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Abstract
With remarkable regularity, escalation processes in soccer stadiums lead to violence 
between police, private security guards, and soccer fans. This article examines the ques-
tion of how this happens and what it means. In a consideration of Reckwitz’s thesis of the 
society of singularities, data from participant observation, interviews, and video analysis is 
examined in order to address the question of whether going to soccer games can be under-
stood as a temporary break from the compulsion to individualize or singularize. In addition, 
the article develops the thesis that the escalation of processes of violence does not constitute 
the collapse of social order, but rather a predictable process in which all participants consist-
ently cooperate (Collins). Through ordered togetherness and opposition, a common ritual 
(Durkheim and Turner) takes place, an always precarious walk up to the limits of what is 
socially acceptable, which also leads to the renewal of the social. Going to soccer stadiums, 
so my thesis, can be understood as testing the boundaries of the socially acceptable.

Keywords Escalation of violence · Pressure to singularize · Society of singularities · 
Qualitative research

Late Modernity and the Pressure to Individualize

As wide-view contemporary diagnostics agree1, modernity’s impetus to rationalize brought with 
it the promise and hope that human relationships, deep-seated emotions, and the insurmountable 
contingency of life can be discursively and cognitively processed, shaped, and safeguarded with 
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1 In every football (American: soccer) stadium there is a certain spectator area, usually behind a goal, 
where mainly the very active home fans gather, that is, the ultras and in the past also the hooligans. There, 
the fans perform choreographies with large flags, beat drums, and sing loudly to cheer on their team. Fire-
works or flares are often set off there as well. At the stadium of Borussia Dortmund, BVB, a leading Bun-
desliga club in Germany, this is the so-called Südkurve, which is celebrated by the home team and generally 
feared by the visiting team.
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the help of reason and contracts (e.g., Beck, 2015; Giddens, 2001; Poferl & Sznaider, 2020). 
This development is (also) the result of a secularization of social culture that has been going on 
for several centuries and is still continuing today, especially in the global North (Genov, 2018). 
The general process of secularization and rationalization that has been taking place since the 
Enlightenment has eroded the foundations of religions and societies (Beck, 2015; Giddens, 1997, 
2013), and with them the cultural commitments for a successful life: step by step, this process has 
handed the problem of the right way of living over to the acting subject, who increasingly has to 
design “the world from his or her own ego” (Wanke, 2001: 18).

This tendency is reinforced by the broad process of globalization supported and driven by 
media, as well as the mediatization process (Couldry & Hepp, 2016; Hepp, 2019; Reichertz, 
2017): multicultural societies are impacted by contact compulsion (Soeffner, 2007); their cul-
tural foundations, whose unity has always been problematic, is no longer as coherent as it was 
in pre-modern times (cf. Pfadenhauer & Hitzler, 2020; Poferl, 2019; Strohschneider, 2020). 
Diversification and fragmentation of interpretations of the world and offers of meaning are 
globally observable consequences of encounters between cultures (Reichertz, 2021). Social 
differentiation further strengthens subjects’ pressure to individualize.

Freed from religion and societal coercion, individualized subjects have to pause in this 
situation, as they face new pressures to determine themselves through their own power and 
their own decisions (with the help of the global offerings of the media). It is necessary 
for them to determine who they are and where they are in society, which norms are valid 
for them, which life projects they should pursue, and which goals and norms they should 
use to orient their own lives (and life with others) (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1994). In 
short, against the background of a lack of overarching meaning (anchored in the beyond), 
subjects are challenged to decide for themselves about the meaning of their own lives and 
the forms and norms of life that follow from it (Luckmann, 2010). They are compelled to 
bind themselves (with the help of reflection and the media) to certain plans of action and 
to renounce others, first to exclude themselves (in two ways) from the group and thus to 
designate themselves as unique, and then to establish themselves (Reichertz, 2000, 2015). 
In other words, they must find out or choose who they are or rather want to be, in order to 
subsequently anchor this identity and make it visible through social action. Subjects must 
first locate themselves with the help of self-created self-determination (which results from 
self-exclusion), in order to then find their way through the chaos of options to be able to 
determine themselves (Degen et al., 2020; Gross, 1994; Reichertz, 2010).

