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Abstract

This paper examines the cancellation of Australia’s National Soccer League (NSL) at the end of the 2003-2004 summer season and its replacement with the new A-League competition. The shift to the A-League resulted in the ethnic community clubs, which had formed the backbone of the NSL for 30 years, being relegated to the state premier leagues. We use Hegel’s understanding of dialectic as “spirit of the times”, which follows its own trajectory forward, wrestles with oppositional elements and then later absorbs these same elements in modified form into itself. Both the spirit of the times and the oppositional tendencies are forever changed by the absorption process. We can see the dialectic working in the post-War history of Australian football. The A-League used high minimum annual budget figures to “price” the ethnic clubs out of the marketplace. However, the “other” Eastern European ethnic element has not been completely assimilated into “Modern Football”. Hardcore supporters of the ethnic clubs continue to express dissent towards “Modern Football” by online forum postings, homemade fence banners, and the like. The Croatian community grassroots clubs Melbourne Knights and Sydney United, in particular, remain important vehicles for emancipatory dissent in the Modern Football era.
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Introduction

The National Soccer League (NSL) was Australia’s premier domestic football (“soccer”) competition for the period from 1977 to 2004 inclusive. It revolved around traditional ethnic community grassroots clubs, such as Adelaide City, Marconi Stallions, Melbourne Knights, Preston Lions, South Melbourne, Sydney Olympic, and Sydney United. These clubs have been associated, traditionally, with the Adelaide Italian, Sydney Italian, Melbourne Croatian, Melbourne Macedonian, Melbourne Greek, Sydney Greek, and Sydney Croatian communities respectively. This ethnic community based competition was Australia’s first ever national sporting competition in any sport (Warren, 2003; New South Wales Migration Heritage Centre and Powerhouse Museum, 2006; Skinner et al., n/d, p. 6; Howe, n/d). Despite the fact that football is only Australia’s fourth most popular winter sport, the NSL survived for nearly 30 years, and produced many footballers that would play for Australia’s national team, the Socceroos, and for leading club sides in Europe (Nimac et al., 2008). The ethnic NSL clubs served a vital social role as meeting places for newly arrived immigrants from southern and central Europe who often faced alienation and hostility from Australia’s Anglo-Celtic community (Hay, 1994, 2001; Jones and Moore, 1994, p. 23; Mosely, 1994, p. 33; Hughson, 1997a, pp. 171-2, 183, 1997b, p. 242, 2000, pp. 9, 18-9; Danforth, 2001, p. 372; Warren, 2003; Carniel, 2006, p. 3; Hallinan, Hughson, and Blake, 2007, p. 289). As football commentator Les Murray (2006, p. 48) has written about the Hungarian club Pannonia that once played in the lower divisions of the Illawarra League, “the club … provide[d] a source of recreational comfort for a small community otherwise stressed by its need to work and struggle while in transition from an old life into a new”. The ethnic clubs also served an economic role in providing a meeting-place for networking for the ethnic community members and a gateway to employment opportunities (Mosely, 1994, p. 33; Hughson, 2000, pp. 8, 21; Hay, 2001; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 289). Ethnic community members felt community identity, belonging, and pride with respect to these clubs (Mosely, 1994, p. 33; Danforth, 2001, p. 372; Hay, 2001; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 291). Similarly, ethnic businesses no doubt felt some sort of obligation to financially assist the clubs. In the early days when the Croatian community club Sydney Croatia (now Sydney United) had few supporters owning their own businesses, supporters supported the player recruitment programme through generous pay packet deductions (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 28). 
Lastly, the clubs were clearly radical “political” entities in two respects: (a) they hailed from working-class suburbs of major cities and their ethnic identities were statements of resistance against Anglo-Australian cultural hegemony (Hughson, 1997a, pp. 171-2, 183; Danforth, 2001, p. 372); and (b) the names “Croatia” and “Makedonia” served as statements of national identity during a period when Croatia and Macedonia were submerged politically within communist Yugoslavia[1]. As Mosely (1994, p. 35) points out, “Croats deliberately used their soccer club[s] to express a political message that was denied them through political channels”. Furthermore, Mosely (1994, p. 35) writes that “[m]ore than any other ethnic group in Australia the Croats used soccer for political means”. In the same vein, Hay (1994, p. 62) states that “[f]or Croatians, soccer was one of the few outlets they had to express their sense of national and collective identity”. 
This paper focuses primarily on the Croatian Diaspora’s two sister clubs, Melbourne Knights and Sydney United. We focus on these clubs because, firstly, they are regarded as members of the “big four” ethnic clubs that also includes Marconi Stallions and South Melbourne, and, secondly, the Croatian clubs have attracted the most controversy for the hooligan elements within their fan bases. We do not approach the issue of Croatian football clubs from the perspective of either the concept of multiculturalism, official, liberal or radical (as in Hughson, 1997a), or fluid post-modern neo-tribes (as in Armstrong, 1998; Hughson, 1999). Instead we approach it from the more traditional perspectives of Diaspora studies; dialectical materialism; class; and class struggle. Most ethnic club supporters, especially the young hardcore supporters, remain alienated from capital and from the means of production and hence they are alienated in the Marxist sense (Marx, 1975; Ollman, 1976; Armstrong and Giulianotti, 1997, p. 26; James, 2008, 2009a, pp. 93-6, 147-58; James and Kavanagh, forthcoming; James, Briggs, and James, forthcoming). This means that they are objectively working-class. We accept that ethnicity is more visible than class in the workplace and even more so at the ethnic football clubs (Hughson, 2000, p. 22, n. 2). However, this does not mean that social stratification by class does not exist in these places or that people are incapable of acting in accord with class solidarity or in their class interests at and through the football (even if the motives for their acts remain unconscious (Cliff, 1996, p. 74; Harman, 1996, p. 32; James, 2009a, p. 150)). We argue that the Melbourne Knights supporters’ opposition to what has been termed “Modern Football” can be viewed in conventional class struggle terms given the corporate and managerialist style of modern-day Football Federation Australia (FFA) and its new A-League.
The new national A-League competition, which replaced the NSL, was formally announced at a media conference held by FFA’s Frank Lowy and John O’Neill on 22 March 2004 (Solly, 2004, p. 311) in response to the Crawford Report (Solly, 2004, pp. 224-31, 236-41). The Crawford Report had argued that the NSL’s poor management and its domination by ethnic community clubs were factors preventing the broader Australian community from fully embracing the competition. For example, an Anglo-Australian living in Adelaide would usually resist supporting either the Italian community’s Adelaide City or the Greek community’s West Adelaide Hellas. To illustrate this point, only 2% of South Melbourne’s membership was non-Greek in the mid-1990s (Kyriakopoulos, 1996, p. 60, cited in Danforth, 2001, p. 379). The fact that Anglo-Australians would not support non-Anglo ethnic teams meant that the NSL had been unable to meet the needs of many Australian football supporters. The A-League was established with a view to solving this particular dilemma using a “top-down” approach in response to prior formalized community consultation. The idea behind the A-League was to set up one or two clubs in each major Australian city (Solly, 2004, p. 311; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 285) which could then be supported by both Anglo-Australians and by Europeans and other migrants of various ethnicities (Danforth, 2001, p. 376; John O’Neill, CEO, FFA, cited in Solly, 2004, p. 312 and see the comments of Melbourne Victory fans cited in Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 287). The placement of teams in select regional cities is part of the FFA’s grand plan to have a number of stadiums in place around the country for the purpose of winning the 2022 World Cup bid. The A-League, to date, has been only partially successful. Melbourne Victory has done extremely well in crowd terms in its Melbourne market (to be shared with new club Melbourne Heart commencing with the 2010-2011 season). Adelaide United, Perth Glory, and Sydney FC have been moderate successes. However, attendances have generally been poor, especially in 2009-2010, on the Central and Gold Coasts, in Brisbane, in Townsville, and in Newcastle. Hallinan et al. (2007, p. 295) write that A-League attendances are “positive indicators”. However, their paper (but not John Hughson’s writings overall) is Melbourne-centric and it was published before the initial excitement over the competition had begun to wane and crowds had begun to stagnate or, in some locations, decline. Recent news article report that A-League crowds for the opening five rounds are down again in 2010-2011, for the third year in succession, and the FFA has agreed to bail out financially troubled Newcastle Jets for a short time period.
It can be argued that the FFA’s decision to reject clubs from the A-League that did not deserve ordinary relegation from the NSL amounts to not treating such clubs according to principles of fairness and social justice. The lack of promotion and relegation to and from the A-League has effectively banished the ethnic community clubs to perpetual suburban obscurity in the state premier leagues, e.g. Victorian Premier League (VPL), New South Wales Premier League (NSWPL), etc.[2]. Vamplew (1994, p. 11, citing Allan, 1982) has termed this assimilationist approach “reverse multi-culturalism” whilst Hughson (1997a, p. 170) agrees that it is “assimiliationist”. Since the A-League has no promotion or relegation, the ethnic community club supporters are in a worse situation than Roman Catholics undergoing purgatory since, for that latter category of people, punishment and alienation are not everlasting! The Springvale White Eagles Victorian State League Division 1 club in Melbourne’s south-eastern suburbs, studied ethnographically by Hallinan et al. (2007), creates a great Serbian atmosphere on match days and could attract crowds of 1,500 people to home games when it played in a division where other clubs attracted barely 200 (State League 2 SE). Springvale White Eagles has suffered less adversely than Melbourne Knights or South Melbourne from the demise of the NSL for the quite simple reason that it was never an NSL club. Further down the pyramid, below the VPL, the end of the NSL has produced fewer obvious consequences on clubs’ media coverage, crowds or match-day atmospheres. Therefore, by studying one A-League club and one club (then) playing at below VPL level, the Hallinan et al. (2007) paper does not capture adequately the severe negative effect that the end of the NSL has had on the biggest ethnic clubs. 
Data for this study was obtained by literature search, participant-observation, and two interviews. The interview responses, from an ex-President of Melbourne Knights Mr Ange Cimera and an anonymous “long-term Knights’ supporter”, are used to provide an “ethnic community club perspective” and to illuminate our discussions. Mr Cimera was Knights’ President during the club’s famous back-to-back NSL premiership seasons of 1994-1995 and 1995-1996. Participant-observation included the first-mentioned author’s attendance at the Melbourne Knights versus Sydney United friendly game on 30 January 2010 and, before the research project formally commenced, attendance by this author at most home and away games of Perth Soccer Club (Perth Italia before 1995) in the Western Australian Premier League in 1990, 1991, 1992, and 2003 as well as some home games of Fremantle Spirit (then Benfica) in 1991, Queens Park in 2003 and 2004,  and Perth Glory in 1996-1997 and 1997-1998 (in the Premier League and First Division of the Western Australian competition and the NSL respectively). 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical framework; Section 3 traces out a history of the state leagues and the NSL; Section 4 provides a discussion of the issues involved in the setting up of the A-League; whilst Section 5 concludes and considers possible ways to surmount the current deadlock.

