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Class divide means women rugby and football fans are mutually hostile 

Deep hostility between women football and rugby union fans shows that the English class divide is as strong as ever, a new study has found. 

Dr Stacey Pope, of the University of Bedfordshire, interviewed 51 women football fans and 34 women rugby union fans in Leicester to see how their gender and class affected their attitudes to each other.

Dr Pope told the British Sociological Association’s annual conference in London today [Wednesday 6 April] that the two groups of supporters showed a “deeply entrenched and barely concealed sense of mutual hostility” to each other.

One 39-year-old company director, a rugby and football fan, told her: “There’s definitely a looking down their noses at the football fans from the vast majority of the rugby fans, so there is rivalry there. Rugby fans view football fans as being complete thugs and that is the general consensus.”

Other comments from rugby fans included: “I just don’t like football fans, I think they’re evil”, and: “You sort of come across football fans, I’ve no desire to mix with that really”.

Dr Pope, a lecturer in sports sociology, found that the two types of supporters were “strongly segmented” with only three women among the 85 actively supporting both the Tigers, Leicester’s Premiership league rugby union club, as well as the Foxes, its Championship league football club.

Dr Pope found that many of the football fans resented the rugby fans because they felt they were looked down upon as “riff-raff” and “hooligans”. 

A 37-year-old football fan told her: “I think the football is a bit more of a working class game than the rugby. The rugby fans tend to look down their nose at football supporters. If we’ve got a game on the same day, they’ll walk past you with their nose in the air if you’ve got a football shirt on. I think they see football fans as hooligans.”. 

Dr Pope’s work backed up this opinion: “Some rugby union fans claimed football fans are ‘more thuggish’ or ‘thug-looking’ , more ‘violent’, ‘aggressive’, and that football supporters include the ‘rougher element’ who take part in hooliganism,” she told the BSA conference. 

“Although a small number of rugby fans pointed out that the ‘yobs’ at football were not the ‘true supporters’, there was a tendency to generalize yobbishness to all football fans and gentlemanly behaviour to all rugby equivalents.

 “Rugby union’s middle-class heritage and historical association with amateurism and football’s working-class history and connections with hooliganism, has no doubt prompted the widely held view held amongst rugby fans that football harbours violent followers, generating friction and general hostility between supporters.”

She found that the football fans resented the disdain that the rugby fans held. One 50-year-old football fan said: “They consider that it’s a gentleman’s game, don’t they? So I think that rugby fans would see themselves as a slightly higher level of fan than a football fan. I think that they do really think that they are a different kind of fan, a gentlemanly fan I think.”

Dr Pope said of the football fans: “The ritual demeaning of rugby union crowds might be construed as a sign of class envy or a sort of symbolic class revenge in which the ‘egg chuckers’ or ‘egg chasers’ of rugby and their dress styles, clipped language and modes of support were quite mercilessly mocked.”

All but three of the 85 thought that there was a difference between the two types of supporters, with nearly three-quarters referring to class as the dividing factor and talking about schooling or inherited wealth as part of this.

Dr Pope told the conference: “Even the younger female fans suggested that most private and selective grammar schools historically – and possibly today – place greater emphasis for middle class boys on rugby union, and that people from this sort of class and educational background were thus more likely to follow rugby rather than football.

“This friction and sense of rivalry between supporters can be largely attributed to the effects of social class differences which have emerged from the different histories and sporting cultures of football and rugby union.

“Despite the recent major transformations in the marketing and promotion of both football and rugby union which have arguably provided something of a convergence of spectator appeal across the social classes, these findings show that rugby union and football actually remain strongly segmented in terms of their class appeal and that these differences are also strongly articulated by women fans.” 

Dr Pope said there was a need for further research to see if these results applied to other areas as well as Leicester. The fact that women, who made up around one quarter of all rugby union and football fans in Leicester, were so hostile contradicted arguments that women were less likely to feel a strong sense of class identity than men.  
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