This has consequences for the individualized actors of late modern societies. They are, 
in a sense, “released from social-structural determinants […] into the ambivalent ‘freedom’ 
of the private sphere and ‘untenable’ individual autonomy” (Knoblauch, 1991, 1). Follow-
ing the internalized credo of late modernity, the actors who see themselves as individual-
ized believe that their decisions produce the kind of differences that make a real difference, 
that is, that it essentially depends on them which path their lives will take.2 Therefore, it 

2 In my view, the repeatedly diagnosed pressure to individualize and subjectivize has led only to a very lim-
ited extent to individualization in the sense that each individual has actually become unique in terms of what 
he or she thinks, how he or she decides, what he or she believes in, and according to which norms he or she 
acts. Under the banner of wanting to be a unique individual or, more precisely, to have unique individuality, 
masks of the authentic (Fromm & Reichertz, 2002) distributed by mass media and uniform cultures of self-
presentation have developed, resulting in many individuals doing very similar things in great unanimity, and 
presenting themselves as unique in the same way. A telling example of this is self-representation practice on 
the dating platform Tinder. Here, all users are called upon and strive to present themselves uniquely in their 
uniqueness – after all, they have to distinguish themselves from others and thus stand out from the crowd. 
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is necessary to make decisions about everything, even about the meaningfulness of (one’s 
own) life. The right meaning of life is no longer a default that is worked out socially and 
guaranteed, but above all an individual task, which carries the risk of failure. For the time 
being, there is no alternative to this “risk society” (Beck, 2015) with its “structural indi-
viduation and partialization not only of ‘life situations’ and ‘lifestyles,’ but also of religion” 
(Soeffner, 1994: 296); it is imposed on everyone and cannot be deselected (Poferl, 1999, 
2019).

The pressure to isolate oneself is sweetened with the promise of becoming autonomous, 
of being able to decide for oneself how one wants to live, which God one believes in, and 
which norms and values one follows. In brief, with secularization comes the promise of 
making oneself unique, of standing out recognizably from others and being unmistakable, 
but also no longer being one with a group (and thus being like others), but only with one-
self. Ultimately, it is the promise of making oneself the most important and final goal of 
one’s actions, that is, ultimately making oneself God.

However, there are some people who are well equipped for this task and others who are 
not. Such a task may be somewhat pleasing to experienced lifestyle surfers who are well 
endowed with economic resources, including the highly educated creative world creators 
who can design and test new versions of themselves and the world again and again with a 
certain ease. In contrast, it is a dangerous burden to all those whose cultural as well as eco-
nomic capital has turned out to be low.

At the same time, the permanent pressure to self-exclusion—or in Andreas Reckwitz’s 
terms, the pressure to singularize (Reckwitz, 2019)—may structurally overwhelm the indi-
vidual, and it may therefore also be necessary (or at least very pleasant) to occasionally give 
this pressure a rest, to take a short break, and in this break to experience that which (if one 
follows Durkheim, 1984 and Turner, 1995) renews one’s strength to withstand the everyday 
compulsion to secularize. I would like to pursue these theses (by Reckwitz, Durkheim and 
Turner) in the following pages by turning to a case study of the group of passionate football 
fans who regularly go to football matches, where they repeatedly commit or suffer violence 
together and systematically communitize themselves in the process. In this way, I will try 
to show that the experience of violence and communitization can also be understood as a 
pleasurably experienced suspension from the singularity pressure.

My argumentation is drawn from a DFG project entitled Emotion: Escalation. Violence.3 
Although we did not achieve one important goal, namely the development of a video-based 
procedure for the early detection of emotional processes at large-scale events,4 a wealth 
of sociologically valuable results emerged nevertheless, for example, clues regarding the 
conditions under which individuals willingly join together to form a community that is pre-
pared to exercise and suffer violence.

My goal in this article is to examine and differentiate two theoretical concepts: On the 
one hand, I will empirically test the thesis of Reckwitz (2019), according to which there is 

3 The project ran from 02/01/2015 until 01/31/2018. A comprehensive project report can be found in 
Reichertz & Keysers, 2018.
4 For a discussion of whether escalations in violence can be automatically detected by a camera, see 
Reichertz, 2019.

One might assume that creativity and uniqueness are the order of the day here. However, if one examines 
these representations – that is, the self-semiotizations of users – it becomes apparent that they all try to con-
form to certain typical ideas of socially recognized attractiveness, with the result that they are very similar to 
one another (cf. Degen & Kleeberg-Niepage, 2021, see also Keysers 2018).

Footnote 2 (continued)
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a massive pressure on individuals in Germany (and in all postmodern societies) to repeat-
edly distinguish themselves from others by making decisions. Thus, the article presents 
a contemporary diagnosis. On the other hand, with the help of the analysis of empirical 
data, I will show that violence arises in particular situations, but cannot be explained by the 
situation alone.5 In doing so, I do not fundamentally contradict Randall Collins’s theory of 
violence (Collins, 2011, 2016), instead demonstrating that other factors must be taken into 
account in order to explain the emergence of violence. In addition, I develop the thesis that 
the escalation of processes of violence does not constitute the collapse of social order, but 
rather (as Durkheim and Tuner have laid out) a common ritual, an always precarious walk 
up to the limits of what is socially acceptable.

