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A Social History of Fandoms


I USED TO SPEND MY days in a library in central London,1 and occasionally on my walk there from the bus stop I would find myself having to negotiate a queue of hundreds of excited children that began at the doors of the flagship branch of Waterstone’s bookshop on Piccadilly and continued around the block onto Jermyn Street and down the hill into St James’s Square. Many of them were dressed as characters from the netherworld, and they behaved as if something was about to happen that would change their lives for ever. And so it did. A few hours later, they shuffled up the street and into the shop and became some of the first young people in the world to get their hands on a copy of the latest Harry Potter book.


J. K. Rowling’s boy wizard wasn’t the first imaginary hero to draw big crowds. Nearly two centuries ago, lovers of Charles Dickens’s serialized fiction queued for hours at kiosks and lending libraries to buy or borrow the latest instalment and turned up in their thousands to hear him read in public. After the success of The Pickwick Papers, the last part of which sold a remarkable 40,000 copies, Dickens became a literary celebrity, perhaps the first of his kind. ‘To walk with him in the streets of London was a revelation; a royal progress; people of all degrees and classes taking off their hats and greeting him as he passed,’ his son Henry recollected in 1928.2 A few decades later, the reading public showed a comparable level of affection for Arthur Conan Doyle and his Sherlock Holmes stories.3 ‘The scenes at the railway-bookstalls were worse than anything I ever saw at a bargain-sale,’ reported one witness.4


Like those young readers who queued for Harry Potter, aficionados of Dickens and of Doyle were ‘fans’ by any modern definition of the word, though in their time they would not have been categorized that way. The word did not come into regular use until the first decade of the twentieth century; derived from ‘fanatic’, it was coined in 1884 by the baseball promoter Ted Sullivan to describe the devoted patrons of his sport.5 ‘The baseball fan is an unique American species and the most rabid of all enthusiasts,’ noted The American Magazine in 1910. ‘Compared with him the golf fan, the bridge fan, even the bowling fan are mild.’6


Fannish devotion is a gregarious impulse. It is possible to be a solitary fan and to worship from afar, but at some point most of us want to vent our passions with others, to pay homage with fellow enthusiasts. ‘If you love something that much, you want to share it, you want to reach out to other people and talk about it,’ says Kathy Larsen, who studies fan cultures at George Washington University.


Reaching out to other people who share an interest has not always been easy. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, fans would have struggled to meet people beyond their immediate neighbourhoods (though sports fans could scratch that itch simply by turning up to a game). Then, in 1926, an American publisher called Hugo Gernsback launched Amazing Stories, a monthly magazine dedicated to science fiction. The revolution that transformed the social life of fans began, improbably, on its letters page. The magazine adopted the unusual policy of printing the postal addresses of its correspondents, which allowed them to write to each other. Its readers began to realize that there were other people out there who loved what they loved, and they very much wanted to find them. Some of them became pen-pals, formed fan clubs and published magazines – or ‘fanzines’ – of their own. They were arguably the first ever dedicated fan communities, and almost certainly the first known science-fiction fandoms.7




[image: Start of image description, The cover of the first issue of Amazing Stories, published in April 1925. The cover features humans ice skating against a backdrop of mountains. Sailing ships are perched on the mountain peaks and a ringed planet hangs in the sky above. The issue included works by Jules Verne, H G Wells, and Edgar Allen Poe., end of image description]

Amazing Stories paved the way for the first science-fiction fandoms by printing contributors’ addresses on its letters page.





By the 1960s, science-fiction fans had become advocates and agitators as well as consumers. When NBC threatened to cancel Star Trek in 1967 after just two seasons, its producers received 115,893 letters demanding that it continue (they duly obliged).8 By 1988, at least 120 fan-produced Star Trek magazines were in circulation.9 Despite the show’s popularity, its fan following was little more than a cult phenomenon compared with what was to come. Star Wars, which began in 1977, took fan participation to another level. Its fandom became a global movement. ‘For many people, including me, it is the single most important cultural text of our lives,’ wrote the media studies expert Will Brooker in 2002.10 Heartfelt declarations of commitment to this franchise became a regular part of mainstream culture – such as this one, from a 2013 survey of a Star Wars online community:


Aside from biological imperatives and overall cultural factors, there is nothing that has influenced me, coloured my perception of reality, or shaped my approach to life as much as Star Wars. If you cut me open, I bleed Star Wars.11


–––––


In the days before social media, establishing a social scene around your passions required considerable ingenuity and persistence. Leah Holmes, who studies the culture and history of Japanese animation (or animé) at Bath Spa University, remembers feeling ‘very lonely’ growing up in a small town in Ireland in the 1980s and 1990s with no one around to share her love of Japanese comic books and videos. We chatted in March 2020 at Minami Con, one of the last fan conventions before the UK shut down in the early days of the coronavirus pandemic. Later that day she would be speaking on a panel in front of hundreds of other animé fans, a set of circumstances that would have seemed extraordinary to her thirty years ago when her fannish activities barely extended beyond her bedroom.


