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“Fan Power: Calling the shots”; 
Lessons from the iconic fans of cult club Sankt Pauli F.C. 

(By Mick Totten, Senior Lecturer in Community Leisure and Recreation, Leeds 
Metropolitan University.) 
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Introduction 
Sankt Pauli have been described as “soccer’s coolest club” with a worldwide following of 
over 11 million fans according to an article on CNN (CNN 2010). The fans exert a power 
over their club like few others, resist commercialisation, and protest vehemently for a 
variety of other causes inside and outside football. Based in Hamburg, Germany, they 
have been doing this for more than quarter of a century. This article, based on research 
with fan activists, looks behind the scenes to discover how this happens and allows their 
authentic voices to emerge explaining how they do what they do? It reveals the 
character and culture of Sankt Pauli Fans, how they are organised, how a strong sense of 
community is developed, how they communicate and make decisions, how they engage 
in activism, how they create social and political awareness, and how they resist and fight 
football’s commercial juggernaut? It tells a story of how fans are empowered through 
football, how they cultivate political imagination and engage in sport activism, how they 
have created a participatory democracy amongst themselves, and how organisations 
can support community control? It offers a vision for football fans to emulate and for 
sport more generally to realise a transformative potential. It is a tale of fan power. 
 

Introduction to Sankt Pauli Fans Network 
Sankt Pauli FC 
Sankt Pauli FC has an image as a “rebel” professional football club, who yo-yo between 

the top two divisions of German football league. The “rebel” tag is associated with a left 

wing image and tendency to swim against the tide of unconditional commercialism that 

so dominates professional football. Sankt Pauli itself is a gritty mostly a working class 

dockside district within Hamburg characterised by the commercial strip of the 

entertainment and red light area and corralled by dense housing with a cosmopolitan 

and bohemian population mix. Founded in 1910, Sankt Pauli FC has a radical political 

history from the early 1980s onwards like no other professional football club. At that 

time allegiances were forged in protests and civil unrest in support of squatter’s rights 

between activists and a professional football club, its players and supporters who 

supported the squatters. From that time on, left wing politics permeated the football 

club and its terraces were strewn with political activists who were not only 

accommodated into the club but incorporated into its decision making. Sankt Pauli FC 

enjoy a reputation of being exceptionally fan-friendly, with their fans even more radical 

than the club, and it is their fans that is the focus of this paper, but more can be read 

elsewhere by Kuhn (2011), Totten (2011), Merkel (2012) and Griggs (2012) on the 

politics and history of the club. 

Sankt Pauli is a haven of fan empowerment and activism in a sea of passive consumer 
culture in commercialised professional football, although it attracts others whose 
engagement is more superficial too. Their core fans exemplify a never surrender 
attitude to the inducements of neo-liberal commodification of football. Their culture is 
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overwhelmingly ska-punk, urban-bohemian, streetwise, left-wing, anti-fascist and 
feminist. They have a global underground following as the leading lights campaigning for 
fan rights amidst a plethora of left wing causes. They are the fans many other fans 
openly or secretly admire. Anti-racism is perhaps the theme which binds the fans 
together most strongly but they also have concerns over police oppression, 
commercialisation and gentrification.  
 
This article is based on research with Sankt Pauli fan activists and examines their 
network and its different fan constituents. It reveals that these fans (perceived by some 
as seemingly anarchic) are actually highly organised and explores how they sustain their 
actions and identity. It utilises community development principles to illuminate how 
power and resistance are manifested and how democracy is fostered. It analyses how 
football is used as a mechanism to develop and empower communities; bottom up. It 
will explore how a sense of community is fostered, how communication, leadership and 
decision making takes place, and how awareness, influence and impact are developed to 
address social issues in a transformative way. It will shine a light behind the scenes on 
these iconic fans and illuminate how they actively manage to be who they are and how 
they keep on doing what they do. 
 
Research and Participants 
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. These experiences have informed this research but its main 
substance is drawn from a series of in depth questionnaires and interviews conducted 
with six key people in late 2011 and early 2012. The participants were chosen through a 
negotiated process with key contacts to represent the diverse composition of the fans 
and those with an informed insight of it. 
 
Participants were of mixed age and gender, all regular supporters for many years, 
closely involved in other forms of activism too, and crucially for this research; English 
speakers as well. Not much has been written about Sankt Pauli in the English language 
and part of the aim of this work was to disseminate knowledge of Sankt Pauli to English 
speaking audiences. The words quoted here are those of the participants speaking 
English as a second language, so grammatical errors abound for which the author is 
unapologetic as it is important to represent the views of participants accurately rather 
than massage them and their meaning for grammatical convention. They included an 
experienced worker at a fan project, an ex-project worker who is still a key activist and 
now an honorary member of the club board, a longstanding member of the women’s 
team, an experienced contributor to a popular and widely circulated fanzine, a key 
member of the Ultras fan group, and a key member of the skinhead fan group (which is 
“hard-core anti-fascist”!). 
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Participant Involvement 
All the research participants contribute to different project activities like the annual 
anti-racist tournament. All go to all home games and most to away games too. The 
project worker is centrally involved in Fanladen activity (a social project at the centre of 
the club, whose significance is covered later) and stated that it was now so much part of 
his life that he would continue with that involvement even if not employed. The board 
member described how his involvement started with protests against nationalism, then 
producing his own fanzine, before becoming a Fanladen social worker for many years, 
and now having moved on is heavily involved in campaigning and fundraising for 
accommodation for the Fanladen to be located at the stadium itself. The women’s team 
member was previously a key organiser and now plays veterans football. The fanzine 
contributor has been writing about problems and politics for more than ten years. The 
Ultra is part of a sub-group that makes artworks and clothing that contribute materially 
and financially to the Ultras cause. And the skinhead is an artistically creative 
contributor to many events and is involved in many campaigns and demonstrations. 
 
What distinguishes Sankt Pauli Fans? 
 Participants characterised Sankt Pauli Fans and the Sankt Pauli Fan Network (hereafter 
referred to as SFN) as avowedly libertarian left-wing and profoundly anti-fascist. 
Although participants described SFN as diverse and open minded to everybody from 
different social and cultural backgrounds, genders and sexualities, distinctions were 
drawn;  
 

“between the big/ whole St. 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”. 

 
Participants 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, between the football and the political. And it was recognised that although a 
political agenda may be set by an “inner circle” on behalf of other fans, it was largely 
accepted by those others too. As well as football support the SFN and subgroups engage 
in a variety of cultural and political activity including social and cultural meeting groups, 
community work with young people, support for refugees and the homeless, work 
addressing the relationship between the football club and those living around the 
stadium, and a range of political groups, campaigns and protests addressing issues from 
anti-fascism to gentrification and increasing housing costs.  
 
Why support Sankt Pauli? 

 
 “good vibrations.. a positive kind of fun”; 

 
Participants were neatly divided between those who began their initial support in 
childhood and adulthood. Those whose support started in childhood described 
uncomfortable experiences watching other teams in atmospheres which were either 
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intimidating or simply boring. But each felt a revelation upon encountering a “special 
atmosphere” at Sankt Pauli which (unlike other stadiums) was inclusive, and child and 
female friendly; 
 

“it was more like in a big family… There was something you felt that connected the 
people. The other stadium wasn’t like that, it was so big and anonymous”. 

