline for the news outlet Estrella Galicia: “It wasn’t football, it was politics.”10
The Riazor Blues ultra group is a Galician nationalist, anti-fascist organization made up of
supporters of the Deportivo A Coruña football team. Bukaneros, a different ultra group who
joined the Blues along the river that November morning, support the Madrid football team Rayo
Vallecano. Both are part of a larger web of ultra groups that all identify as anti-fascist.
Ultras are a team’s most intense fans. In the stadium, they create spectacular visual displays
and lead the fans’ cheering. They are also known for violence inside and outside the stadium. In
Spain, ultras almost always have a radical political ideology. This uniform political ideology,
along with their organization and general intensity, sets them apart from normal fans. In fact, the
ultras’ political ideology may even conflict with the majority of a team’s normal fans, further
distinguishing them from the mainstream.
It is for this reason that Bukaneros’ and Blues’ members traveled boldly into the lion’s den,
knowing that they would incur a violent retaliatory attack. Both are anti-fascist, and Blues are
Galician regional independentists. Their rivalry with Frente Atlético is the result of their
irreconcilable political ideologies, for Frente Atlético is both nationalist and fascist. Bukaneros’

9

Ibid., 37. “El fútbol es una guerra de juguete… Las camisetas son banderas a [la] medida de los
jugadores, que modelan también el alma de los espectadores. Se hacen partidarios bélicos… las
camisetas se empapan de todos los entusiasmos regionals, son símbolos vivos.”
10 Vidal, “‘No Fue Fútbol, Fue Política.’”
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and Blues’ show of force near the Atlético football stadium was thus an invading challenge to
Frente Atlético’s nationalist ideology.
In short, the conflict was rooted in political cleavages, and not in sporting rivalries. In fact,
between the ultras of teams like Rayo Vallecano and Deportivo A Coruña, political ideology is
the only unifying factor. Their alliance is strictly political; geography and football play no part in
their cooperation. Political ideology alone was enough to generate their unified mobilization and
violence against Atlético Madrid’s ultras. As testament to the power of these ties, it is important
to note that such creation of violence is difficult, contrary to the common misconception that
violence is liable to break out at any moment unless it is carefully suppressed. “Micro-situational
evidence, to the contrary, shows that violence is hard. No matter how motivated someone may
be, if the situation does not unfold so that confrontational tension/fear is overcome, violence will
not proceed,” says Randal Collins, a microsociological expert on violence.11
To study Spanish football ultras, one must trace two dancing Spanish narratives: a long
contest between fascism and anti-fascism, and the history of football fandom. Together, they are
a case study in the relationship between macro- and micro-level political identity. Ultras reflect
historical cleavages imposed on them from above by history, and they also shape present
interpretations of these cleavages from below. The combination of these two directions of
interaction between local communities and broad ideological conflicts, top-down and bottom-up,
can be called the ‘mezzo-level’.
Football was first imported by the British in the late 19th century, just in time for the shortlived first Spanish Republic of 1873-1874.12 Association football grew slowly, and it wasn’t
until after WWI that Spain fielded a national team. When Franco took power in 1939, football
11
12

Collins, Violence, 20.
Goldblatt, The Ball Is Round, 146.
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teams in regions with particularly repressed identities (notably the Basque Country, Catalonia,
and Galicia) came to represent rallying points for regionalist pride. 13 The dictatorship,
meanwhile, found football to be a vital tool in a push to consolidate a national Spanish identity
with the concept of nacionalfutbolismo.14 It was no accident that Real Madrid, run by Franco
administrators and a favorite team of the Caudillo himself, became ‘Spain’s Team.’15 It wasn’t
until Franco’s passing in 1975 that out of the seeds of traditional fan groups began to modern
ultra groups began to grow. In celebration of Spain’s newfound political openness, the country
hosted the 1982 World Cup, and it was here that the Spanish first experienced British
hooliganism. Spaaij and Viñas explain:
The first Spanish ultra groups emerged after the 1982 World Cup held in
Spain. Mainly mimicry of both Italian and English supporter styles, the
Spanish ultras separated themselves from the indigenous ‘peña’ culture
emphasizing instead a more active and visible approach to football fandom.16

Since then, ultra groups have generally fallen into 2 categories, in line with the historical
packaging of past conflicts into two clear cleavages: Fascist, and anti-fascist. Additionally, a
second distinction can be made between regionalist and Spanish nationalist ultra groups, which
overlaps with the first. Fascist groups tend to be nationalist, and anti-fascist groups tend to be
regionalist.
Because I argue that different variations on nationalism are essential to political identity in
the Spanish ultra case, we must settle upon a concise definition of nationalism. I begin with a
premise central to Charles Tilly’s writings about nationalism: that it can be either bottom-up or
top-down. Claims of both types of nationalism, according to Tilly, follow the advent of the
Westphalian state. Top-down nationalism is generally state-led, and often features unifying
13

Ibid., 209.
Gómez, La Patria del Gol, 51.
15 Ibid., 53.
16 Spaaij and Viñas, “Passion, Politics and Violence.”
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claims over a previously diffuse population with the goal of consolidating a state ideologically.
Bottom-up nationalism is typically a response to a top-down nationalistic assertion, a rejection
and substitution of the imposed nationalism with a regionally-focused one. “Top-down claims
regularly generate bottom-up claims,” Tilly says.17 For our purposes, top-down nationalism will
be simply called ‘nationalism,’ and the bottom-up variety will be called ‘regionalism.’ In both
cases, Tilly places great emphasis on the role of political entrepreneurs in coalescing a feeling of
nationalism.
Tilly’s distinction is particularly relevant in Spain, a country made up of various autonomous
regions that have asserted subnational independence claims. The Catalans, Basques, and
Galicians have all been represented by their own national football teams, often against the will of
the Spanish government.18 These patrias chicas19 have been in competition in varying degrees
with the Spanish state for the loyalty of their citizens since before Franco. Competition between
top-down and bottom-up nationalist claims created a constant conflict throughout Spanish
history.
Sports fans in many parts of the world, most notably the United States, will find that such a
phenomenon is completely foreign to their understanding of sports. In Spain, however, the
Center of Sociological Investigation found in 2007 that 31.4% of Spaniards think that, “politics
has a great influence in which team will win the national championship.”20 While proof of direct
political involvement in the national football league may be hard to find, it is certainly true that

17

Tilly, Identities Boundaries & Social Ties, 195.
Gómez, La Patria del Gol.
19 Patria Chica is a Spanish term originating in the Americas that refers to loyalties to local communities
as a challenge to national loyalty and the consolidation of the state.
20 Gómez, La Patria del Gol, 133.
18

18

“Football is a miniature war.”

political ideology is integral to the identity of ultra groups in Spain, from Riazor Blues and
Frente Atlético to the dozens of other similar groups.
This is certainly not the first study of radical football fans. Hooligan culture in England (from
which the ultra phenomenon can be traced) has been the object of much scholarship in the last
century. Sociologists, political theorists, and historians have been searching for a paradigm to
explain why hooligan groups are so violent. But scholarship on the Spanish case is
conspicuously absent, as ultra groups are a relatively new phenomenon.21
The development of ultras in Spain represents an insightful case on the formation of identity
at a local level. Understanding how ultra groups in Spain have come to have politically-rooted
identities will lead to better understanding of the interaction between national-scale political
dialogues and their impact on local identities, and vice-versa. Spain’s political situation offers
deep insight into the ideological drivers behind the communities of ultras, and the ultras
themselves are able to deepen our understanding of political dialogue nationwide. If one
considers ultra conflict and interaction as more than isolated phenomena, a new paradigm for
understanding the dialogue between macro-level and local level identity reveals itself.
This thesis is a study of why Spanish ultraism has evolved to be centered around nationalism
vs. regionalism and fascism vs. anti-fascism, and how it subsequently exerted its own bottom-up
influence on that dialogue, in part due to the performative nature of ultraism.
I will demonstrate how historical macro-cleavages have defined the rhetorical boundaries in
which local political identities are created, and how local communal identities, while operating
within these boundaries, also have the power to change the rhetorical frame from the micro-level.

21

Spaaij and Viñas, “Passion, Politics and Violence.”
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Thus, we find in the ultras micro-level expressions of macro-cleavages, but also the power of
constructive identity formation that warps the macro-cleavage.

Figure 1 A statement concerning Jimmy’s death
written by a coalition of ultra groups, all of which have
anti-fascist ideologies.
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Chapter 2: Paradigms for understanding identity formation and implications
for the study of Spanish ultras
Identity politics have taken center stage recently, and will be central to the arguments made
in this thesis. Even before the Spanish Civil War and Franco’s regime, identity in Spain was a
divisive concept. The rise of enlightenment ideas antagonized long-standing traditional values
and political ideology became a foundation for different perceptions of collective identity.
Unified national identity was also hard to come by in a country characterized by fiercely
distinctive regions with multiple dominant languages. This topic is especially salient when one
considers the weight that subnational and regional nationalist identities have held in Spain for the
past hundred years. In the world of football, political identities tied to teams and fan
organizations have been equally important and conflictual.
The spheres of Spanish nationalist identity and football ultra political identity reach a zenith
in Franco’s nacionalfútbolismo – a failed push to manufacture Spanish patriotism and national
unity using football as its lever. Catalan, Galician, and Basque regionalism persevered during the
dictatorial regime, and were in some cases strengthened by it. For many regionalists, football
was a sanctuary for these ideas throughout recent Spanish history. Curiously, in the years after
Franco, regionalism has become even more important among Spanish ultras. Even after the Civil
War and subsequent fascist dictatorship, the fascist-anti-fascist cleavage is central to the
collective identity of Spanish ultras, despite not being apparent in mainstream politics. The ultras
have kept alive past divides. They are the local actors through which historical cleavages find
their voices.
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A focus on local identities and their interplay with national rhetoric necessitates an
understanding of the paradigms through which identity has been conceived. As it applies to the
Spanish case and the football world, four dominant schools of identity thought can be identified:
Primordialism, Marxism, Instrumentalism, and Constructivism.22

1) Primordialism: Primordialism as a paradigm for understanding identity has largely been
discredited by modern social scientists. To primordialists, a person’s identity is an immutable
part of their being, part of their legacy passed down by ancestry and manifested in shared
language, history, and lineage. “Blood” arguments are popular amongst primordialists, by which
traits are explained through long-standing cultural traditions or norms. In the 20th century,
Clifford Geertz was one of the most well-known primordialists, and he emphasized the
importance of shared language and history in the successful maintenance of collective identity.
He notes the great extent to which people’s sense of self is, “bound up in the gross actualities of
blood, race, language, locality, religion, or tradition,” in new states.23 Because they are rooted in
enduring, seemingly inflexible historical factors, shared culture and language are static in a
primordialist model.
In the context of Spanish nationalism and football identities, primordialism has occupied a
niche with support of regional independence movements as its agenda. A successful
primordialist argument has the effect of reducing the legitimacy of macro-nationalist identity by
describing regional identity as fundamental to the very essence of the local people. Any attempt
to encourage patriotic or nationalistic sentiment in preexisting community, as Francisco Franco
22

For good outlines of dominant paradigms relating to collective identity, see David Laitin’s Identity in
Formation and chapter 1 of Consuelo Cruz’s Political Culture and Institutional Development in Costa
Rica and Nicaragua. Charles Tilly also prefaces his relational model of group interaction by describing
existing schools of thought in Politics of Collective Violence.
23 Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, 258.
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attempted to do, is both unnatural and impossible when considered through the primordialist
lens. For this reason, primordialism has not been completely forgotten. For the nation perceiving
outside threat, this school of thought is a savior, the banner of those who fear that their identity is
being replaced. Only the primordialist’s pen encircles the vulnerable nation with undisputable
legitimacy that transcends time or regime change.
For logical reasons, primordialist arguments about local football and fan culture are most
prevalent in regions that were most threatened by Franco’s imposed Spanish nationalism. Some
Catalans and Basques have resorted to primordialist arguments to exaggerate the strength of their
nationalist identity, particularly as a challenge to Spanish nationalism. In the soccer world,
popular regional support for certain teams in the Basque Country, Catalonia, or Galicia has been
reductively described in fundamentally ethnic or nationalist terms. Athletic Bilbao, for example,
has come to be the Basque team through its commitment to signing exclusively Basque players
in an increasingly globalized football market. The team, its red-white-green colors reminiscent of
the Basque flag, is a symbol for Basque exceptionalism. There is a fierce pride in Basque
prehistoric heritage that has been propped up by anthropologists, sociologists, and scientists for
years.24
Javier Clemente, manager of the Basque team Athletic de Bilbao in the 1980s, described his
abertzale25 sentiment. “To be abertzale,” he explained, “is like being from and loving Murcia,
except that it’s more difficult to pronounce… I feel myself to be Basque nationalist, even of a
special race.” 26 Because of this, his selection to the head coaching position of the Spanish

24

Vaczi, Soccer, Culture and Society in Spain, 37.
Abertzale is a Basque term that literally translates to “patriot,” and is used to describe Basque
nationalism.
26 Gómez, La Patria del Gol, 75. Original: “Ser abertzale – aclara – es como ser de y querer a Murcia,
solo que se pronuncia más dificil […] Me siento nacionalista vasco, incluso de una raza especial.”
25
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national team was a controversial decision. Clemente’s assertion of his ethnic pride while
participating in the Spanish national team was perceived to demonstrate lack of commitment and
a major conflict of interest that facilitated a short tenure in the position.
Today, Catalan players face similar scrutiny. Gerard Piqué, Catalan player for F.C. Barcelona
and the Spanish national team, has been in the press numerous times recently for apparently antiSpanish actions, most recently for cutting off the sleeves of his jersey to remove the red-andyellow flag.27 Piqué’s actions are indicative for many of a nationalist pride in Catalonia that
supersedes his identity as a Spaniard.
While primordialist language often seeps into the words of players, coaches, supporters, and
media, it has also been used to explain ultra regionalist pride. The strong regionalist identity of
Basque ultras like Herri Norte can thus be interpreted as a natural expression of deeplyembedded cultural inimitability. It would be impossible for Herri Norte or other Basque ultras to
succumb to a mainstream political ideology without an accompanying focus that differentiates
them. They achieve this through regionalism: a feeling that allows the Basque ultra groups to be
some of many anti-fascist groups in Spain without sacrificing their uniqueness. Vaczi asserts,
“This definition summarizes what most consider the essence of the Athletic brand: a soccer
culture defined by difference.”28
While elegant, primordialist arguments are rife with flaws. Firstly, they fail to account for
dramatic cultural changes in communities. Ethnic groups and cultures change over time, often
quickly. Secondly, they fail to explain discrepancies within populations. Individuals within the

27

After the backlash from the sleeve-cutting incident, Piqué made the decision to leave the national team
after the 2018 World Cup. It was quickly determined that the sleeves did not in fact have the Spanish
colors on them, and that the entire affair had been a media-constructed craze.
28 Vaczi, Soccer, Culture and Society in Spain, 37.
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same ethnic group, who share the same language, and have similar ancestry, can have radically
differing political and cultural traits.
The Spanish ultra system offers another criticism of primordialist analysis. While the above
description of the Herri Norte ultras is true, there are some ultra groups in the Basque Country,
Catalonia, and Galicia that are neither anti-fascist nor regionalist. Indeed, while F.C. Barcelona’s
ultras Boixos Nois generally represent the dominant pro-Catalan fans in Catalonia, another
football team in the city is called RCD Espanyol, and their ultras, Brigadas Blanquiazules, create
juxtaposition with the Catalan independence movement with their Spanish nationalism.
Similarly, then, Basque exceptionalism is a popular sentiment, but is not so deep that it is
universal among Basques, just as Catalonian exceptionalism isn’t universal in Barcelona.
Additionally, in Spain there is almost complete overlap between regionalist ultra groups and
anti-fascist ultra groups. Left- or right-wing ideology cannot be a fundamental cultural trait, if
one is to accept that political factions are social constructs. Instead, this intersection between
regionalism and anti-fascism points to historical and structural factors. Both are the result of the
fascist enforcement of Spanish national sentiment post-Civil War under Franco. Ultras’
Abertzale, Andalusian, or Catalan independentist sentiment is just as much a challenge to
fascism as is their far-left political ideology. The correlation in Spanish ultras between antifascism and regionalism suggests that these traits arise from similar constructive processes, and
are not “primordial” in origin. As such, the primordialist perspective proves to be too narrow to
correctly interpret the Spanish ultra phenomenon.

