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‘Each time I’m 
reminded of it, 
I feel as though 
I need therapy’: 
Australian Football, 
Tragedies and 
the Question of 
Catharsis1

Matthew Klugman
School of Historical Studies

Australian Football League fans often narrate particularly distressing 
finals losses in tragic terms. Drawing from the field of tragedy studies, this 
paper examines the way such losses are experienced and told, and the suf-
fering and possible pleasures these accounts reveal. How, I ask, do these 
losses engender so much pain? And why do fans continually return to their 
memories of these defeats, when each return re-awakens the grief? These 
questions lead me to consider the relationship of tragedy to trauma, and 
the contentious nature and meaning of catharsis, a term common to the 
analysis of both tragedy and sport.
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The Loss was more than losing a mere football match: it was 
like a death to deal with, however inadequately.

Say ‘1997’ and Bulldog people know exactly what you mean. 
We carry it with us. 

Ten years later we are still theorising on its turning points and 
wishing it had turned out another way.

How is it that the outcome of a football game—‘a bunch of boofheads 
kicking around a pigskin’, as one of the fans I interviewed put it—
could generate such a response?6 How, in other words, could a football 
club’s loss be so awful, so heart-breaking, that ‘it was like a death to deal 
with’? While such questions echo through the writings of sports fans, 
they have been largely foreign to the discipline of sports studies.7 For 
like Inside Football, and the sports media more generally, scholars of 
sports have tended to focus on the deeds of sporting clubs and players, 
rather than on those sports fans who avidly follow their fortunes.8 In 
the last few years, however, several scholars have begun to explore the 
rich emotions experienced by Australian football fans. Joy Damousi 
and John Cash have started analysing the nostalgic, melancholic 
inner lives of Australian football supporters, tracing the way football 
facilitates a means of culturally working through the vicissitudes of fa-
milial (and other close) relationship.9 Melissa Walsh has embarked on 
a study of the way fans sustain hope in the face of defeat.10 And June 
Senyard has also turned her attention to football followers, mining 
their affective memories of suburban football grounds, and exploring 
the emotional nature of Melbourne’s early football spectators.11 

My paper adds to this emerging literature by creating space 
for exchanges between the study of sports and theatre. Australian 
football has often been spoken of as a form of theatre, but rarely has 
this metaphor been analysed in any detail. The major exception is the 
theatre historian Peter Fitzpatrick, who compared the way both thea-
tre and football create a sense of drama that is then resolved (though 
often incompletely).12 ‘Tragedy’, Fitzpatrick notes, has an ‘immediate 
application to the understanding of football as theatre’, and he writes 
of grand final defeats which brought ‘that exquisitely painful sense 
of loss and resignation’ that marks ‘the full tragic experience’.13 Fitz-
patrick, however, is concerned with the drama of football as a whole, 

We wouldn’t think anything of tragedy if we did not have a 
deeply ingrained sense of order already there to be affronted. 
Tragedy in life, as art… exposes by violation our mostly 
unconscious assumptions about how the world should be; 
and how often we take it for granted that it is as it should be (a 
world, say, without our death already in it).

Adam Phillips2

‘Ask any Western Bulldogs supporter at random the worst moment 
of their footy life and the answer will almost certainly be: The Loss. 
Western Bulldogs vs Adelaide [Crows], Preliminary Final, Sep-
tember 20, 1997… The losing spin of the roulette wheel on which 
Bulldogs people had invested everything.’ 3 So began Marty Gleeson 
in late 2007 for a piece titled ‘Ten years of torment: 1997… from 
drought-breaker to heart-breaker’ for the summer edition of Inside 
Football.

A magazine providing in-depth coverage of the Australian 
Football League (AFL)—the sport of Australian football’s elite 
professional competition—this off-season edition of Inside Football 
was principally concerned with the coming 2008 AFL season.4 
Amid all the profiles and predictions, Gleeson’s lament stood out like 
a beacon, placing the feelings of fans front and centre, when every 
other article focused on football clubs and their players.5 A Western 
Bulldogs supporter himself, Gleeson recounted ‘The Loss’ in all 
its dreadful detail. There was the great optimism that preceded the 
match, followed by his joyous sense that the game was as good as won 
when the Bulldogs went to the half-time break with a 31 point lead. 
Then came the third quarter when the Bulldogs reinforced Gleeson’s 
confidence, holding off the threatening Crows. But what should have 
been a triumphant final quarter brought instead a rising concern as 
the ’Dogs failed to seal the game, missing chance after chance. And 
then suddenly Adelaide made their move, storming into contention. 
After the Bulldogs failed to take another two opportunities, one either 
side of Adelaide taking the lead, the game was over. The Bulldogs 
had somehow lost. ‘Ten years later’ and Gleeson wondered ‘if it was 
even real’: 

