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Abstract 

FC Sankt Pauli is often portrayed as a rebel football club that represents an ideal manifestation of fan 

centeredness. But whilst the club’s reputation is mostly well earned, there is much to distinguish the 

fans from the club and conflict between the two is prominent and ongoing. This research, based on 

more than ten years of ethnography amongst the fans and questionnaires and interviews with key 

individuals, looks behind the scenes to reveal how fans challenge their club, the authorities, and much 

more beyond. Authentic voices of fan activists tell a story of fervent sport activism, fan power, and 

resistance, alive and well inhabiting a vibrant subculture. Political praxis and protest are prolific 

amongst Sankt Pauli fans. By illuminating the radical sport activism of Sankt Pauli fans, this paper 

offers a vision for other football fans to emulate and for sport more generally to realise a more 

transformative potential. 
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Introduction 

A growing body of work implies that FC Sankt Pauli is a fan-led radically left wing football 

club.  However, it would be unwise to assume that this is entirely accurate, not least because 

this underestimates the commercial tendencies of the club and fails to distinguish the activism 

of the fans from the club itself. This leads to a dysfunctional understanding of the Sankt Pauli 

phenomenon as it misrepresents the relationship of the fans to the club. This questions the 

ways in which the fans are being represented, and how their aspirations are pursued despite 

the club.  To address such shortcomings, it is important to gain a deep understanding of the 

distinctive fan culture through immersion in its organic machinations and political praxis; a 

manifestation of sport activism. 

Sankt Pauli is a gritty mostly working class bohemian dockside district within 

Hamburg. FC Sankt Pauli mostly yo-yo between the top two divisions of German football 

league and have an image as a “rebel” club. For many it has become a leftist mecca and a 

haven for fans, swimming against the tide, to “reclaim the game” from rampant 

commercialism. It has a radical political history from the mid-1980s when allegiances were 

forged in protests and civil unrest between activists and a professional football club, its 

players and supporters. From that time on, left-wing politics permeated the football club and 

its terraces were strewn with political activists who were incorporated into its decision 

making.  

Recent articles in this journal have turned their attention to FC Sankt Pauli and their 

fans; Griggs focused on utopian reportage 
1
, Merkel on fan culture and hegemonic struggles 

2
,  

McDougall on the fans’ special relationship with Celtic supporters 
3
, and Daniel and 

Kassimeris on their leftist politics and culture 
4
. Yet one weakness in much reporting of Sankt 

Pauli is the inadequate distinction of club from fans. Kuhn proposes that “FC Sankt Pauli 

turned from a football club into a radical myth.. never reflected by the management” 
5
. A 

football chant adapted to infer; “there’s only one Sankt Pauli” would conflate fans with club 

and assume one entity. That, as this paper will reveal, is clearly not the case. This failure to 
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disaggregate homogenises Sankt Pauli and obscures distinctions; between club and fans, and 

amongst the fans too. There are marked differences in identity, philosophy, as well as 

significant tensions between the fans and club. Among the fans there are further differences 

which makes it difficult to regard them as a unified whole.  

A consequence of perpetuating myths about FC Sankt Pauli is that it wrongly over 

endows the club with credit and suppresses the significant nature of fan struggles with the 

club, which remain largely unknown. Another is that, when Sankt Pauli is used as an 

exemplar, learning is superficially impeded, and fan empowerment restricted, as the enduring 

sustainability of dynamic sub-cultural activity by the fans is not properly accounted for. 

Avoiding uncritical sentiment, Griggs has stated that more ought to be known about this 

alternative culture, remarking that “clearly this underlines the need for further fieldwork to 

examine these issues, which if they can be substantiated, may be of some significance” 
6
.  

Immersion in the fan sub-culture is necessary to understand its organic anatomisation and 

reveal its inner workings.  

Through its empirical work (a combination of more than ten years of ethnography 

among fans and latterly through qualitative questionnaires and in-depth interviews with key 

fan activists), this paper aims to lift the veil on what really goes on in Sankt Pauli, dissect the 

hegemonic landscape, reveals distinctions, and amplify the authentic voices of the fans. It 

aims to illuminate fan culture, activism, leadership and politics, and examine the tensions 

between the fans and the football club and how the fans influence the club. It aims to assert 

that the thriving radicalism of Sankt Pauli fans can be substantiated, and will argue that Sankt 

Pauli fans embody a form of sport activism, albeit with diverse constituencies. It aims to 

reveal a buoyant hotbed of sport activism, and further that those practices offer a vision for 

football fans of radical integrity others might choose to follow. The paper will conclude why 

activism and political praxis are central to the success of Sankt Pauli fans, and how that 

political struggle, and its manifestation as sport activism, are alive and well in Sankt Pauli to 

this day.  