2) Marxism: Highlighting, as always, the materialist societal perspective, the Marxist places
great stock in economic systems and modes of production. Humanity’s greatest touch on the
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world is the organization of production based on material conditions. This forms the economic
base upon which culture and political institutions exist.29 An individual’s labor in production is
therefore their central method for understanding their own relationship to the world and to other
members of society, with shared relationships being key to their collective identity.
In this school of thought, the principal unit of identity is class. Class is a distinction
predicated on a specific shared relationship between the individual and the product of their labor.
Increases in the division of labor exacerbate the tension between classes based on their position
in the economic structure. The result is class antagonism, which for Marx is the driving force in
historical progress.
Focusing on capitalist society (almost exclusively the context in which modern football has
existed), one can divide people into proletariat and the bourgeoisie. The proletariat is
characterized by complete alienation from the result of their work – they own no part of the
process, from raw materials, to tools, to product. The only aspect of the process that cannot be
stripped from the workers is their own labor, their two hands. The proletariat exists in distinction
to the bourgeoisie, those who own the capital and process.30 They own everything except the
labor, which they rent out by wages from the workers. The more powerful the bourgeoisie, the
weaker the proletariat, and the wider the class gulf between them. To Marx and Engels this is the
only identity that matters, surpassing all others:
National differences and antagonism between peoples are daily more and more
vanishing, owing to the development of the bourgeoisie, to freedom of
commerce, to the world market, to uniformity in the mode of production and in
the conditions of life corresponding thereto.31
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It appears that the Marxist perspective is, at least at first blush, compatible with the study of
radical football fan identities. Some point to the rapid growth of football in Europe and South
America as a phenomenon with close links to the maturity of societal class distinctions. To these
scholars, the soccer world is a perfect microcosm of Marxist historical evolution. Vinnai is a
writer who illustrates this parallel most overtly and explicitly. “That which pretends to be a
game, reproduces, under the appearance of free development of power, the world of work,” he
argues.32
Likewise, ultra groups can be seen as extensions of a strong working class identity, supported
by observations that the vast majority of these radical fans are young, male workers. In fact,
popular weekend participation in football for ultras and hooligans was originally the result of the
industrial work schedule. Football fandom became the activity to fill the Sunday leisure void,
and was demographically overlapping with the ranks of workers at the factory.33 Ian Taylor,
echoed more recently by Giulianotti, also highlights the globalization and commodification of
football as a progression that consolidates class identity in clusters of hooligans or ultras. 34
Giulianotti rationalizes ultras’ efforts to display ‘hot’, traditional, and anti-consumerist support
of their team as a response to the global commodification of the sport.35
This dichotomy is often written into the relationship between ultras and normal fans. Even
Díaz, who favors a social constructivist paradigm, considers the split between middle-class fans
and working-class ultras:
These differences among ultras are a post-modernist aspect in Spain. Historically,
in the rural and pre-modern community, almost all the masculine population
participated in sport celebrations. There were no spectators, in the present sense of
32
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the word. During a large part of the twentieth century, the spectators were
uniformed as in the fordist society, protected by full employment and the security
of the welfare state. After the economic crisis of the 1970s, the ultras brought
about the first important split in the mass of fans. Thus, the middle-class regard
them negatively, ‘bloody teenagers’, so they say. However, the radical groups are
still there because they play a complementary role: they contribute to an ample
contingent: ‘we are sons of workers.’36

The ultras are self-aware of their general class homogeneity. In a discussion with Díaz, one
young Sevilla F.C. ultra said, “What the working class, the unemployed, really like is soccer…
My father is a crane driver, and he works wherever he can.”37
However, the reality, especially the Spanish case, is somewhat incompatible with a Marxist
class reading of the ultra phenomenon. Intense rivalries and animosity between ultra groups are
not drawn along class lines. Frente Atlético and Riazor Blues have had many violent interactions,
including the fight that ended with Jimmy’s death, but their class composition is almost identical.
Biris and Supporters Gol Sur hostility also cannot be chalked up to a proletariat-bourgeoisie
feud. Neither team’s ultras can be said to be significantly more bourgeoisie or wealthy. Instead,
research and observations suggest that cultural/political distinction amongst ultras is much more
a result of socialization and social tags. The aesthetics chosen initially by Spanish ultras borrow
from youth subculture and used such labels as “heavies,” “skins,” or “rockers” that had little to
do with socioeconomic class.38
Even if one doesn’t subscribe to the materialist perspective, however, we can find in Marx a
useful and applicable paradigm for understanding how events throughout history set up a
rhetorical frame in which actors situate their identities. Marx’s dialectic analysis is predicated on
the synthesis of previously antithetical concepts. The new worldview must always stem from the
old, and only when we are so conscious of the tension between existing ideas that they collapse
36
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into a new synthesis.39 When we follow Spanish history, charting the evolution of the rhetorical
frame in which actors situate their identities, Marx’s material-based application of Hegel’s
thesis-antithesis-synthesis cycle will be vital. Deep political cleavages between fascism and
antifascism in Spain develop in a binary way that evidences history’s dialectical progress.

3) Instrumentalism: Instrumentalism is another camp in the study of identity that has often
been discussed in the context of ethnicity and ethnic groups. Instrumentalists look at ethnic
groups or other collective identities as evolving interest groups with an ad hoc nature. Unlike
primordialists and Marxists, who minimize the agency of individual actors on the processes of
identity formation, some instrumentalists go so far as to say that communal identities can be
artificially produced by instrumental actors. They do so to further a political or economic goal.
The instrumentalist lens has the characteristic of making changes to the rhetorical frame and
to identity non-linear. Actors’ abilities to influence collective identity change depending on the
situation, and are greatly enhanced in times of turmoil.40 In such moments, polarizing rhetoric
can activate boundaries that are crucial for members of a collective group to distinguish
themselves from the other groups and the rest of the world. Tilly doesn’t hesitate to assert:
People everywhere organize a significant part of their social interaction around
the formation, transformation, activation, and suppression of social boundaries.
It happens at the small scale of interpersonal dialogue, at the medium scale of
rivalry within organizations, and at the large scale of genocide. Us-them
boundaries matter.41
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While acknowledging the agency that political entrepreneurs have in such matters, I offer a
necessary caveat. Political actors are not always conscious of the repercussions of their actions.
Attempts to redirect, or stifle, the expression of a cleavage may result only in exacerbating it, as
is the case with Franco’s meddling in the football world. While he had in mind a wholesome
expression of a unified Spanish culture on the pitch, in practice football actually became an oasis
for ideological resistance. As much as Franco’s emphasis on football may have caused many
Spaniards to feel nationalist pride in the sport, it also caused many regionalists to rally their
identity around the flag of anti-fascism.
Concepts presented by the instrumentalists are valuable in examining the actions of key
political actors through Spanish history as it pertains to football. At the same time, they can
overlook the power of collective activity and performance in creating identity. Using concepts
popularized by ethnomusicologists, I will show how the ‘flow’ of a performance such as a
football match has some inherent characteristics that make it a prime environment for
consolidating collective identity. This process is not completely isolated from constructive and
instrumentalist factors, but it is a somewhat independently expressive endeavor that can defy the
efforts of political entrepreneurs.
The most valuable contribution of the instrumentalists is to begin to marry the seemingly
irresoluble levels of analysis presented by structuralists on the one hand, and individual-level
actor theorists on the other. We will heed the warnings of the instrumentalist not to ignore the
power that local actors have on boundary activation and identity construction.
Post-Civil War Spanish football teams are evidence of the usefulness of realistically applied
instrumentalism. Real Madrid, Athletic Bilbao, and F.C. Barcelona, teams emblematic of
Spanish, Basque, and Catalan nationalism, respectively, have all had presidents with a foot in in
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both the political and sporting spheres. In his historical analysis Fútbol y franquismo, Shaw
describes how Franco surrogates were named presidents of certain football clubs (including F.C.
Barcelona), overriding existing democratic election systems.42 Then, even after the fall of the
regime, Gómez shows that frustration and anger directed at ETA43 was successfully directed by
some media outlets and politicians towards the Basque club Athletic Bilbao. Club president
Clemente was moved to say that, “We’ve gone from being the most loved and respected team in
Spain to being insulted everywhere. Wherever we go they call us terrorists.”44 Analogously, if
F.C. Barcelona’s fans and ultras can be said to be distinctly pro-independence, at least some
credit must be given to club presidents such as Gamper or Llaudet who invested enormous time
and capital into nationalist initiatives, including a governmental petition for Catalan
independence. 45 The result of these actors’ actions was the polarization of fan bases along
political lines. This can be attributed towards the power that certain actors have in influencing
public opinion and activating boundaries between groups.
When it comes to ultras, though, a crack in the instrumentalist’s armor appears: there isn’t a
plausible motive. Ultra groups exist in a different scale than other communities. Most ultra
groups don’t reach 1,000 members; they are numerically dwarfed by ethnic groups, the
traditional stomping grounds of the instrumentalist. The ambitious actor has little to gain from
manipulation of ultra identity. At most, they gain marginal influence on a small group with a
peripheral political and economic significance. Ultraism is outside of the broad scope of
42
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instrumentalism, but the school of thought is still valuable in the attention it pays to individuals
and small groups.

4) Constructivism: Lastly, constructivist theories of identity formation also can be useful.
Constructivists shy away from reductive historical arguments and dependence on material forces
or individual agents. Instead, they focus on how social institutions and shared ideas can be
productive forces for identity formation. The constructivist camp is quite popular among those
who study radical football fans. It can be easy to see how ultra groups pertaining to a certain
political ideology or demographic subsections grow out of existing societal institutions and
cleavages.
The afore-mentioned Díaz, for example, can be labeled as a constructivist. To him the social
patriarchy drives flamboyant youth expressionism. The ultras’ wild behavior and appearance
seems to be a radical rejection of social norms, but Díaz argues that it actually is a sociallyapproved rite of passage, a way for the youth to shed the authority of elders and assume their
own place in society.46 The ultras even come to accept this fact, falling into labels imposed by
outsiders. Díaz looks to an interview with an ultra from Cádiz CF to demonstrate how the ultras
acknowledge and embrace these labels: “‘At first, when we came here to see Cadiz CF, then, the
people called me ultra…, well, that’s all right now… I’m an ultra.’”47 For Díaz, ultra identity is
the result of social forces.
The so-called Leicester school is a loosely constructivist collection of scholars who have
published significant research surrounding football, especially in England. They maintained for a
time a hegemony on the study of hooligan crowd disturbances in football stadia. Dunning and his
46
47

Díaz, “Football Fan Groups in Andalusia,” 352.
Ibid.

32

“Circumstances make men just as much as men make circumstances.”

colleagues are famed figurational sociologist Norbert Elias’ disciples, using environmental
factors such as socioeconomic class and education to build a roadmap towards outbursts of
violence at football matches. They argue that hooligan violence is the result of lower working
class males resorting to violence in an attempt to recover a sense of social stature denied to them
by the middle class.48 For the Leicester school, hooliganism demonstrates incomplete absorption
of societal etiquette amongst a certain demographic.
One of the benefits of constructivist arguments is that they provide a framework for
understanding how societal and political institutions can shape identities in a general way. The
structure of such institutions has a direct effect on social constructs like identity. In the Spanish
ultra case, this allows us to target salient political institutions to see how they facilitated the
construction of certain types of political identities instead of others. If we focus on a fascist/antifascist dialogue, we might trace its origins to a long-standing political divide between those two
camps, reinforced by politics and war. The conflict should be evident in the makeup of Spanish
social and political institutions such as government, party systems, and public forums.
Beyond the obvious criticism that the actor-focused instrumentalists would level against
constructivism, Marx also wrote a graceful critique of the paradigm. Ironic as it is to cite Marx in
a criticism of a structuralist paradigm, he was certainly cognizant of the constructivist tendency
to overly reduce the agency of actors in the face of the influence of structural institutions. In his
quest to show the synergetic interdependence of the status quo on man, and of man on the status
quo, Marx sought to remind us that someone must educate the educator: “[This conception of
history] shows that circumstances make men just as much as men make circumstances.”49
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Primordialists, Marxists, instrumentalists, and constructivists each have their own
interpretation of the ultra phenomenon. The primordialists rely on ancestral, pseudo-biological
features to explain ultraism as an extension of culture. Marxists see the working-class
demographics of ultras as a reflection of worker alienation and marginalization. Instrumentalists
consider the influence of elite political actors in activating political boundaries in the ultra world.
Constructivists consider the structure of political and social institutions as the best way to
determine why ultraism developed into an ideological battlefield.
This thesis presents an amalgamation of the above-mentioned paradigms in its framework for
understanding identity formation. It focuses on the constructivist notion that identity is
constructed within a rhetorical frame. Collective identity is thus the product of an ideological
context that is the result of various long-standing political institutions: political institutions can
trace their development through political discourse and key events.
The rhetorical frame is built around fundamental societal cleavages, conflicts of ideology that
change as thesis and antithesis do in Marx’s dialectical process. Identity also possesses this
binary characteristic of the rhetorical frame, necessitating the activation of boundaries to
conceive of self in opposition to an ‘other.’ At the same time, political entrepreneurs repackage
and restate these cleavages, guiding the process and helping deepen the cleavages. Lastly, I use
models of performance and flow to solve the tension between structuralism and individual
agency that Marx elucidates in thesis III of his Theses of Feuerbach. Humans reflect a status quo
that they help create; through collective action can push the boundaries of the rhetorical frame.
Expressionary performance is the leeway needed to understand that local collective identity is
simultaneously the product of the rhetorical frame and a mechanism for its transformation. The
process is neither exclusively top-down nor bottom-up, rather both occur concurrently. This
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multi-directional symbiotic influence between the macro-level and the micro-level can be called
the ‘mezzo-level’.
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Chapter 3: Who are the ultras?
The ultra world is only partially visible to the rest of the world. Most people only ever see
ultras in two instances. The first is in the stadium, where they act as a powerful cheering section,
supporting the team with flags, banners, songs, and chants. The second is in the news, where
reports of particularly nasty ultra violence are published. Between these two occurrences exist a
host of other activities and characteristics in the ultra world.
An ultra is simply a diehard fan of a football club. Ultras distinguish themselves from regular
fans with their unyielding, loud, and even violent support. They organize themselves into groups.
Spanish ultra groups almost always have two defining characteristics: Support for a single club
team, and political ideology. Each ultra group exists primarily to support a professional Spanish
club football team. The group also maintains either a neo-fascist or anti-fascist ideology.50
In terms ideology, there is a broader range of participation. At the very least, ultras are
expected to avoid presenting any ideas or symbols that conflict with the group’s political
ideology. Nationalism is not tolerated inside an anti-fascist ultra group, and regional
independentism is prohibited in a neo-fascist ultra group. Many ultras display flags with
compatible symbolism in the stadium. For example, flags and scarves with Che Guevara’s visage
or other communist symbols are speckled throughout an anti-fascist group’s fan area, while
Spanish and Falangist51 flags are seen at neo-fascist group’s cheering sections. Most groups
have dedicated political arms that carry out events and local campaigns or actions. Some ultras
participate in the political and ideological aspect of ultraism by fighting ultras from other groups.
50

While there are some ultra groups that publicly claim to be apolitical, in reality only a small handful
actually are.
51 Falangism is the fascist ideology of Franco’s political party – the Falange Española.

