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			Back cover

			Preface by Pascal Boniface.

			Why did the Euro soccer tournament follow in the footsteps of European integration? What confrontations are impossible between certain countries, such as those between Russia and Ukraine, or Armenia and Azerbaijan? Which matches have gone beyond sporting stakes to become geopolitical “wars”? Or, conversely, how can soccer be a tool of emancipation for peoples? Or even play a part in the political strategies of countries such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar as they seek to improve their image in the eyes of the world? 

			In a pleasant and precise style, the author tells us 22 stories in which the round ball found itself at the heart of international relations. He shows us that geopolitics is neither boring nor reserved for seasoned diplomats, and that soccer can go beyond the pitch.

			 

			Kévin Veyssière, 32, is the founder of Football Club Geopolitics, a medium that popularizes geopolitics and sport, and has over 70,000 subscribers on social networks. He is the author of three books (Football Club Geopolitics, Mondial and Planète Rugby) published by Max Milo.
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			Foreword

			Kévin Veyssière set up a social networking page, “FC Geopolitics”, which quickly became a huge success, attracting the attention of an ever-growing audience. The reasons for this success are very simple: to combine serious documentation with a judicious choice of illustrations. The subjects he tackles arouse curiosity, but are far from anecdotal: they lead to in-depth reflection, all in a pleasant tone. Kévin Veyssière likes to astonish and take us down circuitous paths. He manages to show that soccer is a very serious subject, and that geopolitics can be fun. The little stories are there for the big ones, and he takes us along in an attractive way. 

			Kévin Veyssière reminds us of the time when Franco’s Spain refused to play against the USSR, or how Croatia used its national team to gain international recognition. Closer to home, he evokes the “impossible matches” of the Kosovo team, those that would pit Gibraltar against Spain, or Armenia against Azerbaijan. These can range from the seemingly anecdotal (Tuvalu) to the weighty (the Qatar-Saudi Arabia duel). It’s always precise and enjoyable.

			In the early days of European soccer, before the advent of mass television and social networks, many teenagers learned about European geography by reading about the results of foreign championships and European cups. No doubt, in a few years’ time, many people will say they became interested in geopolitics through Kévin Veyssière’s stories, seeking to broaden their knowledge after realizing that no, geopolitics isn’t boring and off-putting, and that it’s not just for seasoned diplomats and staff officers. 

			Shortly before the 1998 World Cup, I suggested to two publishers—one academic, the other general public—that I should write a book on the theme of soccer and international relations. They didn’t laugh in my face, out of politeness. They didn’t think any less of me. Courteously, they made me understand that, since my passion—guilty as charged for an academic—was something as trifling as soccer, I could possibly write a book on the subject. But they urged me to write a book on international relations, since that was my profession and my specialty. They saw absolutely no connection between the two, and gave me friendly advice against pursuing this pipe dream. 

			Soccer is now less despised by the intellectual elite, and geopolitics is widely rehabilitated. Linking soccer and geopolitics is now a matter of course. Kévin Veyssière illustrates this with talent. He succeeds in opening up the curiosity of soccer fans to geopolitics, and demonstrates to those interested in geostrategic issues that soccer can be part of it.

			 

			Pascal Boniface

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			From June 14, 2024, the 17th edition of the Euro will be held, the major international event in European soccer. Soccer again, you may ask? Since its inception in 1960, the Euro has served to break down barriers and ease relations between European nations, already shaken by the two world wars. It’s no coincidence that the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA), which was behind the creation of this summer tournament, was born at the same time as the political and economic construction of Europe, with the signing of the Treaties of Rome in 1957. The idea was to reunite the European continent through sport and to find a new arena, other than the battlefield, on which nations could compete.

			The gamble seems to have paid off, since today the UEFA organization brings together almost 55 member countries, far more than the European Union (27) or the Council of Europe (47). Football has succeeded in transcending borders, even beyond the continent itself. The Europe of soccer now extends as far as Kazakhstan! Soccer now embraces every stratum of society, revealing the strengths and weaknesses of every state on our planet.