 
But they also described becoming aware of “political discussions” that seemed linked to 
the specialness. And for those commencing support in adulthood (some of whom had 
little previous interest in football and others who had), the overt political activity and 
demonstrations linked to the games was central, as well as the fun too; 
 

“matches together with all this left wing activities around  
the football matches, this is why I was attracted to it”. 

 
But initial attractions aside, the continual support of the participants is founded 
unanimously around the politics, friendships forged around that, and the centrality of 
that to their lives; 
 

“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”. 

 
Fan Organisation 

Composition of Sankt Pauli Fans network and relationships 
“it is very important to do something and not everybody can do everything  

so it is very important to have different groups who are doing different things  
and then they come altogether like the official meeting held every year .. 

It wouldn’t be possible if only one group came so it is really necessary 
 to have all the groups together and organise it to make it friendly”. 

 
SFN is a complicated and unruly organism and cannot be thought of as a highly 
structured piece of machinery. It has distinct component parts but also lots of cross 
fertilisation between those parts which both enhance its cohesion and buoys its 
distinctions. There are differences in view on matters but the general approach is 
tolerance and respect; 
 

“everybody is united but divided also”. 
 
SFN operates at different levels; locally around the Sankt Pauli district and other 
neighbourhoods, and regionally across the whole city of Hamburg and beyond. 
Nationally SFN has partnerships with other Fan organisations and with Sankt Pauli fans 
across Germany, and internationally SFN operates in conjunction with other fan groups 
across Europe, sometimes further afield, and is allied to a Sankt Pauli support drawn 
worldwide in a spirit of “internationalism”. 
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Although not an exhaustive list, key components include the “Abteilung Fördernde 
Mitglieder” (the football club membership scheme), the “Staendiger Fanauschuss” (a 
constant “fan commission”) an inner circle of core activists, the Fanladen (fan social 
project), the supporters clubs within the “Fanclubsprecherrat” (supporter clubs 
collective) including the Ultras and Skinheads, the Women’s teams, the Ubersteiger 
fanzine, supporters bars including the “Jolly Roger” and various other community and 
political groups.  
 
The Fans relationship with the football club 

“The problem is: The club markets (sells) our different existence”. 
 
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. The main 
issues relate to commercialisation, safety, policing and fan freedom. And as the fans 
represent diverse interest amongst themselves their attitudes may differ from one issue 
to another. The biggest tensions amongst the fans are between those who are more 
focused on football and therefore 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  ..the money the 

club earns with advertisement can be useful to pay an expensive football-player who is very 

useful for the team. 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 an own character and special 

values ..The relationship between the fans who criticise the decisions of the officials and who 

have their own ideas of the club, might be more difficult, but it can be very efficient, if they 

exchange their views and stay in communication”. 

Significantly, all German professional football clubs (with the exception of two 
historically 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 and SFN are officially represented within the professional football 
club through the Abteilung Fördernde Mitglieder (AFM fan membership scheme). This is 
the supporters department of the football club and to which any of SFN can be a 
member. It carries constituted voting rights and an ability to influence the politics and 
direction of the football club (AFM 2012). And SFN have been highly successful in 
making “50+1” an effective democratic tool by ensuring that the majority of members 
are actually fans. 

 
“The club is belonged to the members and every member could be voted as a chairman 

if you have a good team and concept”. 
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Fans are also represented by the Staendiger Fanauschuss (constant “fan commission”) 
which is the “official voice” for supporters to the club, media and general public, and on 
which every important group of the fan scene has a seat involved. There are more 
frequent informal meetings every month or so and fans are further represented by the 
links between the club and the Fanladen (official fan project) mentioned below. And 
there have also been on-going discussions with a group of fans raising money for 
Fanraeume (fan rooms) within the stadium controlled by the fans themselves for 
meetings, social activities and project work..  
 
Sankt Pauli FC enjoys a reputation as being one of the most fan friendly clubs evidenced 
in its extraordinary adoption of many aspects of the fans political and subcultural 
leanings. It might be expected that this means that all is rosy in the garden of Sankt 
Pauli, but it is not. SFN exert an eternal vigilance over the club, are very wary of 
commercialising tendencies, and the relationship is often antagonistic. The club 
successfully markets itself on the back of SFN politics and sub-cultural imagery as the 
rebel club. A profound example of this is that the football club owns the copyright of the 
“Tötenkofpf” (Skull and Crossbones) motif which symbolises much about the club and 
which adorns much Sankt Pauli merchandise which the club markets aggressively. 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 are caught in the middle 
between the commercial inducements and “imperatives” of professional football, and 
the political integrity of the fans. And these tensions hold the club in some form of 
balance; 
 
“The relationship in between Fans and Club is 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.  
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”. 
 
The Inner Circle 
SFN is largely distinguished by what is done in addition to the football in terms of left-
wing political activism, and earlier reference was made to the “inner circle” of fans 
whose involvement in SFN extends further into their daily lives and who are largely 
responsible for the political initiative which so characterises SFN. These people 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 about one thousand, but some thought perhaps three thousand. The 
capacity of the Millerntor home stadium has varied but is around twenty five thousand 
and generally sold out to capacity. There are many other Sankt Pauli fans, possibly more 
than eleven million worldwide (CNN 2010), and a core one thousand may seem like an 
obvious minority? But the influence of the core one thousand is fundamental, and for 
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any other predominantly local organisation a core of one thousand highly committed 
political activists is formidable, and 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. 
 
The Fanladen 
The overwhelming majority of SFN activity takes place voluntarily and is self-funded 
with virtually no input from the private sector. But there is extremely significant 
involvement from the public sector in one organisation; the Fanladen, which is funded 
one third by the city of Hamburg, one third by the local region, and one third by the 
football league. The Fanladen is a combination of meeting point, social hub, community 
centre and social project staffed by professional “social workers” and volunteers. It has 
three full time workers, one part-time, a student placement position, and a trainee as 
well, but many many more volunteers. Unlike most public sector organisations there is 
no hierarchy amongst the paid workers or between them and the volunteers. Despite 
slight differences in roles, all colleagues are considered equal and decisions are made 
collectively.  
 
The Fanladen is part of NKSS (Nationales Konzept Sport und Sicherheit, which translates 
as National Concept for Sports and Security) which is a binding concept for German fan 
projects. It promotes democracy, diversity and anti-extremism through youth and 
community work and street work amongst football fans including pre-emptive anti 
violence work. But the work that is carried out can vary greatly from one project to 
another so the work which occurs in Sankt Pauli is determined from Sankt Pauli. 
 
The Fanladen is at the very heart of SFN activity. It serves several very practical 
functions like ticketing, transport for away matches, and organising an annual anti-racist 
tournament, but it is also most close to the heartbeat of cultural and political activity. It 
is a space shared by many subgroups and a base with a constant flow of activity during 
the week. On match days it is the most significant meeting point for exchanging 
information, rallying support for campaigns and initiating protests. Over time many 
thousands go through its doors and estimates vary about the amount of volunteers who 
help to run it but it is probably up to five hundred.  
 