“In reality, those crazies are the same ones that are inside.”

36

Fights can occur spontaneously, but they can also be highly organized affairs in which time,
location, and number of combatants is agreed upon. Fights almost always are between groups
with conflicting ideologies.52
Ultra groups, especially larger ones, which can eclipse 1,000 members, are well-organized
and nominally hierarchically structured. Concentrated central leaders organize major events (like
large banners, away trips, and charity campaigns), but their day-to-day oversight is typically
weak. Many fights, meetings, and ultra interactions are initiated organically or spontaneously by
smaller groups of ultras.
Often, there are many informal subunits from surrounding towns and neighborhoods, and
they may have a single spokesperson. 53 However, many ultras don’t belong to any kind of
subunit, the only direct power dynamic that they are subjected to is from the central leadership.
The ultra group may also have subgroups dedicated to certain functions. These can include a
hooligan group that specializes in violent encounters, a political group that carries out functions
like charities or anti-racism campaigns, a tifo group that creates large-scale visual displays, a
group that plans mobilization for away games, and a small group of leaders. The large size of
some ultra groups demands a somewhat hierarchical, sound organizational configuration. The
2,000 members of Frente Atlético are divided into more than a dozen sections, all with varying
degrees of political and violent participation. Sections from Madrid like Neptuno, FANS, and
TifoMakers are joined by nonlocal ones like Sección Lepanto, FA Jaén, and Sección Levante.
The capos (leaders) centrally monitor the organization and distribute roles.54
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This organizational structure and diversification of functions distinguish ultras from
hooligans. Hooliganism, a phenomenon that started in the UK, lacks such formal hierarchy and is
predicated on violence as an end itself. Bill Buford, a writer who immersed himself in the world
of English hooliganism writes of the importance of violence to the hooligans after participating
in a brawl: “For the first time, I was able to understand the fans’ words to describe that
experience. That massive violence was their drug.”55
One final popular myth to demystify is that there is somehow a difference between the ultras
that lead the cheers inside the stadium and the ones that fight outside. The loud support displayed
by ultras during games is perceived positively by regular fans, but accounts of violence outside
are met with condemnation that ‘violence has no place in football.’56 One of Sevilla F.C.’s ultra
group’s lawyers (and an ex-member), Ismael, explains:
The Biris, for example, are very well seen by Sevilla’s fans. For Sevilla’s fans,
the Biris are the best. But when there’s a fight they say, ‘they have to kick those
crazies out of Biris because they hurt their image.’ But in reality, those crazies
are the same ones that are inside.57

Additionally, while it may seem at times that members of ultra groups are peripheral
participants in a fringe activity, it is important to be aware that the phenomenon is largely a
continuation of a historically-grounded battle between fascism and anti-fascism, nationalism and
regionalism. Ultras exist within the world of ultras, but also within the ‘normal’ world. On this
same misconception in the related hooliganism phenomenon, Richard Giulianotti notes, “For
anyone who really meets with the hooligan groups themselves, what is most striking is the
ordinariness of it all.”58 Indeed, these are ordinary people participating in a sphere that brings
specific ideologies to a forefront. Is it so obscene to consider that fascist and anti-fascist ultras
55
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sometimes fight each other when Spain saw 500,000 deaths in a Civil War drawn along similar
ideological lines?
For those looking for useful nomenclature, there are two political binaries with which one
can categorize ultra groups in Spain. They are either fascist or anti-fascist, and they are either
nationalist or regionalist. With few exceptions, each ultra group falls clearly in one camp or the
other of each binary, and there is a significant correlation between fascist and nationalist groups,
as there is between anti-fascist and regionalist groups. Which side of this binary they stand on
has an enormous impact on the group and its members. It governs the boundaries of acceptable
action of the ultras. It determines the colors and symbols that can appear in the team’s stadium.
Most importantly, it leads to a network of alliances, brotherhoods, and hostile relationships.
Like-minded ultra groups will often cooperate on political campaigns or fight opposing groups
together.
The Riazor Blues, Bukaneros, and Alkor Hooligans collective that gathered before the fight
that resulted in Jimmy’s death is an example of this alliance network. Riazor Blues and Alkor
Hooligans are both ultra groups from Galicia. Riazor Blues supports Deportivo A Coruña, a team
in Spain’s first division. Alkor Hooligans supports AD Alcorcón, a team that has spent its 40year history playing in lower divisions before being promoted 59 to second division in 2010.
Thus, the two teams have never played each other in a league match. The common thread
between them is a commitment to anti-fascism and Galician regionalism. The third group,
Bukaneros, supports Rayo Vallecano, a team in Madrid that lately oscillates between first and
second division. Bukaneros, being from the capital, is not a regionalist group, but they are anti-
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fascist, and support other anti-fascist groups’ vocal regionalism. However, these teams would not
have come together for Deportivo A Coruña’s game were it not for Frente Atlético.
Frente Atlético falls on the other side of the binary. It is a fascist, nationalist ultra group,
following in the tradition of skinhead culture. It is also currently the largest ultra group in Spain,
with its members numbering over 2,000. This fascist ultra juggernaut is the reason that ultras
from 3 different groups made a trip into Madrid before the game.
To be an ultra in Spain today is to take a side in a dialogue between fascism and anti-fascism.
There are three acceptable forms of argument in this dialogue. All activities are part of a broader
ultra performance that will be expanded upon in chapter 5. One includes ultra activity inside
stadia such as chants, songs, and displays of political symbolism. The second form of dialogue
for the ultras is any campaign or organized activity outside the stadia. This includes statements,
charities, and campaigns with political overtones. Lastly, violence also has its place in the ultra
dialogue. Ultra violence generally takes place outside of the stadium because of the police
presence around football matches. Ultras use aural, visual, and violent displays to perform their
political identity for the regular fans and the world.

1) Inside stadia: Inside the stadium the ultras have two goals: to support the team and to
make political statements. Supporting the team is primary because by gaining notoriety as the
most loyal and vociferous fans, the ultras feel that they gain a certain amount of leverage and
authority to back up their political statements. This is fundamental to their ethos. The ultras
define themselves by their loyalty, especially in comparison to normal fans. This will be
examined more closely in the next chapter, but suffice to say that the ultras take pride in being
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the driving force behind songs and chants, as well as in their impressive visual displays that the
rest of the stadium admires.
Chants and songs constitute the bulk of the ultras’ aural activity. The most iconic songs tend
to be the football club’s anthem. Spanish ultras, like English hooligans and fans, often will sing a
capella renditions of the club’s anthem before the game. Just as “I’m forever blowing bubbles”
and “You’ll never walk alone” have become emblematic of West Ham United and Liverpool,
respectively, anthems in Spain provide an opportunity for dramatic displays of loyalty and
solidarity. In my own personal experience, there are few experiences as powerful as the hairraising feeling of singing a team’s anthem along with 60,000 other fans. Almost always, it is the
ultras who initiate a song, and are followed by the rest of the fans. Singing the anthem isn’t
completely relegated to the pre-match warm-up, though. Sometimes, in a very important match,
a team has played well and fought hard against a superior opponent, earning them the
appreciation of the fans. Nonetheless, with mere minutes left, it’s clear that the final score will
not smile upon the home team. In this moment, in the midst of crushing defeat magnified by a
previous hope created by the team’s valiant struggle, the ultras may again sing the anthem. This
is a truly beautiful moment, a stunning display of pride and loyalty as the final seconds tick
away. For most teams, this occurs less than once a year, as the team falls short of its preseason
goals, and is one of the most poignant examples of unyielding support by the ultras.
Additionally, ultras are continuously coming up with new songs or chants, which regular fans
may or may not be familiar with. When Real Madrid wins a game, it is often accompanied in the
final minutes by chants of, “Like this, like this, Madrid wins like this!”60 The Valencia ultras
make their presence known by singing, “We are the curva of Mestalla, I’ll always be by your
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side.”61 In Sevilla, during the 16th minute of the match, ultras sing out Antonio Puerta’s name in
remembrance of the local player who died on the pitch in a 2007 match.
Other chants have more to do with rival teams, and are not so tasteful. In matches against the
Basque team Athletic Bilbao, Frente Atlético sang, “Whoever who doesn’t jump is a fucking
Basque.”62 Boixos Nois are always willing to dedicate Real Madrid fans special lyrics as well.
“Here comes the plague, here comes the Madrid fan, with those easy-to-see horns!”63 Biris, even
when rival cross-town team Betis was in second division, chanted their hatred for Betis in every
game: “Fuck Betis, fuck Betis, eh!”64 For the ultras, like for many sports fans, putting down the
other team is a valid way of demonstrating support for their own team.
The ultras’ political ideology finds its way into chants and songs as well. Fascist ultras will
often insult people from regions with independence claims, especially Catalans, Basques, and
Galicians. Conversely, depending on where the away team is from, they’ll assert that the visitors
are also Spanish to minimize and insult their regional identity. At Athletic Bilbao matches,
Taldea Herri Norte has been known to call for ETA prisoners to be freed.
The visual aspect of in-stadia ultraism consists mainly of tifos, flags, and scarves. A tifo
refers to a large-scale banner or mosaic that the ultras display on their section of the stadium. It is
always large enough to be clearly seen from anywhere in the stadium, sometimes taller than 5
meters. They can be the team’s flag, an image associated with the ultras, or anything else. A
common image displayed on ultra tifos, for example, is the visage of Alex, the main character
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from A Clockwork Orange, often draped in the team’s colors. His face represents anarchic
disregard for rules and a penchant for casual violence that many ultras identify with.65
Regardless of the presence of a tifo, ultra sections are always the most colorful part of the
stadium. There are many flags and scarves being waved, most of them with the team’s colors.
Scarves can be common team scarves, or custom ones designed by ultras. Many teams have
scarves that say “Antimadridista,” and well as similar scarves targeting local rivals.
Looking at the flags that are waved by ultras in matches is the easiest way to determine their
ideology. Save for a few exceptions, fascist ultra group sections will be rife with red-and-yellow
Spanish flags, regardless of their team’s colors. Often, some of them will have fascist symbols,
like the Falange’s set of arrows, a perched eagle, or a Celtic cross. In anti-fascist groups, there
will be regional independence symbols, especially the colors of the Autonomous Community’s
flag.66 Anti-fascist ultras will sometimes bring flags with Che Guevara or other leftist icons on
them. Additionally, there will be a notable absence of Spanish flags and red-and-yellow flags.
Songs, chants, tifos, and flags are simple ways for ultras to make their ideology clear to
everyone in the stadium, including youths interested in joining. Most young people don’t join
ultra groups because they are sympathetic to the ideology. They join because they are interested
in the atmosphere, and then they take on the ideology through osmosis.67
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Anti-fascist ultra groups

Figure 2 Iraultza 1921 ultras at a FC Córdoba vs.
Deportivo Alavés match on March 27, 2016.

Figure 4 Biris Norte ultras at a Sevilla F.C. vs.
Hannover 96 match on August 25, 2011.
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Fascist ultra groups

Figure 3 Frente Atlético ultras at an Atlético Madrid vs.
Real Sociedad match on December 8, 1998.

Figure 5 Supporters Gol Sur ultras at a Real Betis vs.
Sevilla F.C. match on November 24, 2013.
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2) Outside stadia: Ultra activity outside of stadia and not on match day is harder to trace,
especially when it is political in nature. Most groups uphold a façade, maintaining that they are
apolitical. Their participation in marches and events with overt radical political messages isn’t
officially recognized by the group’s leadership, but is common.
An often-overlooked activity that ultra groups do is local campaigns. Many groups,
especially anti-fascist ones, organize charity drives or political campaigns for local causes. In
Sevilla, for example, Biris organized various local charity drives last year. “This year [Biris]
collected toys [for kids], collected food… A lot of people say it’s just to clean our image, but it’s
really done to help.”68 They try to preserve involvement in their local communities through such
charities. Biris also supported “match the fine for Palestine” last year, a movement started by
Celtic’s ultra group Green Brigade in Glasgow. In Celtic’s match against Israeli club Hapoel
Beer Sheva, Green Brigade displayed a Palestinian flag, earning them a hefty fine by the
European football governing body UEFA. In response, the Celtic ultras launched the movement
to give money to various charities that operate in Palestine. They were supported by many antifascist ultra groups throughout Europe.
Many ultra groups also publish fanzines, stickers, and pins that they distribute. Their ideas
and symbolism transcend the football match. Reading fanzines or looking at the symbols and
colors present in their stickers provides valuable insight into the ideology of ultra groups. Fascist
ultra groups maintain tight relationships with the skinhead movement in Spain. Ultrassur,
Brigadas Blanquiazules, Frente Atlético, and Ultras Yomus, among others, have capos who are
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prominent members of fascist parties and skinhead organizations. 69 Fascist symbols and
language are common in their publications. Brigadas Blanquiazules old fanzine (Gol Sur
Ultrazine) published, “Brigadas Sieg Heil” in 1988. 70 Anti-fascist ultra groups, on the other
hand, commonly use the anti-fascist red-and-black sign in their publications and stickers. In the
Brigadas Amarillas fanzine published for the 2014/2015 season, the Cádiz ultras have antifascist
signage in addition to hype for an upcoming match and gripes with the club administration.