Going to the Football Stadium as a Leisure Activity

Going to the football stadium is part of everyday urban life almost everywhere in the world. 
In German cities, too, millions of people (mostly men) from all educational backgrounds 
gather in football stadiums on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays (and recently also Mon-
days), as well as Tuesdays and Wednesdays during the league’s English weeks, to watch 
“their” team play, cheering them on or booing them. Media coverage of football matches 
extends before and after the games, and the games themselves are broadcast either live 
or canned on public or private radio and television programs, either in their entirety or in 
excerpts, increasingly for a price (Sky, DAZN, etc.).

Among the on-site spectators, whether it is sunny or rainy, there are those who organize 
in clubs and associations to support “their” club by many means: these are the active fans 
or, more recently, the ultras. Some of the organized spectators (the “hools,” for example—
Claus, 2017) attend the game (perhaps) only because of the expected confrontations. Most 
spectators, however, are not organized: they come in pairs or small groups, meet before the 
game, and stay together for a short time afterward. For them, football is the “most beautiful 
pastime in the world” to be enjoyed on the weekend; for some, on the other hand, football 
is life, or rather, football becomes something like the equivalent of religion (Bauer, 2006). 
For the latter group in particular, going to the football stadium consists of a multitude of 
other actions, of which watching and experiencing the game is only a small and not always 
the essential part. For these fans, being an active football fan—and this is especially true 
for ultras—means belonging to a social world of their own surrounding football (for gen-
eral information on being a fan, see Roose et al., 2017).

Going to the football stadium begins long before the game for those involved in this 
world. During the journey to and from a football match, these fans literally get closer to 
each other, as they usually travel individually or together in buses and trains or walk the 
same routes. They recognize each other by their clothing or just by their common destina-
tion. At so-called high-risk games, the visiting fans/ultras are often met at the train station 
by the police and taken to the stadium by buses or escorted to the stadium under protection. 

5 This analysis is based on a series of case studies (videos, field observations, interviews, and documents), 
including the following: interviews with police officers from 100-officer units with different functions, offic-
ers with inside knowledge of the fan scene, members of fan projects, and ultras (N = 42), all of which were 
analyzed hermeneutically and/or according to the content; several field observations and field experiences 
(N = 24) in the context of the project (football games, demonstrations, rock concerts); analysis of videos 
produced in the project (experiments with emotionalized groups and videos of groups in football stadiums, 
demonstrations, and rock concerts; and surveys and analysis of relevant YouTube videos (N = 45).
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Time and again, however, active fans/ultras in particular try to evade this police escort/sur-
veillance/restraint by arriving by car, boat, bus, and then walking to the stadium using new 
routes, or arriving via “alternative train routes” without police escort. This often results in 
entire groups of fans being detained and/or sent away by police forces.

The above-described processes of weekly collective communitization in and around 
football stadiums and the associated processes of densification and demarcation usually 
lead to the emergence of two or more groups of very active fans, each of which sees itself 
as a separate entity. The groups first recognize each other as opponents/enemies (home 
fans, visiting fans), and then begin to interact loudly with each other (singing, chanting 
slogans and insults). Another group of actors is usually part of the fixed ensemble of the 
overall event as well, namely public as well as private security guards and law enforce-
ment offices, above all, police. According to their explicit self-image, this group wants to 
ensure that the opposing parties cannot clash directly in order to prevent the outbreak of 
acts of violence. However, from the fans’ point of view, they appear mostly as adversaries, 
sometimes imposing very clear and illegitimate tangible limits on the legitimate wishes of 
the fans. This is probably why, in this worldview, fans and police are seen as “natural oppo-
nents” (cf. Feltes, 2013).

How Do Escalation Processes Proceed?

First and foremost, the term “escalation” means only the dynamic process of intensifica-
tion of the emotional state of excitement, that is, the process of increasing. However, from 
the point of view of those involved, the situation has only escalated when mild or serious 
acts of violence have occurred. Escalation in this context thus refers to the process as well 
as the outcome. I use the term escalation as a label for processes that escalate toward vio-
lence, whose vanishing point is the outbreak of physical violence.

Yet the escalation process does not develop inevitably in a straight line toward the end 
point, the brief exchange of violent acts. Analytically, the escalation process in its initial 
consolidation can be divided into the following phases; empirically, however, the transi-
tions between the stages are often fluid and this process does not always pass through all 
phases.