Supporter Groups and the Fanclubsprecherrat 
There are about three hundred and fifty Sankt Pauli supporters clubs registered with the 
Fanclubsprecherrat; which is the body elected by the fan clubs to speak on their behalf. 
These include clubs whose members are season tickets holders as well as others more 
remotely affiliated elsewhere in Germany and around the world. As women are well 
integrated within other fan clubs there is only one exclusively all-female club. The 
Fanclubsprecherrat is a big and important body which operates like a speaker’s council 
with delegates from the individual fan clubs who meet to discuss issues democratically 
and vote on positions to be taken; for example to support initiatives, plan campaigns or 
declare a boycott of something; 
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“like a loud voice for the fans of Sankt Pauli”. 

 
 It makes public statement and represents the views of the fan clubs to others including 
the Fanladen. The Fan Clubs abide by a constitution which includes this positive 
cooperation with the Fanladen and also declares; 
 

“The fanclubs act against every form of discrimination and against every form  
of racism, sexism and hooliganism, moreover against any kind 

 of discrimination of same-sex preferences and inclination”. 
(Fanclubsprecherrat 2012) 

 
The largest fan club are the Ultra supporters (USP) and on match days there may be one 
thousand fans standing in the Millerntor on the Sudkurve with the Ultras and more 
alongside. But the Ultras themselves can be thought of a core of about three hundred; 
about eighty of whom are key organisers. Ultras are football fanatics and for some it is a 
full time vocation but less so for others. The Ultras are by far the most active fans in the 
stadium and pride themselves on their inventiveness, political activity and frenetic 
endurance on the terraces singing, chanting, revealing banners and supporting the team 
unconditionally.  
 
The Ultras have a base in a disused factory which has been fitted out to accommodate 
their needs and service their operations in an almost industrial way. It has a lounge area 
for hanging out and watching football, a unstaffed bar with an “honesty box” for 
payment, kitchen and toilet (with a fearsome warning for those not keeping it clean). It 
also has a gym area, various computers and a bank of sewing machines, materials and 
regiments of paint of all kinds which are deployed to make banners and such like. There 
are different working groups amongst the Ultras; some choreograph the stadium 
banners and chants, one group designs and make merchandise to raise funds, and 
another works with refugees and brings them to matches. 
 
The Sankt Pauli Skinheads are quite closely related to the Ultras. Founded in 1996, they 
are one of the oldest and biggest supporters groups; a mixture of football and skinhead 
sub-culture. Although they attend demonstrations they are perhaps not as overtly 
ideologically political as other groups, but they are broadly left wing and undeniably 
anti-Nazi; 
 

“we are all anti-fascists and if we see them we beat them”. 
 

Music and dress are two important parts of their subculture and they root their anti-
fascism in their sub-culture’s origins in “rude boy” imagery and reggae music, but also 
punk rock and skinhead music. They see fascist skinheads as a kind of corruption or 
distortion of skinhead culture. 
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Specialist Groups, Media and Gathering Places 
Football is not the only sport played under the Sankt Pauli banner and others such as 
handball, rugby league and activities such as chess are played and supported as well. 
SFN could be described as being feminist or pro-feminist and the Women’s teams  are a 
significant group. The women and girls football department of the club choose to play in 
“hobby” leagues (unlike the professional men’s team), are very much drawn from the 
fans, and participate actively in other sub-groups;  
 

“There has always been this connection of being an active player yourself and 
of being socially or politically active around the club or around other issues”. 

 
They celebrated their twentieth anniversary in 2010 having arisen from women who 
were mostly season ticket holders, but who wanted to play football themselves. And 
now although some are mainly interested in playing football others retain the 
importance of putting politics first. 
 
Websites, blogs and fanzines are all media controlled and utilised by SFN. The 
Ubersteiger founded in 1993 is the second biggest fanzine in Germany. It runs a weekly 
blog and issues a circulation of 5000 hard-copy editions four or five times a year. The 
Ubersteiger is an extremely important organ for SFN communicating information and 
ideas about football and politics. Important themes covered by the fanzine include anti-
racism, anti-homophobia and local issues like gentrification and increasing housing 
costs.  
 
There are also many supporters’ bars which act as places for regular fans to commune, 
most notably the Jolly Roger situated close to the ground which acts as a crowded 
magnet on match days and nights with fans spilling across the pavement. And although 
“the Jolly” has a distinctly sub-cultural underground feel and plays music ranging from 
punk to Irish protest songs, strangely Abba can sometimes be heard late at night, and 
occasionally a current player may pop in after the game. It acts a bit like “the Fanladen 
after dark” where people meet and converse. There are also many squats which are 
utilised as fan bases and cultural centres and one of the more impressive ones is the 
Rota Flora. The Rota Flora is a cavernous hulk of dishevelled old building which 
resembles a dystopian municipal town hall from the outside and contains various rooms 
on different floors which are utilised for bars, gigs, dancing and other activities. All these 
and other components of the SFN organism interact with each other as part of the 
whole; 
 

“Well some of them are very different from each other but there is always  
respect and interest.. and you can learn from each other like diversity”. 
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Partnerships, Influences and Learning 
“When we are not living in our own island we have to learn  

from other groups as well and they can learn from us as well”. 
 
SFN operate quite autonomously, and apart from their relationship to the actual football 
club of Sankt Pauli FC and to the Fanladen, there are no formal partnerships as such 
more a series of associations. And although many may enhance the activity of SFN none 
engender a dependency.  These include organisations in the district of Sankt Pauli 
involved in project work with schools and youth groups. Many groups of fans also have 
links to other community groups, as well as left-wing political groups linked to anti-
racism and anti-fascism, and to the anti-nuclear movement too. 
 
Important relationships have been formed with other supporter groups across Germany 
with whom there is collaborative work addressing issues common to them all. There is a 
strong relationship with Fare (Football against Racism in Europe) and with other fan 
groups in different countries too. Through these networks meetings and exchanges take 
place where fans attempt to learn from each other and act collectively; 
 

“where active football supporters want to change the world of football”. 
 
Examples include project work on anti-violence, arranging visits to ex-concentration 
camps, the annual Anti-Racist “Anti-Ra” football tournament (organised collectively by 
the different SFN sub-groups), and not least through the Alerta network. Alerta was 
founded in 2007, with a perspective of active fan participation rather than passive 
consumerism, to bring together football supporters from around the world to challenge 
racism and which declares; 
 

 “We are awake: We fight against the repression that tries to destroy our culture, 
we see the Xenophobia on the terraces and the whole situation wrong  in the 

 surroundings of football.. See you on the barricades or on the terraces”. (Alerta 2012) 
 

There is an especially strong relationship with Glasgow Celtic supporters. Celtic fans 
have a long political history steeped in the oppression of their Catholicism and activism 
in support of the Irish republican movement. Many have leftist leanings and feel a 
kinship with Sankt Pauli fans and admiration for their activism. And some SFN sub-
groups may have special relationships of their own like the skinheads with “Rude boys 
bohemians” from Prague and “rude boys and girls” from Genoa. In this spirit of 
“internationalism” many other individuals also have relationships with other anti-fascist 
supporters the world over. SFN play a lead role organising these activities and setting an 
example for other fans through taking action and setting up fanzines; 
 

“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 thing, not copy in a bad sense, but try to learn things”. 
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But SFN are also influenced by those other groups. For example SFN have learnt from 
other German fans about how they deal with racism, about their reaction to poor 
treatment and bans by authorities. The Ultras have taken an interest in the approach of 
other Ultras from Genoa and Bergamo, and fans have adopted aspects of other fan 
behaviour because they are effective and sometimes simply because they are funny. 
Fans learn by travelling and seeing other types of structure and organisation, other 
reactions to issues and ways of handling things, and opinions are altered through 
dialogue, experience, and sometimes through disagreements with other political 
groups. 
 

