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INTRODUCTION: FOOTBALL IS FIRST





Football is first.


The craziness around football is second.


Then there is the rest of the world.


Carlos Monsiváis







The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social relationship amongst people, mediated by images.


Guy Debord







I


Carlos Monsiváis, the late essayist and critic, was referring to the mental and emotional priorities of the Mexican press and public during the World Cup, the tournament invariably coinciding with elections to either the Senate or the Presidency itself. Extraordinary as this is, that the fate of the national football team should, for even just a month, eclipse such important political moments, and true as this is for many polities and publics, Monsiváis’ epigram speaks to a more general and even stranger truth.


Football is first.


First amongst sports themselves, first amongst the world’s popular cultural forms. The game is able to command the allegiance, interest and engagement of more people in more places than any other sport. The World Cup has superseded the Olympics as the spectacle of all spectacles. The NFL might just remain the biggest single-sport league financially, but European football alone has entirely outstripped its revenues and global reach, and the gap is only going to get bigger. In the three most populous nations of the earth – China, India and the United States, where just twenty years ago football held a very peripheral place in the sporting and popular cultural landscape – it has now arrived for good. In China the party has made the game the measure of the nation’s development. In the United States it gathers a coalition who see a version of the nation that is normal, not exceptional; playing others rather than dominating them. In India it is emerging from beneath the blanket obsession with cricket of the last few decades as a new marker of cosmopolitanism and class distinctions.


If football’s place in global sporting culture has become almost unassailable, its weight, relative to other cultural forms and industries, has also sharply risen. It bears comparison with the world’s religions, not as a system of belief or alternative metaphysics, but in the scale, regularity and profundity of its cycles and rituals. Its economic footprint is hardly titanic, but European football now turns over more revenue than the European publishing or cinema industries. The game’s attraction to global corporations as a vector for their brands seems unquenchable, ensuring its presence and imagery is multiplied many times over. It is an object of desire for television networks across the world. Indeed, even Amazon and Facebook, recent purchasers of football media rights, have decided that they need football more than football needs them. The level of mainstream and social media coverage accorded the game is simply vast and unending. The game attracts, at its peak, audiences that dwarf other sports, shows and genres; and when it does so, it gathers eyes and minds in acts of collective imagining like no other spectacle on offer. Everywhere, as it has for over a century, football creates and dramatizes our social identities, our amities and our antipathies. No other sport, no popular cultural form, has been subject to this degree of adulation. Football is first: the most global and most popular of popular cultural phenomenon in the twenty-first century.


In Monsiváis’ reading of the game, football serves primarily as a distraction from the ‘real world’ of Mexican politics and the country’s economic and social problems. Worse, it evokes hysteria rather than the clear-eyed reasoned thinking the latter demand. This is not an unreasonable interpretation of Mexico’s relationship to football, or the rest of the world’s. Football is often a distraction; in some ways that is the point: the game’s locus as a place of emotional refuge, escape and otherworldliness has long been part of its purpose and pleasures. Certainly, there is no shortage of irrational, myopic, deluded and obsessive behaviour in the football world. Interpreted in this light football is rendered as a twenty-first-century version of the Roman Circus, a crude but effective instrument of rule that distracts and disables popular consciousness.


True, but the idea that the real world is actually sealed off or absent from the worlds of football and the craziness around it cannot stand. In fact, the real world of economic and political power is more present in football than ever before and, though it hides itself in a thousand ways, there is actually no greater or more transparent public theatre for exposing these forces at work. At the same time the craziness around the game should not be understood as just self-consciously ignorant hedonism and reverie. One can also read the game’s irrationality not as a form of madness, but as a deeply felt refusal to accept the presence of the real world in the game as legitimate, or to allot it the seriousness it commands. Football fever can serve as a collective insistence that there are other moral logics and priorities in this world, different from and more human than the ones we so blithely award the soubriquet of the real.


Guy Debord, the melancholy kingpin of the Situationist International, recognized that presence of social relationships inside the modern media spectacle. Indeed, in his brilliant, aphoristic Society of the Spectacle, he came to define the phenomenon in precisely that way. The media spectacle, whatever its content, would, he predicted, bind great networks of people and institutions together by the mere consumption of imagery, and in so doing establish new relationships of domination and control. The spectacle would not just distract but commodify, blind and stupefy too. Moreover, whatever spontaneous authenticity and lived reality the subject of the spectacle might possess to begin with – be it a musical performance, religious ceremony or game of football – it would inevitably be reshaped by the forces of commerce and power to create a simulacrum, an ever more perfect and ever more fabricated, deracinated version of the real.


Written in the mid-1960s, an era of deep somnolence in French football, Debord’s work gives no indication that football would furnish the pinnacle of the modern spectacle. Had he done so, he might not have drawn such bleak conclusions, for Debord and the Situationists were alert to the subversive potential of play and games. His Danish colleague, the artist Asger Jorn, invented the notion of three-sided football as a challenge to ludic orthodoxy, and as an experiment in non-binary models of social interaction, while Debord’s own Game of War was an avant-garde satire on the table-top board game. Football can and does nurture monomania, ignorance, atavistic loathing and mindless stupefaction, but that does not exhaust its repertoire.


