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“An observational case study of how la cancha perpetuates porteño fútbol's culture 

of antagonism” 

 

Introduction 

 

Football is a ubiquitous feature of life in Buenos Aires, with more than 20 professional 

clubs located in Argentine capital (Gaffney 2009, p. 160). The existing body of academic 

literature agrees that la cancha - the stadium - represents a site of "ritualised conflict" 

between rival clubs (Ibid., p. 164). The social processes that make up match day at the 

stadium play an integral role in consolidating a club's sense of community, establishing a 

clear division between "nosotros y los otros" (Di Nucci 2012), or 'us versus them'. La 

cancha is the site where these divisions are publicly played out, and rival groups of 

hinchas - supporters - try to assert their masculine dominance over each other. Academic 

theorists therefore argue that stadium underpins the entrenched culture of ferocious 

antagonism that grips porteño fútbol (Gaffney 2009, Parrish & Nauright 2013). 

 

Topic selection 

 

Unlike Europe, there is currently only a small amount of peer-reviewed literature 

discussing football fandom's social effect on South America, despite the sport’s salience 

in everyday life in the region (Parrish & Nauright 2013, p. 1). This provides a terrific 

opportunity for research into this aspect of the host culture, and my chosen methodology 

- non-participant, non-controlled observation of one 'case', a game hosted by Club 

Atlético Atlanta at their Estadio Don León Kolbowsky in Villa Crespo - should yield 

some engaging insights, especially given that Atlanta's perception as a Jewish club (Rein 

2012, p. 3) attracts the barbs of rival hinchas within the hostile milieu of Argentine 

football. 

 

Methodology selection 

 

The observational case study was the most pragmatic choice of methodology for research 
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into the social processes that comprise the phenomenon of a football game. Considering 

the topic’s social nature, a qualitative - rather than quantitative - research method was 

appropriate. I believe that taking a "static-casual snapshot" (May 1997, p. 150) of the 

"cultural systems of action" (Tellis 1997, p. 5) that occur at la cancha on match day will 

provide valuable insights into the "social worlds (and) lifestyles" of the host culture (May 

1997, p. 150). 

 

Despite the obvious pitfalls that come with analysing just a single case study, it is a 

reasonable choice of methodology for a number of reasons. A game of football is a 

natural and regular phenomenon, meaning any typical match is a reasonable basis upon 

which to draw valid generalisations. Furthermore, considering my limited resources, a 

larger scale methodology would have been impractical and difficult to implement 

effectively. On the other hand, direct observation of one naturally occurring case 

alleviates any pressure on the researcher to control the situation, and allows them to 

analyse the social processes in their natural, undisturbed state (May 1997, p. 135). 

 

I am confident that assuming the role of the "flâneur" (Pink 2008, p. 180) will facilitate a 

deeper understanding of the "set of social relationships, imaginations and practices" 

(Ibid., p. 192) that "craft" the meaning of a site. Written notes and original photographs 

are the two most useful and practical instruments to observe the customs of a host culture, 

and should provide an ample amount of intimate and accurate data (Ross 1974, p. 78). 

 

Final research question 

 

"How does la cancha perpetuate porteño fútbol's culture of antagonism?" 

 

The observational case study 

 

The non-controlled, non-participant observation of a match hosted by Atlanta is designed 

to provide broadly representative insights into the culture of rivalry and hostility that 

exists between football clubs in Buenos Aires. The results from this methodology will be 
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buttressed by peer-reviewed secondary data to "triangulate", or cross-reference, their 

validity (Baker 2006, p. 186). 

 

Advantages and limitations 

 

The primary limitation of an observational case study is that it is a purely qualitative 

methodology that only produces "soft data" (Denscombe 1998, p. 40), which is prone to 

bias and inaccuracy. However, establishing a robust fieldwork framework and verifying 

results with peer-reviewed secondary sources can offset this concern and ensure that the 

research is "plausible, credible, trustworthy, and therefore defensible" (Johnson in Baker 

2006, p. 185). Furthermore, the use of "low inference descriptors" in the discussion of 

data (Ibid., p. 186) will uphold the objectivity of the report. 