Fans as Community 
Multiple Communities 

“The community of the network is an open, self-made,  
mostly left-wing, not-easy-to- define association of people”. 

 
There are five different conceptions of community that all apply to SFN to some degree; 
Place, Experience, Interest, Imagination and Process. This supports the notion that 
people experience a sense of community in different ways, at different times and 
possess membership of multiple overlapping communities. So to think of SFN as 
community it is necessary not to think of a single entity but of diverse interrelated 
communities and the usage of the term community hereafter acknowledges that. And 
further that for SFN there can be communities within communities. For example the 
district of Sankt Pauli contains sub-sets of other types of communities. And the 
participants agreed unanimously that all five concepts of community applied and none 
were sufficient on to explain SFN community on their own. 
 
Community as Place 
Place or locality is the most common way to conceive of community and was realised as 
community in relation to the overall district of Sankt Pauli but also to more specific 
spaces “where people meet or people create things”. For many of SFN, Sankt Pauli is 
home and they absorbed its unique character in their sense of belonging; the densely 
inhabited residential streets with families, children, playgrounds, shops, bars and 
restaurants, its poverty and creeping gentrification, and all amidst the historic harbour 
and massive container port, and the eclectic Reeperbahn entertainment area with its 
theatre and music venues, gay bars and vibrant sex industry; 
 

“The quarter by day and night doesn’t seem to be the same place”. 
 
But there was also a special affiliation with specific places like the Millerntor stadium, 
the Fanladen, the Ultras base and specific pubs like the Jolly Roger. The participants all 
lived quite locally, but it was also pointed out that not all SFN live in Hamburg and not 
all locals are Sankt Pauli Fans, though most are. The relationship between SFN and other 
locals was described as mostly convivial and mutually respectful but sometimes tested, 
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amongst those who would like a quieter district, by the antisocial behaviour of some 
over exuberant fans, despite most shared the feeling of happiness when the fans were 
celebrating.  
 
Community as Experience 
Shared experience or identity was strongly felt as a sense of community. This was 
expressed as a feeling of belonging to something big and special, beyond local, a distinct 
alternative anti-fascist left wing political football sub-culture, feeling free especially in 
the shared communion of match days and nights.  
 

“They can more be like they want and sharing together a feeling  
which is like.. an alternative feeling of something”. 

  
Matches are unfailingly accompanied with a festival atmosphere as fans take over the 
streets around the stadium for hours beforehand before converging onto the stadium 
concourse where the party atmosphere continues like the build up to a rock gig. Inside 
the stadium alternative music blares out over the tannoy, fans chant and Ultras 
commence their choreography before the team enter to the signature tune of “Hell’s 
bells” by ACDC. The doom-laden sound of the bells and subsequent searing rock riff 
catalyse a heightened atmosphere and frenetic chanting which accompanies the rest of 
the match. Afterwards, and following salutations between the fans and team, the party 
very slowly disperses in reverse order from the concourse to the streets and into the 
night. 
 
Community as Interest 
There is certainly some connection with this sense of community and the previous 
which reinforces the notion of overlapping communities. The main interests shared here 
are passionate support of the football club and also of left-wing politics (though as 
previously stated football is not the only sport played under the Sankt Pauli banner). So 
SFN accommodates those who primary interest is the football and others whose interest 
extends further into the political; 
 

“you have two different communities in the Sankt Pauli stadium;  
one who likes football and supports the team..  and for the other community  
it is even more than watching the game or it has a bigger place in their lives”. 

 
Community as Imagination 
Although all participants agreed with a sense of community based on a shared 
imagination, it was felt that this notion of community did not apply to everyone equally 
and was more a feature of those who had a more political outlook and were closer to 
the inner circle (although many football fans might share a nostalgic imagination about 
their team’s culture, history and aspirations). Nevertheless participants emphasised the 
importance of this to them; 
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“there are some people who probably want another way of living  
or another form of society.. who have an idea to pin a revolution on something”. 

 
These aspirations are symbolised in the emblematic Tötenkofp (skull and crossbones) 
which evokes the rebellious identity of the fans and club, and adorns all manner of 
buildings, clothing, flags, banners, stickers and even the team bus. 
 
Community as Process 
Participants agreed that this sense of community as shared action applied to many and 
various SFN activities and also chimed with the notion of activism so apparent amongst 
SFN. It was considered important to go beyond rhetoric, be active, put ideas into 
practice, and that this process engendered a sense of community (however one 
participant queried whether this feeling was as strong now as it had been in the past?). 
Sometimes these actions were carried out by sub-groups in isolation and at other times 
there was a feeling of all SFN coming together;  
 

“There are many different ideas and topics which many people are following 
 for example planning for the political activities;  

they are all together working on one topic and in very different ways”. 
 

Fan Leadership and Decision Making 
Leadership 
SFN embrace an extremely democratic culture. All participants were eager to assert that 
there were no formal “leaders” or “leadership” amongst SFN and that they were 
profoundly non-hierarchical; 
 
“there is no hierarchy.  If somebody was to go on and think that he is the speaker for the 
whole group then nobody would accept it.  ..there is no one who speaks for all the other 

groups” 
 
Although there is a football club official with “responsibility for the fans”, there is no 
formal relationship between SFN and the person in that role (although he was formerly 
a most prominent fan activist), and even the Fanladen is perceived as more of a 
resource base than a lead body. Its organisational role is based more on history and 
good reputation, knowledge and “know how” from previous experience, because it 
offers ideas for others to reflect on and evaluate, and not because it has formal powers. 
But that does not mean that a process of leadership does not exist and indeed in terms 
of the scale of SFN organisation and activity it could be thought of as quite prolific.  
 
Participants described a meritocracy whereby opinions are debated for hours and 
talented or committed groups or individuals are informally adopted from the grassroots 
communities in leadership roles; 
 

“where other persons are interested in their opinions but they are not really leaders.. 
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there are some people who are really active, or these active fan communities”. 
 
Examples of leadership amongst the Ultras included organising their own protests on 
the streets against racism, controlling their own part of the stadium, of someone 
directing fan chants and choreography at matches “because he is very good at it”. And 
other examples include those organising political activity because they were following 
through on their own initiative about an idea, and the Ubersteiger collating and 
coordinating media strategy and information because of its ability to do so. 
 
Some participants thought the Ultras might be an exception to the overwhelmingly 
democratic culture elsewhere partly because they are more organised and partly 
because a significant proportion of them are relatively young. So younger Ultras might 
be looking for some leadership from older or more experienced ones, but again based 
on respect rather than on formal position. 
 
Community Involvement and Influence 
Community here can be considered both as the multiple communities within SFN but 
also the broader communities of the Sankt Pauli district itself. As many or most of SFN 
also inhabit the district the boundaries between the two are blurred. They share the 
same shops, bars, cafes and public services. Suffice to say though that a distinction 
exists because not all inhabitants of the district are Sankt PauIi fans, but if there are 
concerns in the district these become the concerns of SFN; 
 

“If the community has any problems, the fans pick them out as a central theme  
in their fanzines or with help of banners. They do influence what the fans do,  

because the fans identify with the club and the district of Sankt Pauli”. 
 