Theoretical framework

We use the German philosopher G. W. F. Hegel’s (1951, pp. 475-83) understanding of dialectic as “spirit of the times” or World Spirit, which follows its own trajectory forward, wrestles with oppositional elements, and then later absorbs these same elements into itself in modified form (Lenin, 1915; James, 1980; Tinker, Lehman, and Neimark, 1991; Tinker, 2001, 2005; Tinker and Gray, 2003; Leung and James, 2010, pp. 21, 37-42; Leung, James, and Sujan, forthcoming). Both the spirit of the times and the oppositional tendencies are forever changed by the absorption process. A humorous use of dialectic is in the phrase “Chicken Masala is what makes England great” used by a “person of interest” in a recent BBC TV police show. The Russian revolutionary Vladimir Ilyich Lenin summarized his understanding of the Hegelian dialectic in the following extract from his 1915 work On the Question of Dialectics (cited in James, 1980, p. 7, emphasis original):

“The identity of opposites (it would be more correct to say their ‘unity’ – although the difference between the terms identity and unity is not particularly important here. In a certain sense both are correct) is the recognition (discovery) of the contradictory, mutually exclusive, opposite tendencies in all phenomena and processes of nature (including mind and society). The condition for the knowledge of all processes of the world in their ‘self-movement’, in their spontaneous development, in their real life, is the knowledge of them as unity of opposites. The two basic (or two possible? or two historically observable?) conceptions of development (evolution) are: development as decrease and increase, as repetition, and development as a unity of opposites “(the division of a unity into mutually exclusive opposites and their reciprocal relation)”. 

We can see the dialectic working in the post-War history of Australian football. Firstly, the premier competitions confronted aggressively the arrival of the European migrant communities in the 1950s which soon developed their own powerful clubs in response. After 50 years of struggle with these oppositional tendencies in 2004 the spirit of the times absorbed all players, clubs, and fans (or all those that did not resist assimilation) into a new competition where obvious displays of ethnicity are not allowed but where, paradoxically, some form of multicultural melting-pot can operate as football fans in each city gravitate to their city’s giant team. Like the dialectic of capitalist development, this recent synthesis of Australian football has produced its own discontents: the hardcore officials and supporters of the ethnic community clubs who do not want to give their primary loyalties to their city’s A-League team. Confucius also wrote of the “spirit of the times”. For example,

“To understand that hardship is a matter of fate and success is a matter of the times; and to able to face enormous difficulties without fear or terror is to have the courage of a sage.

“知穷之有命，知通之有时，临大难而不惧者，圣人之勇也” [cited in Wong, 2010].
We can see a second dialectical process at work at Sydney United. As Nimac et al. (2008) explain, in the club’s first five years, in the late-1950s as a park team, Croatian immigrant players were used exclusively. For example, Sydney Croatia’s 1960 team that won the Third Division title consisted of: Luka Trošelj, Mate Goreta, Mate Crnogorac, Zvonko Širola, Pero Primus, Stipe Gavranić, Vlado “Robić” Radman, Bruno Tomasov, Johnny Micić, Milan Bičanić, and Božo (surname unknown) (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 30). Then, in the 1960s and 1970s, once the club was promoted to the top flight league in Sydney, the club switched over to nearly all non-Croat players as part of a concerted push to firstly gain promotions and then perform well in the top league (Danforth, 2001, p. 382, n. 15). This fact is a strong counter-argument to those who insist that the ethnic community clubs were effectively closed to people from other ethnic groups and to Anglo-Australians. For example, the South Sydney Croatia team of 1968 (Sydney United adopted this name from 1967 to 1971 inclusive) was a fully non-Croat team consisting of: Doug Wright, John Curry, Jack Sloan, Ray Cush, Nigel Shepherd, Russell, Frank Cush, Ron Giles, Brian Lincoln, Vic Reynolds, and an unknown player (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 68). Similarly, the 1978 Sydney Croatia team was dominated by non-Croats. The 1978 team consisted of: Peter Mullen, Steve Watson, Bruno Čagalj, Kevin Coleman, Greg Smith, Bobby Russell, Marijan Kovačić, Atti Abonyi, Ian Stone, John Russell, Maurice Sullivan, and Wally Šavor (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 96). Then, in the 1990s, the team became dominated by Croatian-Australian players, this time, unlike in the late-1950s, nearly all second-generation. For example, the Sydney United team that played South Melbourne in the minor semi-final on 26 April 1995 was dominated by Croats. This team consisted of: Željko Kalac, Robert Stanton, Velimir Kuprešak, Tony Popović, Mark Babić, Manis Lamond, Ivan Petković, Ante Morić, Ante Miličić, Eric Hristoudolou, and David Zdrilić; with Mario Jermen as substitute (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 189). This should not be seen as an exclusivist move by the club leadership. However, it is consistent with, but does not prove, a resurgence of Croat nationalism among second-generation Croatian-Australians connected to the Sydney United club in the mid-1990s. This resurgence of Croat nationalism may well have been connected to the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia and the subsequent wars in the Balkans (Hughson, 2000, p. 12). However, Sydney United’s strong third placing out of thirteen teams in 1994-1995 (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 272) suggests that the club was, as in the 1970s, still determined to recruit and field the best team available to it regardless of player ethnicity (Danforth, 2001, p. 382, n. 15). The shift away from non-Croats on the first team roster by the mid-1990s, in our view, resulted from the fact that in 1980 the club moved to its present home, the Sydney Croatian Sports Centre in Edensor Park in south-western Sydney where many Croatians live (Hughson, 1997b, p. 243). Parents are attracted to the club largely for social reasons and they tend to introduce their children to the club’s comprehensive junior programme. Children from other ethnic backgrounds usually join the club operated by their ethnic group rather than Sydney United. For example, in the adjacent suburb, the Italian community has its Marconi Stallions club and the Serbian club Bonnyrigg White Eagles is also based in the same group of south-western suburbs. Whilst third-grade (adult) was originally the entry point for players into the then Sydney Croatia, by the 1990s a full gamut of junior teams existed and a young Croatian-Australian could play for a Sydney United team before reaching her or his teens (Nimac et al., 2008). The dialectic at Sydney United can be expressed in terms of a period of fielding immigrant Croat players predominantly to a period of fielding mostly Anglo-Australian talent to a period of fielding mostly second-generation Croatian-Australians. At the risk of over-simplification we can label this progression as either “inward looking-outward looking-consolidation” or as “community focus-broader engagement-community focus”, although the second labelling does not accommodate the fact that the first and third stages, although having much in common, are also very different. To view the third stage as progressive, rather than as a simple reactionary reversion to the first stage, we must point to the complex reality of the club building up its own integrated junior network in Sydney’s south-western suburbs and then utilizing the output of this player nursery in its senior teams. The best way to look at the third stage is to view it as a uniquely “Croatian-Australian” synthesis, Croatian in spirit and flavour but Australian in terms of the fact that the physical facilities and the teams are rooted in authentic Australian suburban community physically, institutionally, and relationally. As an example from south of the New South Wales (NSW) border, Mark Viduka was born to Croatian immigrant parents, grew up in the western suburbs of Melbourne, and then went on to play for Melbourne Croatia, Croatia Zagreb (now Dinamo), Glasgow Celtic, Leeds United, Middlesbrough, and Newcastle United.    