The pre-game hope and premiership dreaming seem like pure 
fantasy now, The Loss just brutal reality asserting itself. 
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matter and often already know the story which is to be played out.17 
This points, however, to an important distinction between tragic 
drama and football. Uncertainty is structured into football, the result 
of matches must be unknown, whereas those attending a play gen-
erally know if the play is supposed to have a tragic ending.18 These 
endings, though, can still surprise and shock, as shown by Samuel 
Johnson’s famous angst at Cordelia’s death.19 But Johnson chose to 
support a version of King Lear with a happy ending, an option not 
available to Marty Gleeson or other Western Bulldogs followers.20 

My concern in this paper is not whether certain finals losses can 
be ‘truly’ equated with tragic theatre, but with why they are told as 
tragedies. What experiences and passions, in other words, lead foot-
ball fans to narrate losses in these particular terms? I turn, therefore, 
to the field of tragedy studies, not for a formula of tragedy but for entry 
points into the passions of fans. Or, to be more specific, into the dif-
ficult mysteries of suffering and pleasure. For at least since Aristotle 
presented his thoughts on poetry, the suffering enacted in tragic 
drama has been analysed as much for the pleasure this supposedly 
brings audiences as for the pity and fear that Aristotle believed was 
the source of this pleasure.21 And, almost invariably, part of this con-
versation has been the question of whatever it is that Aristotle meant 
when he deployed the term ‘catharsis’.

SUFFERING, PLEASURE AND CATHARSIS

There must be something special about the specific pleasures 
we take in the representation of tragic events, and that 
specialness must have something to do with the pity and terror 
they are calculated to evoke.    

Francis Sparshott22

Aristotle refers to catharsis but once in what remain of his writings on 
tragedy, when he notes that tragedy arouses ‘pity and fear’ in order to 
accomplish ‘the catharsis of these passions’.23 But what does it mean 
to accomplish the catharsis of pity and fear? This tantalising question 
has reverberated through subsequent commentaries on tragedy, with 
probably more written about the possible meanings of catharsis than 
on any other aspect of tragedy.24 Did Aristotle envisage catharsis 

and since ‘you can’t scale the heights of tragedy week in week out’, he 
turns to the Theatre of the Absurd and other connections between 
footy and the theatrical stage.14 

In this paper I want to build on Fitzpatrick’s work by focusing 
on the connections between tragic theatre and awful football final 
defeats. For one of the striking aspects of Marty Gleeson’s account of 
‘The Loss’ is the way he deploys the classical tropes of tragedy. There 
is the hubris of presumed victory, critical errors that dramatically 
reverse good fortune, a pitiable conclusion and, at the end of it all, 
an unsettling realisation of what has come to pass.15 And Gleeson 
is not alone in narrating an especially painful finals defeat in tragic 
terms. Many other Bulldog fans provide very similar accounts of 
the 1997 preliminary finals loss. Moreover, fans of most other AFL 
teams tell their own stories of finals woe, of horrible defeats that seem 
somehow tragic in nature. For example, Collingwood is renowned, 
among other things, for its tragic string of grand final defeats in 1977, 
1979, 1980 and 1981; Geelong for its grand final losses in 1989, 1992, 
1994 and 1995; while Essendon followers still speak in bitter terms of 
the preliminary final loss to Carlton in 1999. But not all significant 
finals defeats are told in this way. For most of the Collingwood fans 
I interviewed, the thrashing at the hands of Brisbane in the 2003 
grand final was deemed much worse than the narrow loss they had 
also suffered to Brisbane in the previous year’s grand final. For many 
Bulldog fans, however, it was the close loss in 1997 that seemed tragic, 
with the 1998 preliminary final thrashing at the hands of Adelaide 
somehow not quite so disturbing. What, then, leads football fans to 
recount only some finals losses in tragic terms?