Leah’s initiation into organized fandom happened after she bought a copy of a new animé magazine and spotted a notice about an all-female fan club called Animé Babes. She signed up and was surprised to learn that the club was run by teenagers like herself. They were endeavouring to create a space for female fans of Japanese animé in a market that was geared almost entirely towards men. One of the founders, Lisa-Jane Holmes (no relation to Leah), told me via email that they wanted to show the genre had much to offer beyond the sex and violence that featured in most UK releases. ‘There were stories about female superheroes, crime-fighting female cops, stories about female friendship, plenty of beautiful romantic series about love and relationships – and yet animé culture had this stigma that it was giant robots and tentacle pornography, catering for geeky boys sat alone in their bedrooms.’


It cost £1.50 to join Animé Babes. That bought you a quarterly fanzine and – even more appealing to bedroom fans – a list of members’ names and addresses, which made it easy to trade tapes, merchandise and letters. ‘It was such an important part of my teenage years, especially as it put me in touch with other girls,’ said Leah. ‘I was used to the things I was interested in being dominated by men.’ Since then, the demographics of the fanbase have changed significantly. In 2017, Leah conducted a study of animé fans in the UK and found that more than half of them were female. ‘If the members of Animé Babes had known that this was where we’d end up, we’d have been really proud.’12


The internet has not radically altered the nature of people’s relationships with their heroes or the objects of their passion – what it feels like to be a fan – even though social media has made celebrities appear more accessible. Fans of Billie Holiday in the 1940s were no less emotional and committed than fans of Billie Eilish are today. Even before the invention of the word ‘fan’, young city-dwellers in the US flocked to concert halls with a zeal that alarmed their elders. ‘Fandom is often characterized in media studies as a product of mass consumer culture in the twentieth century,’ notes the cultural historian Daniel Cavicchi, who spent several years studying the diaries, scrapbooks and letters of music-lovers of the nineteenth century. Yet ‘the basic practices associated with fandom – idealized connection with a star, strong feelings of memory and nostalgia, use of collecting to develop a sense of self, for example – precede the development of electronic “mass communication” technologies.’13




[image: Start of image description, The cover of the second issue of Anime Babes, published in the Spring of 1996. The cover features a drawing of a young anime style woman sporting horns and wearing a t-shirt with Anime Babes printed across the chest. The issue included a complete guide to Marmalade Boy and an article on Sailor Moon., end of image description]

Animé Babes was the first fanzine for women in a market that was dominated by men. (Laura Watton)





Without doubt, the internet has profoundly changed the dynamics of fan communities and the ability of fans to access them. ‘Before, everything was done through the mail and it was a really slow and sort of disjointed process, and unless you were living someplace there was a fan community you were pretty cut off and probably felt a bit weird,’ says Kathy Larsen, who is proud to consider herself a ‘fangirl’ as well as a university professor. ‘Once everyone got online, it became immediate, and those bonds between fans became far stronger than they had been. And if you want to find someone else who is a fan of some obscure television show, you can guarantee you’re going to find a friendly community somewhere online.’


Social media has made it possible for communities to flourish where none existed, among people who because of embarrassment or geography were previously unable to reach out. It has also enabled something more subversive and perhaps more sinister: the migration of fan sensibilities into politics. The relationship between political leaders and their supporters increasingly resembles the relationship between celebrities and their fan groups. This may be true on a cognitive level. In a study published in 2018, researchers at Virginia Tech University found that sports fans and political supporters process new information about their team or party in much the same way, by filtering it through the lens of group affiliation. What matters to people is not the information itself so much as the way it reflects on their group. Fans have always shown a dogged and sometimes irrational allegiance to their tribe, a trait that has become endemic in party politics.14


In this pop-culture milieu, political parties are like personality cults, and their leaders are symbolic of their group’s identity. So in addition to Janeites (fans of Jane Austen), Beliebers (Justin Bieber) and Swifties (Taylor Swift), we now have MAGAs (Donald Trump), Corbynistas (Jeremy Corbyn) and Boristas (Boris Johnson). In the UK, we also have Brexiteers and Remainers, who embrace their ideologies with a similar level of zeal. In line with their celebrity status, it has become customary for politicians to emphasize performance and personality over policies, and their audiences are happy to play along. Sometimes they make the running for them. When anti-government protestors in Thailand rallied in the streets in August 2020 to demand a new constitution and limits to the power of the monarchy, many of them waved wands or dressed as characters from Hogwarts to symbolize their fight against injustice and autocracy.


Focusing on aesthetics, or on a charismatic figure who appears to personify our cultural group, can make politics more accessible. But it can also cause us to take our eyes off the things that really matter, such as ideas and policies, and to fail to hold our leaders to account. One of the curious things about the Partygate scandal was that Boris Johnson managed to retain so much support even after he had lost the moral argument. So long as our guy is ahead, do we care what they actually do?