A brief history of Australian club football and the NSL

Former Socceroos captain Johnny Warren (2003) and the academic sports historian Roy Hay (1994) both explain how Australian football in the 1950s was dominated by the state premier leagues, especially those of NSW and Victoria; Australia’s World Cup qualifying matches held every four years; and friendly matches against visiting club and national teams. The physical long-ball style of the then English First Division tended to predominate on the field. The mass migration of young men from war torn European countries to Australia at this time changed the face of Australian football irrevocably (Hay, 1994, 2001; Jones and Moore, 1994; Mosely, 1994; Vamplew, 1994; Danforth, 2001, p. 369; Warren, 2003; Murray, 2006; Nimac et al, 2008). The Hungarians brought with them the technical style of play used by Ferenc Puskás’ famed Hungarian national team of the era (Warren, 2003). Large numbers of Hungarians, including football commentator Les Murray, fled Hungary for Australia at the time of the Soviet suppression of 1956 (Warren, 2003, pp. 263-5; Murray, 2006). These expatriate Hungarians formed the bulk of the support for the emergent Sydney club St George Budapest. Murray (2006, p. 50) has correctly described St George Budapest as “one of the great clubs in the annals of football in Australia”. 

In the case of the Croatian Diaspora, Nimac et al. (2008) explain that most immigrants to Australia in the 1950s were unmarried men who had fled the new communist regime of Josip Broz Tito. As a result, the Croatian clubs that formed in Australia’s major cities to cater for the Diaspora, including Melbourne Croatia and Sydney Croatia, have always been nationalist, pro-independence, and anti-communist. Adelaide Croatia formed first in 1952, followed by, in quick succession, Melbourne Croatia in 1953 and Croatia Sydney in 1957. The ideology at both Melbourne Croatia and Sydney Croatia has remained largely unchanged for 50 years. The ideology of Sydney United in 2008 can be clearly seen from this passage in the club’s history book More than the Game co-authored by four Croatian-Australian second-generation educated professionals (one accountant, one lawyer, one journalist, and one NGO economist):

“The match was notable for another two reasons – it featured the greatest number of Croatian-Australians in the Croatia line-up until then, eight, and it was played on the day Josip Broz Tito died in Belgrade – May 4, 1980. Whether there is a mystical connection between the above events is for others to speculate” [Nimac et al., 2008, p. 105].