The influence of the district on SFN and vice versa is symbiotic; the community influence 
the fans and the fans the community. And the fans influence organisations like the 
Fanladen as the workers are drawn from the fan scene. Community members are 
actively encouraged to participate in decision making; 
 

“you can really influence it a lot if you are willing and able to put time and energy  
into that. I think to have a lot of different options and possibilities to influence it.   
I think it is something people are always asked to be more active, more of a say  

and be involved in activities so I think its quite a democratic thing that is going on”. 
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When questioned whether the informal “leadership” or community were in control, 
participants were unequivocal that although a partnership of equals, the community 
were ultimately in control, and further that such “leaders” delegated responsibility and 
shared information; 
 

“There are also a lot of people who use their own brains  
and maybe don’t like what they want them to do and they don’t do it.  

I think they are more giving a direction I can choose”. 
 
The Fanladen and Ultras were thought of as particularly influential in coming forward 
with ideas and initiatives. But once again the Ultras were perceived as less democratic 
by some. Whilst a healthy dialogue existed between those who earned respect as 
“leaders” and the rest, some felt the “leaders” might attempt to influence or even 
manipulate what others do; 
 

“the older ones are trying to influence the younger ones, which will say okay 
 this one is the older guy, he knows that kind of situation,  

and he has been a lot of time in this situation with maybe a riot or with the Police.. 
 there is some kind of leaders but its not like I am the leader  

and I will tell you how to do everything and I rule everything”.  
 
Communication, Decision Making, Democracy  

“if something happens and the fans want to tell their opinion about it,  
its mostly heard about on the internet, the telephone and mouth to mouth 

 telling so that the people know what happens,  
and maybe also so that they come together and talk about it”. 

 
At its simplest successful decision making within SFN takes place because of meeting, 
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.  
 
“it is always a question of discussions with the group, and then if one group has decided 

something we will go to another group and try to make them involved”. 
 
Meetings are valued as an essential part of democratic process and more streamlined 
organisational structures with a narrower democratic mandate are avoided. There are 
large meetings like the Fanclubsprecherat, and smaller ones amongst sub-groups like 
the weekly Ultras assembly and the Skinheads who have regular meetings at which 
everyone can have a say and then vote. Sub-groups share issues and ideas.  

 
“All the groups wants to satisfy the other groups and individuals”. 

 
There are many instances of communication and decision making amongst sub-groups 
and a recent example was a protest in support of away supporters who had been 
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banned from the game and disagreement about whether the protest should be inside as 
well as outside the stadium; 
 

“every group had to decide either I do my protest inside the stadium  
or I do my protest outside.  That could also happen where one group says we do that  

and everybody follows, so you can have different decisions at different points..   
everybody can just do what you think is right and not disturb others”. 

 
Another example is the “Jolly Rouge” protest which started in the 2012/11 football 
season and aimed at resisting increasing commercialisation at the football club. It 
started on the internet and quite suddenly grew into a massive campaign with fans 
wearing red and subverting traditional flags and banners with red ones featuring Che 
Guevarra.  
 

“everybody was really surprised.  So this means of communication,  
sometimes things just sort of tend to be there somehow  

and you don’t really know why and how it works”. 
 
Participants were very satisfied with the democratic nature of these processes and felt 
very little improvements could be made. But there were some reservations about the 
restrictions of on-line communications; 
 

”You can’t discuss on the internet.  Too many people think that they can sit  
in front of the computer and decide what is going on in the streets,  
and that is not possible.  You have to be on the streets to decide.   

There is only possible discussions amongst each other”. 
 

An opposing concern was also raised when it came to fans who lived outside Hamburg 
and who would find it difficult to attend meetings and participate in face to face 
discussions. And some concern was raised about more passive fans who could 
participate more but choose not too.  But overall the mode of communication processes 
were overwhelmingly supported, the volume of discussion unquestioned, and its 
underpinning philosophy celebrated; 
 

“I am happy but for me it’s anarchistic in a democratic way”. 
 

Fans and Community Development 
Community Issues and Problems 
In addition to broad issues like anti-racism, participants outlined a range of social and 
political issues that affect SFN and its communities from the world of football and 
beyond. In terms of football, issues included cost and access to the football club, 
commercialisation, corporate positioning and business, policing and the new “zero-
tolerance-politics” of the Hamburg senate which was perceived as oppressing football 
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fan activity in a disproportionate way. But participants were mostly concerned about 
issues affecting the district of Sankt Pauli itself. 
 
Participants characterised many local problems common to other inner urban areas. 
These included poverty and a lack of money, unemployment, homelessness, low 
educational attainment particularly amongst a large migrant population, inter-
generational issues between the young and old, a lack of opportunities to participate in 
social life, and oppression by the state and police against alternative lifestyles; 
 

“against people they don´t like  
(squatters, people who live in vans, graffiti sprayers, left radical youth)”. 

 
And participants unanimously emphasised the social issues caused by these problems 
were accentuated against a backdrop of creeping “gentrification”. SFN have a long 
history of close relations to the squatting movement and participants felt locals were 
being marginalised by state-led urban planning which favoured unwanted office blocks, 
colonisation by mega-brand retail outlets and refurbishment of traditional housing in 
favour of a more affluent house-buyer. This has led to rising living and housing costs 
which are making life hard for locals and driving many away.  
 
Opportunity and Empowerment 

“it feels good when you know that you are not alone,  
to know that you are part of something bigger. You can experience solidarity”. 

 
Participants felt SFN offered many opportunities for empowerment including meeting 
places and interest groups, engagement in creative work, connections to practical help 
and support; 
 

“You can also find people who support an issue that you might have brought up.  
You experience that you can change things, maybe not on a large scale  

but real things that matter to your group or maybe all supporters”. 
 
And from this blossoms friendship, sometimes discovery of life partners, an exciting 
social life including atmospheric football matches, other tournaments and events, trips 
away and tours. But immersion in SFN also offers a culture in which to develop social 
and political awareness, to encounter new topics, and through activities in the stadium, 
on the streets and throughout the district; a platform for political statements, which can 
be amplified through the fanzines, internet and other media. SFN values the chance to 
realise ambitions in different ways; 
 

“In a capitalist world where it just counts if you have material abundance it shows the 
possibility of an alternative life style, different values and solidarity in many ways.  

You are part of something big.. you can be huge in the things you do into the fan scene”. 
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Empowering Individuals 
Participants feel SFN offers many opportunities through which individual can develop. 
SFN offers an informal education and exposure to other ways of doing and thinking. 
Although some of the benefits relate to football, they are certainly not confined to that. 
SFN offers a sense of community amongst a network of like minded individuals and 
through this communion a confidence and sense of purpose;  
 

“people are getting more self assurance, because you see a lot of people  
coming into the Sankt Pauli scene and they are having nothing and they look like they 
are broken people.. and after 3 years they have something. They have something they 

believe in, something they can work with, something they can share their feelings..  
they are getting stronger with it”. 

 
Through critical inquiry and discussion it causes individuals to question conventions of 
football and society, to reflect on their opinions and often to change minds. It offers 
support, creativity and solutions to personal problems and can inspire individuals to 
take action for more control over their lives.  
 