 

On the other hand, there are several advantages of this methodology. As mentioned 

earlier, this qualitative method of research allows the researcher to explore the subtleties 

of a social phenomenon in great depth (Denscombe 1998, p. 37), and as long as the case 

is a "self-contained entity" with clear boundaries of time and space, is conducive to 

"holistic" conclusions regarding the observed subculture (Ibid., p. 32). As well as suiting 

my topic and resources, I am convinced my chosen methodology can "illuminate the 

general" by shining a “spotlight on one instance” (Ibid., p. 30). 

 

Ethical considerations 

 

Although this topic is free from any significant ethical controversy and is generally 

subject to academic consensus, ethics are still an important consideration (Denscombe 

1998, UTS 2008). For example, identities of individuals were obscured in photographs 

for the sake of privacy (Denscombe 1998, p. 29), and research was as non-intrusive as 

possible (UTS 2008, p. 2). Other ethical considerations - like conflict of interest, major 

issues of confidentiality, and safety - were not relevant. 

 

Fieldwork framework 
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It was important to outline a clear structure of research to guarantee the efficiency, 

relevance and accuracy of the direct observation of the game between Atlanta and Villa 

Dálmine at Estadio Don León Kolbowsky on 25 May 2013. I will record data through 

written notes and photographs. The research intends to examine how the observed social 

phenomena epitomise this culture of antagonism and rivalry between football clubs in 

Buenos Aires. 

 

The data was recorded in two distinct parameters of time and place: before the game 

outside the stadium, and during the game inside the stadium. Within those two sections, 

observations were divided into three categories: demographic (age, gender, class), 

behaviour (dress, social interaction, customs, habits, protocols), and physical 

environment (a description of the sensory experience of the site). There is also a section 

for any miscellaneous observations, and I retrospectively added an additional category to 

address a pertinent issue. This data can be found in the appendix of this paper (page 14), 

which attempts to produce an ethnographic description of how the social processes that 

take place within la cancha generate the fierce hostility that football supporters feel 

towards outsiders. 

 

Results and discussion 

 

Despite a distinctly masculine spectatorship, the presence of women - estimated at around 

one quarter of all attendees before and during the match - suggests that the stadium is an 

important source of social cohesion for the barrio’s general community. There was a 

higher concentration of females before the game inside the sede socio (members' 

headquarters) and centro cultural (cultural centre), which host non-football activities like 

classes and community events, and play a central role in the life of the barrio (Gaffney 

2009, p. 167). Although not inherently hostile in nature, the ability of a club's social 

program to engage a broad spectrum of locals consolidates the idea of a community - an 

"in group" (Parrish & Nauright 2013, p. 3) - that comes into contact with 'outsiders' on 

match day at la cancha, a site that facilitates conflict with rival football clubs carrying 

distinct "class, labour, ethnic and geographic" identities (Gaffney 2009, p. 160). 
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Figure 1: A number of older supporters congregate outside Atlanta's cultural centre, 

which is named after late actor Osvaldo Miranda, who was born and raised in Villa 

Crespo. 

 

 
Figure 2: This mural illustrates the importance of the club to neighbourhood life. It was 

painted by students of the 'Escuela Cooperativa Mundo Nuevo', a nearby school funded 

by the community that preaches social tolerance (note the rainbow flag). 
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Despite a substantive number of women, the overwhelmingly masculine nature of the 

audience is conducive to the aggressive antagonism between the 'in group' and the otros, 

or outsiders. Pre-game, the social interaction between the assembled crowd in front of the 

stadium's Humboldt Street entrance was strongly male-oriented, characterised by jocular 

banter. An unambiguously heterosexual yet deeply homosocial bond was evident. While 

many men arrived by themselves or in all-male groups, significantly, a male companion 

(often a father) accompanied every observed woman. This primary data is supported by 

academic theorists like Parrish and Nauright (2013), who depict la cancha as a male-

dominated environment that perpetuates "masculine virtues" (Ibid., p. 3). 