Clearly, even today, Tito and his now long defunct communist regime are the antithesis (as representatives, allegedly, of Greater Serbia; Zimmermann, 1996, p. 246) that continues to give Sydney United much of its power, passion, purpose, and identity. From the neo-Freudian psychological perspective, Melanie Klein (1997a, 1997b) might argue that Croatian football supporters split off and project the bad parts of themselves onto Yugoslav communists and Serbians, while clearly the Serbians do the same thing with respect to the Croatians (see Free and Hughson, 2003, p. 140; James, 2009b). 
By the second half of the 1950s, the ethnic community clubs had begun to challenge the supremacy of the Anglo-Australian teams on the field. In Sydney (NSW), the ethnic community clubs were first banned from the top level of football competition by the relevant football authority, the NSW Soccer Football Association (NSWSFA) (Warren, 2003, p. 35)[3]. This represents the first phase of the dialectic: hostility from the mainstream towards the new ethnic players and fans and early attempts at exclusion. A breakaway rebel premier league was formed in Sydney in 1957, and the same thing occurred in Melbourne (Victoria) one year later (Hay, 1994). In NSW a breakaway federation to administer the new league was also formed under the name of the NSW Soccer Federation (NSWSF) (Warren, 2003, p. 36). The NSW rebel premier league comprised the strongest ethnic community clubs, such as Apia, Hakoah, Polonia, St George Budapest, and Sydney FC Prague, as well as the best Anglo-Australian clubs including Auburn, Canterbury, and the Wollongong region’s South Coast United (not related to the present-day South Coast United which is a Croatian club). The breakaway leagues and the NSL together (1957-2004) represent the second phase of the dialectic: the era of “open and free competition” and “level playing field” between clubs with the ethnic clubs generally being stronger at least until the mid-1990s (Danforth, 2001, p. 369). We have: thesis – hostility towards ethnics and exclusion of ethnic clubs from state premier leagues (up to 1957); antithesis – era of open and free competition (1957-2004); and synthesis – new neo-liberal professional league which is assimilationist in spirit (2004-present). Ethnic community clubs are again, in the third phase, banned from the top league.
After initial discussions, held on 5 April 1975 among representatives of a number of leading clubs, it was decided to set up a National Soccer League to commence in the 1977 season (Danforth, 2001, p. 369; Warren, 2003, pp. 218-20; Solly, 2004, p. 26; Murray, 2006, p. 63; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 285). Prime movers in the creation of the NSL were veteran club administrators the late Alex Pongrass of St George Budapest and Frank Lowy of Hakoah (Warren, 2003, p. 217). The first NSL season comprised the following fourteen clubs: Adelaide City Juventus; Apia; Brisbane City (the Azzuri); Brisbane Lions (founded as Hollandia Inala Soccer Club); Canberra City; Footscray JUST; Hakoah; Heidelberg; Marconi Fairfield; Mooroolbark; South Melbourne; St George; Sydney Olympic; and West Adelaide Hellas (Warren, 2003, p. 220; Solly, 2004, p. 27). Of these clubs only the newly formed Canberra City and Mooroolbark (English) were not based around a non-Anglo ethnic community. As such the NSL can be viewed as a simple continuation of the open and free competition era. Dialectically speaking there was quantitative gradual change but no direct translation from quantity to quality as when, for example, water turns into steam. Ethnic community and non-ethnic community clubs were both welcome in the NSL but the NSL came to be dominated by the ethnic community clubs at least up until Perth Glory’s NSL entry in 1996-1997 (Danforth, 2001, p. 369). It is interesting that clubs based around English immigrants, such as Armadale and Rockingham City in Perth, are still regarded by many fans as ethnic especially by fans from mainland Europe. Italians, Greeks, and Croatians tend to regard English immigrants as simply just another ethnic group and do not willingly accord them any privileged status in Australia. English nationalism has been present at the level of the NSL/ A-League as well, in the form of the “Boys from the Shed” who support Perth Glory (see Hughson, 1999). Official concepts of multiculturalism do not consider the English as “ethnic”, making the Boys from the Shed very difficult to analyse indeed both from the viewpoint of academics and football administrators (Hughson, 1999, p. 25). 
Initially it was decided that ethnic club names were not acceptable in the NSL (Solly, 2004, pp. 27, 47). However, this understanding was soon resisted and it tended to be ignored in practice (Solly, 2004, pp. 27, 47). In fact the popular Sydney Croatia gained admission to the NSL in 1984 using the Sydney Croatia name (Howe, 2008). The admission of Sydney Croatia was long overdue as it had begun to dominate the NSW State League and frequently drew crowds at that level that were higher than those drawn by the NSL clubs (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 109). For example, over 7,000 spectators watched Sydney Croatia play St George at Barton Park in round ten of the 1981 season (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 109). Sydney Croatia’s NSW State League grand final win over Auburn on 9 October 1977 was especially significant, since it was a comprehensive 2-0 victory played in front of a large crowd of mostly Sydney Croatia supporters (Nimac et al., 2008, pp. 79-91).
During the mid- to late-1990s, under the leadership of the English-born Mr David Hill (1995 to 1998), a concerted effort was made to “de-ethnicize”, “mainstream”, and “professionalize” the NSL (Hughson, 1997a, 1999; Danforth, 2001, p. 373; Warren, 2003, pp. 362-5; Murray, 2006, pp. 222-3; Nimac et al., 2008; Skinner et al., n/d, p. 8). Hill was the then Australian Soccer Association’s (ASA) first professional/ managerialist leader and he looked at the game from a primarily corporatist or economic rationalist standpoint. He had previously had successful stints in control of the State Rail Authority of New South Wales, Sydney Water, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), and the North Sydney Bears rugby league club (1989 to 1992). Hill, himself a child migrant, is author of the book The Forgotten Children: Fairbridge Farm School and Its Betrayal of Britain's Child Migrants to Australia (Random House, Australia, 2007, ISBN 1741666147). 
The Bradley Report, prepared by Dr Graham Bradley of the School of Accounting at the University of New South Wales, had already suggested in the 1990 Bradley Report that ethnic club associations in the NSL be removed or downplayed and that the NSL move towards a district model (Hughson, 1997a, pp. 170, 180, 1997b, p. 243; Danforth, 2001, p. 373; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 285). Hill took the dominant ideology within Australian football still further in that direction. For example, in 1997 Hill ordered that all ethnic insignia associated with foreign countries be removed from playing strips (Solly, 2004, p. 108). Four clubs were specifically targeted. The emblems of Melbourne Knights and Sydney United were deemed unacceptable since they featured the red-and-white check pattern of the Croatian flag which had not been officially used in Europe after the World War II Ustashi Nazi puppet-state until the Croatian nationalist leader Franjo Tudjman resurrected it in the early-1990s (Zimmermann, 1996, p. 75). The symbol was associated with virulent nationalism in Croatia since it had reappeared at the time of Croatia’s succession from the ruins of Yugoslavia and partly in response to the expansionist Serbian nationalism of Slobodan Milošević (Zimmermann, 1996; Stevanovic, 2004) and the abrupt change in ideology which had led the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) to change into a vehicle for Serb hegemony (Zimmermann, 1996, pp. 186, 197-9, 250). 
The move of sporting bodies towards managerialist leaderships and economic rationalist ideologies also occurred at the Australian Football League (AFL) and National Rugby League (NRL) during the 1990s[4]. However, there was no obvious ethnic factor at work in these sports, making the moves towards corporatism less directly problematic and controversial (in most cases). In the early 2000s, the NRL did have to deal with a legal judgement ordering the league to reinstate the expelled traditional club South Sydney. The AFL’s coerced merger of traditional club Fitzroy with expansion club the Brisbane Bears to form the Brisbane Lions in 1996-1997 infuriated not only most Fitzroy supporters but many traditional supporters associated with other clubs. As a result of public backlash, the AFL’s approach since 1997 has been simply to add expansion clubs. The weaker traditional clubs, such as Melbourne, North Melbourne, and Western Bulldogs, are being propped up financially by the AFL so that they can remain in the league. The NRL too has not forced or even encouraged club mergers in the 2000s with Manly-Warringah Sea Eagles “escaping” its Northern Eagles merger with North Sydney Bears to become a standalone NRL club again. 
Perth Glory was successfully introduced by the Hill regime into the NSL in the 1996-1997 season, a non-ethnic club with a visually shocking purple playing strip. The Glory was widely held out as a highlight of the Hill era and a model for all future non-ethnic teams (Hughson, 1999, p. 24; Danforth, 2001, p. 376; Warren, 2003, p. 365; Solly, 2004, pp. 99, 173, 283). Perth Glory now plays in the A-League. Although Glory Chairman Nick Tana has Greek roots he has made every effort, in public statements, to distance the Glory from the “ethnic clubs”. Ironically, two of the Glory’s most important crowd-pulling rivalries in the NSL years were with the ethnic community clubs Melbourne Knights and South Melbourne. South Melbourne, by this time, had made gallant efforts to modernize its image, appeal to a broad cross-section of the community, and downplay but not deny its roots in the Greek community of Melbourne (Danforth, 2001, pp. 364, 379). Hellas was no longer part of the club name. However, these pro-active strategic adjustments were not enough to save South Melbourne, perhaps the Australian football club with the richest traditions of them all, from ridicule during the NSL years and a new life post-2004 in the suburban obscurity of the VPL. FFA’s attitude towards the South Melbourne club, its past and present officials, and its past and present supporters has not conformed to the ethical requirements of social responsibility. South Melbourne’s recent failed A-League bid deserved to be accepted based on the club’s history, membership, supporter base, and junior leagues. Why were Melbourne’s Greeks being treated as second-class citizens within their own land? The notion that affection for a foreign country must mean disloyalty towards Australia in no way reflects the complex dual loyalties felt by many Greek-Australians towards Australia and Greece (Carniel, 2006). Furthermore, the FFA’s decision unfairly privileged Anglo-Australian roots over Greek-Australian roots. The FFA’s sheer meanness is clearly apparent here: South Melbourne minus the Hellas tag as Melbourne’s second A-League club surely would not have jeopardized the league’s overall goals of operating super-clubs (on the basis of one or at most two teams per city) and having a league free of visible ethnic associations. As online forum posters pointed out, South Melbourne’s entry would have avoided the case of the second team taking fans away from Melbourne Victory since South Melbourne already had its own hardcore supporter base that predated the creation of both the A-League and the Victory. Secondly, as South Melbourne fans also pointed out online, if South Melbourne was the only ethnic community club in the A-League how could there be ethnic crowd trouble since there was, literally, no other ethnic team for the South fans to clash with? We see here the emergence of online supporter forums as a vehicle for fans of disenfranchised and alienated clubs to express their viewpoints in the public arena. A Preston Lions (formerly Preston Makedonia) fan made a brilliant post. He or she remarked that “even if we [Preston Lions] changed our colours to blue and white, changed our name to Northern Star, and fired 90% of our volunteer staff purely because of their ethnicity you [the Anglo-Australian mainstream] would still not support us!” The history of the NSL would support this statement with few fans supporting teams other than the team formed around that fan’s own specific ethnic group. Returning to our overview of the Hill era, a new Sydney-based non-ethnic club Northern Spirit was introduced for the 1998-1999 NSL season, playing its home matches at North Sydney Oval in carnival atmosphere and attracting regular crowds of over 10,000 spectators (Solly, 2004, p. 103)[5]. Both Northern Spirit (although it does not play in the A-League) and Perth Glory are generally and rightly regarded as successes of the David Hill era (Warren, 2003, p. 365; Solly, 2004, pp. 103, 113). Hughson (1997a, p. 174) puts forward the distinction when discussing the Hill era that for him “national” support of clubs is acceptable but “nationalistic” support is to be discouraged. He puts ethnic club names and insignias in the category of national support and hence he does not support Hill on this point. He does note, however, that, in practice at the Australian ethnic football clubs, the line between national and nationalistic has been very blurry indeed. 
The then Chairman of the NSL, Mr Remo Nogarotto, has stated his view that the persecution of the ethnic community clubs in the last years of the NSL played upon racial stereotypes of “unfathomable and over-passionate ethnics”. In Nogarotto’s words[6]:

“They [the critics of the NSL] would lead you to believe that the internecine warfare, tribal spats, ethnic blueing – call it whatever you like – within the game, was because we wogs really didn’t know what else to do, so we walked around belting the shit out of each other. … Unfortunately a lot of the political battles in the game over the past decade have been trivialised on the basis of [stereotyped arguments about] ethnic men fighting. There was an ideological foundation to what a lot of us were doing [in the critics’ eyes]” [cited in Solly, 2004, p. 230].