 

Sport, Power and Activism  
Some are unequivocal that sport, especially football, is irredeemable for leftist activists 

because of its heightened commercialisation. Perelman criticises naive academics “flocked in 

serried ranks to give eager endorsement to sport” with its propagation of predominantly 

functionalist values and exemption from intellectual critique. He believes the overwhelming 

power of sport and the all-pervading influence of its economy, institutions, and culture are 

unsurpassed in their divisive ideological capacity to corrode, decompose and dissolve 

critique. Worse, those with dominant power in society are dependent on sport to do their 

ideological work and bidding. 
7
 This one dimensional view conceives the influence of sport 

as essentially a one way street and fails to accommodate the notion of sport as contested 

ideological terrain.  

Sport clearly has the potential to act as part of a wider social movement, engage in 

resistance, and enable challenges to dominant structures of power (Partington and Totten 

2012, Budd 2001). 
8
 Maguire describes power as an “essential feature of the networks of 

interdependency” and further that “forms of interdependency are contoured by power 

relations”. 
9
 While power is an omnipresent feature of all social life, including sport, Sugden 

and Tomlinson establish through Giddens that power is not a zero sum game but the 

“dialectic of control”. 
10

 Through Foucault they also refute notions of absolute power in 

favour of “struggles and confrontation that affect the power relations by transforming, 
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strengthening or reversing them”. 
11

 So power, like hegemony, is “constitutive and 

constituting” 
12

; we all possess some power with the potential to transform our circumstances. 

Power is a relational dynamic, resistance a form of power, and a strategic response to 

situations including domination with a refusal to comply. 

Analysis of power has to consider complex multifaceted structures and social 

interactions; the relations within and between. So for football fans this encompasses the 

power dynamics of football authorities and clubs, as well as their fans’ relationships to them 

and relations amongst fans themselves. The empowering of fans involves some shift in power 

from dominant groups enabling fans to influence what affects them and analysis of power 

relations determines that empowerment is an ongoing process of struggle;  “a continuous 

process that enables people to understand, upgrade and use their capacity to better control and 

gain power over their own lives”. 
13 

 

Sport Activism 

Activism entails activity either advocating on behalf of a cause or actions in pursuit of a 

cause. Both aim to bring about social or political change. Sport Activism is advocating or 

acting for social or political change in sport, or through sport; for social or political change 

elsewhere. In this context sport activism emerges as radical activity politicised against the 

dominant hegemony or sport status quo. Sport Activism represents a radical challenge to the 

dominant conservative and functionalist social and political values which permeate football. 

Ledwith describes radicals as “critical educators” with a transformative agenda to bring about 

social change. 
14

 Sports activism engenders critical consciousness and acts as a form of 

critical praxis and resistance to dominant hegemony; ideologically, economically, 

politically, socially and culturally, in sport and sometimes outside sport too. 
15 

Sport activism can utilise the emancipatory potential of sub cultural activity, like 

alternative football culture, to challenge dominant norms and structures, and promote 

radical and sometimes revolutionary action. Totten has highlighted how anti-capitalist 

alternative football networks have emerged as counter-cultural resistance pursuing “freedom 

through football”. 
16

 Simpson has elaborated on how these networks connect to revolutionary 

organisations in Mexico and Palestine 
17

, and Kuhn has compiled a worldwide history of how 

football has agitated for activism against the state. 
18

 Few football fans encapsulate sport 

activism as well as Sankt have, and Kuhn, Merkel and Sanderson have each documented the 

prominence of Sankt Pauli Fans amongst activist networks 
19

.  

 

Fan Activism 

Much has been written from the UK about fans offering resistance, exercising their power 

and engaging in forms of activism. Brimson’s compilation recounts various forms of 

“rebellion” at 10 different clubs from the early 1980s to the early 2000s. 
20

 There are different 

degrees to which fans can attempt to exercise power. Within football they can lobby their 

club for better services, they can lobby their club or associations for more influence, maybe 

even attempt to break away, or they can mobilise support behind a certain issue in football. A 

less common option is to exercise influence outside football either by creating a connection 

between a football issue and its structural influence and seeking to address that, or by 

utilising a fan base to address social and political issues which are not directly related to 

football at all.  

North and Hodson plot resistance from the early 1990s of Brighton and Hove Albion 

fans against potential ground relocation who deposed the club chairman which Wood 
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described as “effective guerrilla warfare”. 
21

 Also in the 1990s, Maguire describes how some 

Charlton fans “were transformed from passive spectators into social activists” in response to 

ill treatment during their successful campaign over plans for stadium renewal. 
22

 Maguire 

characterised fan power as a 20
th

 century phenomenon due to its diminution in the face of the 

emergence of the globalised commercialisation of football in the 21
st
 century. 