3) Violence: That violence is a tolerable aspect of inter-ultra interaction is unmistakable
because of their attempts at regulating it. It is not uncommon for ultra groups to plan a fight in
which both groups agree to bring a set number of people. These kinds of fights are like sport – it
is a leisure activity. Organized fights like this are predicated on a certain degree of trust. Each
group needs to be fairly confident that their opponents will respect rules about what kinds of
weapons will be used and when the fighting will stop. This form of violence most closely
resembles English hooligan violence, characterized as a thrill-seeking endeavor. In fact, many
ultra groups have ‘hooligan’ sections made up of people who specialize in, and enjoy, fighting.
Francisco, a hooligan for Sevilla F.C.’s Biris, actually exclaimed that he was anomaly in being
so ‘well-rounded’ – he attended rallies and participated in making large visual displays in
addition to fighting other ultras. 71 Ultras, especially in larger groups like Frente Atlético,
Ultrassur, Biris, or Boixos Nois normally fall into quite specified roles within the group, one of
which is violence. Fighting is the hooligans’ specialized niche in the group, and for many is the
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reason they join. The politics come after, imposed by the group.72 Even those that are personally
more politically apathetic, though, are unflagging in their militancy for their group’s political
stance, because it is demanded of them.
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Figure 6 Stickers and print from anti-fascist ultra groups, with anti-fascist and Andalusian regionalist symbolism.
Clockwise from top left: Xerez CD’s Kolectivo Sur, Sevilla F.C.'s Biris Norte (twice), CA Osasuna's Indar Gorri,
Cádiz CF’s Brigadas Amarillas.
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Collins, one of the foremost sociologists studying violence, calls hooligan violence the most
sophisticated form of sports violence. “I call it ‘sophisticated,’” he writes, “because it is
deliberately contrived for the sake of having a good time in the excitement of fighting.” 73
However, this regulated form of fighting is impossible between bitter rivals with opposing
ideologies.74 Violence between a fascist ultra group and a rival anti-fascist group is a much more
dangerous endeavor. It generally starts like the fight in Madrid that led to Jimmy’s death started
– with an invasion of the opposition’s ‘turf’. Ismael describes the event:
The objective is to try to avoid the police checkpoints, arrive at the other team’s
city, sit in a bar, and call and say, ‘hey, we’re here - we’re in your city, right?
We’re disrespecting you.’ Then, supposedly, the local group has the obligation
to attack you.75

Hostile incursions like this are dramatically different from organized fights. There is still a
basic moral code, but there is no way to enforce it, and often fights get out of hand. Lessregulated encounters affirm the metaphor of the ultra world as a war. No longer is the fight about
leisure or fun, now it becomes a struggle between fascism and anti-fascism, and just like in war,
the rules aren’t always followed. Ismael and Francisco reflect on how a fight against Frente
Atlético is entirely different from the previously described structured contests, because one is
fascist, and the other is anti-fascist:
Ismael: There’s a general moral law that you can’t kick a man while he’s on the
ground, you can’t take out a knife… but it happens. A guy from Frente
Atlético and a guy from Biris, the way things are right now [it happens].
Francisco: Fuck, in Plaza Mayor there were knives flying everywhere.
Ismael: It’s just that at the end of the day the rivalry is so… politics get so
encrypted in it that they go all out. It’s not ultra, it’s a war – it’s a war.
Francisco: In the fight between Frente Atlético and Riazor Blues where they
killed Jimmy, Antonio finished with 3 stab wounds in his side. When I was
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with the ultras from Zafra there were knives, too.76

In short, the ‘senseless’ violence that fans and media condemn is anything but. In some
instances, the violence is organized and expressive. Ultras from rival groups will set a date and
fight each other in a relatively structured setting. Violence in such a setting is fun for the
participants. Also, it is more tied to football. The fight gains import because it takes place with
the backdrop of the competition between the ultras’ respective teams. At the same time, the fight
serves to minimize the chaos of unpredictable match outcomes. The ultras have a sense power
over the fate of the team – a victory in the fight can minimize the disappointment of the team’s
loss, or can render the chaotic euphoria of a win more manageable.77
In the other scenario, the violence derives its meaning from ideological conflict. This is the
case with the second kind of fight – spontaneous and unregulated. The political identity of the
ultras is predicated on ‘othering’ the opposition. The rivals of the fascist ultras aren’t leftists,
instead they identify as anti-fascist, highlighting an existence through antagonism. There is
nothing fun about these fights. Some thrill-seeking ultras might enjoy the feeling of being
involved, but enjoyment is not the goal. Instead, the fight is a statement. It is a simultaneous
validation of one’s own ideology and a repudiation of the enemy’s ideology. Football has little to
do with this kind of fight. Every ultra group ostensibly exists first-and-foremost to support a
team, but the sport is left behind when knives come out. It’s a war, and it has more to do with
Franco’s legacy than it does with the week’s football match.
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In any event, it is clear that ultras accept that violence is an important part of their
interactions with other ultras. This is especially obvious in the organized, ‘regulated’ fights. The
ultras, notably hooligan sections within the ultra group, talk to each other and plan the encounter
specifically for their enjoyment. Videos of the fights are sometimes taken and uploaded to the
internet, further indicating the acceptability of violence as a legitimate form of inter-group
interaction.
The bloody, spontaneous fights that occur in an overtly political context are more
complicated. Ultras on both sides condemn the flagrant disregard for the commonly accepted
rules (excessive violence against a prone opponent or use of knives and similar weapons), and
use similar rhetoric in defense of their own violations.78 Ultras decry violence that goes beyond
the traditionally accepted scope. Today, years after the fight that resulted in Jimmy’s death,
Frente Atlético ultras still are bombarded with chants of “murderers!” at away matches.79 Ultras
are disgusted when their opponents bring lethal weapons, and call them cowards. On their own
part, fascist and anti-fascist ultras alike cite lack of trust as their reason for bringing knives
themselves. Lack of trust is also the barrier to organizing more regulated fights, leading instead
to the more chaotic and violent brawls.
The situation fits into a classical prisoner’s dilemma matrix. If both groups don’t bring
knives, then the outcome is best for both – nobody is likely to leave with serious injury. If only
one group brings knives, then the group that didn’t bring knives is at a disadvantage – only they
are likely to receive serious injuries. Therefore, both groups end up bringing knives to prevent
the worst case scenario of being under-armed, and everyone is more at risk of serious injury.
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When ultra groups trust each other, this is similar to changing the prisoner’s dilemma into a
repeated situation with many iterations. Trusting ultra groups, even if they still have a rivalry,
can organize their fights ahead of time, and dramatically reduce the likelihood of violence
getting out of hand.
Note that even in this prisoner’s dilemma parallel, none of the decisions can lead to no
violence. Simply, there are degrees of organization and regulation that can minimize injury.
Once again, this points to the ultras’ acceptance of violence as an appropriate part of their
interactions with each other. Even if they cry foul play when things get out of hand, rarely do the
ultras condemn the use of violence itself.
In the ultra world, violence is a legitimate method of measuring oneself against other groups,
having a good time, or making a statement against an opposing group’s political ideology. This
last case is when the violence is most brutal and has the least to do with football, and the most to
do with political identity.
All of these aspects of ultraism that happen inside or outside stadia, including violence, are
legitimate forms of dialogue in a large-scale political discussion for the ultras. Chants, tifos,
flags, songs, and organized fights are ways of asserting one’s own political ideology rebuking
another group’s.
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Chapter 4: Constructing the rhetorical frame
The ultra phenomenon in Spain is built upon the state’s rhetorical frame. Ultraism has
developed into a network of groups with collective political identities that generally fall on either
side of a binary ideological disagreement. Ideology has surpassed sporting rivalries and football
as the defining factor of the ultra landscape. The ultras’ political identities are micro-level
expressions of macro-level cleavages, coalesced into a rhetorical frame. This chapter describes
the top-down half of the mezzo-level, and how historical ideological conflicts created macrocleavages that the ultras express in their political identities. A theoretical overview of the
rhetorical frame will be followed by an applied analysis of the Spanish case.
Borrowing heavily from David Art and Consuelo Cruz, I define a rhetorical frame as the
ideological context in which actors situate their beliefs and actions. It is the setting in which
actors discover their values and establish their worldview. Individual identity and collective
identity are bound by the rhetorical frame. Shaped by historical factors, political machinations,
and dialogue (encompassing public debates, symbolism, and violence), the boundaries of the
rhetorical frame condense around a few key cleavages.
That the rhetorical frame establishes the boundaries of acceptable speech and action is the
result of its power to constrain even actors’ own internal thoughts. Cruz consolidates this idea
most elegantly:
Because actors situate their struggles within a dominant rhetorical frame,
political contests between them engender a collective field of imaginable
possibilities, which I define as a restricted array of plausible scenarios of how
the world can or cannot be changed and how the future ought to look.80
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This in turn sets boundaries on individual actors’ interactions with one another. It doesn’t
dictate the nature of the interactions that occur within it, but it does define the limits of legitimate
political space.81 It is especially salient for popular matters that capture a society’s attention –
issues integral to the rhetorical frame itself. The rhetorical frame’s effects on discourse around
key issues are intuitively obvious if one thinks about how the same issue is debated by political
elites in two different countries. Place the image of two politicians in a European social-welfare
state arguing about how to reform the pension system against the image of two politicians in the
United States. arguing about the same issue. The difference in the debate is the product of
different rhetorical frames in each country. A rhetorical frame serves a function in some ways
analogous to ‘political correctness,’ in that it determines what is and isn’t an acceptable opinion.
To see the rhetorical frame as simply an outline for acceptable speech, though, is only to scratch
its surface. Acceptable speech is not governed by explicit boundaries, it operates at a much
deeper level. The rhetorical frame instead influences actors’ very conception of themselves, and
their relationship to society. The relationship between the rhetorical frame and acceptable
dialogue is therefore both indirect and extremely strong, flowing through people’s accepted
values and norms. Concisely, the rhetorical frame is a consolidation of history, collective
memory, and social pressures, that forces people to constrain themselves within its bounds.
The rhetorical frame is continuously being shaped by dialogue that happens within it. Cruz
and Art both describe variations of this. Art calls this dialogue ‘public debate’ and defines it as
exchanges by political elites that are reported by the media. 82 Cruz similarly focuses on the
messaging and framing of political leaders as fundamental to setting the rhetorical frame.
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I significantly expand the scope of these definitions. In my view, crucial dialogue is not
relegated to political elites – any group that engages in dialogue with key cleavages in the
existing rhetorical frame is exerting an influence upon it. Further, dialogue includes not just oral
debate, but also visual displays of ideas and even violence. In this framework, a fight between
fascists and anti-fascists is functionally the same as a ‘civilized’ debate between them. However,
violence is the more powerful form of dialogue, implying higher levels of commitment than
verbal debate. Even when it appears that only fringe actors are engaging in violence,
microsociological studies of violence suggest that these actors are often giving voice to the
sentiments of those around them. They can act as a proxy for expressing the emotions and
identities of the group behind them.83 Violence can be a group’s statement interpreted through a
few individuals.
Dialogue molds and sets the rhetorical frame in various ways. It repackages existing ideas
and debates to center around a condensed set of cleavages, and through repetition buttresses
them. When dialogue is concentrated on certain cleavages, it also polarizes opinions about them,
making them sticky in public discourse. A single argument between two politicians about
healthcare is meaningless, but repeated arguments about healthcare with consistent framing
exerts pressure upon the rhetorical frame to accommodate the issue as a fundamental cleavage.
Stances on the healthcare can then become a statement of ethos for competing political camps.
Tilly, in his 2002 book Stories, Identities, and Political Change, explains that the story is our
fundamental unit of conversation.84 This is how people speak amongst themselves, and also how
elite political actors talk to the public. Dialogue is organized into stories as a way to neatly
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package complicated information. For example, stories will often simplify conflict into blackand-white narratives. Kracauer, for his part, agrees: “Historians usually establish meaningful
relationships, causal or otherwise, between successive groups of events, tracing the
chronologically later ones to those preceding them.”85
Identity construction is no exception; groups simplify and dichotomize intricate conflicts,
often on purpose. If self-declarative identity, which I argue is constructed within the envelope of
the rhetorical frame, requires an ‘other’ against which to conceive of itself, it is because identity
is a product of a rhetorical frame which also is inextricably built upon antithetical ideas, or
cleavages. One can generally chronologically trace the creation of such cleavages. Its
consequence is the tendency of conflict to push cleavages towards a binary nature. As a result the
rhetorical frame also forms around critical cleavages – conflicts that are continuously repackaged
and reinforced through dialogue until they become essential cleavages for the rhetorical frame.
Cruz and Art also coincide on the importance of critical moments in which the rhetorical
frame is particularly malleable, and I agree. “Rather than conceiving of ideas as shifting slowly
and gradually…” says Art, “[my argument] focuses on those moments when ideas change
rapidly and dramatically.”86 Cruz likewise emphasizes critical moments in history when ideas
and rhetorical frames are ripe for dramatic change. 87 These can look like times of political
instability, regime change, or even war on the historical scale. On the shorter time frame, there
can be smaller critical moments – times when the rhetorical frame is less stable than usual, even
if it isn’t in total disarray. This can be an election cycle or a national disaster – times when
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political elites are more likely to successfully reframe existing ideas, and new issues are
interwoven into the rhetorical frame.
Spanish football ultras, like any collective group, operate within a rhetorical frame.
Accurately describing something as imprecise as a rhetorical frame is impossible. Nonetheless,
one can at least capture the essence of the rhetorical frame by discerning the apparent critical
cleavages, much like one diagnoses a disease by recording the symptoms. In Spain, two such
critical cleavages exist: a fascist-anti-fascist conflict, and a nationalist-regionalist divide. It is
critical to note that these cleavages are not to be understood as fiery, ongoing debates. Without a
doubt, fascism in Spain has fallen dramatically out of favor, and is currently all but politically
insignificant. Regionalism and nationalism, too, are not the most important ideas to voters,
outside of Catalonia. However, out of these cleavages have risen the frame in which subsidiary
issues are discussed. The intensity of past fascist/anti-fascist conflict led to a Pact of
Forgetting.88 Imposed silence is as indicative of the weight of the divide as any voiced argument.
In fact, the Spanish state exists and conceives of itself in many aspects in opposition to the way
things were under Franco. There is a latent fear of its own dictatorial, fascist past that still guides
Spain’s democracy today. Regionalism, as a counter to nationalism, also sprouted out of this
historical struggle. Decades of fighting, regime changes, and war have repeatedly framed
dialogue around these two divides. From the fires of the First Republic (1873-1874), through the
elections of the Second Republic (1931-1934), and into Civil War (1936-1939) and the Franco
regime (1939-1975), a narrative of fascism/anti-fascism and nationalism-regionalism was forged.
It is sparked in the First Republic, which institutionalized political competition in the form of
parties after centuries of uninterrupted monarchy. This ideal persisted through the Bourbon
88
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restoration, in which power of the weakened legislative courts alternated by design between
conservative and progressive parties. Two regime changes are critical moments in which
political power was dichotomized between ‘progressive’ and ‘conservative.’ The First Republic
had consolidated the idea of political parties, moving away from monarchical political
monopoly, and the Restoration simplified this new political forum into two camps. The concept
of alternating control of legislative power lent itself to the notion that there was a substantive
difference between the parties that took control. It wasn’t enough to cycle power through the
hands of different people, it had to pass through parties with different ideologies. Thus, out of a
long-standing, monarchical political system appear the beginnings of what will become a future
fascist-anti-fascist divide.
General Primo de Rivera’s eight-year military dictatorship is sandwiched between the two
Spanish Republics. His attempts to unify Spain by eliminating political opposition and crippling
the political party institution actually kindled a widening ideological divide. By criminalizing
political opposition, Primo forced people into growingly antithetical camps in which the
outlawed side was forced to take on a new clandestine, existential tone. He was unable to
minimize the dialogue initiated in the First Republic, and succeeded only in polarizing the two
camps created under the Restoration.89 His counter-productive strategy can be chalked up to a
miscalculation of the intensity of the ideological dichotomy institutionalized in the First Republic
and Bourbon Restoration. Where he thought he could simply eliminate one side of the conflict,
Primo instead caused the progressives to dig deeper in response to his attempt at eradicating
them. He elevated political dissention to a life-or-death cause, pushing progressives even further
away from the traditionalist power-holders.
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Massive opposition ousted Primo and set the stage for another critical moment – the
establishment of the Second Republic in 1931, in which regionalism/nationalism was established
as a key cleavage. In the democratic Second Republic, the progressives took their turn in power,
and the Catalans and Basques suddenly found sympathetic ears to their claims of independence,
swiftly initiating a process for acquiring political autonomy. The conservatives interpreted this
initiative as a direct assault on traditional Spain, a fracturing of the sovereign nation. In the midst
of a fierce ideological battle between already-polarized progressive and traditional camps,
regional autonomy became a central issue that mobilized an already-frustrated conservative
faction. That the existing camps fell neatly on opposite sides is not unexpected. In a time of such
contentious power struggles, it is natural for opponents to distance themselves from the
opposition, even if the issue isn’t that ideologically important to one side. ‘Othering’ one’s
opponents serves to consolidate one’s own base, reinforcing a group’s existence in contrast to the
enemy. When the Republicans agreed to grant degrees of political autonomy to Catalonia and the
Basque Country, and the conservatives protested in accordance to their views, it served only to
reinforce a previously tepid commitment to regional autonomy on the side of the Republicans.
Again, one side’s outspoken defense of an issue unwittingly polarized it and cemented it into the
national dialogue.
Up until now, what we have seen are a series of critical moments in which dialogue (largely
in the form of debate by political elites) repeatedly framed conflict as a binary. Each new regime
sought to consolidate its power by focusing on a set of issues, forcing opposition to consolidate
ideologically. Conflict deepened and polarized the two camps as political elites underscored
regional autonomy as a defining issue. Regionalism-nationalism grew as a coinciding cleavage to
traditionalism-progressivism. Thus, as the Second Republic progressed, the important cleavage
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resembled a progressive-traditionalist divide with regionalism-nationalism serving as a subcleavage that fell along the same political lines.
The 1936 Civil War was the largest critical juncture that led to an evolution from
progressivism/traditionalism to anti-fascism/fascism. The composition of the two sides in the
Civil War was vital in the shaping of the rhetorical frame. Franco became the leader of the
‘traditionalist’ side, inserting fascist ideology into the mix. Because of his leadership,
conservative allies found themselves fighting behind a Mussolini-esque banner of nationalism
and fascism, instead of Spain’s historical conservative values. The opposition was a far more
diffuse coalition. Anarchists, Communists, Socialists, Republicans, Catalans, and Basques came
together. To label this side as ‘republicans’ would be not only an oversimplification, but also
incorrect. Certainly the Communists and Anarchists did not support republican government. The
Catalans and Basques may have had republicans among them, but were generally fighting for
their own political autonomy. The more natural rallying cry was a statement of distilled
opposition: anti-fascism. Each group in the coalition saw Franco as an existential threat to their
own ideology. Because the war demanded partnership among these groups to defeat Franco, the
central ideological conflict in Spain morphed from a traditional vs. progressive conflict into one
of anti-fascism and fascism.90 Additionally, because the Catalans, Basques, and to some extent
Galicians were crucial to the war effort, both sides were similarly forced to integrate nationalism
or regionalism into their wartime rhetoric. Violence, as I consider it to be form of dialogue, was
an escalation of debate at this critical juncture. War and death reinforced this new framing of a
macro-level Spanish cleavage.
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After the war, one of Franco’s first goals was to unify Spain by eliminating precisely the
expressions of ideological conflict that had sparked the conflict. While he was quite successful in
silencing opposition and dialogue, Franco underestimated the depth of the cleavages formed
from the First Republic, molded in the second, and deepened in the Civil War.
The expression of conflict he was trying to suppress, however, found an outlet in football.
Ironically, it was Franco himself who helped football become the perfect context for a revival of
a