The first phase is characterized by the spatially close gathering (standing, walking) of 
very many individuals or even small groups with different, scattered targets of attention. 
This is often the case during arrival and departure. It is noticeable that the behavior of 
participants (above all the active fans, but also the spectators more generally) is primar-
ily directed outward: in the course of the gathering, people meet each other less and less 
with civil inattention (Goffman, 1963: 101), but appropriate clothing and volume when 
speaking, voice pitch and occasional chants, gestures and body movements all show that 
people know where they are, that they are not alone, and that they know how they have to 
behave. Attention and many actions are directed outward, appealing to the senses of others, 
creating gateways of accessibility for others, thus laying the groundwork for shared action: 
Everyone exhibits increased body tension, gestures are “louder,” and there is an increased 
willingness to interact and communicate. Moreover, all sensory channels are wide open—
one looks and listens to determine who others are and what they are up to, thus showing 
that one belongs, that one is (strongly) engaged in what is happening and expects others to 
be engaged as well. While communication does involve the linguistic signs that one sends 
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out (louder than usual) (Reichertz, 2009, 2020), it is primarily the body that “radiates” to 
others (Goffman, 1971, p. 35).

Often, and this is the next phase, this scattered focus of attention with increased will-
ingness to make contact is directed toward specific events or people, either by the crowd 
of people or through external impulses (walkways, barriers, etc.), which leads to a large 
number of people focusing together on one event (game) or one goal (as in a run on the 
ticket counter). Correspondingly, participants move even closer together, touching each 
other more and falling into the same forms of touching. Scattered attention and loose 
contact turn into shared attention and closer physical contact.

If shared attention and physical contact become very intense (longer, more frequent, 
denser, more emotional), those present usually begin to increasingly synchronize their 
bodies, their attention, and their actions, “recognizing” and understanding themselves 
as a unit. Synchronization means that the participants align their behavior in two ways, 
namely (a) certain modes of behavior are performed at the same time and in the same 
rhythm (parallelization), and/or (b) certain modes of behavior are expressed in the same 
temporal succession (sequentialization).

Group formation and the processes of focusing and synchronization (brought about 
by and supporting the group) are accompanied by a continuous increase in and mutual 
alignment of the emotional arousal level. Participants are together in an emotionally 
charged atmosphere of well-being or aggressiveness. The joint experience of these emo-
tions and their reflection by others intensifies the emotional experience.

Additionally, group formation and the supporting processes of focusing and synchro-
nizing are accompanied by the formation of (temporary) territories (Goffman, 1971). 
A group usually claims a certain space for itself and appropriates it by staying there, 
occupying it. Sometimes, when local fans and visiting fans clash in such a space, the 
territorial issue is dominant. However, it is always necessary to negotiate where the ter-
ritory begins and where it ends. Within the territory, specific rules apply and the ter-
ritory divides the overall present space—into our space and the space of the others. 
Certain spaces are particularly symbolically loaded, such as the “home curve” or one’s 
own playing field.

In some situations, the recognition of the unity of one’s own group is accompanied by 
the recognition of another, usually opposing group. This group is recognized as hostile and 
often visibly and vociferously confronted with its otherness—and usually its lesser impor-
tance—which leads to the development of an inside–outside dichotomy (us–them). Socially 
understood as a friend–foe scheme, this dichotomy is accordingly emotionally charged. By 
this phase at the latest, physiological changes of the organism occur in all participants: The 
release of adrenaline and cortisol leads to an increase in heartbeat, muscle tension, etc. 
These changes also affect the outside of the body and are thus visible and recognizable for 
friend and foe alike—albeit mostly at very close range.

At the same time, the actions of the opposing side are typified against the background 
of one’s own knowledge and relevant experience, clarified, and “recognized” as parts of 
typical situations (frames) (as in a run on the ticket counter). This leads to the activation 
of one’s own typified and rehearsed plans of action (scripts), and to the design, legitimi-
zation, and execution of individual courses of action (for example, chanting, throwing 
objects, igniting pyrotechnics, clearing of spaces by the police). Simultaneously, all groups 
involved experience the systematic and profound depersonalization and desubjectivization 
of the respective opposing side, albeit usually only briefly: one no longer sees the indi-
vidual in the other, but only the enemy, the mob, the pack, the faceless masses. Individuals 
have lost their faces for each other in the strict sense. They no longer act only individually, 
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but above all against the background of the social expectations of the group that surrounds 
them, of which the individual is a part.

Once these frames and scripts are established, along with mutual depersonalization and 
desubjectivization and the emotionalized bodily state, individuals voice ritual insults and 
provocations. Provocations are always more or less serious breaches of norms: the provo-
cateur does something in public that one is normally not allowed to do, thus compelling the 
person addressed to react to the breach of norms, especially if that person is trying to keep 
order (police, security guards, teachers, etc.). If the provoked person does not react, he 
quickly loses face/credibility, or he wins and becomes a hero. This is why provocations are 
a good arena for heroes—on both sides. In the stadium, provocations often take the form 
of loud insults and/or gestures, for example, the off-with-the-head gesture in the form of an 
implied slitting of the throat, the raised middle finger, or the come-hither gesture.