			On the sporting field, matches replace the old warlike confrontations, as can be the case when England and Scotland clash. Or they enable nations to make their mark, like Croatia at Euro 1996, who were able to wear their chequered jersey, a national symbol, for the first time in an international soccer competition. A situation that Georgia is about to experience, as its national team takes part in the Euro for the first time, against a backdrop of integration into the European Union.

			Indeed, the world’s most popular sport is a formidable showcase, synonymous for states with leverage to attract their territory: a soft power tool1, to shine and seduce in the eyes of the world; a source of influence that can be used to bring a country out of anonymity or change its image. This is the path taken by Qatar, which has become a key player in the world of football and sport, particularly since the organization of the 2022 World Cup, which not only put an entire country in the spotlight, but also highlighted its limitations, particularly in terms of human rights. Proof that using sport as a tool to promote one’s territory can be a double-edged sword, and ultimately do as much harm as good.

			National teams sometimes play such an ambassadorial role that a soccer match can be like a new battle. As when the Hong Kong team’s victory over China sparked off riots in Beijing in 1985. Or when Argentina’s Diego Maradona “avenged” the Falklands War by defeating England in the 1986 World Cup. In some cases, the situation is such that matches are impossible. Kosovo, whose state existence is not internationally recognized, is one such case. Its national team simply cannot play against certain other countries. When real war breaks out, soccer has no place as an instrument of peace, as is the case between Armenia and Azerbaijan in the Nagorno-Karabakh region.

			Beyond simple encounters between respective countries, soccer can also be the source of great stories to promote a country’s autonomy. Like the epic of the “Eleven of Independence” in the 1960s, in their quest for a free Algeria. Practices that are being replicated today in Greenland, a gigantic Danish territory that is seeking a path to independence through football. Thousands of kilometers from the Arctic, Easter Island also uses soccer to promote recognition of the Rapa Nui culture, proving that this sport can enable populations and regions to achieve greater autonomy. Last but not least, soccer can serve as a formidable wake-up call on the urgent issue of global warming, and thus save what can still be saved of the Tuvalu Islands in Oceania.

			Far from being exhaustive, this book invites the curious, whether soccer fans or budding geographers, to explore the world through soccer stories and great sporting moments, while helping to understand the political, economic and social issues facing our planet.

			Soccer isn’t just about the ball.

			 

			Kévin Veyssière

			 

			 

			

			
				
					1.“Soft power is this soft power, which has become the new and subtle form of power, where each state tries to attract the attention, respect and sympathy of other nations”, Boniface Pascal, Géopolitique du sport, Armand Colin, 2014.
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			I. The Euro Soccer Championship, a History Intimately Linked to That of Europe

			1. Euro Soccer in the Footsteps of European Integration

			The European Nations Football Championship was born at the same time as the beginnings of European economic and political construction. This was no coincidence, as the decision-makers of the continent’s various countries were seeking to unite and avoid repeating the mistakes of previous world wars. In a way, the Euro soccer tournament helped push back the frontiers. The round ball pierced the “Iron Curtain” and enabled the nations of the Western and Eastern blocs to meet on a terrain other than that of the Cold War.

			 

			Europe is the birthplace of soccer. The first real club was founded in England in 1857, in the city of Sheffield. It was on English soil that the first international soccer match in history was played, on November 30, 1872, against Scotland. The game was then exported across the continent and around the world by merchants, settlers and representatives of the British Empire. Such was its success that other teams were born. The first match between two non-British national teams took place in Vienna between Austria and Hungary on October 12, 1902. Faced with the internationalization of the English Game, teams from across the Channel gradually began to turn in on themselves, presenting themselves as the great patrons of their sport. In fact, the English team collected a string of successes in its first away matches, including a severe 15-0 victory over France in 1906. In other European countries, numerous clubs emerged and organized themselves to counter British hegemony, which was both sporting and political at the time. 

			Sport, as an instrument for easing international tensions, is also on a roll, since the first modern Olympic Games were created in 1896, on the initiative of Frenchman Pierre de Coubertin. Soccer followed suit. On May 21, 1904, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association, more commonly known today as FIFA, was founded in Paris. The founding members were European: Belgium, Denmark, France, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland. International matches were confined to friendlies. The benchmark tournament of the time was the Olympic Games, where the British team won the 1908 and 1912 editions. The First World War, from 1914 to 1918, shook the whole of Europe, reshuffling the cards of the powers that be. Not to mention the human disaster that resulted from this terrible conflict, with over 20 million victims. 

