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This thesis is composed of seven main chapters. The thesis aims to use contemporary Japanese

football as a case study to demonstrate how the ideological and hegemonic dominance of

capitalism is significantly influencing the ritual practices of the modern era. The résearch is
based on over three years of fieldwork (from February 2020 to June 2023), during which
ethnographic data was collected, building upon a previous six-month fieldwork conducted in
2017. The purpose of this research is to provide an updated theoretical foundation for the
contemporary world and then apply it to the case study of football in Japan, specifically
focusing on the study of Vissel Kobe fans. The ethnography is primarily centred on the area
known as goru no ura, which refers to the area behind the goals where hardcore fans (u/tras)
perform most of their ritual performances during the course of a football match. For a general
understanding of the thesis, I propose a chapter summary, which will facilitate the reading and
the navigation between chapteré.

Chapter one concerns the ontology of “Culture” in contemporary society. The socio-
anthropological role and meaning of “Culture” are in constant flux, affecting its phenomenology
in the experienced world. For this reason, “Culture” is a concept that negds to be constantly
discussed and redefined as society and the role of humans in it are in continuous change as
well. If we consider that contemporary football is a cultural practice strictly related to post-
modernist capitalist society, a good comprehension of the role of “Culture” in our specific era is

needed for a better understanding of the nature of this research. After offering a reflection on



the role of culture within what will be defined as the “capitalist bélief’, the chapter will focus
on an analytical overview of how practices like “rituals” do fit in the proposed cultural frame;

Chapter two provides an overview of the history of footbaﬂ in Japan, illustrating how
the sudden transition from an amateur football culture to professionalism, largely driven by
economic and political motives, has led to avprocess of symbolisation that linked football, to
cultural elements associated with the capitalist "system of belief." Describing the various
historical steps is valuable for contextualising the historical and cultural conditions within
which football developed. This, in turn, demonstrates in the subsequent chapters how this
context has given rise to intriguing identity dynamics within the stadium and the goru no ura
area.

Chapter three focuses on the ethnographic history of the fans in the mannaka of the
goru no ura at the Noevir Stadium, the home stadium of Vissel Kobe. The chapter explores how
historical events shape the identity consciousness of social groups while also demonstrating
how the ethos of individual members significantly contributes to the symbolism of cultural
productions. Vissel Kobe has been symbolically linked to the tragic Kobe earthquake, creating
a specific ritual ndrrative about the team as a representative of a community united by
suffering. Simultaneouély, foreign football ihﬂuences have led to a clear definition of football
identity by the ultras groups, an identity based on physical performance. However, this identity
finds itself operating as a minority within a structural context characteri;ed by a close
alignment with heoliberal capitalism (self-cult, individualism, consumerism), highlighting the
tensions between these values and the values associated with the ultras' football identity.

Chapter four serves as the central focus of the thesis. It analyses a football match as
a contemporax}y ritual, one that is rooted in the system of belief of capitalism, which is
characterised by the structural separation of "work time" and "leisure time." In the context of
Japanese capitalism, the football match loses its strong anti-structural nature (as defined by
Turner in 1977), which is a ritual characteristic involving partial or total subversion of
structural rules within specific space-time boundaries, differing from the rules of everyday life.
This chapter explores the hierarchical divisions Vﬁthin the stadium, examining interactions
between the areas and groups that lean towards anti-structure (the mannaka supporters) and

those inclined towards more structural behaviour (consumer fans). Narratives from the



11Stones (the main supporters group) are used to shed light on these dynamics, revealing how
the ritual experience of football within the context of capitalism can vary and influence fan
behaviours.

Chapter five focuses on the perception of foreign players (gaikokujin) within the
context of Vissel Kobe. It examines the cases of Lukas Podolski and Andrés Iniesta, two
internationally renowned players acquired by the club in 2017 and 2018. The transnational
identity around which the 11Stones' reality is constructed reflects a broader self-orientalising
narrative, even though it seems to be delimited only within its ritﬁal context of the mannaka.
When applied to football discourse, this narrative tends to exoticise otherness (foreign players),
placing them on a higher qualitative level compared to the Japanese self-conception. The
production of this dichotomous and essentialist narrative, which stereotypes 'us' (small-built,
not skilled at football, Japanese) and 'them' (physically strong, skilled at football, foreigners),
has contributed to the idolisation of Podolski and Iniesta in recent years. However, the
idolisation of these two players has been based on different criteria: Podolski, symbolising
competitiveness and masculinity promoted by the 11Stones, has become an “anti-structural”
hero (a hero of the mannaka). In contrast, Iniesta, portrayed és a wise old sage, has become a
more “structured” hero ( a hero within the general structural consumer fandom).

Chapter six focuses on the events that took place during the COVID-19 pandemic. The -
virus required the introduction of restrictions on personal freedom, imposing various individual
limitations. In the case of the stadium, all the bodily performances that the 11Stones had based
their activities and identity on were prohibited. This led to a significant reduction in their

n
performative agency and a gradual renegotiation in their efforts to reclaim their ritualistic
body during a time when these actions were restricted. It was interesting to note that the
structural fan behaviours, such as C(;nsumerist and non-performative fandom, were hardly
affectéd by“the government and federation-imposed limitations. This is because this type of
stadium experience relies very little on active bodily engagement.

Chapter seven offers an analysis of the role of women within this new contemporary
ritual context that is heavily shaped by the structure of neoliberal capitalism. It seeks to
demonstrate how the advent of post-Fordist capitalism, largely divorced from physical

production as a key performance, has in some ways facilitated women's access to the production



chain (digitalisation of the working performance). Access to the production chain is equivalent
to access to the logic of time division into 'work time' and 'leisure time,' laying the foundation
for easier participation in leisure rituals that do not require specific gender performances for
access. Through a brief review of the history of vxlfomen's exclusion from the world of football,
this chapter shows how the previously 'masculine' assumption associated with football is
gradually making way for new assumptions dictated by the dominant 'system of belief' of
capitalism. In summary, watching football no longer requires exhibiting a masculine
performance; it is sufficient to display a consumerist performance (economic transaction as a
performative mode of fandom). In this context, the mannaka anti-structure demonstrates its
identity connection with European realities, showing difficulties in incorporating women into

its supporting models.
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