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“A grotesque, horrifying, repelient and gorgeous

book; A Clockwork Orange come to life.”
—John Gregory Dunne

Among Thugs by Bill Buford is a gripping exploration into the world of football (soccer) hooliganism,
offering a profound insight into a subculture that has often been misunderstood and sensationalized.
Published in 1990, this book stands as a seminal work in the realm of sports literature, delving deep into the
psyche of fans who engage in violent behaviors in the name of loyalty to their clubs. With a mix of

personal narrative, cultural analysis, and investigative journalism, Buford brings to light the complexities



that define this phenomenon.

Introduction to Football Hooliganism

Football hooliganism refers to the violent and disorderly behavior exhibited by some football fans,
particularly during matches. Originating in the UK, this culture has spread worldwide, often resulting in
clashes between rival fans, as well as confrontations with law enforcement. Buford’s journey into this
world begins with a fascination for the sport, but soon evolves into an exploration of the underlying

motivations for such extreme expressions of fandom.

The Motivation Behind Hooliganism

Understanding why individuals engage in hooliganism requires a look into several key factors:

1. Identity and Belonging: For many fans, being part of a hooligan group provides a sense of identity and

belonging that may be absent in other aspects of their lives.

2. Ritual and Tradition: The acts of violence and camaraderie among fans often take on ritualistic elements,

echoing historical traditions of group loyalty and tribalism.

3. Masculinity and Power: The aggressive behaviors exhibited by hooligans can be seen as a performance of

masculinity, where strength and dominance play critical roles.

4. Socioeconomic Factors: Many hooligans come from working-class backgrounds, where football serves as

an escape from the struggles of daily life, making the stakes of loyalty and rivalry feel even higher.

Bill Buford’s Personal Journey

Buford's narrative is not just an analysis of hooliganism; it is also a personal journey. He begins as an
outsider, a writer who is curious about the phenomenon, but his curiosity quickly turns into an immersive
experience. He spends time with various hooligan groups, notably the Manchester United's “Red Army,”

and documents his encounters, experiences, and the relationships he builds.

Immersion and Experience

The depth of Buford’s immersion is one of the striking aspects of the book. He does not merely observe



from a distance; he engages directly with the hooligans, often putting himself in risky situations. Some

notable aspects of his experiences include:

- Attending Matches: Buford attends numerous matches, witnessing the adrenaline, the violence, and the

fervor of fans firsthand.

- Participating in Fights: He goes so far as to participate in fights, attempting to understand the motivations

and emotions that drive hooligans to violence.

- Building Relationships: Buford forms bonds with some of the hooligans, providing a glimpse into their

lives, dreams, and fears beyond their violent personas.

The Structure of the Book

The book is structured around Buford's encounters and observations, interspersed with historical context
and cultural analysis. This structure allows readers to navigate through the chaotic world of football

hooliganism while gaining insight into its roots and implications.

Key Themes Explored

Several themes emerge throughout Buford’s narrative:

- Violence and Community: The paradox of how violence can create a sense of community among fans is
explored in-depth. Buford addresses the notion that, for many hooligans, the violence is not just about

aggression but about loyalty to their group.

- Media Portrayal vs. Reality: Buford critiques the media’s sensationalized portrayal of hooliganism, arguing

that it often overlooks the complexities and human stories behind the violence.

- Cultural Critique: The book serves as a broader commentary on English culture, examining how football
hooliganism reflects societal issues such as class struggle, identity crises, and the search for meaning in a

rapidly changing world.

The Impact of Among Thugs

Since its publication, Among Thugs has had a significant impact on both the literary world and the
understanding of football culture. It has been cited in numerous academic studies, discussions, and even in

policy-making regarding football violence.



Legacy in Sports Literature

The book has solidified Buford’s place in sports literature, often being used as a reference point for
discussions about fan culture, violence in sports, and the sociology of fandom. It paved the way for other
authors and journalists to explore similar themes, leading to a deeper understanding of the dynamics at play

in sports-related violence.

Influence on Public Discourse

Buford's nuanced portrayal has influenced how the public and authorities approach the issue of hooliganism.

It has fostered discussions about:

- Preventive Measures: Understanding the motivations behind hooliganism can lead to more effective

preventive measures, focusing on community building rather than solely on policing.

- Fan Experience: Discussions around enhancing the fan experience at matches, promoting safe

environments for spectators, and fostering a culture of respect among rival fans.

- Policy Changes: The book has contributed to a broader dialogue regarding the legislation and policies

surrounding football matches, leading to improved safety protocols and fan engagement strategies.

Conclusion: A Complex Portrait

Among Thugs is more than just a study of football hooliganism; it is a complex portrait of human behavior,
identity, and cultural expression. Bill Buford’s immersive approach provides readers with a visceral
understanding of a subculture that is often dismissed and misunderstood. His work encourages empathy and
critical thinking, challenging us to look beyond the violence to the human stories that lie beneath. As
football continues to evolve, Buford’s insights remain relevant, serving as a reminder of the power of sports
to evoke passion—and, at times, chaos—in the lives of individuals and communities alike. Through this lens,
Among Thugs stands not only as a compelling narrative but as a call to understand the deeper sociocultural

dynamics at play in the world of sports.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Among Thugs' by Bill Buford about?

'"Among Thugs' is a non-fiction book by Bill Buford that explores the subculture of English football



hooligans, detailing his experiences and observations while immersing himself in their world.

What motivated Bill Buford to write 'Among Thugs"?

Buford was motivated by a desire to understand the violent culture surrounding football hooliganism and to

explore the psychology behind the behavior of fans who engage in such violence.

How does Buford approach the topic of violence in 'Among Thugs'?

Buford takes an immersive approach, participating in the culture himself, attending matches, and

interacting with the hooligans to gain firsthand insight into their motivations and experiences.

What themes are prevalent in 'Among Thugs"

Key themes in '"Among Thugs' include identity, masculinity, loyalty, and the allure of violence, as well as

the complex relationship between sports fandom and aggression.

What impact did '"Among Thugs' have on public perception of football
hooliganism?

The book shed light on the often misunderstood motivations behind football hooliganism, prompting

discussions about the societal and cultural factors that contribute to such behaviors.

Has 'Among Thugs' influenced other works in sports literature?

Yes, 'Among Thugs' has influenced various works in sports literature, inspiring authors to explore the

darker aspects of sports culture and the psychology of fans.

What writing style does Bill Buford use in '"Among Thugs"?

Buford employs a narrative non-fiction style, combining personal anecdotes, detailed observations, and

sociological analysis to create a compelling and immersive reading experience.

How does 'Among Thugs' relate to contemporary discussions about sports
violence?

The book remains relevant in contemporary discussions about sports violence by highlighting the persistent

issues of fan aggression, the role of media, and the societal implications of such behavior in sporting events.
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