23
 Yet it is 

exactly these processes of commercialisation that are giving rise to a new breed of sport 

activists and supporter protest movements. 

Millward examines the emergence in 2008 of the “Spirit of Shankly” Liverpool 

supporters and how their protests targeting financial institutions led to the club being 

portrayed as a risky investment, and to the owner describing the “militant role (of) internet 

terrorists” who helped force the sale. 
24

 Although a change of ownership occurred, no direct 

say in governance was gained. The limits of this activism could be described as an exercise in 

consumer choice rather than a fundamental realignment of the fan/club relationship. 

Similarly, the “Green and Gold” protests of Manchester United FC fans from 2010 lobbied 

for a change of ownership rather than a fundamental restructuring between fan and owner 

control.  

Others fans, exasperated by traditional club ownership, have taken matters further and 

have established breakaway clubs like AFC Wimbledon in 2002 and FC United in 2005, and 

more radically Ebbsfleet United FC became a fully fan owned club in 2008 with direct 

influence on the most significant aspects of club policy. These exhibitions of fan power can 

be conceptualised as forms of sport activism, albeit to different degrees of influence and most 

less so than Sankt Pauli fans. 

 

Research Methodology 
The author has been visiting Sankt Pauli for more than ten years and has closely associated 

with Sankt Pauli fans in other contexts as well, including international alternative football 

tournaments. Over that time there have been hundreds of hours of informal observation and 

conversations about the nature of Sankt Pauli fans and issues close to their hearts. In that 

regard this research could partly be understood as ethnographic; a strength of which is that it 

provides an insider view, through privileged access, to observe and inhabit the fans’ 

subculture. While these experiences have informed this research, its main substance is drawn 

from a series of in depth questionnaires and interviews conducted with six key fan activists in 

late 2011 and early 2012. A negotiated process established a participant mix that represented 

the diverse composition of the fans and those with an informed insight of it. Crucially for this 

research; they were English speakers as well as part of the aim of this work was to 

disseminate knowledge of Sankt Pauli to English speaking audiences. The words quoted from 

findings hereafter (in italics) are those of the participants speaking English as a second 

language, so grammatical errors abound, but it is important to represent the views of 

participants accurately and authentically rather than massaging them and their meaning for 

grammatical convention.  

Sugden and Tomlinson characterise this mix of qualitative approaches as ethnography 

which enables “emphatic access to social milieu.. (and) develops an authentic gaze enabling 

previously invisible power relations to be seen”. 
25

 Immersion in fan subculture enabled deep 

insight to rigourise understanding of fan activism, and is in contrast to research which briefly 

meets the natives;  “anodyne engagements.. collated by remote contextual tourists”. 
26

 An 

early draft of the raw research findings was posted on a website and disseminated to a range 
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of potentially interested parties such as fan groups, and activists who might benefit from 

more knowledge of the approach of St. Pauli fans. 
27

  

 

A Radical History 

Participants characterised Sankt Pauli fans as avowedly libertarian left-wing and profoundly 

anti-fascist. Each felt a revelation upon encountering a “special atmosphere” and becoming 

aware of “political discussions”. Overt political activity and demonstrations linked to games 

was crucial; “all this left wing activities around the football matches, this is why I was 

attracted”. Sugden and Tomlinson describe the history of sport as an ongoing narrative of 

struggle 
28

 and FC Sankt Pauli has a uniquely radical political history established from the 

mid-1980s; “broadcasting political messages that highlight the conflict between fan culture 

and commerce more explicitly than those of any other fan group”. 
29

 This paper does not aim 

to recount that authentic history in detail which has been documented elsewhere. 
30

 However, 

a brief summation is desirable to contextualise its influence on the current situation.  

From 1986 allegiances were forged between activists and the football club, its players 

and supporters, in protests and civil unrest in support of local squatter’s rights. In time, 

protests outside the ground spread inside as fans campaigned successfully against club 

commercialism using “tactics learnt in street politics”. 
31

 The focus of campaigns grew to 

encompass a variety of other leftist causes, with matches regularly accompanied by 

political protests. Merkel concludes “it is this combination of political activism and football 

fandom that has made this small club well known”. 
32

 In contrast with right wing fan culture 

that prevailed elsewhere in Germany a movement of leftists and punks “created an alternative 

fan culture.. where the action on the terraces is as important as play on the pitch”. 
33 

The fan’s influence spread when Sankt Pauli fans began to create alliances with 

other fans of German clubs. 
34

 Kuhn declares that Sankt Pauli “captured the imagination of 

every radical soccer fan.. as they spearheaded a radical football supporters movement that 

spread across Europe and beyond”. 
35

 Merkel noted that the “political activities and resistance 

of St Pauli’s fans has certainly been innovative, and the fans themselves have become role 

models for many others”. 
36

 This history and the fans’ struggles along that road, provides 

evidence of enduring sustainability although fans are wary of resting on their laurels; “you 

cannot sit down now and say look at the last twenty years, they have been so great, and now 

we are at the end of the road”. 