Provoking or provocation plays a special role in football culture. This is because provo-
cation is the central means used by many actors in the weekly football festival to set a 
particular dynamic in motion. “Provocations are strategic elements of collective action 
and basic patterns of a symbolic practice in which the actors make sure of their images 
of themselves and others, support their constructions of reality, and keep the movement 
moving. Provocations are as much methods of self-representation as they are of conflict 
escalation. Those who provoke show what they are like and what they take the other for” 
(Paris, 2015, p. 49). Provocations are particularly well suited to assigning certain identi-
ties to oneself and others: it turns out that under their masks, the seemingly good others 
are really the bad ones, and that oneself is only the victim of gratuitous aggression. As 
Reiner Paris so aptly describes, provocations are “triggers and amplifiers of circular social 
conflicts. (…) Provocations challenge reaction, which in turn can be perceived as provoca-
tion. (…) There is a mechanism of provocation, which, once set in motion, ‘automatically’ 
brings the actors into typical zugzwänge that they then can no longer avoid. (…) It contains 
an implicit program of action that often asserts itself even against the further intentions of 
the participants” (Paris, 2015, p. 49).

Those involved in provocation also include those who are in the vicinity. This is because 
provocations are always theatrical: they are not only directed at the addressed opponent, 
but always at the bystanders as well, who quickly become the audience—which is why 
provocations are always very loud. Whether they like it or not, bystanders quickly become 
involved in the overall event and have to take sides. Usually they take the side of the appar-
ent victim who was the starting point of the provocation; the provocation exposes the evil 
character of the provoked policeman, which then almost automatically triggers the solidar-
ity effect among bystanders (Spiekermann, 2018).

The special feature of provocation is its reciprocity: if the provocation is to succeed, the 
provoked person must react in the desired way, that is, by being offended and becoming 
angry or aggressive. Provocateurs who are left to their own devices are ridiculous figures. 
Therefore, they tend to invade the territories of the self (Goffman, 1971) with increasingly 
clear interventions until the other reacts in the desired way. In this respect, provocation is 
always inscribed with intensification—if necessary up to the point of violence. Therefore, 
no provocation is harmless, especially not when it disguises itself as a reaction to provoca-
tion already suffered.

But provocation requires surprise. Those who know that they are being provoked can 
avoid it. If provocation becomes an anticipatable action, if it becomes ritualized and thus 
expectable as a certainty, it loses its sting, and one can plan on it, let it fizzle out, or even 
use it to steer the situation in an orderly direction.
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In the field of football fans, however, the concept of provocation must be interpreted 
very broadly. This is because it is not important to have actually, deliberately provoked 
someone; what matters is that someone feels provoked. Provocation is therefore essentially 
in the eye of the beholder: the wrong kind of look or even looking away is already enough 
to be interpreted as provocation. In some situations, it seems like someone is seeking a rea-
son for violence and then discovers—or, more precisely, constructs—a provocation in the 
body of the opponent they seek (cf. Keller et al., 2013).

In addition, actions may occur that all participants interpret as signs of increasing esca-
lation. Representing a specific group, experienced virtuosos of insults or violence emerge 
from the group alone or in twos or threes to ritually insult the other group or throw objects, 
which leads to an intensification of the mutual insults and the consolidation of the other 
group: both the volume and type of insults, as well as their frequency, increase or become 
more intense. Crucial to the emerging dynamics of action in this phase is that not all par-
ticipants in the gathering have the same attitude toward the use of violence—some actively 
seek it (and are prepared for it), others flirt with it, others fear it (Leistner, 2008, 2010; Stott 
& Reicher, 1998a, b; Stott et al., 2001).

Escalations

However, it happens again and again that the situation suddenly changes, either through 
intentionally planned events or singular, situationally triggered events that did not origi-
nally carry the intention to commit an act of violence (Leistner, 2008). Individuals from 
the gathering (with instructions or without) punch each other for a certain relatively short 
amount of time (a few seconds), beat each other up, kick each other, spit or throw objects 
at each other, or hit each other with objects. This usually involves a mass of people trying 
to assert themselves individually or individual actions in very small groups, where sev-
eral actors hit one victim on the ground or on the run (emotional dominance—see Collins, 
2011, p. 112; also Nassauer, 2016, p. 508). Everyone acts in a frame in such a situation, but 
without a concrete script.

The dynamics set in motion in the groups involved ensure that action in the group is not 
uniform or synchronized; uniformity breaks down, and the behavior of individuals is no 
longer predictable and calculable (Stott & Reicher, 1998a, b; Stott et al., 2001). Life-threat-
ening weapons are generally not used. Experienced, violence-seeking actors then seek out 
“easy” opponents in pairs or threes (people lying on the ground, people who appear weak, 
individuals—see Collins, 2011, 2016). The rule here (depending on group affiliation) is 
that violence may legitimately be directed only at opposing ultras/active fans or at the 
police and law enforcement (also Leistner, 2010, p. 258). Attacking bystanders or “women 
and children” is considered a no-go. Agreement on this is unquestionable and frequently 
invoked.