“There is experience of when you do something together as a group  
you can experience solidarity and you can also change things”. 

 
Participants felt that SFN activities led people to increase their self-esteem, acquire 
status, be happier, more ambitious and improve the quality of their lives;  
 

“They have got other goals than society sets.  Yes, I think that they are more happier 
and self confident and have a more complex way to watch their things or the world”. 

 
The Fanladen is a concrete example of a source of expertise, staffed by social workers, 
who can offer trusted professional support, advice and solutions for those experiencing 
difficulties; 

 
“there are many, many people who try to help. They can find competencies 

 which are exactly right to help and talk about this problem..  
you get so many ideas, to talk and say what is your problem”. 

 
But participants disagreed on the extent to which these benefits were realised. One 
believed that the potential increased the closer the individual was positioned to the 
“inner circle” of core activism rather than the more passive periphery. Another 
disagreed with the majority of others about the degree to which empowerment could 
penetrate wider structural social problems; 

 
“If you are unemployed or uneducated and poor or whatever  

this will probably not change because you are involved with the Sankt Pauli network”. 
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Empowering Communities 
“Sankt Pauli supporters are giving the first step to change things”. 

 
If community development is in some part the development of individuals and groups 
within a community whose activity enhances and empowers the community as a whole, 
then SFN can certainly claim to that. Nevertheless participants were mixed in their views 
about the extent to which the whole community was developed including some 
scepticism about superficial supporters and antagonism towards selfish yuppiedom. And 
although some significant influence was undisputed, if anything participants were quite 
modest about community empowerment despite offering evidence in support of it. This 
can perhaps be understood in relation to the scale of their social and political ambitions 
and a perceived relative impotence in the face of the structural issues and barriers they 
face as described above; 
 

“We haven’t really changed the politics or the community fundamentally, but still it 
means that in this quarter, in this part of Hamburg there is a lot more social and political 

activity going on than in a lot of other parts of Hamburg, and this has to do with the 
Sankt Pauli fans”. 

 
Support of the football club plays a central role in community identity. It provides 
camaraderie and a vibrant rallying point for many other causes including an 
uncompromising anti-racist anti-fascist culture and tolerance of diversity and alternative 
lifestyles;  
 

“because the district is very colourful and different…and people livelier here.   
The football club is not only a topic in every bar or takeaway or on the street,  

its even just a big part of the whole district and if you took that away  
it would be a little empty. It would be like a gap, which nobody could fill”. 

 
The Fanladen and others are involved in many community projects including youth work 
and computer literacy. SFN engage in community activity like resistance to gentrification 
through protests and demonstrations. For example fan groups have set up social 
housing projects. The proposed conversion of a massive shopping mall to an Ikea retail 
outlet was undermined by the squatted seizure of the building and its conversion to 
community use; including artists in residence and sometimes a night club And members 
of the women’s team supported an art exhibition at another squat, and many squats 
have been utilised as nightclubs and fan group clubhouses; 
 
“great commitment from Sankt Pauli towards the community.. this quarter is a lot 
hipper because a lot of people there watch Sankt Pauli, a lot of left wing people”. 
 



This 2012  work undertaken by Mick Totten was funded by Leeds Metropolitan University who are the copyright holders. It be 

accessed at http://www.playleftwing.org/fan-power-and-sankt-pauli/  

This 2012 work undertaken by Mick Totten was funded by Leeds Metropolitan University who are the copyright holders 

 pg. 21 

Benefits of Football 
“Freedom through football; Through football it is easier to mobilise,  

to make people aware of problems and to raise money for campaigns”. 
 

SFN may be the recipient of envy and even awe from many other community activists 
and the role of football has been central in their success. The benefit of football is partly 
the simplicity of its attraction and the inclusive atmosphere at Sankt Pauli has recruited 
many to support it that might not have contemplated it before.  
 

“The football activities is the base for all. But 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”. 
 
Sankt Pauli attracts people of different ages, genders and sexualities, ethnicities, and 
social classes. It is flexible in in its capacity as an arena to offer different opportunities 
for friendship, supporting, playing, as well as other activities too including political 
activity; 
 

“to grow your own creative work and again you have some kind of a platform 
 and a speaking tube”. 

 
Influencing Football 

“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”. 

 
Participants were quick to acknowledge the contributions of many fans of other football 
clubs and the trend to exchange and copy ideas amongst them. But as stated earlier 
Sankt Pauli has a “radical” history dating to the early 1980s when the football club allied 
itself to activists fighting for squatter’s rights. Participants acknowledged that SFN were 
pioneers in German and world football in combatting racism and fascism and taking on 
the football authorities to do likewise. Many of their ideas have now become 
mainstream which was evidenced recently when the German national football captain 
publicly addressed the crowd and world media at the start of the Euro 2012 semi-final 
with a speech against racism and homophobia; 
 

“This happened at Sankt Pauli, they changed the team and the club,  
and the supporters as well; we changed because of social influence”. 

 
Since then SFN have continued to play a leading role, nationally and internationally, 
creating and sustaining fan networks campaigning for fan rights and the power to fight 
against racism and rampant commercialisation. Many innovative ideas were born in 
Sankt Pauli and SFN have become role models for many other fans admitting they have; 
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“a much greater influence on what is going on than supporters of other clubs,  

but we fought and still fight for it. There are many people who spend a lot of time 
 for these things and many people are now club members to influence its politics”. 

 
SFN leftist Ultra culture has spread nationally to other clubs too and they have been at 
the leading edge of campaigns adopted more widely in football like that against 
homophobia. They have also campaigned for more Fan-friendly arrangements at stadia. 
Members of SFN were consulted by the German football authorities on fan 
arrangements and hospitality prior to the 2006 world cup. The current head of security 
at the Millerntor stadium has his roots as a fan activist, fanzine editor and campaigner. 
And SFN have worked closely with the club to ensure a relaxing of stewarding and a 
sympathetic embrace of fan banners and other homemade paraphernalia. The impact of 
these precedents is felt well beyond their own district. And key to these reforms has 
been their emergence from the grassroots fan-base; 
 

“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”. 

 
Impact and Transformation 

“The biggest one is: When there is a very big problem or occurrence many,  
many people (sometimes more than your believe) staying together  

and give the community a voice”. 
 
The empowerment and development of individuals and communities has already been 
discussed but the degree of this impact and the extent of any transformation was 
viewed with a healthy scepticism by participants. They cited examples of where this 
appeared to have been successful and areas where it fell short of their expectations. 
They were positive about the deep links between the fan-scene and the district, and the 
economic and social benefits that brought; 
 

“The Sankt Pauli Fans bring life and a lot of money into the quarter, especially for beer 
on matchdays. They also care about social and political issues in the neighbourhood”. 

 
They were able to cite project work and fundraising for causes, to recount 
demonstrations and clashes with the authorities, and to realise the transformative 
potential of all of this; 
 

“The Sankt Pauli fans bring a lot of manpower and public attention.  
They put up new things in political action and attract young people for political causes”. 
 