My exploration of this question draws on in-depth interviews with 
twenty footy followers and the writings of and about fans in books, 
periodicals and the Internet.16 I also draw on studies of tragedy to help 
understand what happens for footy fans when their team’s season 
ends with an especially distressing finals defeat. It may be argued 
that the term tragedy has become hackneyed due to overuse (by 
sports journalists among others). Yet my interest here lies not in fans’ 
characterisation of losses as ‘tragic’, but in their excessive responses to 
particular losses, and in the way the narratives of these losses come to 
deploy the tropes of tragedy. And it is worth remembering that tragic 
theatre seeks to generate an excessive response, to unsettle audience 
members even though they are generally forewarned of the subject 
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Marxists criticised the way that spectator sports acted as ‘capitalists’ 
safety-valve’, purging the working-class aggression that ‘should be 
directed against the ruling class’.33

Many sports sociologists and psychologists read these popular the-
ories of catharsis as suggesting that those who viewed contact sports 
would be drained of aggression and hostility.34 However, empirical 
studies found that people expressed greater hostility after attend-
ing aggressive sporting contests.35 Although the links were never 
properly worked through, these studies actually offer some support 
to an alternative notion of catharsis developed by Norbert Elias and 
Eric Dunning. Bringing together Elias’ theory of ‘the civilising proc-
ess’ with Aristotle’s thoughts on tragedy and music, they argue that 
spectator sports function to excite intense emotions in a world where 
they are increasingly repressed.36 In essence, sports like soccer arouse 
passions that are normally repressed such as ‘fear and compassion, or 
jealousy and hatred’. The expression of these manufactured emotions 
is cathartic because they are experienced ‘in a manner which is not 
seriously perturbing and dangerous as is often the case in real life… 
They lose their sting.’37 Elias and Dunning propose that ‘optimum 
enjoyment’ requires a prolonged battle, with first one team scoring, 
then the other.38 The supporters of the team that suddenly scores the 
decisive goal would then experience, they suggest, ‘the happiness 
of triumph and jubilation’ of ‘a great game’.39 But the distress of the 
losing team’s supporters is not discussed. And the distress expressed 
by Gleeson over the Western Bulldogs’ 1997 preliminary final defeat 
indicates such losses might be seriously perturbing, somehow more 
‘like a death’ than the loss of ‘a mere football match’.40 Elias and Dun-
ning’s notion of catharsis also fails, therefore, to engage with what 
is disturbing; in this case with losses that can be read as tragic. Is 
there any pleasure and catharsis available in such losses? This is the 
underlying question of my paper.

GREAT EXPECTATIONS

When my son Zac and I settled in front of the television, we felt 
a confidence borne from a decisive run of recent victories by a 
team confident of their destiny.

Steve Strevens41

as a pleasurable homeopathic-like purging of the pity and fear that 
pollute the mind, as Jacob Bernays suggested, or the purification of 
the tragic act, as Gerald Else argued?25 Or is catharsis best read as 
the pleasure of clarification, be that satisfaction of a cerebral nature, 
as Leon Golden believed, or the ‘getting clear through pity and fear’, 
as Martha Nussbaum put it?26 Might catharsis be instead simply the 
safe stimulation and enjoyable release of emotions, as Jonathan Lear 
contends, or did Aristotle have in mind an educative function as well, 
as Richard Janko maintains?27

Tempting as it is to try to provide the definitive answer as to what 
Aristotle meant by catharsis, I am inclined to agree with Andrew Ford 
that such an endeavour is fanciful.28 There is still space, however, for 
critique. And what is notable in the possibilities I’ve just canvassed 
is that they fail to adequately engage with the unsettling, disturbing 
aspects of tragedy—with tragedy’s excess. People who’ve just viewed 
Shakespeare’s King Lear do not tend to report a pleasurable purging, 
release or purification of their feelings, nor cerebral pleasures or an 
enjoyable clarification achieved through pity and fear. Instead they 
write of shock, silence, tension and a search for meaning.29 ‘“How can 
these things be?” is the question that urges itself on us,’ writes Clifford 
Leech of the ‘tragic effect’ of another seventeenth century play, Pedro 
Calderon’s The Mayo of Zalamea.30 Perhaps the fault here lies in part 
with Aristotle and changing understandings of tragedy, but it remains 
a weakness of tragedy studies that neither the various takes on cathar-
sis or other approaches give us a sense of why people wilfully attend 
what Cynthia Marshall terms ‘emotionally devastating’ tragedies.31

Maybe the experiences of Aussie-rules football fans can shed some 
further light on the suffering and possible pleasures that the notion 
of catharsis points to, even if we can never really know what Aristotle 
meant by it. For the notion of catharsis has regularly been invoked 
to explain the intriguing passions of sports fans, though rarely with 
any great rigour. The American psychoanalyst Abraham Brill was 
one of the first to make what became a common argument about 
the catharsis which spectator sports enabled. ‘Sports’, Brill wrote in 
1929, provide ‘a great and necessary catharsis, indispensable to civi-
lized man—a salutary purgation of the combative instincts which, if 
dammed up within him, would break out in disastrous ways.’32 But 
while Brill celebrated the supposed purgation of ‘impulses which too 
much dammed up would lead to private broils and public disorders’, 
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occasions when the signs were less clear, or pointed to defeat, these 
fans expressed hope but no conviction.48 