			Sport could have been one of the levers for building a peaceful Europe after the war, but the Versailles Peace Treaty of 1919 shows that the victorious nations were more interested in weakening their rivals than in finding a compromise. This discrepancy was not conducive to the construction of a political Europe. At the same time, new players are competing with European nations at their own game. This was already the case in omnisports, with the United States topping the medals table at the various Olympic Games from 1920 onwards. New nations also made their presence felt in the round ball arena. The Olympic Football Tournament remains the only truly international soccer competition. In 1920, Egypt became the first non-Western team to take part, soon joined by Uruguay in 1924. Uruguay won the tournament against Switzerland that year. The situation was even worse for Europe in 1928, when no European team reached the final! Uruguay won again at the expense of Argentina.

			The British nations and Europe no longer have a monopoly on soccer. Above all, FIFA began to give serious thought to the creation of a large-scale international tournament, as the last two Olympic finals had attracted over 30,000 spectators, and it was the highest-grossing soccer competition of all the Olympic events at the time. As part of this development, FIFA allows professional players to take part, as many European countries have already started to set up their own leagues. This did not sit well with the International Olympic Committee (IOC), which wished to preserve the value of amateurism at its Games. This disagreement led to the creation of the first soccer World Cup, in 1930. 

			The organizer’s choice was the hottest team of the moment, Uruguay. Officially to celebrate the country’s centenary, unofficially because Uruguay agreed to pay the teams’ participation fees and build a new stadium dedicated to the final of this new world competition. Although the Uruguayan team won this first edition, this was not the case for the following ones, which took place in Europe, in 1934 in Italy and in 1938 in France. The soccer craze of those years was not used to bring nations closer together. As evidenced by the organization of the 1934 World Cup in Mussolini’s Italy, and the 1936 Olympic Games in Nazi Germany, sport was used to legitimize the dictatorial regimes of the host countries.

			However, the idea of creating a European competition was already present, with Henri Delaunay, General Secretary of the French Football Federation, pushing for the organization of an international tournament on the European continent as early as 1927. The creation of the World Cup sounded the death knell for this project. It wasn’t until the end of the Second World War that the idea resurfaced, this time with the firm intention of bringing people together through sport, and not making the same mistakes as in the past. At the end of the war, while the “fathers” of Europe (Jean Monnet, Robert Schuman, Paul-Henri Spaak) were working on the economic and political construction of Europe, three other men were developing the continent’s sporting union: the Italian Ottorino Barassi, the Belgian José Crahay and the French Henri Delaunay. Things had been moving since 1953, when FIFA lifted the ban on the creation of continental federations. This decision was taken following pressure from European countries in the face of the growing influence of South American nations. The first post-war World Cup, in 1950, ended with Uruguay defeating Brazil. At the same time, soccer was becoming increasingly internationalized, and the influence of Europeans on FIFA’s decisions began to wane.

			These two trends—countering South American leadership in soccer, and reinforcing the logic of bringing peoples closer together—with the creation of the Council of Europe in 1949 and the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1952—gave rise to the idea of creating a European soccer organization. On June 15, 1954, the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) was founded in the Swiss city of Basel—a federation that went beyond mere politics, as 25 delegates took part, representing 30 soccer federations, including some from the Eastern Bloc. Since the end of the Second World War, Europe has been divided in two by an “Iron Curtain”. This expression symbolizes the political border dividing the European continent into two distinct zones: a Western bloc made up of European states oriented towards the USA, and an Eastern bloc made up of European states under the influence of the USSR. Soccer is one of the few ways of blurring this political boundary.