–––––


The convergence of politics and fandom has happened at many points in history. In post-Revolutionary France, Napoleon Bonaparte managed to raise a citizen army – a ‘fan army’ as it is sometimes called – through the force of his popularity and an appeal to his people’s patriotism.15 Lately, public life and fandom have become ever more entwined. Social media has enabled people who have common interests to participate and cooperate on a scale that was not previously possible. Fans today have unprecedented levels of power. They are so well connected, so quick to mobilize and so much part of the mainstream that politicians, businesses and media producers go out of their way to court them and find out what they think. They have become too consequential and too numerous to ignore.


Like popular social movements, fandoms are places of revolution. The forces at play can change the lives of individuals, and they can also change the world. On 8 October 2018, Taylor Swift broke her self-imposed silence on all things political when she urged her followers to vote in the US mid-term elections and endorsed two Democratic candidates for the Senate and the House of Representatives in her home state of Tennessee. ‘So many intelligent, thoughtful, self-possessed people have turned 18 in the past two years and now have the right and privilege to make their vote count,’ she wrote on her Instagram, before explaining that in order to vote they first needed to register. Swift’s chosen candidate for Senate didn’t win, but in the twenty-four hours following her intervention there was a huge spike in the number of people registering to vote nationwide. The largest increases were in the eighteen-to-twenty-nine age group, the demographic of her fanbase. Her fans may not have succeeded in changing the world, but they showed how it might be done.16


If you’re in any doubt about the ability of fan communities to pull together for a common goal, you need look only to K-pop. In 2020, after George Floyd was killed by a police officer in Minneapolis, tens of thousands of fans of BTS and other South Korean pop bands used their online savvy to block anti-protest surveillance apps, derail racist Twitter campaigns and raise money for Black Lives Matter. K-pop fans do not all speak with one voice – the fandom is as disparate in its views as any community – but they are quick to mobilize. The social justice actions were incredibly effective. When #whitelivesmatter began trending on Twitter as part of a pushback among white conservatives, fans hijacked the hashtag by flooding it with videos of their favourite artist, and before long anyone searching for #whitelivesmatter would see only K-pop stars gyrating or performing pelvic thrusts onstage.


In the modern culture, fandoms are the new tribes. They are subcultures with their own values, vocabularies and aspirations. They attract people with widely divergent experiences and backgrounds: when you love something that other people love, many of the traditional social boundaries fall away. We join them not so much to be entertained as to experience a particular reality, to broaden our perspective, to connect with like-minded others or to find meaning in life. This is not so different to why people participate in a religion, sign up to a political party or even join the army. Fandoms have all the power and influence of those institutions, and they are driven by the same fundamental psycho-social forces.


–––––


Fans is partly about the impact that fandoms have on our culture, but mostly it is about the impact they have on the people who belong to them. Almost all of us, at some point in our lives, become a fan of something. Every cultural phenomenon – TV show, film franchise, sci-fi classic, literary hero, historical icon, comic strip, pop group, celebrity brand or sports team – has its devoted followers. As we’ll discover, fans exist in places you would never think of looking. Some of Jane Austen’s most loyal followers are twenty-something feminists. Richard III, the ‘Hunchback King’ who supposedly killed his nephews in the Tower of London, is today defended by a group of amateur historians convinced that his reputation has been traduced. In the US and Britain, thousands of middle-aged men who call themselves ‘Bronies’ gather in online communities to celebrate the characters in the children’s toy line My Little Pony. One of the subcultures that has been most extensively studied by psychologists consists of people who feel a strong affection for anthropomorphic animals. There is also a group of people who believe with complete sincerity that they are animals trapped in a human body.


This book is a story of what happens to us when we interact with people who share our passions. We’ll be travelling through a constellation of fandoms, and along the way I hope to demonstrate some fundamental truths about the human condition. The human brain is wired to reach out. While those groupish tendencies can bring much strife, they are also the source of some of our greatest satisfactions. Fandoms offer the pleasures of tribalism with less of the harm: a feeling of belonging and shared culture, a sense of significance and purpose, improved mental well-being, reassurance that your most outlandish convictions will be taken seriously and the freedom to emulate (and dress like) your heroes.


In Chapter 2, we will look at one of the fundamental drivers of these dynamics: group identity. Like it or not, we all strive to classify ourselves with others, even if we think we don’t, and the groups we belong to have an important bearing on our behaviour and attitudes. Understanding this psychology can teach us not just about the lives of fans, but about the dynamics of social change on a global scale.
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Think Group


IN THE LATE 1960S, a social psychologist named Henri Tajfel conducted a series of experiments at the University of Bristol that would dramatically change our understanding of how people behave when they’re part of a group. Tajfel wanted to know why we are predisposed to see other groups as different from our own, and why we are so quick to disfavour them. Group prejudice has played a role in some of the most important events of human history. It affects many of the decisions we make every day. Psychologists had been trying for decades to make sense of these biases. They’d had limited success.