Ethnic clubs to be forcibly removed from the NSL in the Hill era included Melbourne-based Brunswick, Sydney-based Parramatta Eagles (clubs traditionally associated with the Italian and Maltese communities, respectively), and the popular Greek/ Greek Macedonian club Heidelberg United from Melbourne’s north-eastern suburbs (Hall, 2000, p. 298; Danforth, 2001, pp. 371, 376; Warren, 2003, p. 364; Solly, 2004, pp. 97-8; Heidelberg United FC, 2010)[7]. The Heidelberg United FC “Club History” page on the club’s official website states that “Soccer Australia, led by David Hill began the ‘cleansing process’ of the league trying to remove all remnants of ethnicity by forcing Clubs [sic] to change their names” (Heidelberg United FC, 2010). The Hill era was controversial and yet, for the ethnic traditionalists, it was bearable since most of the ethnic community clubs maintained their ongoing memberships in the NSL. However, the “de-ethnicization” process[8] was clearly a part of the Hill vision and agenda. In terms of the Hegelian “spirit of the times”, a dialectical historical process takes time to absorb foreign elements and reach synthesis. During the Hill era the ethnic community club powerbrokers, such as Marconi Stallions’ Tony Labbozzetta and Melbourne Knights’ Ange Cimera, were still too strong a combined force for Hill to be able to re-make the NSL in his own image. The time for the A-League had not yet arrived (Solly, 2004, pp. 110-13; Skinner et al., n/d, p. 8). The NSL continued the open and free competition era that had begun with the NSW and Victorian breakaway leagues in 1957 and which concluded in 2004. The arrival as FFA Chairman of the successful businessman Frank Lowy and the active involvement of the Anglo-centric Prime Minister John Howard (Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 295) and his Liberal-National Party Coalition Government’s financial carrot (Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 295) were the factors that caused the “spirit of the times” to shift away from the ethnic community clubs. By the early 2000s a new A-League competition without the ethnic community clubs was fast becoming a realistic proposition.
As far as the future of the ethnic community clubs in the top tier league was concerned, a most unfortunate incident occurred on 6 May 2001 when Melbourne Knights met Perth Glory in the NSL Elimination Final first leg played at the Knights’ Somers Street ground. This incident added fuel to the arguments of those administrators and supporters that wanted to remove the ethnic community clubs from the top flight league. During the course of this 0-0 draw, the Perth Glory player Slobodan (Bobby) Despotovski, of Serbian ethnicity, made an offensive three-fingered Serbian war salute to the Knights fans (Skinner et al., n/d, p. 9). After the match he and others in the Perth Glory squad were attacked by a small group of Knights fans as the Perth players attempted to board the team bus (Skinner et al., n/d, p. 9). Unfortunately this latter event was not captured by TV cameras so we are forced to rely on eyewitness accounts. The day’s events made headlines across Australia. The news story of the event, broadcast originally by a Perth-based news crew, is still available on Youtube.com[9]. Here Perth Glory is portrayed as the new non-ethnic future of football with the Knights being subtly ridiculed as an out-of-date unassimilated club full of ethnic chauvinists. Knights’ fans are called “soccer hooligans”. The Knights then President, Mr Harry Mrksa, is interviewed by the television news (at 1:10 to 1:18) and clearly he is mocked by the news reporter as being a hopeless ethnic from an exotic foreign realm of violence, passion, and intrigue. When he refuses to apologize for the events, because he quite reasonably “does not know who caused the problem”, he is the one that the TV reporter tries to portray as being a conspirator aiming to shield “his” troublemakers for self-interested reasons. In 2010 Mr Ange Cimera of Melbourne Knights reflects on these events of ten years ago as follows: “The war was on in Bosnia; that signal signified what was going on over there so the [Croatian] community got pissed off over it. He [Despotovski] just got a few matches suspension” (in personal interview, 16 February 2010)[10]. Despotovski was shielded by the league administrators and the media and was able to avoid major repercussions arising out of his provocative gesture because he played for Perth Glory, the non-ethnic “team of the future” (Danforth, 2001, p. 376). It appears that Serbian war gestures made by Serbian players are acceptable but Croatian and Serbian clubs are not in this new and very strange “Modern Football” era (Danforth, 2001, p. 378).
Discussion 
To be socially responsible means to treat all stakeholders fairly and in an unbiased manner. A strong argument can be made that the FFA has failed to treat all stakeholders fairly by consistently marginalizing and belittling the non-Anglo clubs. Small incidents of crowd violence at games involving ethnic community clubs have been blown out of all proportion in the media and in FFA official discourses whereas violence involving non-ethnic clubs or sports is never generalized beyond the actual individuals involved and is never used to cast slurs upon a specific community (Hay, 1994, 2001; Hughson, 1997a, p. 173, 1997b, p. 244; Nimac et al., 2008; Mr Ange Cimera in personal interview with the first-mentioned author, 16 February 2010; Ms Melinda Cimera, Club Secretary, Melbourne Knights, personal e-mail communication, 23 August 2010). There have been mild crowd disturbances at occasional games, along ethnic lines, in both the NSL and in the state leagues especially at those few games involving Croatian and Serbian/ Yugoslav clubs. However, as Hay (2001) correctly points out, such games were a rarity as no Serbian or Yugoslav club played in the NSL after Footscray JUST’s relegation at the end of the 1989 season (Hay, 2001)[11]. As Hay (1994, 2001) makes clear, such crowd disturbances were frowned upon by the club leaderships and most games, even between Croatia and the League of Communists of Yugoslavia connected Footscray JUST (JUST is an acronym for Jugoslav United Soccer Team), passed without any crowd disturbances. Many Croatian-Australians had fled communist persecution in their homeland and so it is no surprise that there was silent tension between the fans of Croatia and JUST (Hay, 2001). Whilst Yugal in Sydney and JUST in Melbourne were associated with the ruling League of Communists of Yugoslavia (Hughson, 1997b, p. 245), and that regime’s official representatives in Australia, Melbourne Croatia and Sydney Croatia had always opposed communist rule in Croatia. Hence these two clubs were regarded by the Yugoslav regime and its press as being “separatist émigrés” and “Ustashi supporters” (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 128). To add to the complexity of the situation, Yugal supporters included some ethnic Croats such as those who supported the communist regime because of their own left-wing political orientation and those from the generation of migrants who had left Croatia before World War II and were not necessarily anti-Tito or anti-the concept of Yugoslavia (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 31). Hallinan et al. (2007, pp. 290-1) document that, when war started in the Balkans in the early-1990s, Springvale United changed its name to Springvale White Eagles and Croatians left the club. Then there is a third type of club, such as Avala in Sydney (now called Bonnyrigg White Eagles), which is Serbian (Hughson, 1997b, p. 245). Avala/ Bonnyrigg never played in the NSL and so matches between Avala and Sydney Croatia ceased in the 1984 season, when Sydney Croatia joined the NSL, and did not recommence until the 2005 NSWPL season (Hughson, 1997a, p. 174). Crowd violence involving the two Croatian clubs has been avoided at times simply because Croatia supporters did not want to attend the home grounds of Yugoslav or Serbian clubs and pay admission fees to the home organization (Nimac et al., 2008). Hallinan et al. (2007, pp. 293-4) report on a game between two Serbian teams in Melbourne, Springvale White Eagles and Fitzroy Serbia, noting that disagreements over match-day incidents opened up ethnic antagonisms with Serbs from Serbia casting doubt upon whether Serbs from Bosnia and Croatia were truly Serbs or not. Zimmermann (1996, p. 92) notes that, as at 1990, Bosnian Serbs made up 31% and Croatian Serbs 12% of the populations of these republics but the figure for Croatian Serbs is considerably lower today at around 4 to 4.5%. Springvale White Eagles revolves around Serbs from Serbia whereas Fitzroy revolves around Serbs from other parts of the former Yugoslavia such as Krajina and Bosnia. The Serbs from outside Serbia responded passionately to Hallinan and his research team that it is Orthodox religious faith that defines a Serb.
The Nazi salutes of teenaged Croatian-Australian tennis supporters at recent Australian Opens in Melbourne are troubling. There is probably some overlap between these tennis supporters and the hardcore Melbourne Knights supporter group known today as Melbourne Croatia Fans or MCF. However, unless and until empirical evidence is produced linking the tennis supporters and/or the MCF to actual hate-crimes, the tennis fans and MCF members should not be treated as anything other than misguided working-class teenagers who feel alienated from and discriminated by the Anglo-Australian mainstream (Hughson, 1997a, pp. 171-2, 183). John Hughson (1997a, p. 179) terms the Bad Blue Boys (BBB) hardcore supporter group at Sydney United “long distance nationalists” and this term could be extended to include the MCF[12]. The worldview of Croatian history and identity accepted by the MCF is certainly romanticized and essentialized but we should not rush into labelling such a worldview fascist. A long-term Knights supporter, who prefers to remain anonymous, provided the authors with her perception of Melbourne Croatia Fans (MCF) as follows:

“From what I can gather, the MCF is largely made up of young men who are passionate about their club, its heritage and its importance to the Croatian community. They are loyally devoted to their team and will often travel great distances in order to show their support. The songs, chants and banners have (according to the players) been known to lift our team in crucial moments during the match. I know some of them personally and I can honestly tell you that their intentions are good - in other words they do not wish to bring negative press/attention to the club they love wholeheartedly.

 

“To further clarify this point, the club was recently charged with a misconduct offence and faced a tribunal hearing based on the actions of a number of young men at the conclusion of a VPL game vs. Altona Magic. We were found guilty and ordered to pay $2 000, as the FFV [Football Federation Victoria] has a policy of holding clubs accountable (even if they have operated within the Rules of Competition regarding appropriate security measures) for the actions of all of its club 'associates' (i.e. anyone who claims to be a supporter of your club). I personally found the behaviour of some of these men appalling and the club took immediate action in banning a number of supporters in order to stamp out this element. The majority of the Melbourne Croatia Fans supported us in this endeavour.
“In other words, we welcome those who wish to uphold and cherish the history of our club. Those who are keen to support our players through chants, songs and banners are also welcome - regardless of whether or not they are part of the Melbourne Croatia Fans” [personal e-mail communication, 23 August 2010].