 

Continuous Struggle 

Fans described how they kept vigilance over the political wellbeing of the club; “There are 

lots of things that threaten the little island we have here, and you have to take care that one 

of the parts is not getting too big”. In this sense the fans are acting like hegemonic sentinels 

dynamically poised to act in resistance to perceived threats from wherever they might arise; 

the club, the DFB (Football Governing Body), the government, the police, the media and 

others. Over time these threats ebb and flow like a hegemonic current, sometimes weak and 

sometimes strong. Participants believed that people should take more control over their own 

circumstances; “football association or the government; they only want to make money with 

merchandise, so they have no care for us, for our problems..  No that would have to come 

from the fans”. Activists were able to create “a football culture in their own image.. (to) apply 

the “agit-prop” methods they had learnt from street politics and the punk movement.. (and 

become a) paradigm for alternative fans throughout Europe”. 
37

 Protests often take place in 

the streets and fans have even gone as far as to acquire their own second hand water cannon 



This article is an earlier version of a paper submitted to the Soccer and Society journal and is copyrighted as work undertaken through 

Leeds Metropolitan University. 

 

 

 

to mirror and mock those of the Police. 
38

 Fans now bring politics to the football matches; 

“especially the stadium as a kind of presentation, some kind of stage”. 

Kuhn surmises that “political activists kept the St. Pauli rebellion from becoming a 

mere sideshow”. 
39

 Participants described engagement in a variety of social and political 

activities, at home and abroad, including many local projects, work with schools, youth and 

community groups, and work to address the relationship between the club and those living 

around the stadium. They skilfully employ a prolific variety of other methods too including 

use of their own media, political writing, websites, fanzines, blogs, public events, trips, anti-

racist football tournaments, marches, protests, demonstrations, banners and chants, and 

actively squatting is still a prominent aspect of Sankt Pauli fan culture. Fans are able to 

engage support for a wide range of libertarian leftist campaigns and protests against racism, 

fascism, nazism, homophobia, gentrification, rising rents, homelessness, transportation of 

nuclear waste, government, war, and police oppression. They also campaign in support of 

rights for fans, refugees, immigrants, women, travellers, and squatters. A sense of critical 

consciousness was apparent when fans linked the symptoms of their collective oppressions to 

cultivating awareness of their structural causes. “Society must change a little and everybody 

should be more interested and in a political way.  So, if you only put all the money into police 

and security and not in social houses or organisations or community work, you will have 

more and more problems”. Sugden and Tomlinson describe how even this “interpretive act 

itself is a form of human agency, an act of appropriation and a potential for resistance”. 
40 

Merkel believes that football is “an integral and prominent part of the struggle for 

hegemony in German society”. 
41

 Participants believed that the power to address their issues 

potentially lay with government and the super wealthy, but they chose not to, and could not 

be trusted to do so. Therefore, people should not be too patient in waiting for that to happen. 

They felt power was concentrated in the hands of too few and that long term issues could 

only be properly addressed by creating a more democratic society; “You have to change the 

media, to change the law, you have to change the link and the leadership to change others”. 

Participants felt it was difficult to behave as freely as they wished and described fans making 

acts of “resistance”, and were very conscious that, in pursuing their causes, fans challenged 

those institutions with more power and that there were unsuccessful attempts to control the 

fans by those institutions; “they try but they have got no success.. but it’s funny to see what 

they try”.  

 

Fan friendly Club 

Griggs previously ascribed the reported attraction of Sankt Pauli as combining a “nostalgic 

idealism” for times past when supporter culture was defined by beer fuelled rowdy working 

class terraces and a subcultural rebel image. 
42

 Yet, this does not adequately convey the 

exhilarating contemporary lived experience of fans. Nor does it acknowledge that Sankt Pauli 

attracts many who did not otherwise like football, even less so its traditional roots with 

boorish misogynist associations. Neither, that radical politics and cultural identity are the 

dominant culture at Sankt Pauli, even if they are a subculture elsewhere. In short, Sankt Pauli 

is very much about the here and now, and the prominence of fan power and social activism; 

real action rather than a wistful dream. The benefit of football is partly the simplicity of its 

attraction and the inclusive atmosphere at Sankt Pauli has recruited many to support it who 

might not otherwise have contemplated football before; “There are many St Pauli Fans who 

are not football fans in the first instance. They comes to St Pauli because of the community 

and after that they are going to a football fan”. However, recently stadium development may 
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have accentuated divisions between different areas of the ground, due to ticket pricing 

especially with the increased number of corporate boxes, which most fans opposed. 
43

 But, 

football has proved flexible in its capacity to offer different opportunities for friendship, 

supporting, playing, as well as other political activity.  