 

 
Figure 3: These plaques, located at the main entrance to the stadium, pay tribute to the 

financial benefactors who purchased la cancha in 1960, and reinforce a sense of 

tradition, common history and loyalty to the ‘in group’. 

 

La cancha plays a crucial role in socialising supporters to the customs and traditions of 

the ‘in group’ (Ibid.). Spectators - particularly young males - commonly wear team 

colours to express their membership of the clique; a uniform that serves as a kind of 

"costume of the natives" (Clifford 1997, p. 73). According to Hult (1996, p. 71), dress is 
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an important way individuals demonstrate an understanding of a particular subculture. 

Furthermore, the stadium marginalises and reinforces certain behaviours (for example, 

whistling and booing the referee, and throwing rolls of toilet paper at the visitors' 

goalkeeper); a set of social processes that transform la cancha into a site of "ritualised 

conflict" (Gaffney 2009, p. 164). Younger hinchas are also socialised to the history of the 

club by the physical environment (for instance, the plaques that greet supporters entering 

the grandstand) and interpersonal interactions (the stadium is a social space where small 

talk is traded by large groups, often intergenerational, owing to the large number of 

fathers with their sons). 

 

 
Figure 4: The visible presence of police contributes to the virile atmosphere. 

 

The stadium also legitimates particular behaviours that would be considered taboo in 

other contexts (Parrish & Nauright 2013, p. 11). The use of gendered, sexualised, and 

infantile language - for example, puto (male whore), hijo de puta (son of a whore), la 

concha de tu madre (your mother's c***), and cagón (coward, or literally someone who 

'shits' themselves) - is intended to assert dominance, or huevos (‘balls’), over the rival 

club. This behaviour is more prevalent in the popular section, the cheaper area of the 
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ground where the 'hardcore' hinchas congregate. Furthermore, dozens of armed police 

heighten the virility of the atmosphere by highlighting the imminent possibility of 

violence. It’s worth noting that there were virtually no Villa Dálmine supporters in 

attendance, which illustrates the intimidating nature of visiting another club’s cancha. 

 

 
Figure 5: The popular section, decorated with colourful banners displaying the names of 

local streets and neighbouring barrios to emphasise their ownership of the territory. 

Young men populate the middle of the terrace between the streamers, where they stand 

on barricades, play instruments and chant loudly to communicate their "masculine 

position" over the visiting team (Ibid., p. 3). 

 

In addition to these explicit behaviours like language and dress, la cancha is also 

"organised by complex and highly codified protocols" of behaviour (Clifford 1997, p. 

73). For instance, women, children and older supporters were far more likely to sit in the 

reserved platea section rather than the popular, where groups of younger, uneducated 

men were assembled. Gaffney (2009, p. 170) describes these gangs of active supporters - 

hinchadas - as organised societies with strong loyalty to leaders. This hierarchical 
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organisation is evident at Atlanta: leaders were bare-chested and scaled barricades to 

command the group in a clear expression of virility and machismo. In the more sedate 

platea area, there is a similar protocol: older men stand at the back, while young children 

and women sit closer to the front, which amplifies the masculine nature of this social 

phenomenon by physically marginalising women. 

 

    

 
Figure 6: The streets surrounding la cancha are covered in graffiti relating to Los 

Bohemios (Atlanta’s nickname). This establishes a sense of territorial ownership and 

heightens the division between 'nosotros y los otros'. 