 

The Croatian-Australian newspaper CX, in its 28 January 2010 edition, reports that the Croatia clubs of Canberra, Geelong, and Melbourne held functions to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the death of Ante Pavelić, the leader of the Nazi Ustashi puppet-state that ruled Croatia with Nazi support from 1941 to 1945 (Anonymous, 2010a, 2010b). Three hundred and fifty people attended the function in Melbourne organized by Melbourne’s Australian Croatian Association and the sister club in Geelong. Boris Barbarović, a singer, spoke about his life as the son of an Ustashi and mentioned that it was “heartening to him to see that the Croatian communities outside of Croatia have not forgotten to honour the heroes of Croatia” (cited in Anonymous, 2010a).  Vlc. Stejpan Gnjeĉ held a mass in the Holy Family Roman Catholic Church in Melbourne’s Bell Park to commemorate the occasion (Anonymous, 2010a). Hughson (1997a, p. 174, 1997b, p. 248) reports, in two of his articles on Sydney United’s BBB, that many BBB people wear tee-shirts bearing the image of Pavelić’s face. They also verbally honor the “uncles” who fought Serbians on the terraces in the 1970s in the then NSW State League (Hughson, 1997a, p. 174). Various anti-Serbian chants and chants in honor of Pavelić are also used by the BBB (Hughson, 1997a, p. 175, 1997b, p. 248, 2000, p. 12). When Sydney Croatia became Sydney United in the mid-1990s the BBB would interpret the U in the club’s then logo to be a clandestine acknowledgement of the Ustashi (Hay, 2001, p. 89). As one BBB person told Hughson (cited in Hughson, 1997a, p. 175, 1997b, p. 255), Hill’s moves to ban obvious displays of ethnic identification meant that more sophisticated tactics were needed to bring ethnicity into the games “on the sly”. If a BBB person was questioned about the huge U flag seen at games by security personnel or police he could respond that the U stood for United whilst the coded meaning (that U means Ustashi) could still be read by knowledgeable insiders (Hughson, 1997a, p. 175, 1997b, p. 254, 1999, p. 23). Hughson (1997b, p. 254) reports that the BBB did not support the mid-1990s name change to Sydney United, having suggested their preferred name of Sydney Diaspora. Similarly, Hallinan et al. (2007, p. 292) report that the hardcore supporter group of Springvale White Eagles uses the acceptable name “Ultradox” which Serbian insiders understand refers to both the Ultras supporter group of FC Red Star Belgrade and the Serbian Orthodox Church. The Ultradox name also brings ethnicity into White Eagles’ games “on the sly”. As Hughson (1997a, p. 175) writes, “[t]he soccer stadium has been one social arena where the young men of the BBB have felt able to engage in an unhindered expression of their ethnic identity”. However, by the late-1990s, the BBB increasingly had to resort to bringing in ethnicity “on the sly”. Despite the above behaviour of the BBB, always a minority of Sydney United supporters in any case as Hay (2001) makes clear, we argue that Pavelić is regarded fondly by most Croatian-Australians primarily because he was the leader of the first independent Croatian state in 1,000 years rather than because of his fascism. For example, Anonymous (2010b) writes that: 

“It is however encouraging to know that there are still passionate Croatians prepared to honour the principal figure in the destruction of the first Yugoslavia and leader of the Croatian people’s first battles against Yugo-communism. After all the man who led the first independent Croatian state in over 800 years certainly deserves to be respected”.

We argue that Pavelić’s face has, to a certain extent, become a post-modern floating sign among the Diaspora (Barthes, 2009), detached from any signified, in the same way that the handsome face of Che Guevara is used to sell products and as a tee-shirt image worn by people who may not necessarily be left-wingers. It must be appreciated how strongly a Diasporic community like the Croatian-Australians needs a symbol such as Pavelić’s face to rally the downcast and to provide a focal point for community identity, solidarity, and aspirations. However, the unashamed reverence for Pavelić does mean that there is a certain inconsistency when senior members of Melbourne’s and Geelong’s Croatian communities castigate young Croatian fans for unruly behaviour, including fascist salutes, at Melbourne tennis matches (see, also in the 28 January 2010 issue of CX, Jukić, 2010; Lannen, 2010).  CX’s regular football writer Ante Jukić comments as follows, dialectically condemning both the excessive behaviour of the young Croatian-Australian tennis fans and the Australian media (and the media in Croatia) for the enjoyment it received from exploiting the incidents to the fullest:

“The Australian and World’s media was quite within their right to condemn the Nazi salutes on the annual walk to Melbourne Park [Tennis Centre], but the fear-mongering that followed in the Herald Sun was a classic case of tabloid exaggeration. … Because of this [negative media coverage], the Croatian community has only itself to blame, for letting such an anti-social and barbaric sub-culture to develop and giving the Australian public ammunition, as well as helping media outlets in Croatia [to] continue to badmouth the diaspora” [Jukić, 2010].
Similarly, Lannen (2010) in an article first published in or simultaneously published in the mainstream Geelong Advertiser cites Paul Saric, President of the Croatian Association of Geelong as follows:

“It’s not acceptable and it’s an issue that we’ve got to sort out as a community, but unfortunately it’s not an easy thing to sort out. … My message to them [teenage Croatian-Australians] would be to be proud of what you are, be proud of your heritage and yourself and family but by expressing yourself like that [unruly behaviour and Nazi salutes] doesn’t mean you’re a bigger Croatian” [Paul Saric, cited in Lannen, 2010].

It seems that the older generation of nationalist Croatian-Australians have the maturity not to take Pavelić’s fascism seriously as any normative guide to action. However, teenaged fans of Melbourne Knights and Sydney United are not at the age where such sophisticated synthetic understandings of Pavelić (he should be honoured for his nationalism but not for his fascism) are easy to construct or to live by. Interesting here is the insightful observation of the Slovenian post-communist philosopher Slavoj Žižek (2010, p. 372) who argues that we should be careful labelling passionate working-class movements, even those with symbols and a strong leader, as fascist. Fascism does not exist outside its actual historical manifestations. It is a letter rather than a spirit. The fascist populist groups simply stole styles and methods from working-class left-wing movements. Hughson (1997b, p. 247) comments as follows regarding alleged fascism of the BBB: “[H]owever the fascism of European and British soccer hooligans might be interpreted, such displays by the BBB [fascist salutes] need to be considered in a different light. … This would appear to have more to do with an understanding of Croatian political history than it does with a genuine commitment to that brand of politics”. We conclude this section by echoing our agreement with Hughson (1997b, 2000) and Hay (2001): crowd disturbances during the NSL years were manageable and their seriousness much exaggerated by opponents of the NSL. As Hughson (2000, p. 11) comments, “the actuality of violence can be (and is) overstated for groups such as the BBB”. 
In order to fully develop our dialectical arguments, we move on to a discussion of Scottish Premier League club Glasgow Celtic. One influential commentator, Johnny Paton who played 72 games for Celtic between 1942 and 1952, has been cited (in McColl, 2008, p. 284) as saying that sectarian tension (Catholic versus Protestant) generates most of the passion in “Old Firm” derbies (Glasgow Celtic versus Glasgow Rangers). Shrewd individuals such as Paton who love the passion, but despise the sectarianism, associated with Old Firm matches realize that to eliminate the latter would also mean eliminating most of the former.
In Australia the FFA has not been quite so shrewd: it has failed to recognize that the European ethnic community clubs, and especially the passionate Croatians, are the much-needed dialectical antithesis to the dull long-ball English game and the equally dull (but now fully corporatized) Anglo-Australian FFA administrators (Johnson, 1997, p. 16). Using dialectical terminology, Hallinan et al. (2007, p. 289) write that the “ethnic-based clubs … represent the antithesis of the spirit, values and objectives of the Hyundai A-League”. Melbourne Knights and Sydney United are valuable to the whole precisely because of their unassimilable aspects (passion fuelled by nationalism). We are reminded at this point of Leon Trotsky, the old Bolshevik and the eternal anti-Stalin. Although rejected by Soviet Union dogmatists, even as late as the Gorbachev era, Trotsky, the unassimilable wandering Jew, was one of the prime movers behind the November 1917 Russian Revolution and its most humanitarian leader. Similarly the FFA has not given proper acknowledgement to the ethnic community clubs for the roles that they have played and still play in developing the game in Australia. 
The last NSL season was held during the summer of 2003-2004. The last home and away round in February 1994 attracted 8,423 people to Somers Street in Sunshine North to watch Melbourne Knights play Sydney United[13], a sad day for both Croatian clubs and their supporter bases with neither side being considered likely to be a part of any future national league. In 2004 the NSL was disbanded by the then ASA (now FFA). Just prior to this, multi-billionaire, Frank Lowy, once owner of the Sydney City Slickers aka Hakoah and now the CEO of the Westfield property group, had been hired to restructure and reinvigorate Australian football. In October 2003, the ASA had appointed a Taskforce to investigate a replacement national competition, chaired by Sydney businessman and former Sydney City Slickers chairman Andrew Kemeny (Anonymous, 2003; Solly, 2004, pp. 272, 275, 278, 280, 282). The Taskforce received 110 submissions and released its results on 8 December 2003 (Anonymous, 2003). Ultimately Tony Labbozzetta, Ange Cimera, and like-minded traditional club stalwarts were defeated and a corporatized (Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 284) national league plan was promulgated that involved expelling the ethnic community clubs to the premier leagues of the various states; utilizing a North American style “one-city-one-team” model (Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 285); and encouraging new private-equity franchise teams. As an example of the North American model the USA’s Major League Soccer (MLS) commenced in the mid-1990s with only ten teams (Armstrong and Giulianotti, 1997, p. 23). Consistent with the FFA’s chosen North American model there would be no promotion or relegation and no domestic FA Cup style knockout competition. The new franchises had to be protected from the threat of relegation so that they could consolidate themselves, both financially and in marketing terms, in their new markets. The only ex-NSL clubs to be part of the first Hyundai A-League season were the acceptable non-ethnic clubs Adelaide United, Newcastle United Jets, New Zealand Knights (not connected to Melbourne Knights), Perth Glory, and Queensland Roar (formerly Brisbane Lions and now Brisbane Roar). The first A-League season commencement was delayed until August 2005 (Hyundai, 2004). The third phase of the dialectic is a new sanitized competition (Johnson, 1997, p. 16) created on the basis of neo-liberal logic and with an obvious preference for the North American model of professional sport. The new era appears inclusive but will accept no visible signs of ethnic presence. Its spirit is “assimilationist” (Hughson, 1997a, p. 170) or “reverse-multicultural” (Allan, 1982, cited in Vamplew, 1994, p. 11). The new era puts an end to the second era of “open and free competition” between ethnic and non-ethnic clubs with the ethnic clubs now not being permitted access to the top tier league. 