Many participants differentiated in terms of age and differences between the outlook 
and behaviour of younger and older generations. They described observing more young 
people in the stadium and their enthusiastic antics which carry on into the streets of the 
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district, where banners are draped and walls painted with political campaign slogans. 
But they were also concerned about hedonistic aspects of youth culture like anti-social 
behaviour and drunkenness. They described project work they carried out with young 
people and the structure and knowledge that they offered, but were also wary of not 
simply producing younger clones of themselves; 
 

“Our underage group for example, have no idea or have never been subjected  
to social topics or political issues, so that you are not making them brainwashed  

or something.  With your work or your behaviour you start to set up thoughts  
which are developed in these young guys and it’s a very good thing  

for young guys to think in different ways”. 
 
All participants were able to recount stories of how their own personal lives were 
enhanced through friendships and relationships created through SFN, and also how they 
had changed. Central to this appeared to be how their own awareness was cultivated 
and how that had increased through insight, experience and exposure to new ideas. 
They also bore witness to changes brought about in others; 
 

“I think it changes them very much because nobody is born as political active  
or football active, man, and you have to be teached by someone or by the people 
around you”. 
 
They expressed a sense of responsibility as Sankt Pauli fans to be sensitised to issues like 
inequality and to counter prejudice and educate others; 
 

“you are expected not to do a lot of things.  You can’t be racist;  
you are not supposed to be sexist.  You are somehow dealing with more issues  
than just the football because there is always so much around that going on”. 

 
But there was also recognition that they were football fans and not a political party 
therefore their impact was restricted and that their message did not reach everyone. 
They were disdainful of the superficiality and passivity of some who maybe only 
supported Sankt Pauli because it was trendy; 
  

 “there are many people who are Sankt Pauli supporters that don’t change..  
they have enough money and they have no problem  

and they go to the ground and take their seat and leave after the game”. 
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Threats to Sustainability 
“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”. 
 
The fact that SFN have a consistently radical history dating back to the early 1980s, and 
its struggles along that road, is in some way evidence of sustainability in its own right. 
Participants were generally satisfied with current organisation, but expressed concern 
about where future threats might lie. Participants were 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.   

The younger generation who is coming more and more..  
they need to get the ideas or support them in what they are doing 

 and transform the ideas of the past or of today to the future”. 
 

One participant expressed concern that the radical culture was being slowly diluted and 
that many of the original key activists were getting older, that apart from the Ultras a 
younger generation of new activists had yet to fully emerge, and cited an example of the 
recent protest against Rostock away fans being banned to illustrate; 
 

“they now have family and kids and a good job, so now they have no time  
and they have another way of life today..  there were only about 1000 people 

 who made demonstrations out of the ground and I think out of the people 
 there were 600 or 700 Ultra and the rest were from the inner circle”. 

 
Participants were ambivalent about the importance of footballing success as core 
support and the network had not waned despite their travails up and down the three 
top divisions of German football. And although there was some concern about the 
impact if ever demoted to the fifth division, there was more concern about the 
attending commercial pressures commensurate with too much success including higher 
costs and ticket pricing. There was a sense of potential threats to the SFN do-it-yourself 
left-wing culture and of eternal vigilance upon the football club itself; 
 

“a big machine who sells marketing ideas, big numbers of merchandise, 
earn millions of euros, you must watch”. 

 
These threats are economic as well as ideological and there was concern that success 
attracts fans who are more interested in football than politics; “Football” fans (!), and do 
not adopt the radical culture of SFN. There was also an ingrained distrust of the German 
football authorities with their capacity to act against SFN interests, the mainstream 
media and their tendency to distort images of SFN, and of oppressive police practices at 
matches and upon protests stereotyping and treating all fans as troublemakers 
especially at away games. 
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“they will try to split the group up.  They make the media to tell the wrong groups about 
being violent and that all the supporters should ban them out of the stadium.   

They try to stop us being united”. 
 
There were also some concerns related to the success of their campaigns. One 
participant felt if they were really successful and threatened to create major social 
change the authorities would stop them beforehand; 
 

“If we don’t disturb their income and their lives too much they think they could do it 
altogether, but if we disturb them and they are getting richer and more wealthy then 

they would stop us”. 
 
 Another participant felt that street protests attracted voyeurs and riot tourism whereby 
troublemakers with little interest in SFN would attach themselves and agitate for a 
violent outcome, not sharing the community values of SFN; 
 

“There also brings a lot of people who are not interested in this way of being a fan,  
or who are not interested in being a football fan or Sankt Pauli fan  

who are only interested in these riots.. and even don’t go to any football matches,  
so you only see them if something happens outside, Its difficult to talk to them  

because you don’t see them very often or are in places where you can talk to them  
or something like that, say what you don’t like or discuss these things”. 

 
Fan Politics and Activism 

Political Outlook, Awareness and Activism 
SFN are distinguished in particular by their political activity and activism, and a 
commitment to take actions to make their views known and to attempt to achieve their 
goals. This can be understood as their “praxis”; the reciprocity of how ideas inform their 
actions and how those experiences inform their ideas. And 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” 

 
Understanding political outlook is important in understanding SFN praxis. There is no 
uniform ideology amongst SFN but participants described the political outlook as drawn 
from a coalition of activists; left wing, anti-fascist, anti-racist, anti-homophobic, feminist, 
anarchist, socialist and communist with a critical view of inequality in society. Some 
participants felt that the degree of activism had diminished over the last ten years when 
there were demonstrations for a range of different causes after every home game. And 
others that the majority is politically minded but perhaps not politically active; 
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“I think that we have about 1000 people who are really doing something  

and that they are the 1000 that make the picture to the outside”. 
 

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 
SFN even if that is merely a fashionable affiliation for some. Participants felt there 
should always be a balance between football support and political support, and activists 
were always encouraging others to get more involved; 
 

“There are always people who try to involve more people..  
in society 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”. 
 
Participants described social and political links at home and abroad including many local 
groups and projects, the anti-fascist, anti-nuclear and squatting movements, and 
different supporters groups including the Alerta anti-racist network; 
 

 “Many of us also think that international solidarity is an important thing.  
The women’s football department, for example, has supported  
a women’s/girls’ football project in a Nairobi slum since 2006”. 

 
SFN employ a variety of methods including political writing, fanzines, blogs, public 
events, trips, anti-racist football tournaments, marches, protests, demonstrations, 
banners and chants on the streets and they bring politics to the football the matches as 
well;  
 

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

Themes that are addressed include fans rights, immigrant’s rights, women’s rights, rising 
rents, housing rights, squatters rights, travellers rights, racism, fascism, nazism, 
homophobia, the transportation of nuclear waste, government, war and police 
oppression. 
 
Problems and Solutions 

“these kinds of problems are not only into Sankt Pauli but also all over Germany  
or maybe all over the world.. gentrification going on in Berlin or maybe London  

or I don’t know in Bangkok on Buenos Aires or whatever”. 
 
Earlier, participants perceptions of community issues were outlined; cost and access to 
the football club, commercialisation, corporatisation, “zero-tolerance-politics”, poverty, 
unemployment, gentrification, homelessness, educational attainment, inter-
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generational issues, lack of opportunities, and oppression by the state and police against 
alternative lifestyles. When questioned on what caused these issues participants 
overwhelmingly linked them to broader structural social and political processes and 
made connections between the local and the global. There is an astute awareness of 
complex influences that stray way beyond the terraces and the backstreets of Sankt 
Pauli. They attributed the causes of issues to the politics and economics of capitalism, 
government and media ideology, policing and social control, social passivity, selfishness 
and materialism. And participants believed the solutions to their problems lay in 
addressing those structural issues ambitiously; 

 
“Capitalism, imperialism, a non-democratic political system,  

the rich and stupidity of all kinds”. 
 