Many believe German football to be more fan friendly than most 
44

, and the German 

Bundesliga has been credited with a comparatively more inclusive fan friendly attitude than 

most which “allows for a certain degree of participatory democracy”. 
45

 This disposition has 

enabled fan resistance to a degree. Significantly, since 2001 all German professional football 

clubs (with the exception of two historically fan-supportive works funded teams; Bayer 

Leverkusen and VfL Wolfsburg) must abide by the “50+1 rule”. This means they must be 

owned at least fifty per cent “plus one voice” by their membership to prevent majority control 

by any other single entity. Sankt Pauli fans are officially represented through the Abteilung 

Fördernde Mitglieder (AFM fan membership scheme). It carries constituted voting rights and 

influences the politics and direction of the football club 
46

; “The club is belonged to the 

members and every member could be voted as a chairman”. Sankt Pauli has been highly 

successful in making “50+1” an effective democratic tool by ensuring that the majority of 

members are actually fans (!), and activists too. 

In contrast to recent research in the UK 
47

, German fans have recently had the lowest 

ticket prices in Europe, as well as the highest average attendances with season ticket capping 

due to popularity, sympathetic public transport policies, television rights which declined the 

highest bidders in favour of state run terrestrial coverage (partly compensated for by 

increased sponsorship), tolerance of beer consumption, a buoyant standing terrace culture, 

and stadiums where “stewards act more like ushers”. 
48

 This is not solely due to benevolence 

on the part of the authorities; but as the outcomes of protracted hegemonic struggles fought 

for by the fans. Merkel concludes that it is not due to the “altruism, generosity and 

compassion of football establishment in Germany, but is largely a result of the fans’ 

opposition, which has a rebellious and subversive quality”. 
49

 Sankt Pauli fans are also 

represented by the Staendiger Fanauschuss (fan commission) which is the “official voice” 

from supporters to the club, media and general public, on which every important fan group 

has representation. FC Sankt Pauli enjoys a reputation as being one of the most fan friendly 

clubs and this is evidenced in its extraordinary adoption of many aspects of the fans political 

and subcultural leanings. The club has enshrined principles regarding its allegiance to its 

surrounding community, the social and political issues which affect it, and its social 

responsibility beyond sport. 
50 

 

Fans challenging the club 

It might be expected that all is rosy in the garden of Sankt Pauli, but it is not. Fans exert an 

eternal vigilance over the club, are wary of commercialising tendencies, and relationships are 

often antagonistic; “If Chairman or official don´t want something they will not do it. They 

give us small nuts to take but the big coconuts they will not hand over”. Previously, Griggs 

questioned “is tradition preferable to relegation” for Sankt Pauli fans? 
51

 Findings revealed; 

mostly, yes! Fans were ambivalent about the importance of footballing success and there was 

more concern about the commercial pressures caused by too much success and attracting 

those more interested in football than politics; “football fans” (!) who do not adopt the radical 

culture; “Stop all the marketing to get unattractive for tourists and people who only come 

when there is success”.  
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Daniels and Kassimeris believe that if those fans seeking to rescue the soul of the club 

are actually able to jettison commercialisation altogether it will bring the club to its knees. 
52

  

Nevertheless, the club successfully markets itself on the back of fan politics and sub-cultural 

imagery as the rebel club; “The club markets (sells) our different existence”. A profound 

example of this is the “Tötenkofpf” (skull and crossbones) which emerged from the fans 

who adopted it as their own symbol from 1989 which pointedly referenced Sankt Pauli, 

and not FC Sankt Pauli. The symbol was incorporated by the club itself from 2001 and 

now adorns the team bus, some team kit, and much merchandise which the club markets 

aggressively. 
53

 Copyrighted in 1989, the Tötenkofpf was later patented in 1996 by Texmen 

(a marketing company) who subsequently sold the rights to the football club. But, in 2004, to 

pay off some debts, the club sold its rights to another marketing company, Upsolut, for 30 

years. So, ironically the rebel flag of the pirates has been possessed as the logo of the 

marketeers. Merkel  surmises that “the original symbol of St Pauli’s first wave of organised 

resistance, the skull and crossbones, has become the club’s most successful merchandising 

motif”. 
54 

Whilst Griggs felt media coverage of Sankt Pauli may be “glossing over realities” and 

not fully acknowledging the reality of commercial pressures and change 
55

, this underplays a 

history of enduring resistance and sustainability in the face of such issues. The fans and club 

engage in a perpetual tug of war; if the club sells out on the fans’ ideas the fans attempt to 

pull the club back to where it was, if the club moves towards the fans’ concerns the fans will 

try and pull them further. The club is caught between the commercial inducements and 

“imperatives” of professional football, and the political integrity of the fans. These tensions 

hold the relationship in some form of equilibrium; “on one hand very close and on other hand 

very bad. If you view from a point of a normal football supporter from other teams in 

Germany or Europe our link is very close and there is a lot influence possible on the 

chairman and club officials. But on the other hand the influence is very short”.  