			The creation of UEFA should logically have led to the creation of a European competition between the various national teams. While South America’s Copa America has existed since 1916, the project for a European equivalent has been slow to materialize. The death in 1954 of Henri Delaunay, one of UEFA’s founders, further hampered the project. Meanwhile, clubs were getting organized. Following an article in the Daily Mirror in December 1954, which proclaimed that the English club Wolverhampton deserved the title of European champion after two victories over Budapest Honvéd and Spartak Moscow, the French newspaper L’Équipe counter-attacked. At the instigation of its journalist Gabriel Hanot, it proposed the creation of a European cup to prove that British hegemony in football was far from a foregone conclusion2. It’s an idea that ties in with another, as the sports daily has for some years been looking to create a competition to boost its mid-week newspaper sales.

			On April 3 1955, the newspaper L’Équipe and the presidents of Europe’s leading clubs agreed to create the European Champion Clubs’ Cup, the forerunner of today’s Champions League. The first edition of this European Cup was launched in the 1955-1956 season. If UEFA did not intervene immediately in this matter, it was primarily because Henri Delaunay was no longer in charge, and the organization had been created at the outset with the political aim of defending European positions within FIFA, rather than setting up sporting competitions.

			The European Cup was so popular (with almost 124,000 spectators in the Santiago-Bernabéu stadium for the 1957 final between Real Madrid and Fiorentina) that the idea of creating a competition between the main national teams resurfaced within the UEFA governing bodies. After much wrangling with FIFA, the principle of a European Nations Championship, or Euro Football Championship, was agreed in June 1958 in Stockholm. A year earlier, the Treaties of Rome had been signed, laying the foundations of the European Economic Community (EEC).

			There remained the daunting task of convincing the national federations to take part in this future Euro, to be held between 1958 and 1960. Pierre Delaunay, Henri’s son, embarked on a tour to convince 17 national federations to take part in this first competition. As with the European Club Cup, this sporting tournament brought together countries beyond the “Iron Curtain”, as even the USSR agreed to take part. The very first match of this championship, or at least the qualifying rounds, took place on September 28, 1958: the USSR met Hungary in Moscow’s Central Lenin Stadium, where over 100,000 people turned out to watch the game. Other matches allowed nations from different blocs to meet. Like on April 5, 1959, when the Republic of Ireland, a western nation, met Czechoslovakia, an eastern nation.

			As the years go by, the Euro continues to grow and break down borders. For the 2024 edition in Germany, 53 UEFA member national teams are taking part in the qualifiers. 24 teams will compete in the final phase this summer. This makes the “Europe of soccer” an important lever in the construction of Europe as a continent, and even beyond, since national soccer teams such as those of Azerbaijan, Israel and Kazakhstan are also present. In this way, the European Nations Football Championship has achieved its main objective of bringing people together, breaking down barriers and extending European borders.

			 

			 

			

			
				
					2. Mouton Olivier, Hors-Jeu. 22 matchs de foot qui ont marqué l’histoire, Armand Colin, 2017—chap. 6, p. 61.

				

			

		

	
		
			2. Euro 1960: Franco’s Spain Refuses to Play the USSR

			The first Euro soccer tournament, in 1960, was a real boon for UEFA, whose ambition was to make its tournament the most watched competition on the planet. However, a decisive match between the two main favorites, Spain and the USSR, turned this sporting moment into a political one. It highlights the major differences between Europe, the ideological divide between the Western and Eastern blocs, and the Cold War.

			 

			We left Euro 1960, in the previous chapter, with one of the matches that transcended the European divisions of the Cold War, that between the Republic of Ireland and Czechoslovakia. In this game, it was the team from the East that qualified for the rest of the European Nations Championship. Although the competition features 17 competing nations, some of Europe’s top teams, such as England, Germany and Italy, have declined the invitation. The reason: they have doubts about the success of this new tournament. Yet France, third in the 1958 World Cup, Sweden, finalists against Brazil, and Spain, with many Real Madrid players, are all there.

			The Madrid-based club is on top of Europe, having won every European Champion Clubs’ Cup title since 1956, and boasts some of the best players in the game, most notably Alfredo Di Stéfano. In other words, Spain are the scarecrows of this first Euro. To reach the final phase of the competition, the teams involved must still play two rounds of knockout matches, a sort of round of 16 and quarter-finals before their time. The main favourites have no trouble distinguishing themselves during their warm-up rounds. UEFA, the competition’s organizers, can keep smiling. 