dialogue

centered

around

the

macro-cleavages

of

fascism/anti-fascism

and

nationalism/regionalism. His failure to silence this conflict was not without precedence, in fact,
Franco made a similar mistake as Primo de Rivera, whose attempts to smother dissent succeeded
only in strengthening it.
Franco single-handedly professionalized and institutionalized the game of football in Spain.
It is no accident that football became the national pass-time; the national league received funding
support, footballers were professionalized, and games were organized abroad as a way of
showcasing Spanish talent to the world. The exaggerated importance that football took on was
designed to lend authority and legitimacy to an institution that Franco hoped would become a
beacon of Spanish unity and pride. Stadia were rare oases in which the display of flags and
symbols was allowed with the goal of encouraging demonstrations of national pride through
sport. Nacionalfutbolismo was an attempt at centralizing a new cultural tradition and bridging the
gap between fascists and anti-fascists, regionalists and nationalists. Football, meant to be the
perfect manifestation of traditional, unified Spain, ended up being the opposite: a ground for
symbolic contention and dialogue along the same lines that the Civil War had played out on.
As we followed along the thread of Spanish history, strung with beads of critical moments,
dialogue reinterpreted some existing cleavages and dragged others into the national
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consciousness, but never simply eliminated them. We can apply here the dialectic model to better
understand the process. I noted previously the propensity towards organizing ideological
conflicts into binaries and cleavages. The critical cleavages become the base of the rhetorical
frame, influencing present identities and dialogue. In the future, group identities within the same
frame may face their own struggles, and new conflicts will arise that are repackaged into critical
cleavages, changing the nature of the rhetorical frame along the way. Collective identity, which
absorbs and expresses the critical cleavages of the rhetorical frame, is a synthesis of the
antithetical parts of a critical cleavage.91 Rarely, however, do the cleavages simply disappear,
even when they are stifled – they are only absorbed and evolved.
Franco’s endeavor to make football a place of expression, and yet avoid expression of the
dominant cleavages was doomed to fail. He underestimated how the Civil War had made the
fascist-anti-fascist and the regionalist-nationalist divides parts of the Spanish ethos, and he
overestimated his own ability to reshape these cleavages at a time in which the rhetorical frame
was not nearly as malleable as it was during the Civil War.
Throughout the Franco regime, football fans continuously participated in thinly veiled
dialogue centering along regionalist and nationalist lines. Football teams that became emblems
of regional rebellion took on regional colors, and highlighted whenever possible regional pride.
Subtle displays of regional pride like team banners with regional colors in the background
became bolder as the regime became more involved in international affairs, and bent to pressures
to liberalize economically and politically. Quiroga writes, “there is little doubt that Barça acted
as a catalyst and vehicle of a Catalan, sometimes Catalanist and often anti-Francoist identity in
91
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the early 1970s.”92 Athletic Bilbao institutional culture was even more of a rejection of Franco’s
nacionalfutbolismo. In the Basque Country, Vaczi explains that, “Athletic’s philosophy is
celebrated as a centenarian tradition whose symbolic function rests in its invariance: the Bilbao
club does not sign foreigners, and resists the laws of a rapidly changing soccer world.”93
Of course some teams did fall into Franco’s desired archetype. Atlético Madrid and Real
Madrid vied for the favor of El Caudillo, and the football club RCD Espanyol in Barcelona
became a nationalist oasis in a region determined to fight for more regional autonomy. The
media celebrated Real Madrid’s victories as Spanish victories. Games between Real Madrid and
F.C. Barcelona, or between Atlético Madrid and Athletic Bilbao carried heavy, extra-football
importance.
Post-Franco Spain is exemplified politically by the Pacto del Olvido (Pact of Forgetting). It
was far more successful at mollifying ideological cleavages than Franco had been, in part
because it allowed for their expression instead of pretending they didn’t exist, simply opting to
not engage in dialogue at the top political level. However, the Pact did nothing to address
football as a world in which the dialogue (including violent and symbolic media) stayed alive,
and grew as liberalization allowed it to. The ultras arose out of this fragile continuation of
suppressed dialogue. The ultras are the expansion and intensification of the same dialogue, now
allowed to go further, dipping even into violence.
The landscape of Spanish ultraism is largely defined by political ideology. Rare are ultra
groups that don’t fall into one side of the anti-fascist fascist argument. In peripheral regions like
Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Galicia, another point of contention is even more important:
regionalism. Regional independentism can be seen as a natural progression from the anti-Franco
92
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resistance during the regime, but nationalist ultras similarly trace their roots to the same conflict.
Groups like Ultra Boys and Brigadas Blanquiazules (from Gijón and Barcelona, respectively)
are Spanish nationalist, in stark opposition to other local teams.
These are cases in which the rhetorical frame shapes group identities. The endogenous
pressure to distinguish self from other is a mainstay of the process of identity formation.
Obviously, ultra groups easily and readily pull from the well of sporting competition to fulfill
this process. As organizations primarily conceived to support a football team that exists to
compete with other teams, ultra groups are born with natural ‘others.’
In exactly the same way that Primo, the Republicans, and Franco forced certain cleavages to
become entrenched and polarized on the macro level, so ultra groups interact on the micro level.
One ultra group’s budding ideology can be great impetus for their local rival to embrace political
ideological opposition to magnify existing sporting competition. 94 This explains how major
cross-town rivalries like Sevilla-Betis, Espanyol-Barcelona, and Rayo Vallecano-Atlético
Madrid also turn into anti-fascist/fascist and regionalist-nationalist dialogue between the teams’
ultras. Because the ultra phenomenon in Spain has come to revolve around these two cleavages,
the declarative collective identity of ultra groups has absorbed them as key traits, and used them
to distinguish each other from their rivals.
Thus, the state’s macro rhetorical frame is the foundation for the micro context of the ultra
phenomenon. Note that these are not the same. The macro rhetorical frame is built around the
two cleavages of fascism/anti-fascism and regionalism-nationalism, but the first is hardly openly
discussed today. Yet, the micro ultra context sees these cleavages as open dialogues. The macro-
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cleavages are being expressed at the micro level. Ultra groups’ identities are shaped by the
context of the phenomenon, and the phenomenon of ultras is shaped by the rhetorical frame. In
short, the world of ultras is the product of the rhetorical frame, and the ultra groups’ identities
conform to that shape. Construction of micro-level identity magnifies and expresses the key
cleavages built at the macro-level.
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Chapter 5: Ultras after Franco – a change in opportunity structure
This chapter looks into why ultraism is a phenomenon receptive to adoption and expression
of the critical fascism/anti-fascism and nationalism/regionalism cleavages that are at the root of
the Spanish rhetorical frame. Spanish ultras are so invested in this ideological rivalry that it has
subjugated football rivalry, dominating the ultra world. What is it about the ultra world that led
to such a powerful manifestation of these conflicts? Ultraism is inherently compatible with
expression of political cleavages because of existing sporting rivalries, the global
commodification of the sport, and its performative nature. Further, there was a change in the
opportunity and incentive structures of ultraism after Franco’s death because of a new
commitment to free speech.
Up until the death of Franco, peñas had been the default unit of organized football fandom in
Spain. Peñas are groupings of fans of a certain club team which often meet to cheer and talk
about football. They are the casual, traditional birthplace of ultra groups. After the regime
change youths in the peñas broke off to congregate in their own groups, eschewing the more
passive, traditional support displayed by older peña fans in favor of the new ultra style. The ultra
groups, consisting almost exclusively of young males, were nuclei for active and violent support
for club football teams. Modeled initially after the English hooligans and Italian ultras, the
Spanish ultras copied their youth subcultures, imitating the ‘heavy,’ ‘mod,’ and ‘skin’
aesthetics.95 They quickly became an active presence in stadia, and a rise in violent encounters
between ultra groups accompanied their growth.96 By the early 1990s, the ideological lines were
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clear, and most football teams had ultras that identified with one extreme of the fascist-antifascist binary. “From the start various political tendencies existed among the militant fan groups,
closely reflecting the deep-seated regional and national identities in Spanish football and society
at large,” writes Spaaij. But within a year, “political oppositions gradually came to dominate
inter-group rivalries.”97 The young ultra fans had not only escalated support for their favorite
teams, but had also imbued fandom with highly contentious political meaning.
The extreme politicization of football ultraism in Spain is the result of a change in the
opportunity structure for this mode of expression directly after the death of Franco. The tipping
point in the opportunity structure was a lowering of cost after Franco died. The lowered cost was
due to the sudden expansion of freedom of speech initiated by the democratic regime, allowing
ultras to be open about their contentious political views. Ultraism also has three endogenous
properties that add to the incentive structure of ultraism, encouraging the creation of strong
political identities: existing sporting rivalries that promoted ‘othering,’ the global
commodification of football against which ultras perceive their own traditional identity, and the
performative aspect of ultraism that makes it fertile ground for communal identity construction.
What follows is an examination of each factor.

Lower cost of ultraism – expansion of free speech after Franco’s death: The extremely
high cost of ultraism during the regime was diminished as political barriers to regionalist and
anti-fascist expression were removed after his death. Under Franco, strict ideological conformity
was sustained through fear. He set the tone for his ruthless and systematized repression of
political expression during the first year of his rule, known as the White Terror, in which it is
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estimated that 200,000 people died.98 Known political dissenters were imprisoned, or even put to
death. An abridged justice system erred on the side of severity, and it was not uncommon for
accusations of ideological impurity to be met with stark punishment, without trial. Intellectuals
and Republicans were heavily discriminated against. Franco strove to create an ideologically
unified Spain based on traditional, Catholic values. Any minor display of progressive, republican
ideas was swiftly eliminated. Football didn’t escape this repression. If anything, the sport was
closely watched over. Llopis-Goig writes:
Sport became part of the state’s machinery… Sport was subordinated to the
state and impregnated with fascist terminology. The ideas giving meaning to
sport were obedience, submission, and military discipline. 99

The regime’s active interest in promoting fascist, nationalist values through football made the
raucous displays of regionalism in stadia that today’s ultras are known for impossible.
Franco’s unified Spain also meant a subjugation of regional culture in favor of a dominant
Spanish culture. For Catalonia and the Basque Country, the Second Republic had been an
opportunity to push for autonomy. The republican coalition had been sympathetic to their claims
of independence, and the government had sought to allow Catalans and Basques their own
regional governments with more autonomy. This had been perhaps the single most polarizing
issue between leftists and moderate conservatives in the 1930s. During his nearly 40 years in
power, Franco was relentless in his efforts to reverse this movement. The dictator’s concentrated
assault on peripheral culture was a continuation of a war strategy that had deemed it strategically
important to bomb F.C. Barcelona’s corporate headquarters. The next year, the inaugural
Generalissimo’s Cup Final was held in Barcelona as a statement of cultural conquest to
accompany military victory. Franco’s cultural genocide attacked F.C. Barcelona and Athletic
98
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Bilbao especially, forcing Barcelona to adopt a more Castilian name: ‘Barcelona Club de
Fútbol.’100 This dampened football fandom in Catalonia and the Basque Country, where support
for local teams was tied to local culture and language. Even innocuous exhibition of regional
pride was harshly suppressed.
Franco’s death, and the cessation of his regime’s political censorship fundamentally changed
the opportunity structure of ultra expressions of regional and political ideologies, and by
extension the incentive structure. In terms of freedom of expression, there is a clear before-andafter Franco.
The political freedom found in post-Franco Spain is embodied in the Pacto del Olvido, or the
Pact of Forgetting. The Pact of Forgetting was a decision by both progressive and traditionalist
political elites to actively avoid dealing with the legacy of Franco’s dictatorship. The Pact was
characterized by a remarkable willingness of political leaders from all sides to compromise for
the sake of building a stable democracy. The most tangible consequence of the Pact of Forgetting
is the 1977 Amnesty Law that prohibits crimes that occurred during the dictatorship from being
brought to trial. The law effectively prevented investigations into many war crimes and human
rights abuses, and minimized any form of remuneration for victims of such actions.
One of the goals is to ensure free political expression. In Spanish psyche, the Pact of
Forgetting stands in direct contrast to Franco’s imperative of a unified Spain. It maintains a
neutral stance on historical memory, rather than dictating a narrative about the past dictatorship.
Shevel describes the ramifications of the Pact and the success of the democracy:
The Spanish case challenges a common belief that collective historical memory
is a precondition for national unity by showing that national unity can be built
on a foundation other than shared collective memory. Spain has been called
‘one of the most politically and regionally divided nations in Europe.’ The
sources of this division are not only the “peripheral nationalism” of Basques
100
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and Catalans but also the depths of the divisions created by the civil war and
the Franco era that resulted in attempts ‘to appropriate national identity from
the opposing side.’101