In a fight for control the club attempts to “incorporate” the fans 
56

, while the fans 

discern on an incremental basis whether to consent to these arrangement or offer resistance. 

This illustrates the fluid and perpetual nature of hegemonic struggle. 
57

 Participants describe 

how the relationship between the club and the fans is in flux. At times it appears easy and at 

others it is quite strained depending on priorities and issues of the moment. And there are 

sub-hegemonic struggles amongst the fans with different groups and individuals vying for 

influence, or offering resistance, amidst a noisy democracy. The biggest tensions amongst the 

fans occur between those who are most focused on football (and who are more tolerant of 

commercialisation and surrendering control to the club), and those who are most focused on 

the politics and fan control of the club; “For some people it is very important to be successful 

in the first Bundesliga... For other people it is more important to have a club with a special 

character and no commercial playground around the matches. They are really happy if the 

club is successful, but they don't want to pay for this success with our own character and 

special values”. 

There is an ingrained distrust of the German football authorities, who are seen as 

having a proclivity to act against fan interests, and of oppressive police practices at matches. 

Fans felt the authorities stereotype fans and treat them all as troublemakers, especially at 

away games. They proposed unity amongst different football fans to regain control of their 

game. They perceived potential threats to the fans do-it-yourself (DIY) left-wing culture and 

the need for eternal vigilance upon the football club itself. The DIY resistance continues to 

this day and many fans reject official club merchandise and elect to create their own DIY 
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clothing, banners and other apparel in Sankt Pauli colours with symbols of their own. For 

Merkel football culture is “constructed both by commercial interests and by defiant and 

rebellious reactions to them”. 
58

 Fans desired never to forget their radical heritage and to 

maintain their political profile; “Stay as we are and never sell ourselves..  Forever be free in 

our ideas and free in our stands and not be forced by repression”. 

 

Leadership, and the Inner Circle  
In the spirit of internationalism there are strong relationships and collaborative work with 

other fan groups across Europe and beyond addressing issues common to them all; “we have 

always had a leading or a very important role.. a lot of other football supporters I think look 

at Sankt Pauli and try to copy things”. Many innovative ideas were born in Sankt Pauli and 

the fans have become role models for many other fans. 
59

 Fans felt they have; “a much 

greater influence on what is going on than supporters of other clubs, but we fought and still 

fight for it”. 

Fans embrace a highly democratic culture and a sense of participatory democracy in 

which they organise to influence. At its simplest successful decision making takes place 

because of negotiation, lots of meetings and discussions, the principles to value them, the 

willingness to carry them out and the stamina to be able to do so. Fans were very satisfied 

with the democratic nature of these processes and felt very few improvements could be made. 

Fans described a meritocracy whereby opinions are debated for hours and talented or 

committed groups or individuals are informally adopted in leadership roles; “I am part of it.  

I’m participating. I’m a member of the club, I go to the club meetings and I have a voice with 

democratic things”. 

Fans emphasise there are no formal “leaders” and that they organise non-

hierarchically, but that does not mean that leadership is absent. In Sankt Pauli, leadership is a 

state of activity rather than a formal role and distinctions between leaders and followers are 

blurred. Maroosis sees this form of leadership and followership as a reciprocating 

partnership. 
60

 Howell and Mendez describe this as adaptive and temporal, a complex 

influence process to attain a common goal, and followership as a shifting role. It is a dynamic 

process which prioritises group goals over self-interest, improves teamwork, and 

accommodates flexible role orientation. 
61

 Gronn defines this as distributed leadership rather 

than an absence of leadership which avoids dualisms about leader and follower and structure 

and agency. 
62 

The continued support of the participants was founded unanimously around the 

politics, friendships forged around that, and the centrality of that to their lives. Although 

participants described the fan base as diverse and open to everybody from different 

backgrounds, distinctions were drawn; “between the big, whole, Sankt Pauli fans scene and 

the active part that take part of the political structure of the club and organises a lot of 

support in the stadium”. Fans emphasised the difference between those who simply watch 

games regularly and an “inner circle” of those engaged in other activities as part of their 

daily lives; a distinction of the football from the more political. These sport activists are 

largely responsible for the political initiative which so characterises Sankt Pauli. A political 

agenda may be forged by the inner circle, but it was recognised that this agenda was largely 

accepted by others fans too. Participants emphasised that activists were always encouraging 

others to become more politically active; “not a lot of people like to be active, they only like 

going to the game and then going home.  This is where we have to work on more.. It is not a 

closed thing, everyone is welcome to be a part of it, but it’s not easy to get new people in”. 
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The inner circle are not just regular football fans they are highly motivated and 

ingenious political and community activists. Estimates vary about their number, but most 

participants agreed there were between 1000 and 3000. The capacity of the Millerntor home 

stadium has varied but is now around 29,000 and generally sold out. There are many other 