The signs of impending victory can be found during games, as 
well as before. In the 1997 preliminary final it was the commanding 
display of the Bulldogs that convinced many fans that they were going 
to win. A barracker with the assumed Internet name (what we might 
call ‘Nom de web’) of ‘Pembleton’, explained that:

i had about 60 minutes where i believed we were going to the 
grand final. It wasn’t a matter of ‘isn’t it great to be close to a 
grand final?’, rather it was ‘OMFG [Oh My Fucking God], we’re 
finally going to a grand final’. For 60 minutes or so that day i 
experienced what it feels like to KNOW your team is going to a 
grand final, and i loved it.49 

Pembleton’s post provides another example of mistaken belief, of the 
way that positive signs seemed to be read by these footy followers as 
a guarantee that the object of desire—a grand final or premiership—
was at hand. Evidence that victory should occur became seen as evi-
dence that victory would occur.50 Hence the triumphant joy.

But confidence at a game, and an intense one at that, is different 
from the exuberance possible before the match. While I’m yet to speak 
to or read of a Bulldogs fan who did not, at some stage in the game, 
expect to win, few were ready to publicly celebrate. Those who did 
celebrate were quickly quelled by others who feared hubris. ‘I blame 
my brother’ for the defeat wrote ‘always right’ in August 2006.51 ‘In 
1997 towards the end of the third quarter we kicked a goal and he 
stood up and yelled... “We’re going to a Grand Final!!!” He was imme-
diately besieged by a number of Bulldogs supporters who knew what 
a dangerous comment that was.’ It was ‘Too late’ concluded ‘always 
right’ ‘and the rest is history.’

What was ‘too late’, however, was the concern with hubris. For 
the Bulldog fans, like Nadia in 2003, already believed that they were 
going to win. And although this belief brought considerable pleasure, 
it also set the scene for the horror that followed; for a loss that was 
somehow completely unexpected. A combination of faith and signs 
that the faith would be realised had established the conditions for a 
defeat that would later be read as tragic. It was an intoxicating mix, 
enough to lead the normally cautious Nadia into uncharacteristically 

Nadia couldn’t concentrate on the day before the 2003 grand final.42 
Her team Collingwood was playing Brisbane on the last Saturday of 
September for the second year running. But while the Magpies had 
been great underdogs in 2002, this year they were clear favourites. 
Like most Collingwood fans, Nadia had the strong ‘sense that this 
was our year’. Unable to work on her chemistry thesis, Nadia decided 
to do something very ‘unusual’ for her—to go shopping for clothes. 
Everywhere she went Nadia encountered this ‘huge expectation that 
Collingwood was going to win’. Already she had seen that this expec-
tation had ‘led to all sorts of very very strange and uncharacteristic 
behaviour on the part of many people’. Nadia herself had done ‘some 
very strange things like making a recording of the Collingwood theme 
song for an Essendon supporting friend in Bangkok’. Shopping for 
some ‘smart black and white livery’ to watch the game in, Nadia found 
herself having these ‘Collingwood conversations with shop-keepers of 
the sort that my father would have’. She was engaging ‘in that way that 
I never thought was my style’ as if she was ‘sort of taken by the spirit’.

Later Nadia termed this ‘presumptuous joy’, and the out of char-
acter actions it occasioned ‘hubris’. Strange though she found it, such 
rash certainty is not unique. Gleeson tells us that ‘we [Bulldogs fans] 
did not consider the possibility’ of loss.43 Charlotte, a Geelong fan, 
experienced a similar certainty before the 1995 grand final.44 She 
spent the next twelve seasons after that devastating loss forswearing 
any faith or hope in the Cats. Yet in a manner that Charlotte described 
as ‘really bizarre’, she and those she knew suddenly became convinced 
that Geelong would win their 2007 preliminary final clash with 
Collingwood, despite having spent much of the year ‘waiting for the 
bubble to burst’.45 Glory, or a chance at glory, was on its way, or so 
these footy followers believed.