Tajfel was drawn to social psychology – the study of how we are influenced by others – by his experiences during and immediately after the Second World War. His family were Polish Jews, and almost all of them, in fact almost everyone he had grown up with, died during the Holocaust. Tajfel survived because he was a student in Paris when the Nazis invaded Poland, though he spent much of the war as a prisoner. Afterwards, he did what he would later refer to as the most important work of his life: helping to rehabilitate refugees. By the time he entered academia, at Birkbeck College in London, he was fixated on the big issues of human behaviour, such as identity, conformity, oppression and prejudice. Along with other Jewish social psychologists, he was determined to address what he believed were the two most important questions of their time: how had the Holocaust happened, and what could be done to ensure it never happened again? He thought the answers lay with deep-set social differences in nationality, culture, race or creed. His experiments in the 1960s showed that it was a lot simpler than that.


To test his ideas, he invited sixty-four adolescent boys from a local school into his lab and divided them into two groups. The groups were determined by seemingly trivial criteria, such as whether a boy overestimated or underestimated the number of dots on a screen, or whether he preferred paintings by Wassily Kandinsky or Paul Klee, artists none of them had heard of.1 He then sent each boy to a cubicle, gave him a sum of money and a scorecard and asked him to distribute the money among the other pupils. Although the boys all knew each other, for the purposes of the study they were anonymous, identified only by a number and the group to which they belonged (more dots or fewer dots, Kandinsky or Klee).


Tajfel planned to gradually strengthen the criteria that defined his groups until he discovered the point at which the boys started to discriminate between their own group and others – or as he put it, the point at which group differences became meaningful. To his great surprise, this happened during the very first experiment. In a large majority of cases, boys who believed they had overcounted the dots on the screen gave more money to their fellow overestimators than to underestimators, and vice versa. Those who favoured Kandinsky over Klee were more generous towards other Kandinsky fans. The boys were consistently biased towards their own group, even though the boundaries between the groups were so flimsy that they barely existed at all. ‘Outgroup discrimination is extraordinarily easy to trigger off,’ concluded Tajfel.2


Let’s think about this for a moment. The boys’ decisions were not driven by self-interest: they had nothing to gain personally by penalizing those who didn’t share their tendencies or tastes, and they did not know the identities of those they were giving to. Unlike previous studies of social prejudice, there was no backdrop of hostility, competition or conflict of interest between the groups (Tajfel called them ‘minimal groups’).3 And yet the result was beyond doubt. The studies have been replicated many times: Tajfel himself obtained the same outcome after telling participants that the groups were determined by the random toss of a coin,4 a state of affairs he considered ‘the height of absurdity’.5


–––––


The minimal group experiments showed that people require little prompting to categorize themselves with others and to favour members of their own group over anyone else. Groupishness – the dance of ‘us’ and ‘them’ – is a certainty of social life. We categorize people all the time, on lines of race, gender, class, religion, nationality, profession and so on, to help us understand our social environment. This might be a reflection of our ancient past, when survival depended on cooperation and the ability to distinguish friend from foe. We evolved to live in groups, a reality that shapes almost everything we do.


Consider the groups you belong to: your family, friends, neighbours, work colleagues, your children’s school, a sports team, the local choir, the church, a fandom, perhaps a book club or a knitting class. I’m guessing they feel like a big part of who you are. Hopefully they give you companionship, purpose and a sense of security, and allow you to do things you wouldn’t do on your own. Imagine who you’d be without them, what your life would look like. How would you survive?


After completing the minimal group studies, Tajfel, along with his colleague John Turner, spent the next few years developing a theoretical framework to explain why people spontaneously align themselves with others and how that affects their behaviour.6 They believed that group membership gives people a distinct identity – they called it a ‘social identity’ – and that this provides ‘some kind of meaning to an otherwise empty situation’.7 A social identity gives us a sense of ourselves in relation to others: we are who we are because of what we share with our in-group and what we don’t share with those outside it. Social identity is separate from personal identity, which reflects individual traits such as physical appearance and personality. During those moments when you feel an integral part of a group – watching a football match, for example, or attending a Star Trek convention – your social identity (‘We’re Trekkies!’) will be more prominent than your personal one.


The groups we belong to have a big influence on our behaviour. We rapidly adopt their norms and needs, their ways of thinking and doing. They become a part of us just as we become a part of them. Group membership is transient: we can have many social identities, only one of which is likely to be active at any one time. If you work as a nurse, you may wear a uniform and fill your conversation with medical terminology while you’re at the hospital, but you’re unlikely to do that when you’re with your college friends (unless they’re also nurses). Most of us find slipping between our various social worlds as easy as putting on a new coat. Each world demands something different of us: a different identity, a different self. If you’ve ever made a friend in one environment (at work, say) and then observed them in another (with their family), you’ll know how surprising and even disconcerting it can be to watch someone skip across their group boundaries.8


One of the most noticeable things about group behaviour is our propensity to act very differently towards people who are part of our in-group. We are friendlier towards them, more empathic, more generous, more attentive, quicker to help. We trust them more in all kinds of ways, which may explain why, during the pandemic, people believed that they were less likely to catch Covid from friends than from strangers.9 We also feel their pain, quite literally.10 This is not because we know or like them better (though that may be the case). It happens even with random groups, such as those in Tajfel’s minimal experiments. It happens without us thinking about it. Brain imaging studies show that we generate more neural activity in the emotional centres of our brain when we interact with ‘insiders’ than when we interact with ‘outsiders’.11 In-group favouritism appears to be our natural default.