Sankt Pauli fans, possibly more than eleven million worldwide 
63

, and a core 1000 may seem 

like an obvious minority. However the influence of the core is fundamental, and for any other 

predominantly local organisation a similar sized core of highly committed political activists is 

formidable; they are the bedrock of what makes Sankt Pauli admired and unique. Their 

shared unity of purpose and sustained contribution over decades cannot be underestimated; 

“we have about 1000 people who are really doing something.. they are the 1000 that make 

the picture to the outside”. 

 

Political Imagination and Praxis 

Understanding political outlook is important in understanding fan praxis. For radical 

community action, Ledwith cites Chomsky to convey the need to be “challenging the reigning 

ideological system and seeking to create constructive alternatives of thought, action and 

institutions”. 
64

 There is no uniform ideology amongst the fans but participants described the 

political outlook as drawn from a coalition of activists; anti-fascist, anti-racist, anti-

homophobic, feminist, anarchist, socialist and communist; broadly left wing with a critical 

view of; “Capitalism, imperialism, a non-democratic political system, the rich and stupidity 

of all kinds”.  

In community arts, Kelly maintains that the role of activism is to “topple capitalism” as 

part of a revolutionary programme committed to cultural democracy. 
65

 Sankt Pauli fans apply 

broadly similar ideas to football; “Let’s start the socialist republic of St. Pauli”. Sankt Pauli 

may be the recipient of kudos from many other community activists and the role of football 

has been central in their success. Sankt Pauli fans play political football, utilising football as a 

stage from which to project political values, and participants felt activism grows naturally 

from political awareness; “there is always this old myth of saying politics and sport, or 

politics and football don’t have anything to do with each other, or shouldn’t have anything to 

do with each other, and we were from the mid-1980s on; thousands of supporters who said 

no this is rubbish. This is stupid”. 

Participant’s highlighted community issues such as poverty, unemployment, 

gentrification, homelessness, low educational attainment, inter-generational conflict, lack of 

opportunities, and oppression by the state and police against alternative lifestyles. They 

expressed aspirations for the district of Sankt Pauli; to stop gentrification, to prioritise 

housing for locals with minimal rents, to ban cars from the congested urban area, to give 

people more rights to take creative control of their own area, to provide more money, 

especially for young people, and to promote more acceptance between younger and older 

people. They proposed sustainable community orientated urban planning, widespread 

restoration of social housing policy from local government, community control of policing 

and freedom from oppression, and the empowerment, emancipation and animation of 

ordinary citizens; “change the power of the Police and of the law, and the powers would be 

controlled by the people”. 

Ledwith insists “collective action for change has to follow through from local to 

structural levels in order to make a sustainable difference. Anything less is ameliorative”. 
66 

When outlining their hopes for the future, participants showed no lack of political 

imagination. On what caused issues, participants overwhelmingly linked them to broader 



This article is an earlier version of a paper submitted to the Soccer and Society journal and is copyrighted as work undertaken through 

Leeds Metropolitan University. 

 

 

 

structural social and political processes and made connections between the local and the 

global. There is an astute awareness of complex influences beyond the terraces and in the 

backstreets of Sankt Pauli.; “these kinds of problems are not only into Sankt Pauli but also all 

over Germany or maybe all over the world”. They attributed these causes to the politics and 

economics of capitalism, government and media ideology, policing and social control, social 

passivity, selfishness and materialism. Participants believed the solutions to their problems 

lay in addressing those structural issues ambitiously; “carry the political ideas of the fans 

network forward to the whole country”. 

Although they highlighted football issues like cost and access to the football club, 

commercialisation, corporatisation, and “zero-tolerance-politics” in policing, fans raised 

ambitions for their activism way beyond football; “they are not only football supporters they 

are people who care.. to not only go to football as a game but to go to change the society”. 

Accordingly, aspirations were raised for broader society too; that more priority was given to 

social and cultural issues, that people were more open minded about diversity, that people 

were not oppressed because they had alternative lifestyles. Participants envisaged an anti-

capitalist, socialist state with freedom for people, freedom from hunger and pain, equal 

distribution of money, and liberation from the over-riding shackles of work and the pursuit of 

profit. They proposed social justice correcting the injustices of the “free market”, empathy 

from the halves towards the have-nots and the fairer distribution of wealth, abandonment of 

wanton greed and the endless pursuit of profit, control of banking and financial crisis; “in 

order to change that it would need an ordered political mass movement, so that all people, 

people from all over society.. put pressure on the government”. 