While many cite this novel approach to dealing with historical memory as crucial to the
strength of Spain’s post-Franco political institutions, it also carries significant repercussions that
percolate down to the micro level. Most importantly, throughout Spain, many people were left
without “closure.” Although political elites had decided to leave the Franco legacy behind, many
local communities were left with incongruent, and sometimes conflictual, interpretations of their
historical memories. The stability of Spain’s post-dictatorship democratic political institutions,
predicated as they are on tunnel-vision towards the future, juxtapose with the ultras’ insistence
on reviving past conflict. By reviving the fascist/anti-fascist and nationalist/regionalist fight in
the football world, the ultras are taking advantage of the democratization of memory provided by
the Pact, at the same time as they defy its goal of forgetting the past.
Spain’s immediate political liberalization following Franco’s death decriminalized antifascist and regionalist speech. Youth in many peñas splintered off to form ultra groups who
focused on precisely these ideas. At the same time, raucous nationalist and fascist ultra groups
arose from traditionalist peñas in response, leading to the binary political conflict that is central
to Spanish ultraism. All of this started within a few years of Franco’s death.
The lowered cost of ultraism enabled open displays of previously prohibited ideas. But why
was football ultraism the ideal context for the expression of these ideas? There are three
endogenous benefits that affect the incentive structure, making it a perfect domain for the
incursion of ideological conflict: Existing sporting rivalries, global commodification, and
performance.
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1) Existing competitive sporting oppositions: Football as organized sport is a uniquely

fertile ground for planting identities predicated on the fascist/anti-fascist cleavages of the past
through ultraism. It is already predicated on competitive rivalries that facilitate boundary
creation between groups. Ultras imbue preexisting sporting rivalries with political meaning.
The existing football rivalries allowed ultra groups to consolidate their own political
ideologies in response to other groups’. Intra-group ideological tension was not uncommon,
especially during the development of the Spanish ultra phenomenon, but it was almost always
transcended by intergroup conflict. The two major teams in Barcelona present a good example.
F.C. Barcelona was by the 1980s already a cultural symbol of Catalanism. Its ultras, Boixos
Nois, developed three initial factions: right-wing separatists, left-wing separatists, and apolitical
ultras. By the early 1990s, the skinhead movement had gained traction in Spain, and so the rightwing separatist factions grew to control Boixos Nois.102 RCD Espanyol, F.C. Barcelona’s crosstown rival, spent much of its existence trying to dispel a common belief that they represented the
fascist-sympathizing club in Barcelona. The director of a RCD Espanyol fan organization argued
that “the fact that Espanyol never explicitly backed a certain political position has been exploited
by Barcelona. An image has been created of Espanyol as a pro-Franco movement.”103 However,
RCD Espanyol’s ultras, Brigadas Blanquiazules, did indeed develop into a far-right, nationalist
group, in part to consciously distance themselves ideologically from the separatist Boixos
Nois.104 Sporting rivalry was consolidated by ultras that came to adopt and amplify previously
exaggerated political caricatures of themselves. The ideological conflict between Brigadas
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Blanquiazules and Boixos Nois was then deepened throughout the 1990s by multiple violent
interactions.105
At the same time, an ultra rivalry in Seville was developing along similar lines. Real Betis
and Sevilla F.C. are the two dominant football clubs in the city. Sevilla’s peña Biri Biri turned
into Spain’s first ultra group, Biris Norte, in 1975. It wasn’t until 1986 that Betis’ own peña El
Chupe turned into an ultra group, known as Supporters Gol Sur. 106 Biris Norte from the
beginning had a strong anti-fascist, Andalusian, and antiracist identity, named, as they were, after
the team’s first black player. Supporters Gol Sur initially developed a compatible ideology.
However, as Supporters’ became popular, a skinhead faction, called Skin Betis, grew from within
the ultra group, ultimately coming to dominate the group and impose their ideology on the group
in 1991. The impetus for the radical ideological shift was the rivalry with Sevilla F.C., whose
ultras were older and already well-established. The onus was on Supporters to distinguish
themselves and to reaffirm the sporting rivalry on ideological terms.
Betis’ Supporters Gol Sur’s ideological flip-flop points to the irresistible desire to reinforce
sporting rivalries with politics. Betis’ club history proves how unlikely the turn to fascism and
nationalism was for the ultras. The team has generally been known as the working class team in
the city, or the ‘poor man’s team.’ Further, Betis’ team colors are green and white, an allusion to
the Andalusian flag, which ironically was abandoned by the ultras in favor of the Spanish flag
after 1991 by Supporters Gol Sur.
The Sevilla-Betis rivalry is one of the fiercest in the football world. Biris Norte has a habit of
singing lewd chants against Betis in every match, regardless of who Sevilla is playing against.
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Even in the 2014-2015 season (in which Betis was competing in the 2nd division and thus was
literally not even in the same league as Sevilla) Biris continued their tradition of chanting “Puta
Betis,” at least once a game. The two ultra groups regularly get into fights. And yet, for the
ultras, sporting rivalry has been subjugated to the dominance of political ideological rivalry. In
an interview, two Biris explained that Betis fans, and even some Supporters members are
welcomed by them, provided they don’t share Supporters’ racist and nationalist ideology.107 On
the other hand, Biris and Supporters regularly come to violence over ideological disputes. The
stark contrast between the two ultra groups is evident in their respective stadia. The area around
the north end of Sevilla’s stadium, where Biris is situated, is speckled with Andalusian
independence flags and leftist symbolism, and there is a conspicuous absence of Spanish flags as
far as the group’s sphere of influence reaches. In the south end of Betis’ stadium, meanwhile,
red-and-yellow Spanish flags and Falangist symbolism is as ubiquitous as the absence of
Andalusian flags.108

2) Global commodification of the sport: The globalization and commodification of football
encourages ultraism as expression of political ideology in two ways. It increases global
viewership of football matches, in which the ultras’ activity itself is part of the product,
amplifying the reach of their symbolic performances and granting them a small degree of
leverage over the club. At the same time, the non-local consumer of football becomes the
archetype against which ultras fortify their own anti-consumerist, traditional identity.
The globalization and commodification of football revolves around football as a business.
The largest football leagues have multi-billion dollar television deals, and the value of top
107
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football clubs has steadily risen over the last decades, including a 24% increase from last year.109
The fuel for the proliferating football industry is, of course, viewership. Hundreds of millions of
people tune into important club games, and the World Cup reached an estimated 3.2 billion
viewers. Spanish football is characterized by the dominance of Real Madrid and Barcelona both
in terms of sporting success and profits. Real Madrid has an estimated 125 million fans
worldwide. The country with the largest contingent of Real Madrid fans is Indonesia, followed
by China, USA, and Mexico.110 Real Madrid and Barcelona are both valued in the billions of
dollars. 111 Revenue generated through television deals, online viewership, and merchandise
vastly dwarfs ticket sales. It is not an exaggeration to say that for the biggest clubs, the
importance of filling the stadium has far more to do with creating ambiance for the television
spectator than with ticket sales.
The commodification of the sport has also changed the nature of the consumption of football.
Most fans are now non-local, and even fans that support local teams often also consider
themselves fans of one of the major international clubs. Fan identity has been corporatized as
well. International fans come to follow star players, and the brands that they sponsor. Superstars
like Beckham and Ronaldo have caused fandom to transcend allegiance to teams, focusing
instead on following the teams for which star players play. Hyper-commodification has turned
football into a global product, and fans are consumers of not just the match, but the merchandise,
atmosphere, and the spectacle in which the ultras perform.112
Global commodification has therefore provided the ultras with the opportunity to ride the
coattails of football, becoming performers for enormous audiences. Ultras’ political vision has
109
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expanded concordantly. Biris, in addition to engaging in various local charity and political
campaigns, recently publicly supported a movement to pay a fine that a Scottish club received
due to their fans’ displays of Palestinian flags during a match against an Israeli club. Biris
displayed their own Palestinian flags in solidarity, and organized a charity event to contribute
money to the cause.113
The ultras’ role in providing atmosphere and intrigue in football matches is not lost on them.
When ultras feel stifled or oppressed by their clubs (which is often), it is not rare for them to
issue a press release outlining their qualms. In the last few years, Biris has done this on multiple
occasions, complaining of the club’s refusal to allow them to display certain signs. After a
violent altercation with Juventus’ neofascists ultras, Drugha Bianconeri, in which several Italian
ultras were injured, Sevilla FC banned any sign with the word Biri on it in the stadium in an
effort to demonstrate their condemnation of violence. The ultras responded with a public
communication indicating their indignation, and declared a temporary cessation of activity.114
Biris Norte’s bold action offers insight into their own estimation of their importance to the club.
Obviously, Biris feels that their absence in the stadia is pressuring the club; they think that they
have leverage as a crucial piece of the product.115
The global commodification of football has also been a driving force in distinguishing the
Spanish ultra network as a ‘world apart.’ The increasingly easy access to football through
television and internet has caused an upsurge in casual fandom, a relationship underpinned by
consumption. This has shaped ultra identity and activity in active opposition. Ultras focus on
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traditional, loyal, non-consumer support in response to the hyper-consumerist fandom that is
becoming ubiquitous in world football. Ultras use loud, boisterous, and violent support to
juxtapose their participation against the common fans’ spectating.
Giulianotti establishes an original taxonomy of football fandom. There are two binary scales
that reflect the way that people interact with football: hot-cool and traditional-consumer.
‘Hot’ and ‘cool’ refer to the importance of the club for the supporter, or their loyalty to the
club. Hot loyalty describes intense support, identification, and solidarity with the club, while
cool loyalty is the opposite. For the hot supporter, the football club is a point of focus in their
identity – above and beyond the current players on the team. Indications of hot solidarity with a
club are many. Tattoos and other permanent body alterations, for example, can symbolically
reveal the weight of the club in the fan’s life. The club is often personified and can even take on
a pseudo-religious connotation for hot supporters. 116 Cool fandom is typified by a lack of
solidarity, or a ‘fair-weather-fan’ mentality. Inconsistent following and support of the club,
affected by convenience of the moment is common. The cool fan considers football to be a
hobby, and wears the team’s colors only occasionally, while football takes on extreme
importance to the hot fan, who is perennially dressed in the colors. When the club is not playing
well, or is relegated to a lower division, cool supporters often lose interest, whereas hot
supporters might double down on their support as proof of loyalty.117
On the other end of the binary, ‘traditional’ and ‘consumer’ refer to the fan’s investment in
the club. Traditional supporters have local and cultural identification with the club, while
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consumer spectators have a market-centered relationship with the team.118 The traditional fan
prioritizes physical match attendance, and values more permanent aspects of the club (stadium,
colors, crest) over transient aspects (players, coaches, current management). The club takes on a
cultural emphasis, being a node around which community life organizes itself. Consumerist fans,
on the other hand, have a consumer-product relationship with the club. They are more likely to
watch a match on television. Players, especially stars, capture their attention more than the club
itself. Consumerist fans are those who buy the shirt of a new signing, while traditional fans will
almost always wait for the player to prove himself before purchasing merchandise. Congruently,
traditional fans will wear jerseys of ex-players who gave much to the club, as if in remembrance.
The hyper-consumer, brought about by intense commodification of the game, shows almost no
loyalty to any club. Instead, they follow the whims of international football, regarding
themselves as fans of whatever team is popular, or happens to be playing good football.
Sense of place is crucial in this distinction. Traditional/hot fans have topophilic relationships
with their team. They actively support the team and focus on physical attendance. The grounds
become a home for traditional supporters, a place that is sacred and tied to a sense of belonging
and community.119 Physical relationships and shared, cultural space is integral to the traditional
supporter’s relationship to the club. Contrast this with the impersonal relationship that the
consumer/cool fan has with the club. The topophilic affection that traditional supporters have for
the home stadium is replaced with virtual and impersonal reproductions of place through
television and internet through which consumer fans watch football. Paradoxically, the consumer
increasingly longs to be virtually enveloped in the physical atmosphere of the stadium – without
the commitment or participation that traditional fans value.
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Ultras are unequivocally in the hot/traditional quadrant of the matrix. The ultras’ support of
the team during a game, with its visual displays, chants, and songs, is a performance that imbues
the space with special meaning that strengthens their communal identity. 120 Their topophilic
relationship with the stadium is such that even at away games they attempt to make the match
have the same feel as a home game with banners and chants. They scoff at the regular fans who
attend the matches but are more subdued in their support, and truly look down upon the fans who
only watch from home.
Giulianotti calls the cool/consumer fan, the opposite of the ultra, a flâneur. “A true football
flâneur,” writes Gioulianotti, “the cool consumer belongs only to a virtual community of strollers
who window-shop around clubs. In the most extreme manifestation, national allegiances may
also be exchanged on the grounds of competitive successes or mediated identification with
superstar celebrities.”121 The ultras’ support lends itself to thick social solidarity, or a sense of
communitas, while the flâneurs’ support is quite thin.122
Flâneurs and ultras, diametrically opposed as their interaction with the club is, benefit from a
symbiotic relationship. Economically, they both help the club, and therefore each other.
Flâneurs, greatly outnumbering ultras, make up the bulk of the club’s revenue by watching
matches on television and purchasing merchandise. Their money benefits the ultras in a number
of ways. It helps maintain the stadium and club infrastructure, from which the ultras benefit the
most. It also helps the team purchase better players, making it more competitive. Conversely, the
ultras play a crucial role in setting the atmosphere of matches for television/internet consumers.
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Exciting atmosphere and passionate ultras influence the appeal of a club, enticing more flâneurs
to watch.123
Moreover, flâneurs serve as the archetype against which ultras construct their identity. The
flâneur is a mercenary, favoring whatever team appeals to them at the moment. The ultras,
meanwhile, pledge their eternal allegiance to the club. The flâneur enjoys football as an insulated
hobby with no relation to politics. The ultras put so much emphasis on political ideology that it
can subjugate the sport.
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Ultras sneer at the nonlocal fans who purchase jersey and apparel, but might not even watch
the games. They wear their own unconditional support and commitment to the team (expressed
in time, money, and continuous sporting of team colors) as a badge of honor precisely because it
distinguishes them from regular fans.
Radical politics were tightly intertwined with ultra culture from its nascent stages in the
1980s. The skinhead movement had a lasting impact on Spanish ultraism, visible in the aesthetics
of early ultras. In those years, bomber jackets and Doc Martens-style military boots were
pervasive amongst ultras of every ideological denomination, though this style has since become
emblematic of fascist ultras.124 Fashion sense wasn’t the only contribution that the skinheads
made to the ultra movement. Many ultra groups also quickly adopted their radical ideology.
Skinhead culture, far from being monolithic, includes an incredibly broad range of ideals, some
in complete opposition to the traditional neonaziism. Although smaller in number, leftist and
antiracist skinheads also influenced Spanish football ultraism from the beginning.
Again, this represents a point of distinction between the hot/traditional ultra and the
cool/consumer flâneur. The embedding of political ideology in the Spanish ultra, and their
common use of politically-motivated violence challenges the flâneur’s casual consumption of
football. The ultras reject that football is something to be enjoyed in an off-hand way; football is
elevated to a representation of ideological conflict that harkens back to the Civil War and the
deep ideological battle at its root.
The ultras’ fanaticism serves to consolidate their communal identity against that of the
normal fans. A member of Cádiz’s Brigadas Amarillas ultra group said, “To be a Cadiz fan is
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not to be a Cadiz fan for 90 minutes on Sundays. It is to be a Cadiz fan all the days.”125 Global
commodification of the sport has magnified the distinction, fortifying the ultras’ sense of being a
group apart from the casual, consumer fandom.