They proposed unity amongst different football fans to regain control of their game, 
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, 
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; 
 

“in order to change that it would need an ordered political mass movement,  
so that all people, people from all over society,  

and a large number of people as well, to put pressure on the government”. 
 
Power, Influence and Conflict 
“You can only stop police doing bad things against immigrants, football supporters and 

poor people, if you have the power to tell them.. You have to change the media, to 
change the law, you have to change the link and the leadership to change others.  

Humans are not really good”. 
 
Participants believed that people had to take more control over their own 
circumstances. In football they believe supporters potentially have the power to solve 
their own problems and that the authorities are not interested; 
 

“the FA 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”. 
 
Participants believed that the power to address their issues potentially lay with 
government and the super wealthy, but they chose not to, could not be trusted to do so, 
and 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 if people created a more democratic society; 
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“society should change their mind and their ideas, so its not only important that  

I have got a good flat or a good, car or job but its also important  
that my neighbour is quite alright because for example at some point  

he might steal my car when I am rich and he is poor.  So, 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”. 

 
Participants were very conscious that in pursuing their causes SFN challenged those 
institutions with more power and that there were unsuccessful attempts to control SFN; 
 

“they try but they have got no success. The media is often writing what the Police say 
 or what the Police wanted said or what the politicians says and try to influence  

the majority of the city or something, but the fan base is too strong.   
There are also guys who can write other articles about supporters  

and make their opinions, so they sometimes try but its funny to see what they try”. 
 
Participants felt it was difficult to behave freely as they wished and described SFN 
making acts of “resistance”. Some said this did not go far enough or that they were not 
perceived in scale as a great threat by authorities, but SFN often found itself in conflict 
with the police  
 

“Well a lot of the problems that we have are to do with the Police,  
and the Police, they do what the government tells them to do more or less,  

so this is one way how they influence what football fans do”. 
 
Political Imagination and Aspirations 

“carry the political ideas of the fans network forward to the whole country” 
 
In outlining their hopes for the future, participants showed no lack of political 
imagination. Aspirations were expressed within football to maintain a phenomenal 
atmosphere at matches for the whole ninety minutes, that the football club loses 
interest in making money and that the team has the most successful season ever; 

 
“Stop all the marketing to get unattractive for tourists 

 and people who only come when there is success”. 
 
Aspirations for SFN were to never forget the radical heritage, to maintain the political 
profile, to appreciate diversity in the network 

 
“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”. 
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And aspirations for the district of Sankt Pauli were that gentrification stops, that housing 
was prioritised for locals with minimal rents, that cars were banned from the congested 
urban area, that people were given more rights to take creative control of their own 
area, that more money was available especially for young people, and that there was 
more acceptance between younger and older people; 
 

“Let’s start the socialist republic of St. Pauli”. 
 
And aspirations were raised for broader society  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; 
 

“change the power of the Police and of the Law,  
and the powers would be controlled by the people..  

Police are getting people hurt without being tried for it,  
more and more Police oppression.. and it is getting harder and harder”. 

 
And 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;. 
 

“I would change the importance of working for people..  
because a lot of people are really stressed or unhappy because they have to work  

or they have to work quite hard and don’t earn much money,  
or they have no work.. people they are not free to do what they really like to do  

because all of their energy goes for these working”. 
 

Conclusions; Vision for Football Fans 
Sport Activism 
SFN prospers because they successfully utilise the popularity of football to sustain 
political and cultural struggle. They play political football. They utilise the support of a 
football club as a political platform and springboard for other political activities. Unlike 
many football fans their relationship to the club is not one of unconditional love. They 
are critically vigilant of the football club. They are intrusive and effective in influencing 
the running of the club and scathing of any dilution of political ideals. They are not 
blinded by romanticism and sometimes treat the club with disdain; as a parasite which 
feeds on the host of its iconic political fans for commercial gains. SFN engage in sport 
activism daily and this is inspired and sustained especially by the inner circle of 1000 
core fan activists. SFN swim boldly against the tide of passive conservative consumer fan 
culture. They use football as a form of political praxis whereby their “thoughtful action” 
galvanises radical ideas with emancipatory practice. 
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Political imagination 
Political praxis is central to SFN as they are supporting a cause not just a football club. 
They have an uncompromising visionary commitment which fosters critical inquiry, 
raises awareness through informal education, and champions grassroots organic 
intellectualism, and activism. They 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. This political imagination and unshakable conviction lead to fearless 
confrontation of issues, and to social action. Such acts of “resistance” can feel liberating 
in their own right. 
 
Participatory Democracy 
SFN are highly organised in an informal sustainable way. They are autonomous and not 
directly dependent on any other organisation, and only upon even the Fanladen and 
football club itself; indirectly. This diverse, flexible but sophisticated, bottom up organic 
organisation, through a DIY ethos (do it yourself), fosters democratic culture and 
processes. This has lead to enduring non-hierarchical community control and self-
determined goals. An immersed open access “all points” communication model means 
different parts of the network is in touch with and can influence the others. This process 
utilises a blend of conventional and digital communications from a plethora of meetings 
to their own digital media linked to other networks globally. A sense of community is 
fostered in diverse overlapping ways and an empowering culture has offered exciting 
opportunities for many, some of whom now consider SFN a way of life. SFN have created 
a participatory democracy which has demonstrated transformational potential. 
 
The Fanladen and the role of Community Professionals 
The Fanladen is the only partly publicly funded body linked closely to the SFN. It has 
sustained the trust and value of the fans because its operating approach replicates that 
of the fans themselves; democratic and non-hierarchical. It serves the fans in an egoless 
way in the sense that it is not purely pursuing its own agenda, but simply enabling the 
fans to achieve theirs. It is not engaged in the status wars that many organisations 
pursue in order to justify themselves. Workers utilise their expertise to facilitate access 
to resources and services at arms length, focused on process and allowing the fans to 
determine outcomes. The Fanladen enables social justice through inclusive empowering 
anti-discriminatory practice and helps to establish democratic organisation amongst the 
fans. In as much as the fans adopt political praxis, workers have adopted a similar 
professional praxis and political imagination. They also foster critical inquiry, analyse 
power and influence, connect social issues to structural causes, and challenge 
oppressive power structures. They enable through activism, educate and agitate, and oil 
the wheels of community organisation. 
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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 (Kuhn 2011). But Sankt Pauli FC is perceived by many fans around 
the world as a cult club and SFN offer a template for other fans to follow. They 
demonstrate how fans can organise to influence and regain more control over clubs, 
how to resist commercial inducements, to realise the potential of fan power, to 
challenge the passivity of some of their own fans, and mobilise a 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. SFN have demonstrated that football supporting, when 
inclusive, is an attractive and exciting vehicle to rally and mobilise around politically. By 
adopting a community centred focus SFN have placed their club at the heart of its local 
community, addressed community issues, allied to social projects with community 
benefits, created non-hierarchical participatory activity, and created unity in diversity, 
and adversity(!). And they have been doing this for more than quarter of a century and 
continue to do so. 
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