Projected minimum annual budgets for all A-League aspirants were mandated by the FFA. These budgets were: AUD3.5 million to AUD4.5 million per year (£2,120,417 to £2,726,251) for the first year, rising to AUD5.5 million a year (£3,332,084) for the fifth year (Solly, 2004, p. 273). The minimum annual budgets provided an effective and apparently non-discriminatory barrier to the ethnic community clubs which could not contemplate being able to operate at such an exalted level (Johnny Warren, cited in Solly, 2004, p. 283). Solly (2004, p. 283) quotes Warren as saying: “Maybe some of the traditional [i.e. ethnic community] clubs who have poured millions of dollars into the development of the game, who have contributed so much, may see the [financial] bar as being too high”. South Melbourne officials stated that their best annual revenue had been in the region of AUD1.8 million (Solly, 2004, p. 281), which was respectable but nowhere near good enough to compete in the new A-League era. Heidelberg United FC (2010) cites AUD0.5 million as the club’s annual budget during the club’s NSL years in the early-1990s. In personal interview on 16 February 2010, Ange Cimera told the researcher that Melbourne Knights averaged turnover of AUD1.2 to AUD1.3 million per year in the NSL which has now dropped fivefold to AUD250 thousand per year in the VPL. The financial bar had been set unreasonably high by the FFA in 2004-2005 to ensure that South Melbourne, the “least ethnic” and the most outward- and forward-looking of all the ethnic clubs in many people’s opinion, could not take its place at the starting gates. All other ethnic community clubs were similarly excluded. In the words of Frank Lowy, “[t]he present clubs playing at the present standard will not be able to exist” (cited in Solly, 2004, p. 286). Lowy, here, in a Freudian slip, admits that life in a state premier league is equivalent to non-existence from the perspective of the ordinary football supporter. In addition to Lowy’s comments, David Hill is cited as making the following derogatory remarks in relation to two ethnic community clubs: “I have a problem with the ethnic clubs in Melbourne and Sydney and in particular with the two Croatian clubs and the League would be better off without them” (cited in Croatia Sydney Soccer Football Club Limited v Soccer Australia Limited No. 3525/97 Unreported 23 September 1997 (Einstein J) at 71, cited in Nimac et al., 2008, p. 202). With attitudes like these at the top of the FFA it is hard to see how the ethnic community clubs could have reasonably expected a fair deal from the restructuring that has since been termed “Modern Football”.

In regards the minimum annual budget figures, we observe the use of accounting numbers by an economic rationalist and neo-liberal league hierarchy (Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 284) to institute exclusion of the unwanted ethnic community clubs. The hierarchy could hide behind the perceived neutrality and technical veracity of accounting numbers to enact its own new “White Australia” (Danforth, 2001, p. 367) football competition. In the words of Skinner et al. (n/d, p. 5), “the entrenched attitudes and behaviours of the ‘white Australia policy’ failed to go away”. Danforth (2001, pp. 377-8) explains that “the narrative of Australia as a homogeneous, white, English-speaking nation still has the power to shape important institutions in Australian society” such as the new A-League. With the exception of South Melbourne, none of the ethnic clubs did, or have since, applied for admission to the A-League. The recent failed Melbourne United bid was (incorrectly) perceived as having been associated with Melbourne Knights since the bid team involved some Croatian-Australians who had or have Knights associations. As we have seen, South Melbourne’s recent bid to become Melbourne’s second A-League club was unfairly rejected. Interestingly, Scott Munn, chief executive of Melbourne Heart, the franchise that won the bid over South Melbourne, has stated that he wants the Heart to attract the supporters of “Old Soccer” (i.e. the NSL) that have failed to warm to A-League club Melbourne Victory (Lynch, 2010). As to whether his club can succeed in achieving this difficult feat remains to be seen. 

Mr Cimera answers as follows regarding his perceptions about the end of the NSL and the setting up of the A-League in 2004-2005:

“Look as far as the NSL is concerned, we were disappointed in the way that they [the FFA] did it. With the Crawford Report we knew what was coming, we suffered, and we didn’t play in any competition for over a year. … I have no problems with what they were trying to do but the way they did it was not fair to clubs that have been there 50 years or so. They say they are bringing in more people to the league. I think some of the clubs such as Brisbane, Newcastle and Central Coast are struggling at the moment. The majority, the owners are putting up lots of money, how long can they still do it? They should have got the clubs that have been around 50 years involved but they pushed us aside. I don’t think the standard of the game in the national league has improved that much [since the NSL era]. … Our last year NSL [Knights] defence virtually won the championship for Victory, [but] we [had] finished third last. Lowy gets a lot of credit for destroying the [ethnic] clubs; he should get a lot of credit for destroying the clubs. He’s the man of the time, everyone kisses his ass, but he destroyed every club that meant something to our soccer community, not only here but in Sydney as well”.
When asked about what he sees as the immediate future for the Knights, now a VPL club, Mr Cimera replies as follows:

“We just want to stabilize the club; we have a young team now.  We will survive; we have our core of supporters. We own our own ground and facilities. No-one can force us to do anything. In 30 or 40 years we will still be the Knights, backed by the Croatian community, but second or third or fourth generation [Croatians]. Do we want to join the A-League? No, not the way it is set up now. If Marconi, Sydney United, us, and South [Melbourne] could get promoted and relegated, then ‘yes’ [we would be interested]. We would need three or four leagues, not just two. A small club needs to have a goal - to be able to get promoted to A-League. At the moment [without such leagues] we just want to survive until they stop ethnic cleansing”. 
Resentment and bitterness at the ethnic community clubs as to how they were treated clearly continues to fester beneath the surface in Australian football. The MCF Youtube video clip entitled “Believe! Fight! Win!” and available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bSMGRLB3hBY shows dissent being expressed against “Modern Football” by MCF people. One of the fence banners visible on the video clip (at 2 minutes 31 seconds into the clip) states “Respect Traditional Clubs, not just A-League Money”. At the recent match at Knights Stadium, played between the Knights’ NSL winning 1994-1995 and 1995-1996 premiership teams, Higgs (2010, p. 62) reports that there was a fence banner “Against Modern Football” in front of the MCF area. Figures 1 and 2 (supplied to the researchers by the Club Secretary of Melbourne Knights, Ms Melinda Cimera) depict groups of MCF people on the terraces during the 2010 VPL season with the “Against Modern Football” banner in evidence in both photographs. 