But if uncertainty is a hallmark of Australian football matches, 
what led fans like these to the curious belief that victory for their 
club was guaranteed? It seems as if some kind of faith is at work; 
faith in a promised time when the beloved club will win the much 
coveted premiership.46 When the signs of football—a reading of form 
and the portents of the season—pointed to a glorious victory, the 
promised triumph was presumed before the game had even begun. 
Nadia, Gleeson and Charlotte all traced their overconfidence back 
to particular events which suggested this was to be ‘THE YEAR’, as 
Brian Matthews referred to it in his autobiography.47 In contrast, on 
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GOD’, ‘and i remember not speaking until my brother came home 
from work, and we didnt speak about it all night.’58 ‘Chicago1’ ‘was 
on the top deck of the Northern stand and cried for ten minutes after 
the match.’59 Tony felt ‘sick in the guts, just sick in the guts’ after the 
game. ‘Leon’ also felt ill, writing later that this ‘game is the only time 
I have left a match feeling physically sick due to the result. I have left 
games we have lost feeling disappointed, heartbroken, angry etc... but 
this day went way, way beyond that. There’s no other way to describe 
it—I just felt sick.’60

Others expressed the unspeakable in violent acts of revenge 
against those who seemed to have stolen their enjoyment.61 The 
normally empathetic Walter ‘saw a couple of cars with windows 
smashed in as I was leaving’ but was too numb and tortured to care.62 
Daniel’s father, a normally ‘mild-mannered public servant’ who 
never expressed anger, tried ‘to get out and kill’ a celebrating Crows 
supporter who was yelling and banging on his car.63 Daniel himself 
felt ‘shattered’, but he pissed himself laughing when a Bulldogs 
follower ‘smacked’ a Crows fan and yelled out ‘yeah Bulldogs’ after 
the Crows fan had screamed ‘yeah Crows’ in his face.64 This was the 
only moment of wit in the immediate aftermath of the loss that I’ve 
come across. The defeat was literally no laughing matter. Whereas 
the often dark humour of fans seems somehow to generally limit 
physical fights, in a curious reversal the single moment of comedy 
came out of violence.65

For Clifford Leech, tragedy is ultimately about a confrontation with 
death, our death whose shocking reality we can never truly envisage 
or live ‘through in advance’.66 This is what ‘tragedy is truly about: 
the realization of the unthinkable’.67 When Western Bulldogs fans 
were able to try and express the unthinkable in words, death was the 
metaphor they often turned to. Marty Gleeson, as we’ve already heard, 
felt that ‘The Loss was more than losing a mere football match: it was 
like a death to deal with, however inadequately.’ The preliminary 
final loss ‘was like dying to most of us supporters’, stated ‘Chicago1’.68 
‘Sporty Spice’ agreed, noting ‘I’ve always said 97 felt like someone 
had died and took me eons to get over.’69 Nadia, too, experienced 
the Magpies’ 2003 grand final defeat as like a death.70 That night 
Nadia couldn’t sleep. It seemed bitterly cold, though she wasn’t sure 
how much of that was due to the actual temperature and how much 
to ‘my psychological state’. She got up and made a hot water bottle 

presumptive celebrations. Even Charlotte, who sought to stamp out 
her faith, came in spite of herself to a belief in late 2007 that courted 
bitter disappointment once again.52 It is to such bitter disappointment 
that I now turn.

TRAUMA

I was still depressed when we landed back home in Sydney a 
couple of days later. The feeling of loss was akin to that of when 
love goes wrong. Something had died. A dream had ended.

Clinton Walker53

The psychologist Carol Gilligan has argued that the classic Greek 
tragedies are better understood as tales of trauma.54 While I find 
her take on both tragedy and trauma highly problematic—she hopes 
to escape both—the accounts that football followers give of the 
aftermath of tragic finals losses are emblematic of trauma.55 ‘It was 
devastating, people were completely stunned,’ said Dave of the 1997 
preliminary final: 

I’ve never seen so many people so drained. I was shell-shocked. 
A mate of mine said he was never going to go to a game again, 
he was that distraught… It looked to be inconceivable after 
three-quarter time that we would lose—and inconceivable 
after the first fifteen minutes of the last quarter.56

Devastation was allied with disbelief. There was something awful 
about the loss that seemed impossible to understand. And in this 
Dave was not alone. ‘Walking home that night was the weirdest feel-
ing,’ explained Tony.57 ‘Everyone had their tri-coloured f lags out of 
their houses saying “Go Bulldogs” and it was just breaking dusk. My 
wife at the time said to me, “do you know what this feels like? Like one 
of those German existentialist films of the 30s, you knew something 
had gone on but your brain deliberately didn’t want to compute it.”’