Tajfel and Turner’s work led to a surge of interest in social behaviour, but they weren’t the first academics to consider the ways in which groups distort the attitudes of their members. One of the most powerful descriptions of this universal human tendency is by the American social scientist William Graham Sumner in his book Folkways, published in 1906. Sumner coined the word ‘folkways’ to refer to a group’s social customs or ways of living. Most people, he observed, are set on their own road:


Each group nourishes its own pride and vanity, boasts itself superior, exalts its own divinities, and looks with contempt on outsiders. Each group thinks its own folkways the only right ones, and if it observes that other groups have other folkways, these excite its scorn.12


–––––


Group identities can be as changeable as the weather. The decision to value someone or resent them, applaud or abuse them, notice or ignore them, can depend entirely on the context in which you meet them, or even what you are thinking about at the time.


In 2005, the psychologist Mark Levine and his colleagues at Lancaster University demonstrated this in an experiment involving football fans. Levine wanted to know whether someone would be more willing to help a stranger in distress if they knew they supported the same team. He recruited forty-five Manchester United fans, and following an introductory briefing at his lab sent each of them on a walk across campus. En route, Levine arranged for a jogger to run down a grassy bank and fall over in front of them, apparently injured. The jogger wore either a Manchester United shirt, a shirt of their bitter rivals Liverpool or a plain unbranded shirt. The researchers were interested in whether the choice of shirt would affect the participants’ response. It did: they were three times as likely to come to the jogger’s aid when he was wearing the colours of their own team.13


Levine then added a twist. He recruited another set of Manchester United supporters, and this time at the introductory briefing he encouraged them to think of themselves not as Manchester United fans but as football fans in general – to dwell on their love for the sport rather than their love for their club. Under these conditions, primed with a different social identity, they proved equally willing to help the jogger whether he sported a Liverpool or a Manchester United shirt. The briefing had expanded their in-group so that it included all football-lovers. But not all humans: when the jogger wore the unbranded shirt, hardly anyone helped him. Group boundaries always have limits. It’s where you draw them that counts.14


–––––


When people form a group, two things happen. The first is that the group feels compelled to distinguish itself from others – to signal its uniqueness. Its members may do this by wearing idiosyncratic colours (in a sports team), adopting an arcane ritual (in a faith group) or advocating a particular worldview (in a political party). The second thing is the pursuit of status: everyone wants their group to be as successful or prestigious as possible and tries to make it so.


This desire for distinction and status can have unfortunate consequences for outsiders. One of the easiest ways for a group to reinforce its credentials is to knock others down. Henri Tajfel’s minimal group experiments showed us that bias can begin the moment a group’s boundaries are defined. The history of the world has shown us that discrimination, prejudice, hatred and conflict follow close behind. Tajfel and other Jewish psychologists who had witnessed the Holocaust wanted to understand what caused this cycle. They feared that it would continue for ever. ‘I share memories of a raging storm which – it seemed at the time – would never stop,’ Tajfel wrote in 1981. ‘Today, nearly forty years later, we have seen many new massacres and also some new holocausts.’15


But group behaviour is not destined to end in tragedy; the need for distinction does not always result in prejudice. For all his concerns about the potential of groups to cause conflict, Tajfel recognized that they are often a force for good, and that being part of one can be transformative. Stephen Reicher, a professor of psychology at the University of St Andrews, says Tajfel’s theory of social identity has to do with differentiation rather than discrimination. ‘We seek to make ourselves distinctive because the group is a source of meaning, of understanding. It’s a way of positioning ourselves in the world. But you can differentiate yourself by being kinder to others, by being more generous, or whatever. You don’t have to do it by being stronger, by doing the other down.’


Reicher is well placed to comment on Tajfel’s work: he was an undergraduate at the University of Bristol when Tajfel was chair of the department. He remembers him being ‘incredibly optimistic’ about what people could achieve in groups. ‘It’s easy to see the group as the source of all problems, and that’s where Henri started,’ says Reicher. ‘But he shifted round to seeing the group as a source of solutions. He saw that the group gives you social power. For me, to use a loose metaphor, groups are like dynamite: they can be used to construct, they can be used to destroy. The important thing is neither to be too pessimistic nor too Pollyanna-ish about them.’