Sankt Pauli is largely distinguished among football clubs by what is done in addition 

to the football in terms of left-wing political activism, and a commitment to act to promote 

their views known and work to achieve their goals; “Freedom through football; Through 

football it is easier to mobilise, to make people aware of problems and to raise money for 

campaigns”. This can be understood as their “praxis”; the reciprocity of how ideas inform 

their actions and how those experiences inform their ideas. Elsewhere, Partington and Totten 

have described how sport can become critical praxis and utilised as a form of emancipatory 

action research to challenge dominant institutions. 
67

 For core fans it was important that their 

politics was not just limited to ideas but linked to action too. Participants distinguished 

between being “politically minded” and actually being “politically active” pointing out that 

the degree of activism is not consistent; “I see a difference between the inner circle 

supporters (the die-hard supporters) and the rest of the supporters”. Some felt that the 

majority of fans were politically minded but not so politically active, but even amongst those 

who are only politically minded, they may well support Sankt Pauli because others are 

politically active. So, political activism remains at the core of Sankt Pauli even if that is a 

fashionable affiliation for some.  

 

Conclusions  

Sankt Pauli is not merely a radical myth, but commentary which fails to distinguish the club 

from the fans may perpetuate myths about the club itself whose radical credentials pale in 

comparison to those of the fans. For many fans the club is a parasite which feeds on the host 

of its iconic political fans for commercial gains. They are not blinded by romanticism and 

sometimes treat the club with disdain. Their relationship to the club is not one of 

unconditional positive regard and they are critically vigilant of the football club. They are 
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intrusive and effective in influencing the running of the club and scathing of any dilution of 

political ideals, but this is a struggle fought hard.  

Immersion in the fan culture has substantiated the authenticity of the fans radical 

credentials and revealed that they are supporting a political cause not just a football club. 

Fans exert an uncompromising visionary commitment, political imagination and unshakable 

conviction. They foster critical inquiry, raise awareness through informal education, and 

champion grassroots organic intellectualism, and activism. They swim boldly against the tide 

of passive conservative consumer fan culture. Fans are knowingly engaged in active 

resistance against the dominant hegemony in football and society. They link local issues to 

global causes, challenge the power structures which influence them, and think globally before 

acting locally.  

Fans engage in sport activism daily and this is significantly inspired and sustained 

especially by the inner circle of 1000 core fan activists. They use football as a form of 

political praxis whereby their “thoughtful action” 
68 

galvanises radical ideas and 

emancipatory practice; which leads to fearless confrontation of issues and social action. Fans 

have created a participatory democracy which has demonstrated transformational potential. 

They are highly organised in an informal organic sustainable way. They are autonomous and 

not directly dependent on any other organisation, and only upon even football club itself; 

indirectly. This diverse, flexible but sophisticated, bottom up organic organisation, through a 

DIY ethos, fosters democratic culture and processes. An empowering culture has offered 

exciting opportunities for many, some of whom now consider Sankt Pauli a way of life. 

Sankt Pauli offers a vision for football fans. There are many examples world wide of 

alternative football networks, football supporters attempting to have more influence over their 

clubs, of radically left wing fan groups, of supporter’s trusts, and of breakaway clubs less 

commercialised than their parental alternatives. But FC Sankt Pauli is perceived by many 

fans around the world as a cult club and their fans exemplify radical integrity. They 

demonstrate how fans can organise to influence and regain more control over clubs, by 

resisting commercial inducements, realising the potential of fan power, challenging the 

passivity of some of their own fans, and by mobilising the fan base. They have not done this 

all on their own and have enthusiastically networked with others inside and outside football. 

They have shared ideas about how to challenge oppressive practices and power structures, 

how to create democratic culture and processes, and how to foster political imagination. 

Sankt Pauli reveals that football can be an attractive and exciting vehicle to rally around 

politically.  

Sankt Pauli fans embody sport activism and this thrives because fans have 

successfully utilised the popularity of football to sustain political and cultural struggle. They 

play political football and have pursued unity in diversity, and adversity (!). Fans have 

successfully utilise the support of a football club as a political platform and springboard for 

other political activities. Sankt Pauli fans have advocated and acted vigorously for social and 

political change in football, and they have also utilised football to vigorously advocate and 

act for social and political change elsewhere too. Sankt Pauli fans are prolific sport activists 

who have cultivated critical consciousness and employed critical praxis to alter the conditions 

of their existence in pursuit of transformative change. And they have been doing this for more 

than quarter of a century and continue to do so. 
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