			In the next round, a shadow slipped over the table. The USSR team, who easily overcame Hungary, meet Spain in the quarter-finals. A mouth-watering match on paper, between the two footballing forces of the moment. The Soviets won the soccer event at the 1956 Olympic Games in Melbourne. But the match never took place. Because of one man: Franco. The military dictator had ruled Spain since 1939. To achieve this, he had to win the Spanish Civil War between 1936 and 1939, during which the USSR supported the People’s Army of the Spanish Republic, while Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany lent their support to Franco’s nationalist regime. 

			The “Caudillo”, Franco’s nickname, kept this “betrayal” in mind. Nine days before the first leg, a Council of Ministers meeting was held to decide whether the Spanish team should play the Soviet team at Euro 1960. Four days later, the final decision was made. It was decided that the Spanish team would not play the USSR. The decision was justified in writing by the fact that Spanish soldiers from the Azul Division, who had been made available by Spain to the Wehrmacht during the Second World War to fight on the Russian front, were still being held prisoner in the Siberian gulags.

			Just before leaving for the match, the Spanish team remained grounded. Legend has it that Spanish star Di Stéfano lamented: “Why? Why?” he said to a federation official. “Why? Franco’s orders”3, was the reply. It has to be said that the military general took a very dim view of the fact that the Spanish team could suffer defeat in Moscow, and thus deal a direct blow to the legitimacy and effectiveness of his political regime. The old demons of the Spanish Civil War could also have resurfaced if “Soviet ambassadors” in spikes had come to the capital Madrid. 

			In any case, this decision is terrible for UEFA, which does not want the political decisions of its member countries to interfere with the smooth running of its competition, which is presented as apolitical. The newspapers, for their part, were quick to draw the line. Agence France-Presse headlined: “Football is a victim of the Cold War”.4 UEFA then tried everything and proposed a compromise. The match would be played on neutral ground. The Spanish regime accepted, but the Soviets refused. The European soccer governing body had no choice but to abdicate and announce the USSR’s qualification. Spain, excluded, was fined 2,000 Swiss francs. The great Spanish generation of the time, who dominated European soccer with Real Madrid, lost the opportunity to win a major international title. Particularly Di Stéfano, who never won a title with Spain. 

			On the Soviet side, the team has the privilege of taking part in the first ever Euro soccer finals. For this part of the competition between the last four qualifying teams, matches are no longer played over two legs, but in a knockout format. UEFA chooses France to host the final round, in tribute to Henri Delaunay. This did not bring Les Bleus any luck, as they lost to Yugoslavia in the semi-finals, while the USSR defeated Czechoslovakia. 

			The final on July 10, 1960 at the Parc des Princes stadium in Paris had all the makings of a political encounter. Now a leader of the non-aligned movement, Yugoslavia, governed by General Tito, had severed relations with the USSR since 1948. A Yugoslav victory would be seen as a triumph on the Soviet model. All the more so as the players were promised a plot of land in the event of victory. However, in the decisive match, legendary Soviet goalkeeper Lev Yashin tamed the Balkan offensives, and it was striker Viktor Ponedelnik who propelled the “Red Army” to the summit of European soccer. A victory that brings relief. 

			The USSR had already crossed paths with Yugoslavia at the 1952 Olympic soccer tournament in Helsinki. The Yugoslav victory angered Stalin, who severely punished the team’s players and coach. By 1960, honor had been restored. With this sporting victory, the Soviet regime could boast that its political model had prevailed over all others, particularly those of the West. All the more so as the final podium of this first Euro crowned three national teams from Eastern Europe: the USSR, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia.

			Is Franco biting his fingers? History doesn’t tell us. Meanwhile, most Spanish players were comforted by another European title for Real Madrid, with a 7-3 victory over Eintracht Frankfurt. Proof that Spain is on top form, the 1960 Ballon d’Or was awarded to FC Barcelona’s Luis Suarez. But the golden generation did not lose everything. Franco had his revenge four years later, at the second edition of the Euro in 1964. 
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