Sometimes it is all too easy to be pessimistic. While writing this chapter, I watched along with the rest of the world as hundreds of disaffected Donald Trump supporters overran Capitol Hill in Washington DC, the seat of the US government, sparking one of the most serious constitutional crises in the country’s history. Trump was the symbol of that group’s identity, a relationship he habitually exploited during his presidency. In need of a scapegoat, he would simply conjure up an out-group for his supporters to denigrate: Mexicans (‘drug dealers and rapists’), the Black Lives Matter movement (‘a symbol of hate’), China (‘the China virus’). Group psychology is this easily abused.


For the most part, this book errs on the side of Pollyanna. If Trump’s shock troops reside in the dingy catacombs of group-land, most fandoms are in the sunny uplands. They teach us that being part of a group can give us a sense of belonging, do wonders for our mental health and help us achieve things we never could on our own. They also support the idea that group dynamics don’t have to lead to intolerance. You can have in-group love without out-group hate, cooperation without conflict, winners without losers. Human social life is not a zero-sum game.


The psychologist Marilynn Brewer, a leading authority on relations between groups, has spent much of her career championing this more upbeat assessment of collective behaviour. In the late 1960s and 1970s, she worked on a large study of inter-group customs and attitudes among thirty ethnic communities in East Africa. All the groups she looked at shared a tendency to divide their social world into in-groups and out-groups, and to rate the members of their own group higher than others on traits such as trustworthiness and honesty. But this bias did not result in intolerance; the two seemed completely unconnected.16 ‘These findings convinced me that in-group loyalty and favouritism are independent of outgroup competition or hostility,’ she wrote in an email from her home in Santa Barbara. She recalled a comment by one of her participants that seemed to echo William Graham Sumner’s Folkways: ‘We have our ways and they have their ways.’17 Brewer believes that people form groups largely because they want to be with people of their own kind, and that human evolution owes more to cooperation within groups than competition between them.18


Brewer was gathering data from her field studies at the same time as Tajfel was working on his theory of minimal groups. In 1980, she visited him for three months at the University of Bristol and sat in on lab meetings as his team discussed their ideas about social identity. She came away convinced that, despite having different views about the inevitability of prejudice, both of them had landed on the same essential truth: that group identity is a basic feature of human psychology, and that as a constraint on human selfishness, it is what makes group existence possible.19


–––––


Even Brewer, champion of in-group love, is prepared to concede that certain circumstances, such as an environment of deliberate hostility, make out-group hate inevitable.20 When states favour certain communities over others (as in Apartheid South Africa, Northern Ireland during the Troubles and the Palestinian Territories under Israeli occupation), different groups compete for a restricted resource (Sudan and the Democratic Republic of the Congo today), or political leaders manipulate ethnic or ideological divisions (Hitler in the 1930s), in-group loyalty grows ever stronger, and the out-group becomes an enemy.


We can add another example to that list: sport. It is hard to imagine conditions more conducive to non-lethal conflict. Sport is competitive by definition, which immediately raises the temperature. Unlike most group activities, it is a zero-sum game: if I win, you lose. The results are unambiguous – there’s no room for compromise. The predictable consequences of this – unreasonable love for one’s own team, unreasonable prejudice towards one’s opponent – are partly what make it so all-consuming. Bill Shankly, manager of Liverpool Football Club between 1959 and 1974, had it about right when someone suggested to him that football was a matter of life and death. ‘It’s much more important than that,’ he replied.21


The most avid sports fans don’t think of themselves as supporters of their team. They’re greater than that: they are their team. In the language of Tajfel and Turner, their group identity overrides their personal one to the extent that they feel a part of it as much as any of the players. In Fever Pitch, Nick Hornby’s memoir of life as a fan of Arsenal Football Club, he describes his obsession as an ‘organic connection’. ‘One thing I know for sure about being a fan is this,’ he writes. ‘It is not a vicarious pleasure, despite all appearances to the contrary, and those who say that they would rather do than watch are missing the point. Football is a context where watching becomes doing.’22


You can tell fans who identify strongly with their team by the way they speak. They might say, ‘We won’ or ‘We lost’, never ‘They won’ or ‘They lost’. In social science, this use of the first person pronoun is known as the ‘categorized we’. It allows the speaker to extend the boundaries of the self, to create a special category of inclusiveness. The only time the categorized we is heard outside of sports fandoms is when it is used to express national identity, as in ‘We won the war’ – which tells you a lot about a sports fan’s level of engagement.23


The intensity is conspicuous not just in fans’ language and behaviour, but in their biochemistry. During the 2014 World Cup in Brazil, Martha Newson, a cognitive anthropologist at the University of Oxford, ran a study to test cortisol levels in Brazilian football supporters as they watched their national team play. Cortisol is a hormone produced by the adrenal glands that helps us cope with stress; in situations where your social status is threatened, such as when your team is battling for survival, you’d expect your cortisol levels to max out.