This generally short phase of hitting, resisting, attacking, and fleeing is usually char-
acterized by enormous stress and enormous uncertainty in action (even for those who are 
trained for such situations, like the police officers): Nobody knows whether the others will 
hit, kick, or throw, how hard and for how long they will do so, how long one has to do 
something, or what can even be done. Once violence is underway, for a short time every-
thing becomes imponderable for everyone. The outcome is uncertain, and as for who will 
be harmed and how severe the harm will be, all of this is open, only becoming clear in the 
course of events. The social space that opens up for the participants when the situation 
shifts is therefore unmapped terrain for most: they can no longer coordinate their actions 
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with one another unless they are trained for such situations and have a leadership structure 
that is also effective here.

Very quickly, however, the fights (attack, defend, retreat, win) disperse, and the fighters 
soon leave the scene individually or in small groups. Depending on which majority retreats 
or triumphs, all involved consider that they have defended and represented themselves fully, 
one group has won, or both have fought sufficiently well. Everyone leaves the field—beaten 
or victorious, but in any case with head held high (according to the subsequent narrative). 
No longer synchronized in its actions, the previously unified group disperses, breaking up 
into small groups that turn to each other and speak to each other, verbally reassuring them-
selves of their bravery and producing wordy narratives about the confrontation. The focus 
on a point of reference ends for now, as does the synchronization (parallelization) of behav-
ior, even as co-orientation continues and the emotional arousal level drops (cooling down). 
At this point, the escalation process—fueled by new events—can start again.

This is one way to describe the process of the escalation of violence. All of this clearly 
indicates that the escalation process is not disorderly or even chaotic, but that this process has a 
pattern, an order, which can also be found in similar form in other escalation processes.

In escalations at and around German Bundesliga football matches, several groups (and 
subgroups) are directly and indirectly involved as actors. Escalations are never the result of 
the actions of a single group, instead resulting from the interaction (collusion) of several 
groups, which is why the question of responsibility (guilt) is not easy to answer. The fol-
lowing actors or groups are jointly responsible for the escalation process, which in its ideal, 
typical manifestation ultimately results in an outbreak of violence at or around a football 
match: various fan groups, private and state security forces, spectators, clubs, regional 
and national media (Reichertz, 2017), paramedics and fire fighters, fan supporters and the 
plethora of official and unofficial vendors, and, of course, the Internet with its possibilities 
of communicating in real time.

All of the actors mentioned here “play” together in the production of the event of going 
to the football stadium, albeit not all in the same place: Some have different “tasks” and 
responsibilities when there are clashes on match days, or when there are not. All of them 
are part of a big city performance that is publicly and collectively performed again and 
again on match days.

Violence in and around football stadiums does not erupt; it is brought about communi-
catively by the participants in a joint process. Because this is the case, social science analy-
ses must examine the processes of communication and interaction that occur before violent 
acts occur, in detail and at all levels of action coordination.

De‑banalization of Everyday Life: Edgework or Collective Rite?

For some observers, escalation processes result in the temporary collapse of the prevailing 
order. At a certain point, chaos seems to break out. However, if one adopts the considera-
tions of Durkheim (1984) and Turner (1995), then it is precisely not a breakdown of order 
that occurs in such processes; instead, these ritually fenced-in processes lead to a new form 
of social order that is of central importance for participants, developing, transforming, 
securing, and also endowing both community and individual identity (see also Olaveson, 
2001).
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For Durkheim, groups have a common collective reality and, correspondingly, col-
lective representations. These collective realities, which individuals are not neces-
sarily aware of, are expressed in common ritual acts that can only arise within groups. 
Newly performed again and again, such collective rites serve to express, maintain, or re- 
establish certain conceptions of reality and evaluations of the respective group (according to  
Durkheim, 1984).

Durkheim explains the meaning of these rituals based on the example of the way of life 
of Australian tribes: On the one hand, there is the everyday life of scattered communal liv-
ing, and on the other hand, again and again, a short peak time of compression and fusion 
with others. This fusion with others, that is, the achievement of close, immediate connec-
tion with all others, is experienced by participants as remarkably gratifying and person-
ality expanding. As a result of this extremely positive experience alone, those who have 
experienced such fusion once want to maintain the corresponding behavior and reach this 
state repeatedly. With a certain persistence and often with great effort, they strive to expe-
rience this state again—on the one hand, the state of community with others and, on the 
other hand, the accompanying gratifying experience of the de-banalization of everyday life 
(Wacquant, 2010, p. 20).