3) Ultraism as identity-constructing performance: Many aspects of football and ultraism
are performative in nature, and thus provide a perfect setting of constructing communal identity
around the critical ideological cleavages of the Civil War rhetorical frame. The football match
provides the setting for a ‘game’ in which the regular fans are recipients of the ultras’ political
displays. Additionally, the performance itself builds communal identity. In the simultaneous topdown and bottom-up relationship between macro ideological cleavages and ultra political
identity, the performative aspect of ultraism is vital. It allows the ultras creative license within
the frame to reimagine ideological conflicts.
Andrés Iniesta, Spanish hero for netting the 2010 World Cup-winning goal, once said, “To
say that football is just a game is like saying that music is just noise.”126 In addition to providing
fodder for football blogs, Iniesta hints at a parallel between two fields that are seldom studied
through the lens of political science: music and football. Ethnomusicologists have recently begun
to look at music and musical performance as an activity with constructive properties when it
comes to identity and culture. This represents a radical departure from the traditional paradigm
of seeing music as merely reflective of existing cultural, ethnic, and political norms.127
In fact, this common portrayal of music performance and football games as passive,
reflective events represents a fundamental misunderstanding of the value of group activity
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according to Huizinga. He argues that ‘play’ is at once a basic, presocietal human activity and an
endeavor that is a significant function. In modern society, it often takes the form of complicated,
highly organized activities like chess, historical reenactments, musical performances, or football
games. “The function of play in the higher forms which concern us here can largely be derived
from the two basic aspects under which we meet it: as a contest for something or a representation
of something,” Huizinga writes.128
This section will analyze football games using characteristics of play described by Huizinga
and make comparisons with ethnomusicological scholarship focused on identity formation in
musical performance.
Play can only exist in contrast to the real world. Ultras might disagree with players’ and fans’
minimization of the importance of football when they say that it is ‘just a game,’ but these words
do reveal a nugget of truth. The constructive and productive power of the football match is in
part due to its isolation from the rest of life. The play world has to be clearly delineated. During
the match, the football pitch is a unique setting that is separate from, although not necessarily
subjugated to, the real world.
Huizinga notes that play “proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space
according to fixed rules and in an orderly manner.” 129 Play operates within a spatial and
temporal boundary in which special rules of the game are in effect. It is, in other words, a world
apart.
Observing the rules of the game is crucial. Inside the boundaries of the game a unique set of
rules and laws emphasizes separation from the world outside. The special rules and boundaries
of play all serve to build an illusory world, independent of the ‘real’ one occurring at the same
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time. All members involved must submit to the order of play, and are responsible for maintaining
this illusion of play. Further, although they are aware that the play world is their own
construction, participants are encouraged to temporarily elevate this construct above the normal
world, even forgetting about it completely. “Any game can at any time wholly run away with the
players. The inferiority of play is continually being offset by the corresponding superiority of its
seriousness. Play turns to seriousness and seriousness to play,” says Huizinga.130
In highly-organized play, roles are often divided amongst the members. In musical
performances, for example, different musicians play different instruments, each with their own
music. However, roles can even go beyond instrument specialization. The concentric circle
model used to categorize elements of musical performance identifies music, performers,
audience, and time/space.131 This nomenclature is as cloudy as it is useful. A Spanish flamenco
performance in which the audience claps rhythmically and participates through verbal jaleos
blurs the line between audience and performers. Through this paradigm, one avoids constraining
participation only to the performers. The audience is equally important to the performance, and
plays its own role, depending on the game.
On game day, the football pitch is the setting for play with all the characteristics described by
Huizinga in Homo Ludens. The fans at the football pitch are an interesting case. Unbeknownst to
them, at the same time as they are enjoying the football game taking place before them, they are
also immersed in a different play world – one dominated and dictated by the ultras.
Many facets of the football match that are consistent with play as described by Huizinga’s
are obvious. The barrier between the real world and the world of soccer is conspicuous in its
physical manifestation. Walls serve to contain the game within the stadium, marking separation
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between pedestrians outside and spectators inside. Within the stadium, a chalk line delineates the
pitch. The match is immediately stopped and restarted if the ball crosses this plane. There is no
mistaking where the illusion of the play world ends.
The referee, charged with upholding the rules and maintaining order within the stadium,
blows his whistle to mark the temporal boundaries of the game. His authority even extends past
the footballers and to the fans. He has the authority to stop the game prematurely or expel
coaches and fans. In addition to the special regulations outlined in the rulebook, footballers and
fans alike also subscribe to a set of unwritten rules. For example, footballers will willingly
remove the ball from the field of play to allow an injured teammate or adversary to receive
medical attention. Likewise, fans are expected to cheer for their team and heckle the opposition,
within the bounds of socially accepted behavior. Fans assess the play of both teams, and are
vocal with their judgment. Poor or boring play from the home team will often be met with jeers,
and particularly skillful or aesthetic goals from the opposition can garner resigned applause from
the opposition. The most well-known case of such sportsmanship from the crowd in recent
memory, because of the importance of the game and magnitude of the rivalry, is Barcelona’s 0-3
dominant victory over Real Madrid in their own stadium, the Santiago Bernabeu.132 The result is
an iconic image of somber Madrid fans rising from their seats to applaud Ronaldinho’s goal,
culmination of a superb game by the Barcelona star.
In this way, fans and footballers display an understanding of both written and unwritten rules.
By voicing support of good football above all else, fans play a part in reinforcing the integrity of
the game. The value of the football match transcends the scoreboard, and is the responsibility of
audience and performers to protect. Though the referee is the enforcer of the rules, it is the fans
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who preserve the illusion that football is the single most important action taking place within the
stadium. Football, like most professional sports, is taken quite seriously. The sheer quantities of
money involved make it easy to be serious about the game. Through ticket purchases, applause,
and jeers fans demonstrate their approval of the spectacle, and play a part in making football a
powerful performance for all participants.
As noted above, everyone at the pitch on game day plays a part in the performance. One can
see specialization at all levels: Players are subdivided into position, referees have a hierarchy for
making decisions, stadium workers are responsible for various aspects of the spectators’
comforts, and fans cheer for one team or another. Generally speaking, participants are aware of
how each group contributes to the performance. Despite their heckling, and even the occasional
scuffle, fans actually need opposition fans – they feed off the rivalry and the conflict.
There is another group of fans, though, whose role is misunderstood. Usually located behind
one of the goals, the ultras are hard to miss. They are colorful, young, and loud. They wave flags,
sing songs, and lead cheers. They are also often responsible for any violent and illegal actions
that occur on game day. In light of widespread ultra violence at the 2016 Eurocup in France and
a few recent high-profile ultra deaths, the prevalent opinion is that ultras should not be allowed
to attend football matches.133
In the context of Huizinga’s play world, the reaction is reasonable. On the one hand, the
ultras’ presence and relentless cheering for the home team adds weight to the game. The amount
of time, energy, and resources that they put into organizing songs and banners indicates that
something is at stake on the pitch. This buttresses the illusion that the football match is
meaningful for everyone involved. On the other hand, the ultras also do things that aren’t
133
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compatible with everyone else’s accepted framework of play. They occasionally participate in
violent confrontation, introducing danger into what is meant to be a safe game. They display
political messages, breaking the boundary with the outside world and tarnishing the purity of the
play world within the stadium. In doing so, they knowingly ignore very explicit rules of the
game. It follows, as Huizinga argues, that the other participants will seek to bar them from
joining in the play, so as to defend the illusion of the play world:
The player who trespasses against the rules or ignores them is a "spoil-sport".
The spoil-sport is not the same as the false player, the cheat; for the latter
pretends to be playing the game and, on the face of it, still acknowledges the
magic circle. It is curious to note how much more lenient society is to the cheat
than to the spoil-sport. This is because the spoil-sport shatters the play-world
itself. By withdrawing from the game he reveals the relativity and fragility of
the play-world in which he had temporarily shut himself with others. He robs
play of its illusion—a pregnant word which means literally "in-play" (from
inlusio, illudere or inludere). Therefore he must be cast out, for he threatens the
existence of the play-community.134

For the footballers and fans, the ultras are indeed operating as spoil-sports to the football
match. However, that is not the full extent of their role. In reality, the ultras are just as committed
to following the rules and maintaining the illusion of the play world – they’re just playing a
different game.
The ultras’ play is constructed around football, but is at its root a battle of ideology,
distinctions of which reinforce the strength of their own identity. Eclipsing the sporting battle
between the two teams vying for the ball on the pitch is the political discourse taking place. To
be sure, football is still a crucial element for the ultras. Like the other fans, they want their team
to win, and demand effort and skill from their plays. But it is only one element amongst other
political elements. Political ideology is fundamental to the banners, cheers, altercations, and very
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existence of most Spanish ultra groups.135 The other people attending football matches may not
be conscious of this game, but they are also playing with the ultras.
The ultras’ game is also consistent with play as outlined in Homo Ludens. The ultras despise
ultras of opposing ideology as much as they need them to confirm their ideology. Because of the
strength of their political disagreement, the sporting rivalry becomes a subjugated, coinciding
distinction. In The Concept of the Political, Schmitt writes, “Emotionally the enemy is easily
treated as being evil and ugly, because every distinction, most of all the political, as the strongest
and most intense of the distinctions and categorizations, draws upon other distinctions for
support.”136
This play world does not have the same boundaries as the football match. It is not contained
within the stadium. Because the relevant conflict is between political ideologies, the scope is
much larger. Ultras treat the stadium, and often the neighborhood around it, as their ‘turf’.
Visiting or rival ultras are seen as the enemy; they cannot be allowed to display their own
antagonistic political messages near the stadium.137 The referee’s whistle has no jurisdiction over
ultras’ battle. The illusion of political battle surpasses the 90-minute match.
Just as politics seep into the stadium where the ultras are located, conflict and ideas spill out
into the streets. Ultras often mobilize in the political context in addition to on game day. The
plaza, the political rally, and the activism march are all venues for the ultras, just like the stadium
is. This is why the regular fans feel their play-world encroached upon by the ultras. The ultras
play their game both within and outside of the boundaries of the football match, so the normal
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fans discern a breach in their smaller sphere. Every politically-motivated banner visible in the
stadium is an attack on the regular fans’ football game. Likewise, every time people parade
under an ultra flag at a political rally, they introduce football into the real world without the fans’
permission.
To the ultras, the other fans in the stadium occupy a similar role to the one they have for the
match – they are an audience. They represent the public, and the ultras’ goal is often to obtain
political acquiescence. This is in line with Huizinga’s argument:
The function of play in the higher forms which concern us here can largely be
derived from the two basic aspects under which we meet it: as a contest for
something or a representation of something. These two functions can unite in
such a way that the game "represents" a contest, or else becomes a contest for
the best representation of something.138