Newson and her team organized public screenings of three of Brazil’s games in the north-eastern city of Natal, taking saliva samples from fans as they watched. They found that their cortisol levels fluctuated during all three games, including two that Brazil won – hardly surprising, as watching your team play is always stressful. But they went through the roof when Germany beat Brazil 7–1 in the semi-final. It was Brazil’s worst defeat since 1920. So many Brazilian fans left the screening at half-time, when their team was already losing 5–1, or were too distraught to cooperate by the final score that the researchers struggled to collect enough saliva samples for their study.24


The focus of Newson’s research is on how group bonding affects behaviour. One of the aims of her World Cup study was to find out whether a fan’s hormonal activity is linked to their level of commitment to their team. She has found in previous work with football ‘ultras’, military veterans and Libyan revolutionaries that people whose lives are defined by their membership of a group – whose personal and social identities have become highly aligned or ‘fused’ – show extraordinary levels of group loyalty, beyond even what they would show towards their own families. They are prepared to stick with their colleagues through good times and bad, and many of them are prepared to die for them. Desertion is unthinkable. ‘For a strongly fused person, to renounce one’s group membership would be tantamount to total rejection of one’s present and past self, an epistemic and practical nightmare,’ explains Newson in one of her papers.25 Which suggests there is truth to the old cliché that while you can change your job, spouse, politics or religion, you can never change your football team.


Newson predicted that die-hard Brazilian fans, whom she identified through a survey before the game, would be more affected by the defeat to Germany than regular fans. This tends to be the penalty for high engagement: more pride and joy after a win, more sadness and anger after a loss. And so it proved: their cortisol levels were highest of all. Being a superfan is stressful when things aren’t going your way.


–––––


If you’re a sports fan, what sacrifices would you be prepared to make if they guaranteed your team a title victory? Daniel Wann, the leading psychologist specializing in sports fandoms, put this question to several hundred American baseball fans in 2011 to get an idea of their level of commitment. Of all those he asked, more than half said they would happily give up sex, shaving, sweets and all drinks except water for at least a month in order to secure the World Series title. A third claimed that they would forgo television. A fifth were willing to wear the same underwear or to stop talking to their best friend. A small minority were prepared to stop talking completely.


When Wann asked the fans what behaviours they might ‘at least minimally consider’, around half said they would contemplate donating an organ if it would help their team win the championship. That’s commitment – or, if you’re not a sports fan, idiocy. A bewildering 10 per cent of Wann’s respondents said they might be persuaded to cut off one of their fingers, but I think we can assume that they misread the question. As you might expect, the would-be organ donors classed themselves as highly engaged fans, or as Martha Newson would say, ‘fused’. ‘Because they care so deeply about their team,’ says Wann, ‘and because being a fan is so central to their self-concept, they are willing to do almost anything for the team’s success.’26


Sports fans parade their allegiances in weird and wonderful ways. One Arsenal fan named his daughter Lanesra, the name of his team spelled backwards. With any luck she grew up to be a Chelsea supporter. This is not inconceivable: such expressions of fan disloyalty regularly occur in families. Wann, a passionate fan of the Chicago Cubs baseball team, grew up in a family of St Louis Cardinals fans; his sole purpose in choosing the Cubs was to stand out from his father and irritate his older brother.


Most of us are happy to express our support by cheering loudly and engaging in what psychologists call BIRGing, or ‘basking in reflected glory’. To BIRG is to make a show of your association with a successful team, despite having played no role in its achievement. The term was coined in the 1970s by the psychologist Robert Cialdini, who noticed that the number of students wearing clothing bearing their university’s name or logo on US campuses increased after the college football team had won. A win always makes supporters feel good, and the students wanted in on the action.27 Inevitably, they were far less keen to fly their team’s flag after a defeat, preferring to hide their allegiance. Psychologists have an acronym for that, too – they call it CORFing, or ‘cutting off reflected failure’.28


At first glance, BIRGing and CORFing seem like behavioural traits you might expect of fair-weather fans. Yet they stem from a psychological imperative we all possess: to maintain a positive sense of our own self-worth. We all want to feel good about ourselves. Being part of a group – sharing a history, a purpose, an identity – gives you that. When your team wins, you win. The more invested you are, the bigger the emotional pay-off. As we’ve seen, that cuts both ways: when a team loses, die-hard fans suffer the most. In Fever Pitch, Hornby confesses that his misery at Arsenal’s misfortunes could reach ‘monstrous, terrifying proportions’.29 Die-hard fans never abandon their club, so how do they restore their shattered self-esteem? They take the only option available to them: dig in, reaffirm their loyalty, draw ever closer to their group, sling obscenities at opposing fans and remind each other that suffering breeds resilience. In a survey of clubs in the English Premier League between 2003 and 2013, Newson found that fans of Hull, the least successful team, reported the greatest number of social ties, a measure of close psychological kinship (fans of Chelsea, one of the most successful teams, reported the fewest).30 Winning is important, but belonging is everything.


–––––


In 2015, I travelled to the Turkish city of Van, in the tectonically lively East Anatolian Highlands near the border with Iran. Four years earlier, in October 2011, a series of earthquakes had flattened thousands of buildings in the city, killing around 650 people and leaving tens of thousands homeless. I was writing a story about psychological resilience, and had come to Van to find out how the survivors were coping.