[Insert Figures 1 and 2 about here]

Conclusions

Melbourne Knights and Sydney United remain, perhaps, the ultimate in unwanted working-class Eastern European/ Roman Catholic “otherness” in the white Australian Protestant setting. Whilst some of Melbourne Knights’ and Sydney United’s hardcore support may have had, or may even hold today, far-right sympathies this does not mean that the voices of dissent on the terraces at these clubs today are not clearly emancipatory, counter-hegemonic, and anti-capitalist. These are genuine voices of working-class dissent against the inroads that the corporate world and neo-liberal ideology (Johnson, 1997, p. 16; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 284) have made into Australian football. As Hughson (1999, p. 15) writes, “[t]hese supporters [the neo-tribes] push the margins as best they can in an effort to enjoy a football fandom of their own choosing rather than one sanctioned by sporting officialdom”. Furthermore, according to Hughson (2000, p. 9, emphasis added), “[t]he social practices of the BBB at soccer matches may be read as a form of resistance that allows these young men to seek out a social space of their own making in Australian society”. Likewise, Armstrong and Young (1997, p. 189) write, “we have … a historical and hegemonic struggle about what sort of social dramas are to be allowed to occur in public spaces; and whose code of conduct will prevail”. The MCF protests the fact that “Modern Football” has taken the highest level of the game out of the western suburbs heartlands of Melbourne and Sydney as well as away from the ethnic community clubs which dwell in these heartlands. Capitalism, in the form of the FFA’s A-League, has produced its own discontents. Will they prove one day to be the A-League’s gravediggers? It is not unknown for a national football league to fail in countries where football is not the major winter sport. The USA’s North American Soccer League (NASL) disbanded in 1985 after years of relatively strong attendances in the decade prior to that (Andrews, Pitter, Zwick, and Ambrose, 1997, p. 262).
Lastly, we explore some possible ways forward for Australian football which would provide the ethnic community clubs with more opportunities than does the status quo. One possibility is an unsanctioned “rebel league” involving some or all of the ex-NSL clubs. The clubs involved could easily resurrect the National Soccer League name and play in winter (whereas the A-League plays in summer). The ethnic community clubs could probably once again attract average crowds of 4,000 to 5,000 and raise the NSL up to its previous level and status. According to the Knights’ Ange Cimera this idea has been discussed among the clubs. Apparently, it has been declared unworkable because it would require that the rebel clubs find their own referees and tribunal, etc. Whilst it may be a good idea in theory Cimera suggests that it is unworkable in practice. To cite Cimera again:

“Eight or nine clubs here in Victoria met to talk about a breakaway league along with some Sydney clubs. We sat down and spoke about this but they don’t realise how complicated it is – admin, referees. The FFA would not sanction this. Admin [and] tribunals would have to be put in place. The original NSL had Soccer Australia’s blessings and they helped them with infrastructure. You could not do it [practically speaking] unless you had the blessing; it would not become viable. You would need million dollar sponsors literally. It would be very difficult without FFA’s blessing” [personal interview, 16 February 2010].
Personally the authors hope that Cimera can reconsider and that a rebel league can get off the ground. It would be an exciting prospect for lovers of grassroots football reminding us not only of the NSL but of the black football leagues in apartheid-era South Africa and of the new lower-tier English club FC United of Manchester. FC United is designed to attract disillusioned Manchester United supporters who want to recapture the community feeling of playing in front of 1,000 to 6,000 standing rather than seated fans on tiny suburban grounds where the fans can feel close to the players (see Anonymous, 2009 for a report on Unibond Premier League club FC United of Manchester). If we do not proceed to a rebel league the only remaining option then is Cimera’s other suggestion: set up a new national competition pyramid with the A-League on the top and introduce promotion and relegation to and from the various divisions based on playing performance only. Cimera suggests that four, rather than two, divisions would be needed to make the plan workable. It would again give ethnic community clubs the hope that, by performing well on the field, they could eventually re-enter the nation’s top tier competition.
Beyond the shores of Australia this paper has most direct applicability to Canada where there are a number of well-established Croatian football clubs, the most famous of which is Toronto Metros Croatia. In July and August 1978 the then Sydney Croatia toured USA and Canada and played matches against the following Croatian teams: Edmonton Croatia, Calgary Croatia, Toronto Metros, Toronto Zagreb, Hamilton Croatia, Cleveland Croatia, Windsor Croatia, London Croatia, Chicago Croatia, and Los Angeles Croatia (Nimac et al., 2008, p. 95). The Diasporas of North America and Australia are connected to some extent with Toronto Metros Croatia also being popular among Croatian-Australians.
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Notes


. In personal interview with the first-mentioned author (16 February 2010), Mr Ange Cimera, President of the Melbourne Knights during the back-to-back premiership years in the NSL 1994-1995 and 1995-1996, says that the Victorian Premier League (VPL) does not permit use of the Croatia name by the club. The name would be acceptable at all levels below the VPL. Cimera adds that there is also no need for the Croatia name now since, firstly, there is a Croatian homeland in Europe and, secondly, everyone in Melbourne football knows that Melbourne Knights is a Croatian club. The last part of this statement is consistent with “Melbourne Knights as Croatian club” taking on mythical status (Barthes, 2009) since the sign, with Knights as signifier and Croatian as signified, is always read as a fixed and established unity of signifier and signified.
2. To back up our comment about the VPL being a “perpetual suburban obscurity”, Melbourne Knights now averages 1,000 to 1,200 home game attendances in the VPL, out of which 500 to 600 are paid (Mr Ange Cimera, personal interview, 16 February 2010). This compares with an average home crowd in the club’s second back-to-back NSL premiership year 1995-1996 of 4,437. The decline between these two years is around 75%. The VPL also attracts minimal media coverage in the mainstream (i.e. non-ethnic) TV, radio, and print media, although the ethnic press such as CX (Croatian) and Neos Kosmos (Greek) both still devote considerable space to Melbourne Knights and Sydney United (CX) and Neos Kosmos (South Melbourne). The home-page for the English language online version of Neos Kosmos is http://neoskosmos.com/news/en [accessed 6 September 2010].  

3. Hay (1994, p. 70) notes that, in Victoria around this time, certain ethnic players were prohibited entry to certain Anglo-Australian clubs. The ethnics were, in Hay’s words, “forced to form their own organisations and then were damned for doing so”. 

4. The AFL administers the top-tier competition of “Australian Rules Football”, a uniquely Australian code of football which draws on aspects of football (soccer), Gaelic Football, rugby league, and rugby union. It is traditionally the most popular football code in Melbourne, Adelaide, and Perth, whilst rugby league is traditionally the most popular football code in Sydney and Brisbane (Danforth, 2001, p. 369; Hallinan et al., 2007, p. 284).
5. http://www.ozfootball.net/ark/NSL/9899/ALTable.html [accessed 11 March 2010].
6. “Wogs” is a derogatory term for Italians and Greeks sometimes used in Australia (Danforth, 2001, p. 382, n. 9).
7. In Hill’s favour from the perspective of the football purist is that Heidelberg United finished last in both the 1993-1994 and 1994-1995 seasons whilst Parramatta Eagles finished second last in 1994-1995. Brunswick finished in the bottom three in 1994-1995 and in the bottom two in 1993-1994. See http://www.ozfootball.net/ark/NSL/9495/NSLTable.html and http://www.ozfootball.net/ark/NSL/9394/NSLTable.html [both accessed 11 March 2010].
8. Skinner et al. (n/d, p. 7) call this the “de-ethicising” of football, a typo for sure but certainly a very revealing one.
9. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=13JyIGMOPBU [accessed 21 January 2010].
10. In fact the “Bosnian War” was over well before 2000-2001 although Serb aggression in Kosovo occurred later than that in Croatia and Bosnia.
11. Melbourne Croatia and Footscray JUST played each other in league competition in the years 1960 to 1972 (Melbourne Croatia known as Preston Croat) in the Victorian State League and during the years 1984 to 1989 in the NSL (Hay, 2001). Therefore, in the past 50 years there have been comparatively few opportunities for fans of Croatia and JUST even to meet at the same ground let alone to clash violently.

12. At a Sydney United versus Melbourne Knights friendly match at Edensor Park, Sydney on 30 January 2010, the Sydney United hardcore supporter group plus friends (average age 16 to 20) numbered around 100 out of a crowd of 2,000. It is not known whether this group is still called the BBB or is even related to the BBB. This group congregated at the top of the seating area in front of the bar in the ground’s south-western corner, whereas Hughson (1997b, p. 250) claims that the BBB always occupied the eastern end grassed bank in the NSL era. The Melbourne Knights’ hardcore travelling contingent, known as Melbourne Croatia Fans or MCF, numbered around 50. The goodwill at this all-Croatian friendly was evident when the crowd heard both groups of fans chanting the other team’s name towards the end of the second half (“Melbourne Croatia” and “Sydney Croatia” rather than the official team names). The first-mentioned author and a friend sat for part of the match with three senior Croatian men behind the western goal, slightly to the north of the scoreboard and around 20 metres from the hardcore support area. The senior men made no reference to the hardcore support except when a Sydney United player took a flare from just over the playing fence and politely dumped it just over the other side of the fence far away from any spectators. One of the senior men had said “throw it back at them”, suggesting that senior United fans do not necessarily support the hardcore support but regard it as a necessary evil.

13. http://www.ozfootball.net/ark/NSL/20032004/Round26.html [accessed 21 January 2010].
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