 

Finally, the sensory components of match day at the stadium add to this notion of 

community. The smell and taste of panchos (hot dogs), garrapiñadas (fried nuts) and 
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Coca Cola trigger memories of leisure and socialising, while the scent of marijuana not 

only evokes this social atmosphere, but also connotes disobedience of authority and 

therefore masculine assertiveness and antagonism. Furthermore, the "surface semiotics" 

of visual symbols (Clifford 1997, p. 72) - notably, flags, graffiti and murals as tokens of 

conquest and ownership - enhances hostility towards outsiders and perpetuates la 

cancha's status as a site of "ritualised conflict" (Gaffney 2009, p. 164). 

 

Critique of methodology application 

 

The most obvious criticism of the applied methodology is that research was limited to 

just one case, which could detract from the reliability of results. However, the recorded 

data aligns closely with peer-reviewed secondary material, which is unified in its belief 

that la cancha helps foster a sense of community, and the masculine nature of this 'in 

group' produces hostility towards outsiders and reaffirms porteño fútbol's culture of 

antagonism.  

 

Personal bias - especially a proneness to compare observations to my own "cultural 

background and experience" (Whyte 1984, p. 95) - was another concern. Despite being 

personally familiar with the "culture social processes" (Ibid.) that make up a game of 

football, maintaining objectivity was a constant focus throughout this paper, to avoid 

"jump(ing) to the conclusion that we know what is going on" (Ibid.). 

 

It is now necessary to undertake further primary research in future tasks to verify and add 

value to the observations obtained in this report. A non-controlled, non-participant, 

observational case study was a pragmatic choice of methodology for this assignment, but 

complementing this data with interviews will "help us interpret the significance of what 

we are observing" (Ibid., p. 96). In the major work, the addition of interviews and oral 

histories will facilitate a multi-perspectival discussion of the nuances of Atlanta's 

identity, specifically how their perception as a Jewish club intersects with this observed 

culture of hostile parochialism (see 'Appendix - Additional', page 16). 

 



Assignment	  item	  4:	  Methodology	   	   Tom	  Smith	  
	  

	   11	  

Conclusion 

 

This small-scale methodology has added to the foundation of understanding established 

by the existing body of peer-reviewed literature, which explains how stadiums in Buenos 

Aires foster a mood of hostility and antagonism between rival clubs. Direct observation 

of one match day at a typical cancha has shed light on the complex set of social processes 

that perpetuates loyalty to the 'in group’, and consolidates this sense of 'us versus them'. 

 

This project has provided a deeper understanding of this aspect of the host culture, and 

emphasised the need to carry out further research to explore the complexities of Atlanta's 

identity. Armed with a more thorough understanding of porteño fútbol's culture of 

antagonism, a diversity of oral histories will offer insight into how Atlanta's perception as 

a Jewish club interacts with this hyper-masculine environment of hostility. 
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Word Count 

 

Total word count: 2466 

 

 

Appendix 

 

Before the game, outside the stadium 

 

Demographic 

- Clearly male-oriented. 50 minutes before kickoff there are around 30 people are 

assembled near the ticket office outside the stadium, and only seven are female.  

- There are a complete variety of ages, from a number of pension-aged men, and a 

number of fathers with infant children. 

- Mix of middle and working class. No overt displays of wealth. 

- There are also many fathers with their sons, and a lot of groups of all men, but no 

groups of all women. Women are always accompanied by a male companion, usually a 

husband/partner or a father. 

- There is a higher concentration of women at the Sede Socio and Centro Cultural 

attached to the stadium, which host other non-football activities and run a cafe. 

 

Behaviour 

- There are many groups of men exchanging small talk and banter, who appear to be 

acquaintances rather than close friends. These interactions show how the stadium plays 

an important role in maintaining these loose social ties and the cohesion of the 

community. 

- Young men prefer to greet themselves by shaking hands, while old men greet each other 

with a kiss on the cheek. Interestingly, young men greet older men (as is common for 

teenage sons and their father's friends, for example) with a kiss on the cheek, which 

suggests that the stadium enhances social cohesion by reproducing certain social 

behaviours and customs. 
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- Many families are present, particularly fathers with sons, adding to the atmosphere of 

social cohesion. 