For many Bulldog followers, what had happened couldn’t be put 
into words. Their shock and bewilderment were expressed instead 
by silence, tears and other physical manifestations of considerable 
unease. ‘When the siren went i just sat there in shock,’ recalled ‘DOG 
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Traumatic finals losses exercise a terrible fascination for football 
followers. They often want, in the months and years that follow, to 
annihilate the memory of the hideous defeat, but many seem unable 
to stop speaking about it. On the Internet discussion forums it some-
times seems not a week will go by without a Bulldogs fan bringing up 
the 1997 preliminary final loss. Discussions of the Adelaide Crows, of 
former Dogs players like Mark West, Todd Curley and Rohan Smith, 
of the former coach Terry Wallace, of the so-called losing culture of 
the Bulldogs, of close losses, and of the continued wait for a premier-
ship victory, are all wont to diverge into a conversation about that 
fateful defeat. On most occasions there are complaints that the topic 
has been brought back up. ‘Stop ****ing Talking About It!’ , wrote 
‘Leon’ in October 2005 after ‘bulldogrob’ created ‘Only for the Brave’, 
a thread notifying people that Fox Footy were replaying the game.74 
When the Herald Sun journalist Mark Stevens wrote about the match 
in August 2007, ‘AngeloPetraglia’ asked ‘Why do we have to re-live all 
those memories again?’: 

Sat down for some breakfast and a coffee yesterday morning 
looking forward to a good day and nearly choked on my corn 
flakes! 

Yes. I nearly started crying… again. Ahhhhh the pain. How, 
how, how, how, how, how did we ever lose that game?75

Such acts of protest, however, keep the discussion going. And those 
who complain generally go on to detail their memories of the loss, 
with ‘AngeloPetraglia’ writing, for example, of the great silence on the 
train home, broken only by his brother’s anti-Todd Curly rants. 

The complaint is that recalling the loss seems to bring back the 
awful suffering. ‘Feel sick’, wrote Batman after reading the Stevens 
article.76 ‘I read that, and all a sudden that bottle of scotch on my desk 
is looking good,’ reported ‘SonOfScray’. ‘I remember that day like it 
was yesterday and it still hurts, even reading the article stirred up some 
emotions.’77 ‘Each time I’m reminded of it, I feel as though I need 
therapy’ stated ‘The Coon Dog’ after ‘Pembleton’ started a thread on 
the ten year anniversary of the loss.78 ‘Hello all’, wrote ‘Jean Claude Vas 
Deferens’ to the people reading a June 2007 thread on Terry Wallace 
that had turned into another discussion of the 1997 preliminary final: 

‘which should be unnecessary on the last Saturday in September’, 
and read Kill for Collingwood, the history of the club which her father 
had delivered in the morning with her grand final ticket inside it. 
Later she would see this ‘huddling in bed, clinging to the hot water 
bottle’ as ‘like a kind of physical manifestation of trying to hold onto 
something that is sort of escaping… trying to cling to something that 
seemed to be gone.’ 

Nadia and the Bulldogs fans had experienced the joys of 
anticipation, the delights of believing that the wondrous pleasure 
they had long yearned for was about to be theirs. But instead of 
realising their dreams they ended up receiving something completely 
unexpected. Their glorious fantasies of victory were ruptured by 
something they couldn’t understand. In Lacanian terms, it is as if 
they encountered that bit of reality that is unbearable, the Real which 
has our death in it, whose presence resists complete symbolisation 
and brings trauma.71 Their expressions of shock, bewilderment, 
silence, tears, physical pain and violence read like descriptions of 
the excessive suffering Jacques Lacan termed jouissance: an intense 
experience of something which is too much, something intolerable 
and redolent of death.72

The end of the game, then, brought no happy purgation, no 
satisfying enlightenment, no draining of hostility. The loss was 
seriously perturbing, the bitter emotions of defeat had a danger in 
them and they still stung. There was no experience, in other words, 
of catharsis as defined by scholars of tragedy and sports. But perhaps 
it is too early for an analysis of catharsis. For what we have here are 
moments of expectation and then a dramatic reversal of fortune. 
The ingredients for tragedy, but not yet the telling of tragic tales. The 
question is, why do such experiences of trauma come to be told in 
tragic terms? I address this question by looking at the way fans live 
with this trauma.

TRAGIC NARRATIVES

IT HURTS, it really hurts. Any team, but Carlton. Years of 
therapy to erase the ’99 prelim nightmare. But now it is back to 
the couch again!