Earthquakes cause greater psychological trauma than any other natural disaster. The realization that the earth can swallow you up without warning can lead to a vast insecurity. It can be difficult for survivors to find their feet again, and to trust that life will continue. Immediately after the disaster, Turkish researchers estimated that nearly a quarter of Van’s population had post-traumatic stress disorder, a prevalence in line with comparable events such as the 9/11 terrorist attacks on New York City and the 2010 Haiti earthquake. But the sociologists and psychologists I spoke to in 2015 were full of stories of recovery and hope. People had bounced back and found ways to live without fear. Most of the survivors considered themselves ‘highly resilient’, according to one survey.31 Even those who had lost a relative or their home or had been injured themselves were doing better than many doctors expected.


What caused people to rally in such surprising ways? It was something quite mundane: social connection. On my second day there, I met Suvat Parin, head of sociology at the city’s Yuzuncu Yil University, a neatly dressed, undemonstrative man who had lived in Van all his life and had become an authority on its social structure. Its social structure is how it survives, he said. ‘Here in south-east Turkey, social bonds are everything. The social reality is a collective identity.’ He described what happened to his own family immediately after the earthquake. He phoned his relatives to ask where they were and whether they were hurt, and they all arranged to meet, and within two hours they had gathered in the same place, a hundred survivors with the same surname. They found some open ground and set up tents. They had everything they needed: food, medicine, clothing. ‘It was all addressed in a collective manner. It gave us psychological leverage, a means to cope with things. Because you knew you were not alone, that there were people behind you.’32


Being part of a close-knit group has helped people live through situations even more extreme than the aftermath of an earthquake. Among Jews who were imprisoned in Auschwitz, those who arrived there with fellow prisoners from a previous camp were at least 20 per cent less likely to die. Having a social network gave them an advantage: moral encouragement, an identity, a chance of extra rations.33 For the same reason, members of the Union Army who were imprisoned in the notoriously squalid and dangerous Confederate camps during the American Civil War were more likely to survive if they were held with friends from the same unit. Friendship protected them from a multitude of evils, and the degree of friendship mattered as much as the extent: the closer the bonds, the higher their chances of living.34


In the modern era, studies of political and military prisoners suggest that torture victims who belong to political organizations experience fewer psychological problems as a result of their ordeal than those with no political affiliation,35 and that military personnel fare better in captivity than civilians. In both cases, social ties appear to play a crucial protective role. Nothing is more reassuring when you’re up against it than to know that your buddies are rooting for you. Social support has also been found to contribute to the well-being of bomb-disposal officers, heart-surgery patients and many others under severe duress.36 By the same token, the lack of it can make us extremely vulnerable. After the suicide bombings on London’s transport network on 7 July 2005, survivors who weren’t able to get through to their loved ones because the phone networks were down were at much higher risk of suffering substantial stress. In the wake of a disaster, simply talking to someone you know can make a big difference to how you cope.37


Psychologists refer to the healing effect of groups as the ‘social cure’.38 It can be remarkably powerful. A review of 148 health studies involving more than 300,000 participants in total found that social connection is more important to a person’s health than commonly recognized factors such as smoking, exercise and diet.39 It’s a salve for the mind as well as for the body: people who have suffered depression are less likely to relapse if they join a group – and the more groups they join, the lower the risk.40 The quality of connection matters. For a group to have healing powers – to offer protection from stress, increase resilience, speed up recovery or meet certain psychological needs – it has to feel emotionally significant.41 Part of the reason for this is that people who regard each other as members of the same club – who share a social identity – are much more likely to help each other out. But feeling that we belong bestows its own psychological gifts: companionship, increased self-esteem, a sense of purpose, a feeling of control, a moral compass. It allows us to extend our loci of concern beyond our own well-being, to reach for a grander narrative for our lives and to find something meaningful in the things we share with others.










   	1. How important is it to you that the team wins?

   	1 = Not important
 8 = Very important






   	2. How strongly do you see yourself as a fan of the team?

   	1 = Not at all a fan
 8 = Very much a fan






   	3. How strongly do your friends see you as a fan of the team?

   	1 = Not at all a fan
 8 = Very much a fan






   	4. During the season, how closely do you follow the team via any of the following: (1) in person or on television, (2) on the radio and (3) televised news or newspaper?

   	1 = Never
 8 = Almost every day






   	5. How important is being a fan of the team to you?

   	1 = Not important
 8 = Very important






   	6. How much do you dislike the team’s greatest rivals?

   	1 = Do not dislike
 8 = Dislike very much






   	7. How often do you display the team’s name or insignia at your place of work, where you live or on your clothing?

   	1 = Never
 8 = Always









Daniel Wann’s Sport Spectator Identification Scale, an assessment of sports fans’ commitment to their team. (International Journal of Sport Psychology)
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