 

Physical environment 

- Graffiti in the neighbouring streets, blue-and-gold paint on the curb, school kid mural 

on the stadium facade. Paint is used to delineate territory and reinforce the community's 

sense of unity. 

- Police are visible actors that control/direct the actions of supporters. Humboldt Street is 

bookended by a riot van and a barricade. Large numbers of armed police heighten the 

tension and virility of the situation. 

- Every supporter that enters the main grandstand passes a number of plaques 

commemorating the benefactors who financed the stadium’s construction in 1960. Many 

people stop to read/observe the information. The site serves as a receptacle of a common 

history and tradition. 

 

During the game, inside the stadium 

 

Demographic 

- Similarly masculine, like outside the stadium pre-game. 

- Middle-class people more likely to be located in the reserved platea section; poorer 

supporters more likely to be located in the cheaper, unreserved popular section. 

- Women, children and older people were also more likely to be in the more sedate platea 

area. This is consistent with the peer-reviewed literature. 

- In the first half, there are 107 people in the adjacent bay in the platea, and only 17 were 

female. 

 

Behaviour 

- Strong protocols regarding who is located where. Young men congregate in the middle 

of the popular section, women on the periphery of the terrace. Older men stand at the 

back of the platea, women and children in the front rows.  

- This marginalises women and children, and focuses attention on young men in the 
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popular section, who wave flags, beat drums and sing songs to express their dominance 

and masculinity. 

- There is a 'costume' - team colours, brands like Adidas, bucket hats, expensive trainers, 

and many of the most aggressive young men on the terrace are bare-chested. 

- Otherwise 'taboo' behaviours - like cursing and shouting - are encouraged, heightening 

the hostility. 

 

Physical environment 

- The smell of marijuana and tobacco, plus the taste and smell of hot dogs and fried nuts, 

contribute to the social atmosphere of the match and the stadium. 

- Elaborate murals saying 'Villa Crespo' and 'Los Bohemios' at either end of the ground, 

pointing to the relationship between the club's identity, the stadium, and the barrio. 

- Banners highlight the importance of local geography - 'Fitz Roy', 'Serrano', 'Villa 

Pueyrredón', 'Padilla', 'Villa del Parque' - and a sense of territory, reinforcing the 

distinction between the 'in group’ and outsiders. 

 

Miscellaneous 

 

- Atlanta is perceived as a Jewish club, but there was little ostensible evidence of 

'Jewishness'. 

- 'Los Bohemios' - written in a mural, and used widely in conversation as the club's 

nickname - carries enormous sociocultural significance, and connotations of the “judio 

errante,” or wandering Jew/gypsy (Korstanje 2012, p. 360). This is closely tied to the 

identity of the Villa Crespo barrio. 

- The name of the stadium ('Kolbowsky') and the names on the plaques are the only other 

hints at a connection with BA’s Jewish diaspora. 

 

Additional 

 

- The weekend after the observed game, Atlanta travelled to Almagro, and the home 

supporters goaded the visitors with an anti-Semitic chant in the 75th minute. The 
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governing body of Argentine football instructs referees to cancel matches if they hear 

discriminatory chanting. Referee Ramiro López briefly suspended play, consulted the 

police, and warned those supporters to stop otherwise the game would be cancelled. The 

majority of the Almagro supporters drowned out the anti-Jewish song by chanting 

'Tricolor' (Almagro's nickname), and López restarted play. 

- This incident was significant for two reasons. Firstly, it confirmed that Atlanta is still 

perceived as a Jewish club, and undercurrents of anti-Semitism still exist in contemporary 

Buenos Aires. Secondly, though, it demonstrates that football officials and fellow 

supporters are intent on stamping out xenophobia. 

 

 
Figure 1: Referee Ramiro López warns the Almagro supporters that he can hear their 

anti-Semitic chant against Atlanta, and then consults with the police and officials before 

eventually restarting play. 
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