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“Brilliant. . . . One of the most unnerving books you

will ever read.” —Newsweek

Among the Thugs by Bill Buford is a fascinating exploration of football culture and violence that has
captivated readers since its publication. Bill Buford, an American writer and editor, delves deep into the
world of English football hooliganism, presenting a vivid narrative that combines personal experiences
with extensive research. This article will explore the central themes of the book, its significance in

contemporary culture, and the impact it has had on the understanding of football fandom.



Overview of Among the Thugs

Published in 1990, "Among the Thugs" takes readers on a raw journey through the underbelly of
English football culture. Bill Buford immerses himself in the life of football hooligans, attending matches
and experiencing firsthand the adrenaline-fueled violence that often accompanies these events. The
book is not just a recounting of violent episodes; it is a profound inquiry into the psychology of fans,

the social dynamics at play, and the cultural significance of football in England.

The Author’s Journey

Buford’s quest begins as a curious outsider, intrigued by the fervor surrounding football matches. His
initial experiences lead him to adopt the persona of a fan, allowing him to integrate himself into various
groups of supporters. This transformation is not merely for observational purposes; it reflects a deeper
desire to understand what drives people to participate in such extreme behaviors. Key elements of

Buford’s journey include:
* Personal Transformation: Buford goes from a detached observer to an active participant, which
allows him to gain insights that would be impossible from the outside.

e Encounters with Hooligans: His interactions with various groups reveal the complexity of their

motivations, from loyalty to their clubs to a sense of identity and belonging.

¢ Violence as a Social Ritual: Buford examines how violence is often ritualized within the context

of football culture, serving as both a bonding experience and a means of asserting dominance.



Thematic Elements of the Book

"Among the Thugs" is rich with themes that resonate well beyond the confines of football fandom.

Some of the most significant themes include:

The Nature of Violence

Buford does not shy away from depicting the brutality inherent in football hooliganism. He explores

how violence serves multiple purposes within the subculture:

1. Identity Formation: For many supporters, engaging in violence is a way to forge a collective identity
with fellow fans.

2. Catharsis: The act of fighting can provide an emotional release, channeling frustrations that may be
rooted in broader societal issues.

3. Control and Power: Violence is often a means to assert control over rival groups, with the stakes of

loyalty and rivalry heightened during matches.

The Role of Community

Another critical aspect of Buford’s narrative is the sense of community that exists among football fans.

This sense of belonging can be both positive and negative:

- Camaraderie: Fans often form tight-knit groups that provide a sense of family and support.

- Exclusivity: The same groups can become insular, fostering an “us vs. them” mentality that
heightens tensions with rival supporters.

- Collective Memory: Matches, fights, and rivalries become part of a shared history that strengthens

bonds among fans.



The Cultural Significance of Football in England

Football holds a unique place in English culture, serving as a microcosm for broader social issues.

Buford’s exploration of this phenomenon reveals several key insights:

Working-Class Identity

Football has historically been associated with the working class in England. Buford highlights how this
connection shapes the identity of fans, as they often see their clubs as representations of their own

struggles and triumphs. This relationship between class and football leads to:

- Deep Loyalty: Many fans remain fiercely loyal to their local clubs, viewing them as symbols of
community pride.
- Rivalries: Class-based rivalries can intensify the passion surrounding matches, giving rise to fierce

competition among clubs.

The Media’s Role

Buford also discusses the media’s portrayal of football culture, particularly how sensationalized

reporting of hooliganism can perpetuate stereotypes. The impact of media coverage includes:

- Misrepresentation: Hooligans are often depicted as the face of football fandom, overshadowing the
vast majority of fans who engage with the sport peacefully.
- Increased Tension: Media narratives can exacerbate rivalries, leading to heightened tensions among

fans.



Impact and Legacy of Among the Thugs

Since its release, "Among the Thugs" has had a lasting impact on the discourse surrounding football

culture and violence. Buford's work has prompted further discussion on several fronts:

Awareness and Understanding

The book has contributed to a more nuanced understanding of football hooliganism, moving beyond
the simplistic narrative of mindless violence. It encourages readers to consider the social and

psychological factors that drive such behaviors, fostering awareness of the complexities involved.

Influence on Subsequent Literature

"Among the Thugs" has inspired a range of subsequent works that examine sports culture through a
critical lens. Authors and researchers have drawn on Buford’s insights to explore themes of identity,

violence, and community within various sporting contexts.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Among the Thugs by Bill Buford is not merely a recounting of football violence; it is a
profound exploration of culture, identity, and the human condition. Through his immersive narrative,
Buford challenges readers to confront the complexities surrounding football fandom and the societal
factors that contribute to violence. As the book continues to resonate with new generations of readers,
it remains a vital piece of literature that sheds light on the darker corners of sports culture, making it

essential reading for anyone interested in the intersections of sport, society, and psychology.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Among the Thugs' by Bill Buford?

The main theme of '"Among the Thugs' is the exploration of football hooliganism in England, delving

into the culture and psychology of the fans who engage in violent behavior.

How does Bill Buford approach the subject of football hooliganism in

the book?

Bill Buford immerses himself in the world of football hooligans, attending matches and participating in

their activities, providing a firsthand account of their mindset and environment.

What is the significance of the title 'Among the Thugs'?

The title '"Among the Thugs' highlights Buford's position as an outsider who integrates himself into the

violent subculture of football fans, allowing readers to see the world through their eyes.

What personal experiences does Buford share in the book?

Buford shares his experiences of attending football matches, the adrenaline of the crowd, and the

violent encounters that ensue, illustrating his internal conflict about the allure of that lifestyle.

How does Buford's background as a writer influence the narrative of
'Among the Thugs'?

Buford's background as a writer allows him to craft a compelling narrative that combines personal
anecdotes, sociological analysis, and vivid descriptions, making the book both informative and

engaging.

What impact did 'Among the Thugs' have on public perception of



football hooliganism?

The book played a significant role in shaping public perception by providing an in-depth look at the

phenomenon, humanizing the hooligans while also revealing the darker aspects of their behavior.

What literary techniques does Buford use to convey his message?

Buford employs techniques such as immersive journalism, detailed character studies, and a mix of

humor and horror to convey the complexities of football culture and violence.

How has 'Among the Thugs' been received by critics and readers?

The book has generally received positive reviews for its candid and thoughtful exploration of a

controversial subject, with many praising Buford's ability to balance sympathy and critique.
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