Alex Shabs73
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Sands, ‘Tragedies record the fundamental contradiction between 
reality and ideality: life is not as it should be.’87 Marty Gleeson’s tragic 
tale of the 1997 preliminary final attests to a horrible wrongness. The 
game had not ended as it should have. It is a point made over and 
over again—sometimes with humour, often with pity—in the never-
ending discussions by Bulldog fans of the game. 

While these discussions evoke the pain of the loss, they also 
address this wrongness. Those seen to be at fault—particular Bull-
dogs players, the coach, the whole team, umpires, the Adelaide Crows 
and its players—are the subject of hostility and derision. There are the 
pleasures here of scapegoating and of the birth of hatred. In a typical 
example, Dave has ‘always despised Adelaide, and in particular Kane 
Johnson and Darren Jarman’ since the 1997 loss; ‘the whole team I 
just hate.’88 The ongoing nature of this hatred reveals the way a seem-
ingly wrong loss can foster rivalry and a wish for revenge. 

Such wishes were on display alongside painful recollections after 
a come-from-behind victory against Adelaide in 2006 that put the 
Bulldogs into the finals for the first time since 2000. ‘snag’s started 
an Internet discussion thread on the pleasures of retribution, with the 
comment that it was ‘impossible to watch us play Adelaide at the “G” 
without getting horrible flashbacks of 97, similar to Vietnam veterans 
to low f lying choppers.’89 Interspersed among the re-iterations that 
followed of the 1997 loss were expressions of delight at the crucial win 
over Adelaide. But ‘Yankee Hotel Foxtrot’ articulated the thoughts of 
many in noting that though ‘yesterday was a wonderful victory… it 
does nothing to erase the pain of 97.’90 

Instead, there is a sense among Bulldog fans that only a premier-
ship victory can properly redress the tragic preliminary final loss to 
Adelaide. ‘Until a GF [Grand Final] win, it will never heal,’ is how 
‘bulldogtragic’ put it when responding to ‘Yankee Hotel Foxtrot’s 
post.91 This desire for redemption is arguably the most telling effect of 
a tragic reading of the 1997 trauma. Each return to the horribly wrong 
loss, and the great suffering this occasioned, fosters a demand for 
reparation. The need to remedy the devastating loss that should never 
have happened thus becomes one more reason to crave the delivery of 
another Western Bulldogs premiership flag.92

Charlotte provided a different kind of tragic narrative when 
recounting Geelong’s 1995 grand final defeat. Looking back the loss 
seemed inevitable, her certain belief a terrible mistake.93 Her tale 

just wanted to let you know that I’ve been outside all afternoon 
hitting myself in the head with a hammer. The reason, of 
course, is because it feels so good when you stop. The pain kind 
of... just goes away. I wish I could say the same thing for that 
Preliminary Final. 79

The considerable humour in these comments serves to emphasise the 
suffering entailed in remembering the loss.80 But why is there this 
compulsion to return to this pain, a return that acts as something of a 
repetition? Freud, wrestling with the question of why people seemed 
to compulsively repeat moments of trauma, suggested that each rep-
etition attempts to quiet the trauma and in so doing end the cycle of 
repetitions.81 Each repetition is a failed attempt to heal the trauma. 
The repeated attempts to understand what happened—to understand 
both why the Bulldogs lost and why it was such a shattering event—
certainly suggest that fans are continually trying, and continually 
failing, to completely grasp and thus quiet this trauma.

But unlike victims of actual shell-shock, the Bulldogs footy fans 
do not repeat the actual event of the loss. They do not wake up in a cold 
sweat after nightmares that re-enacted the traumatic events.82 Instead 
their return is more like that of Freud’s grandson who expressed the 
pain of his mother’s absence through a repetitive word-game.83 For 
the fans’ continuing return comes via words; through the attempt to 
tell what at the time was untellable. The move is from what happened 
to a story of what happened.

Kathleen Sands argues that such a transformation of ‘the modal-
ity of repetition from… event to narration’ characterises successful 
tragedies.84 The tragic narratives ‘mark off trauma’, delimiting these 
black holes so that meaning might orbit around them.85 Yet Sands’ 
conception of tragedy seems too stable. The continual return to these 
narratives suggests that something continues to escape, or perhaps 
to break through. Leech puts it better, I think, when he notes that 
‘any successful tragedy makes us feel simultaneously that we have 
done with the situation and that we are still desperately concerned 
with it.’86 