It is also possible to have this experience of the gratifying de-banalization of everyday 
life on other occasions, such as at concerts, festivals, demonstrations, and, of course, football 
matches. Society, as a rule, provides institutional offers (formats, dispositifs, etc.) that enable 
and contain the (almost) danger-free living-out of the de-banalization of everyday life. These 
offers nevertheless entail a moderate risk and thus they can often be experienced as (con-
tained) adventures, or pleasurably occupied borderline experiences. However, these adven-
tures are always episodic: They only last for a short time (a weekend, a vacation, etc.). After 
this emotionally intense time-out, for most people there is usually a return to safe normality, to 
banal everyday life.

In our youth culture, these excursions into adventure also include ritual confronta-
tion with the authorities (for example, the police)—usually in extraordinary clothing 
and disguise—which is why Wickert speaks of a “carnival of crime” (Wickert, 2011). 
Stephen Lyng (following up on Goffman, 1967, 1971) created the term edgework for 
these excursions into adventure or return-ticket adventures, laying the foundation for a 
sociology of adventure in modern societies (Lyng, 1990, 2005). Accordingly, in largely 
regulated modern societies, voluntary, limited risk-taking of all kinds (bouldering, car 
racing, speculation on financial markets, shoplifting, regulated fighting among hooligans 
in rural fields etc.) is experienced not only as a seductive thrill but also as a partial recla-
mation of individual freedom and self-determination (Katz, 1988; Smith, 2005). In self-
selected danger, one proves oneself, increases one’s own competence, and demonstrates 
to everyone else that one is willing and able to act against the rules of the majority and 
thus set oneself apart from it. In addition, it triggers an intense emotion that is experi-
enced as positive.

Edgework can thus be understood (within Foucault’s theoretical horizon) as “techniques 
which permit individuals to effect, by their own means, a certain number of operations on 
their own bodies, their own souls, their own thoughts, their own conduct, and this in a manner 
so as to transform themselves, modify themselves, and to attain a certain state of perfection, 
happiness, purity, supernatural power” (Foucault, 1981). Edgework opens up the possibility 
for actors to experience and form themselves as sovereign, self-regulating subjects who seek 
out and face their own challenges (however small).
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A Escape from the Pressure to Singularize?

At the same time, there are good reasons to doubt whether the serial and passionate com-
mitment to a football club, as currently practiced by active fans/ultras, actually constitutes 
edgework. Typical of edgework is the individual challenge and the individual proving of 
the self: edgework is above all about the self-determination of the individual and about sin-
gularization (Reckwitz, 2017). “Singularities are entities that are perceived and evaluated, 
fabricated and treated as particular within social practices. Singularities are the result of 
social-cultural processes of singularization. (…) If the general-particular denotes variation 
of the same, and idiosyncrasy denotes pre-social idiosyncrasy, then singularity is sociocul-
turally fabricated uniqueness6” (Reckwitz, 2017, p. 50–51).

Going to the football stadium, however, is always a group activity. The clothes, scarves, 
and stickers that fans wear on their bodies to dress up and make themselves highly visible 
and recognizable all refer to “their” club, symbolizing and invoking the club. The associa-
tion is what connects the individuals and communitizes them without words. For symbols, 
as Soeffner puts it following Ludwig Klages, create “community without communication” 
(Soeffner, 2018, p. 107). Those connected with and through symbols are an immediate 
community. Without a doubt, in the communities that have come about in this way, there is 
also communication—often a great deal of very loud communication. But this noise is not 
a matter of whether and why the community exists (that goes without saying), but what the 
community does together and who the opponents are.

This is why going to the football stadium is specifically not about singularization. 
Indeed, the group is twice as important as the individual: First, the club is the supreme 
totem for which everyone must do everything; and second, supporting the club is always a 
collective task in which everyone must do their part. Individual particularity must always 
justify itself and must expect sanctions. Fans are only really themselves when they are 
together, similarly dressed, and doing similar things. The goal is not individualization, but 
inclusion.

When it comes to passionate football fans and their actions, it is neither a matter of indi-
vidual self-improvement or self-enhancement, nor asceticism, control, rationality, or eco-
nomic gain. Instead, for passionate fans, it is about the group, about friendship and enmity, 
about honor and respect, about flags and territory; they sing “battle chants” when they 
come together against the others. Passionate fans/ultras are all about the power of symbols 
and rites, about challenging and proving themselves, about winning or losing, about glory 
and recognition for the group and the club (and not about individual glory). The fans’ nar-
rative is tribalistic: It involves collective rituals and myths and the absorption of the indi-
vidual into the group, not with the individual and the process of his or her self-emergence 
or even singularization.