The game that the ultras are playing, and which the regular fans unwittingly participate in, is
a representation of a political contest familiar to all participants. For the ultras, there is a
significant overlap of football identity and political identity. On the pitch, political symbolism is
omnipresent in the banners, flags, pins, and signs that are being displayed. Slogans and pictures
iconic to political ideology are melded with the football team’s traditional crest and colors.
Teams like Sevilla F.C., Deportivo de la Coruña, and Celta de Vigo, with their anti-fascist or
left-wing ultras, are conspicuously devoid of red and yellow, the colors in Spain’s flag. In
Atletico Madrid, Real Madrid, and Real Betis, though, red and yellow are speckled throughout
the colors of the team, evidence of right wing and nationalist identity. The ultra world mirrors the
Civil War’s ideological struggle.
This symbolism and focus on symbolic color exists throughout the stadium, not just in the
ultras’ designated area. Regular fans generally submit to the ultras’ rules of engagement. Any
particularly bold defiance of the ultras’ political identity is liable to be forcefully stopped.
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Fascist, or monarchical symbolism anywhere in Estadio Riazor, Deportivo A Coruña’s stadium,
is liable to removal by ultras. Similarly, left-wing or pro-independence signs are often removed
by nationalist ultras in El Molinón, Sporting Gijón’s stadium. Although fans often view the ultras
as a contained element in the stadium, they are also participants in the performance. Their own
symbolism is monitored, and interpreted as either agreement or challenge.
The stadium during a match, when looked at through the paradigm of play as explained by
Huizinga, is the setting for two games. The fans are enjoying the football match, and often reject
the game being played by the ultras, despite being key participants. The normal fans will refuse
to see politics in the football match, while the loudest section of the stadium is alive in political
symbolism. This suspension of disbelief is common in play at many levels.
Huizinga relates aspects of coming of age ceremonies in ‘savage’ societies. 139 These are
accompanied by masks and ghost stories, as well as rituals that involve women demonstrating
exaggerated fear and horror at the masked men. The women, while obviously conscious that the
masks are not actually ghosts, play along to maintain the illusion for everyone, including the
children. 140 Likewise, the regular fans tell themselves that violence is an odd, reprehensible
outlier in the ultras’ game, and that only a few “crazies” participate in violence. They ignore that,
in fact, violence is simply an acceptable part of dialogue to the ultras, and that those cheering in
the stadium are the same ones participating in violence before and after.141 As the regular fans
seek to distance themselves from the ultras, they instead show that they are playing a wellestablished role in their game, simultaneously holding up their own rules and creating the
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audience for which the violent expression takes place. Again, the ultras’ game can be seen as a
performance consistent with Huizinga’s world of play and performance.
A key aspect of performance from which the ultras benefit is its intrinsic ability to
consolidate collective identity and build a sense of community. Although festive, there is a
pseudo-religious feel to the match within the ultra zone, in part because of the gravity they
impregnate the game with. In the heat of the match, jumping up and down and singing in a mass
of other zealous ultras, the members of the ultra group enter a state of flow akin to that of a ritual
performance. Giulianotti writes that these moments of flow, “may include the experience of deep
immersion and communitas within the general body of supporters; the ecstasy of sharing in a
‘walk on’ display of flags and scarves for one’s club.”142 The ecstasy of which Giulianotti writes
is a powerful feeling. It helps integrate new ultras into the group, and serves as a vehicle for
inculcating them with the group’s ideology. Jack agrees that the ultras’ performance transcends
the football match itself: “I argue that crowd atmosphere and chants are the byproduct of fans’
construction of collective identity and the ensuing conflicts with opposing groups that occur, all
of which are inherently connected with the ‘real world.’”143
The idea that the ultra performance is an aid to instilling ideology and consolidating
communal identity is well supported by observations on how and when ultras become politically
conscious in Spain. In my interview with a current and a past member of Biris, they noted that
they had both joined the group as young teenagers, before they had any kind of anti-fascist and
antiracist ideals.144 It is only after they join and participate in matchday performances that the
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ultras begin to adopt the ideology of the group. In Spaaij’s study of Espanyol’s neofascist ultras,
Brigadas Blanquiazules, he found the same pattern. “The politicization of members and affiliates
of Brigadas Blanquiazules tends to take place by osmosis and through contacts with specific
environments – football matches or (skinhead) music concerts – rather than as a result of
ideological training or fixed and consistent political ideologies,” he writes.145
The strong overlap between ultras and radical political parties and organizations throughout
Spain 146 is testament to the homogenizing power of ritualistic performance. Young, eager
recruits join for the intense football support, and end up becoming very involved in the ideology
of the ultra group. Many of them may not even feel very strongly about fascism or anti-fascism.
Nonetheless, because they participate in the performances with the group, they develop a thick
sense of community, and an identity that is built upon these ideas.
In their play world, the ultras enjoy two-fold benefits for the expression of critical cleavages.
They have regular fans who act as a general public towards which the ultras display their side of
a fascist/anti-fascist cleavage as well as a performance that is beneficial to cultivating communal
identity around their political ideology.
This chapter is a surface-level analysis of the many factors that enabled ultraism to become a
world predicated on the critical cleavages of fascism/anti-fascism and regionalism/nationalism.
The post-Franco expansion of freedom of speech considerably lowered a barrier of expression of
these cleavages. The cost was reduced to almost zero, and ultraism bloomed in the tolerant
context, even challenging the new, broad limitations. Ultras at football matches developed
violent tendencies, much like a child tests the limits of their newfound freedom when suddenly
put under the care of a more lax caregiver. Football and ultraism also had their own intrinsically
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beneficial characteristics, including increasing commodification of football, inherent sporting
rivalries easily hijacked by ideological conflict, and the community-building nature of ultra
performance on the pitch. In short, these are the existing structures that allowed for ultraism to
express the critical cleavages and for ultras to be a local level embodiment of the macro-level
rhetorical frame. Franco’s death is the turning point in the opportunity structure of ultras,
coinciding with the rapid growth of the ultra phenomenon immediately afterwards.
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Chapter 6: Changing the frame
Previously, a narrative was constructed explaining that ultras situate their identity within a
rhetorical frame, which is a boundary for expressions of identity that is built around macro-level
critical cleavages. Therefore, the ultras’ political ideology is an example of the impact of macrolevel cleavages on local-level identities. In other words, broad ideological conflicts are illustrated
on a much smaller scale. But Marx, in Theses on Feuerbach, demands that we not exaggerate the
power of existing ideological structures, lest we ignore the agency of the micro-level actors in
the construction of their own identity: “The materialist doctrine concerning the changing of
circumstances and upbringing forgets that circumstances are changed by men and that it is
essential to educate the educator himself.”147
I described how political rhetoric, public discourse, and violent conflict make up a historical
process by which the rhetorical frame is molded. This focuses on the top-down side of the
process – national overarching political battles that are firmly situated in the past. At the same
time, though, the local-level communities that are in many ways the product of the rhetorical
frame, in this case Spanish ultras, also have a measurable impact on the frame from the inside.
Their connection with the rhetorical frame isn’t entirely passive or reflective; they push its
boundaries as well. The implication is that the relationship between macro-cleavages and local
communal identities is not solely a top-down phenomenon. It is both top-down and bottom-up,
the simultaneity of which we might call a ‘mezzo-level.’ Because local communities, like ultras,
are also not isolated groups, their unique interpretation of the macro-cleavages also has an
outward effect on the country’s rhetorical frame. In short, a country’s central ideological
147
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conflicts, which are foundational for the expression of political identity at every level in society,
are molded by pressures from both above and below.
Evidence for the top-down part of this mezzo-level has been proven by describing how
Spanish ultras have taken advantage of the post-Franco expansion on freedom of speech to build
a community that expresses historically-created political cleavages. Ultra groups’ political
identities tend to fit within the framework of anti-fascism/fascism and regionalism/nationalism
that are the product of Spanish history. Intergroup interactions serve to reinforce the historical
ideological dichotomies. The ultras are reflecting the content of the rhetorical frame.
Evidence for the bottom-up half of the mezzo-level, by which local actors reinterpret the
rhetorical frame on their own behalf, can be found when collective identity differs marginally
from the ideological structure of the rhetorical frame. Actors take the ideological cleavages in the
rhetorical frame and change or expand them. There are two clear examples in the Spanish ultra
case: regional independentism in new places, and regionalism tied to fascism. Regional
independentism has been expanded as an applied ideology by the ultras, even in regions that
have never had mainstream independence movements. At the same time, Boixos Nois has broken
the Spanish ideological alliance between regionalism and anti-fascism.

1) Regional independentism in a new place: Independentism in Spain has been historically
isolated to the Basque Country, Galicia, and Catalonia. These three regions largely collaborated
with the Republicans during the Civil War because a republican government represented a new
chance for political autonomy. Because of the alliance between the progressive coalition and
these regions against the fascists in the 20th century, regionalism became synonymous with antifascism. As a concept, it represented a rejection of Franco’s unified Spain. However, it was
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never adopted as a mainstream movement outside of the Basque Country, Galicia, and Catalonia.
The current political structure of 17 Autonomous Communities is the result of the passing of
Article 151 in 1980, which allowed for an expedited process of granting Autonomous
Community status to applying regions. Article 151 is a direct response to the initial preferential
status given to the Basque Country, Galicia, and Catalonia, after which all the other regions
followed.148
Andalusians, for example, have never had the kind of broad support or impetus for
Andalusian regionalism or independentism as Basques, Catalans, or Galicians. Even today,
recent election results show a wide gulf in pro-independence votes between these Autonomous
Communities. In the 2016 general elections, over 50% of Catalans voted for independentist or
Catalan nationalist parties. In the Basque Country, over 38% voted for Basque independentist or
nationalist parties, and in Galicia the number eclipsed 25%. In Andalusia, meanwhile, proindependence and Andalusian nationalist parties garnered less than 1% of the vote, surpassed by
the animal rights party. 149 There has never been a widespread or mainstream Andalusian
independence movement.
Ultras in Andalusia, however, stand in contrast to history and electoral results. Anti-fascist
ultra groups in Andalusia have developed an affinity for independentist ideology and symbolism.
Ultra groups like Biris Norte, Brigadas Amarillas, and Kolectivo Sur, emphasize regionalist
symbols. Spanish flags are completely absent in their cheering sections, and in the sea of team
colors there are also flags of Andalusian independence. The flag is distinguished from the normal
Andalusian green-and-white flag by a red star in the center.
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Figure 8 Members of Cadiz' CFs Brigadas Amarillas display
banners and scarves in the 1990s.

Figure 7 Members of Xerez CD's Kolectivo Sur display
banners and scarves in a match against Sevilla F.C. on
March 23, 2010. Due to similar political ideologies,
Kolectivo Sur and Biris cheered together.

Figure 9 Members of Sevilla F.C.’s Biris display flags
and scarves during a match against Espanyol on May
5, 2013.
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The ultras are unlike normal fans in the area. Andalusians do not think themselves any less
Spanish than citizens of other Autonomous Communities. In Seville, many fans take particular
pride in the Spanish national team’s undefeated record in 25 games played in Sevilla F.C.’s
stadium, the Ramón Sánchez Pizjuán. Yet of the members of Biris Norte, Sevilla F.C.’s ultra
group, most seem to have a practiced nonchalance when it comes to the national team. They are
disinterested, and often don’t watch the games, even at home. Basque, Galician, Catalan, and
Andalusian independence flags might be on display at any home game by anti-fascist ultra
groups in Andalusia. The Andalusian ultras have move past solidarity for independence claims in
the Basque Country, Galicia, and Catalonia; they have adopted the claim themselves.
The ultras’ assimilation of regional independentism outside of the Basque Country,
Catalonia, and Galicia, in which it is a mainstream movement, represents an adaption of the
rhetorical frame. The historical impetus for anti-fascist support of peripheral political autonomy
was a necessary alliance during the Civil War. Andalusian ultras, however, adopt the ideology as
their own, making it central to their political identity. Hence, they are pushing the boundaries of
the rhetorical frame from the local level and defying macro-historical legacies with their own
bottom-up reimagining of regional independentism.

2) Regionalism tied to fascism: As indicated in the historical analysis, politics and war
forced regionalists and anti-fascists into an alliance against Franco. In the ultra world, this
association is evident in the binary of fascist/nationalist ultra groups and anti-fascist/regionalist
groups. Boixos Nois’ regionalist but fascist ideology defies this binary, and defies the rhetorical
frame’s packaging of these cleavages.
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Racism serves as a good indicator of a group’s fascist or anti-fascist ideology. Fascist groups
are invariably involved in cases of racial violence, whereas anti-fascist groups identify as
antiracist.
Spaaij and Viñas present a list of over 20 reported cases of racial abuse at matches in five
months during the 2004/2005 season. While the authors indicate that in a few of these incidents,
the team doesn’t have an ultra group, in most of them the home team does have an active ultra
group, and it always has a fascist ideology.
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Ultrassur, Frente Atlético, Brigadas

Blanquiazules, Ultras Yomus, Supporters Gol Sur, and more are all represented on the list, as are
Boixos Nois.
Boixos Nois has a heated rivalry with crosstown ultras Brigadas Blanquiazules and the
Madrid group Ultrassur. In both instances, the incompatibility of their opinions on nationalism is
the root of their rivalry. Brigadas Blanquiazules and Ultrassur are both Spanish nationalist
groups. The trend nationally is for regionalist groups like Boixos Nois to have anti-fascist, and
therefore anti-racist, values. Instead, they exhibit white-supremacist ideals in their visual
displays, chants, and actions. In 2003, members of Boixos Nois assaulted two Moroccan men in
the stadium, and stabbed a Maghrebi man in the metro. In 2004, there were numerous instances
of racist chants and monkey calls directed at players in Barcelona games.151
Within the ultra world, Boixos Nois is an anomaly because it doesn’t fit into the commonly
accepted matrix. Francisco, a member of Biris explained the confusion:
In fact, there’s an anecdote in Seville in which once it was the Sevilla-Betis
[match] and in the Barcelona airport there were Boixos members who were
coming to be with Betis’ Supporters, and Boixos members who were coming to
be with [Sevilla’s] Biris. It’s a really weird group.152
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Francisco’s story demonstrates the confusion when one group has a regionalist and fascist
ideology. The group is conflicted on which ultra groups to side with because each is compatible
with one half of their ideology, and discordant with the other half.
Boixos Nois breaks the tendency towards uniform binary between fascism/anti-fascism and
nationalism/regionalism with its pairing of fascism and regionalism. They represent a decoupling
of the historical alliance between regionalists and the left wing. They are a bridge of agreement
between two cleavages that were repeatedly reinforced in the rhetorical frame as having a wide
gap between them.
Because of the highly performative and visual aspects of ultraism, ultras also represent a
concerted, public statement about regionalism. Viewers and fans see their flags and hear their
chants, and so the ultras are adopted into public discourse. It is a small, but meaningful, pressure
exerted on an existing national conception of independentism and fascism. Certainly, the ultras
won’t spark a widespread Andalusian independence movement, but without a doubt they are an
active rhetorical force. Boixos Nois also won’t single-handedly break the bond between antifascists and regionalists, forged as it was in a Civil War. Nonetheless, they are a reminder that
political alliances change, and that the Civil War’s packaging of ideological cleavages cannot
monopolize the rhetorical frame forever. Although ultras are a fringe community looked down
upon by the public, they do have a small voice in mainstream rhetorical battles because they
exist in the thoroughly accepted world of football. Thus, these are examples of bottom-up
influence on the rhetorical frame by the same local actors whose identities are shaped by it.

de Boixos que venía para estar con los Supporters del Betis, y gente de Boixos que venía para estar con
Biris. Es un grupo rarísimo.
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Conclusion
Football is absolutely at the core of the ultra phenomenon; their self-identification as ‘ultra’
fans is honest. For them, the football club is a dominant pillar in life. Ultras are the loudest
cheerers, the most loyal followers, and the most violent supporters of the team. There is no hint
of irony when they talk about the ultra ‘family,’ and they are not exaggerating when they
conflate the home stadium with ‘home.’
Spanish ultras, however, defy attempts at quarantining the political realm from sports and
other leisure activities. Rare are the ultra groups that don’t have a clearly dominant fascist or
anti-fascist creed. Political ideology has become an inextricable facet of their existence; it is an
essential part of ultra identity to the point that it has subsumed the sporting aspects. Although
strong intergroup rivalries and conflicts do exist amongst ultra groups with similar political
ideals, the fundamental variable in determining the nature of inter-group interactions is
ideological compatibility. Violence between ideologically antagonistic ultras is far more
dangerous and unpredictable.
The characteristic fascist/anti-fascist and nationalist/regionalist binaries of Spanish ultra
identity further reveal the extent to which politics can percolate into local communities. That the
essential ideological conflicts of the ultra world mirror the battle lines drawn in the most
significant historical events in recent Spanish history implies a top-down relationship between
the formation of critical macro-cleavages and political identity at the micro-level. I argue that the
mechanism for this top-down pressure, flowing from the macro-level to the micro-level, is a
‘rhetorical frame.’ A rhetorical frame is the coalescing of historically formed ideological
cleavages into a set of boundaries for values, identities, and dialogue. Thus, the rhetorical frame
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reinforces macro-cleavages by creating the boundaries in which communal identities fit.
Dialogue is the umbrella term I use for the interactions that shape the rhetorical frame in critical
moments, and it encompasses elite political debate, public discourse, and acts of violence.
In addition to this reflective connection to macro-ideological cleavages that local ultra groups
have, they also exert a bottom-up influence on the rhetorical frame. Bottom-up influence is tied
to the performative nature of communal group identity. Spanish ultras engage in a kind of
performance, or game, in which regular fans and worldwide consumers of football are the
audience. Collective performance allows for reimagining the critical cleavages of the rhetorical
frame that might slowly be adopted at the macro-level.
Emphasizing the simultaneity of top-down and bottom-up interactions between ideological
cleavages and local political identities offers a more nuanced framework for understanding
political identity. Coupled with a dialectical focus on binaries and ‘othering,’ it represents an
amalgamation of constructivist, Marxist, and instrumentalist schools of thought. My theory
attempts show compatibility between local actors with the agency to change the world around
them and structuralist arguments that demonstrate the power of institutions in shaping the way
we think and perceive ourselves. Performance and identity thus can have very tangible impacts
on political institutions, and vice versa.
I follow thinkers like Tilly and Kalyvas in adding an intermediary level of interaction: the
‘mezzo-level.’ Where the macro- and micro-levels can largely be defined by the units of analysis
identified in each (institutions and actors/groups, respectively), the mezzo-level denotes direction
of interaction instead. The mezzo-level is embodiment of the competing top-down and bottomup pressures that local actors and institutions have on each other.
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The Spanish ultra phenomenon is a fantastic case study on this theory. Because of the overtly
performative nature of ultraism, it is easy to trace historical ideological cleavages straight to their
current political values. Likewise, 20th century Spanish history offers a unique narrative of clear,
dramatic changes in ideological conflicts and their development. Nonetheless, this thesis is only
an introductory application of a mezzo-level argument onto a practical group identity
phenomenon. It demands more small-n and large-n testing, first with ultra phenomena in other
countries, and then with other groups.
Spanish ultras allow us to question basic assumptions about our interaction with the world.
They disabuse us of our misconception that anything, even the innocent world of sport, can be
isolated from politics.
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