But if the measure of success is the resolution of trauma, these 
tragic narratives fail. The words that come to stand in for the loss can 
never fully capture it. The pain remains strong, as we have seen. What, 
then, does telling these events in tragic terms provide? According to 
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This paper has explored something of the pleasure and suffering 
bound up in particularly distressing finals losses that many footy 
fans come to read as tragic. Signs that a grand final appearance 
or premiership is likely are presumptively taken as guaranteeing 
that the promised time of ultimate victory and reward is at hand. 
This belief that victory is certain leads to considerable joy but also 
establishes the conditions for tragedy; for a loss that is somehow 
completely unexpected. These losses are experienced as traumatic. 
They are shocking in a manner that cannot be articulated, and lead 
to substantial suffering likened to that occasioned by a death. The 
barrackers I studied repeatedly returned despite themselves to 
these losses. But they brought with them the words which had been 
largely absent in the initial face of this loss. And these words framed 
the loss in tragic terms. The various tales of wrongness, inevitable 
failure, and of inevitable redemption, all renewed a longing for the 
premiership.

One question to be addressed is: what are the consequences of 
getting what is desired? To put it in footballing terms, what happens 
when the beloved club does actually win the premiership? But I want 
to end where I began, with the difficult mysteries of the pleasure and 
catharsis in tragic suffering. Clearly, the fans who were the subject 
of this paper did not experience a pleasurable catharsis as it has been 
defined. Neither, however, do those people who attend performances 
of tragedies like King Lear, though they do not appear to suffer as 
extremely as the footy fans I’ve chronicled. Yet the Bulldogs fans who 
continually return to speak of the tragedy of 1997 did evince some 
elements of pleasure. They wrote of the pain of returning to the loss 
with wit, relished a hatred of Adelaide, nurtured a desire for revenge, 
and yearned even more for the premiership that would reward their 
faith and redeem their suffering.

These pleasures arise from a desire to right the tragic wrong that 
occurred in the 1997 preliminary final. Kathleen Sands writes that 
to ‘uncover tragedy is… to reignite the desire for lives and selves that 
are better.’99 Perhaps this is where the catharsis associated with trag-
edy might lie: in the telling of tragic narratives which frame trauma 
somewhat in language. Although the trauma is never fully purged 
or released, enough sense is made of it to foster the wish for another 
world.100 There is something of a clarification, in other words, that 
leads to the pleasures of desire.101
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acted as a protection against further trauma, as a warning of the 
futility of trusting that glory would someday come.94 Yet Charlotte’s 
regular return to this warning, and associated protestations of dis-
belief and mistrust, suggests she was wrestling at some level with a 
hope against hope for the promised glory that would counter the 1995 
defeat. And in late 2007, when the signs indicated victory should be at 
hand, she came again, despite herself, to certain belief.95 

Nadia also came to understand the shocking, unexpected grand 
final defeat of 2003 as somehow inevitable. When she got up the 
morning after the Magpies’ 2003 defeat, Nadia felt a sense of betrayal 
to see the sun up shining brightly on a glorious morning, that life 
was continuing on as normal.96 After crying for a long time she rode 
to her father’s house, and together they drove out to the green hills of 
Eltham. They were acting out a different kind of return, re-enacting 
a ritual of childhood, counting magpies, their club’s ‘totemic bird’. 
The ‘ritual of the drive and the counting of the birds’ was another 
way of recovering desire after a traumatic encounter. For she and her 
father were coming together to ‘let go of the season that had been and 
start looking forward to the next one’. Nadia had ‘everything invested 
in that game, well maybe not everything, but an awful lot, really a 
huge amount’. Until the drive she felt like something had died, ‘the 
season and all that had transpired throughout it seemed to be ebbing 
away and leaving a sort of nothingness.’ However, the return with 
her father to magpie counting—to something that was a word-game 
among other things—enabled her to realise that she ‘still loved’ 
the Magpies, and ‘that there would be a future’. Though she still 
describes the loss as tragic, Nadia finds it ‘hard to imagine’ the game 
as having ‘any other ending’; it even ‘seems somehow rather fitting 
that that’s how it ended’. Less angst lingered with her than it did with 
Charlotte and does with the Western Bulldogs followers. Perhaps 
this was because she had found another, deeper way of returning to 
her love and faith in Collingwood, with the ongoing quest for the 
premiership that this entails.97

CATHARSIS?

Tragedy would not be tragedy if it were not a painful mystery. 
      AC Bradley98
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But the pleasure here is an awful one, that of starting afresh after 
a devastating loss. And the desire for a better, promised world has a 
danger to it, for it can occasion the presumptive certain belief that sets 
the conditions once again for another shocking loss.   √
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