Reckwitz’s thesis that singularization is the new lifestyle of the new academically edu-
cated middle class (Reckwitz, 2017) meets its limit among passionate football fans, among 
whom there are also many academically educated young people.7 Alternately, one could 

6 Unless otherwise noted, citations from German texts were translated by Marius Glassner.
7 See also the critique by Jürgen Habermas: “Andreas Reckwitz has established a new view of society 
with constructive talent. If you will, he is the sociologist of the ‘Generation Golf’ (Illies). He has the vivid 
descriptive power of a David Riesman, but he re-purposes the latter’s ‘internally directed’ character from a 
late-romantic colored libertarian view to what he believes is the authoritative ‘externally directed’ character 
in late modernity. The richness of the phenomena he opens up with this social character, eager to recognize 
its uniqueness, may impress. But it is precisely the relative decoupling of a socio-psychologically puffed-up 
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assume that these young people take a short escape from the pressure to singularize on 
football weekends. Thus, if one wanted to uphold Reckwitz’s thesis, one could say that for 
some, temporary ritual absorption in the group is a (necessary) compensation for the pres-
sure to singularize during the week.

However, it would be very interesting and fruitful to investigate the question of whether 
a profound cultural struggle is currently taking place in football stadiums, namely, a strug-
gle between the culture of communitization in the normal stands and the culture of singu-
larization in the “padded business seats,” that is, the leather VIP chairs. If singularization 
can be found anywhere, it is in these very expensive seats with free choice of food and 
drink (wine, champagne) along with “attentive hostess service.” Yet one would need to 
empirically test and explain what the boundary work looks like at the boundaries of the 
VIP seats: Do VIPs allow themselves to be infected by the communal feeling of others, or 
is it the other way around—can the normal spectators and fans/ultras be won over to a cul-
ture of isolated enjoyment? Or is the VIP’s visit to the stadium also a dearly paid attempt 
to experience emotionally intense, ritualistic absorption into the group for a limited time 
as a (necessary) compensation for the pressure to singularize during the week? Since noth-
ing substantial is known so far about the use of football games by VIP guests, this remains 
speculation for the time being, and the clarification of these questions calls for further stud-
ies in the stadium.

Second Theorization: Going to the Football Stadium as a Ritual Walk 
up to the Boundaries of the Social

From the perspective developed here, violence does not—ever—occur by chance in foot-
ball stadiums, nor does something unpredictable escalate: escalations are socially pre-
formed because they are ritualized. Ultimately, they do not serve to eliminate the opponent, 
instead essentially serving to communitize, to form one’s own group and one’s own iden-
tity. They have the effect of building stable mutual expectations of behavior among all the 
groups involved. Violence does not aim at the destruction of the other, but at one’s own 
formation, which sometimes also involves accepting the injury of the other or at least reck-
oning with this possibility.

Collective attendance of German Bundesliga football matches and the collective surge 
of emotion that gradually emerges in the process are part of a now institutionalized and 
highly ritualized habit of behavior; this behavior, which first had to emerge historically, 
involves specific socialization processes for its actors. Thus, various rituals have emerged 
as a kind of score for action. There are ritual masters who indicate which score is to be 
played when, making sure that as many people as possible seriously participate in this rit-
ual. Among the ritual masters there is also a high nobility and a low nobility, that is, those 
who have a lot to say and those who have little to say. There are those who are experienced, 
those who have just been initiated or those who are applying for initiation, and of course 
there are a multitude of spectators who not only observe the rite, but also witness it through 

Footnote 7 (continued)
culture from those socio-structural dislocations that are ultimately triggered by functional imperatives of a 
globally deregulated world market that does not convince me. One turns causalities upside down, after all, 
if neoliberal deregulated competition is supposed to reflect only the inherent cultural logic of ‘recognition 
markets’” (Habermas, 2020: 7).
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their presence and make it possible in the first place. The ritual, interrelated acts of cheer-
ing, taunting and mocking, communitizing, provoking and hitting each other that unfold at 
such large-scale events are embedded in a (sub)culture that has evolved locally and histori-
cally, thereby developing forms of socialization and sanctions for the actors.

This football culture looks back on a long tradition that transcends the individual in 
every way, thus placing the individual in a historical, supra-temporal community that is 
directed toward a specific goal. Exaggerating the positions of Durkheim (1984) and  
Goffman (1967), one could say that the regular outbreak of violence around football 
matches in urban spaces can also be understood as a specific interaction ritual: the regu-
lar, highly ritualized, shared seeking and treading of the boundaries of what is socially 
endorsed. Going to football stadiums, so my thesis, can be understood as testing the 
boundaries of the socially acceptable. It is not only the active and rival fans/ultras who are 
involved in this ritual, but without a doubt also the police officers. This ritualized treading 
of the boundaries of what is socially approved also serves the revitalization and sometimes 
the renewal of the social aspect of the (sub)culture of football in (post)modern times.
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