First, it remains the case that a crowd cannot, as yet, be simulated and then banished. The spectacle that we have chosen to prioritize, above all, still needs a real crowd in a real stadium, where the social relationships, networks and identities established amongst those present offer an indissoluble humanity in the face of the game’s commercial transformation and control. Thus, a place remains, right at the heart of the football spectacle, where resistance to the intrusion and overweening importance of economic and political power can survive, joined by a public beyond the stadium for whom the game is more than mere consumption.


Second, football, in the end, is just a game. Games, and the logic of play that animates them, are premised on the notion that the point of play is just that: play. It is a realm, amongst many things, of experimentation, pleasure, curiosity, and one in which neither money nor power should determine who can play or how to play. If they do, we are no longer merely playing, but in some way fighting or buying or bullying. Thus, almost universally in football cultures, there is a sense that games should not be fixed; that victory should follow virtue, not wealth or power; that glory bought is glory turned to ashes; that the game is not about me or you, but about us; that success and failure are collectively made and shared; that we are only as good as our weakest link, our must vulnerable team mates and citizens. Despite its commercialization, despite its capture by the global culture industries, despite every move to make over and manicure its staging, despite every effort to make the game pay homage to power on this earth, it remains a place in which, albeit dimly, a different world can still be imagined.


It would be recondite but illuminating to take the ghosts of these two gentlemen, Monsiváis and Debord, to a game of our era; to chew the fat, to watch the match; to show Monsiváis the ineradicable and instructive presence of the real world at the heart of the game; to suggest to Debord that the digital, global might of the spectacle has yet to entirely close down the space for real human relationships and critical thought. We would be a motley crew: Monsiváis, incapacitated in later life by respiratory illness and killed by it in 2010, might well have to come in a wheelchair; Debord himself, consumed by alcohol and despair, shot himself in 1994. I imagine he will have a hole through his heart, draining away whatever wine he can find in the afterlife. Debord and I could take turns, assisting Monsiváis when needed, but perhaps you could help too? Reliability was never Debord’s strong suit.


And if we were to go to just one game, we should go large: Sunday, 13 July 2014. Estadio Maracanã: Rio de Janeiro, the 2014 World Cup final. Yes, accreditation might be difficult, but the world of football is not entirely unfamiliar with the undead – some might even suggest that the game has been run by them. Either way, I’m sure our Brazilian hosts would make an accommodation for two such venerable visitors. No, I don’t think they’ve had a connection to the internet in the afterlife. So, while we are waiting for the game to start, plenty of time to bring them up to date.


For sure, Carlos. Football is first . . .


At 7.30 p.m. GMT, Germany will play Argentina in the final of the World Cup. We’ve come early to avoid the crush, to take in the moment, to find our tiny place in the spectacle’s spider’s web. One billion people will watch this game; 3.2 billion, more than half the adults in the world, have watched some of this tournament.1 Sure, it’s not a precise cross-section – more male than female, more urban than rural – but no shared moment will come closer to who we are demographically. For a month, humanity has gathered in front of screens, crowds have taken over public and private spaces, factories have rescheduled shifts and states have changed school hours, all to accommodate the football.


In rural southern China, a forklift truck driver goes to bed straight after work, so he can rise at midnight in his shack and watch the games on his laptop. In Northern Chile, the copper mines’ schedule has been changed to accommodate La Roja’s games, the miners gathering to watch in the works canteen. In South Korea, even at five in the morning, hundreds of thousands of Red Devils have been eating breakfast in front of the national team’s matches. In Beirut, where the Lebanese have no team of their own to back, whole neighbourhoods are strung with foreign flags, rooting for Argentina or Germany. World cities, home to communities from almost every participant nation at the tournament, have been buzzing with diasporic gatherings and parties: Italians in Toronto, Nigerians in London, Mexicans in Los Angeles, Ivorians in Paris. In Berlin, hundreds of thousands are gathering and dancing along the Love Mile. In the eastern half of the city where they prefer things a little more sedate, 4,000 have brought their own sofas to Union Berlin’s stadium, now decorated as a living room, with a vast TV screen at one end. In Yemen’s capital Sana’a, a hiatus in the Saudi bombing campaign has allowed crowds to gather to watch the games, but tonight they still cluster under a huge concrete bridge for protection. People go where they can and do what they can to watch the game. An ancient battery-powered set serves the rubbish pickers of Cairo; a precariously rigged satellite dish catches the signal in a Syrian refugee camp. In Antarctica, British scientists gather round a short-wave radio. In Earth’s orbit, 200 miles above the surface of the planet, astronauts in the International Space Station watch NASA’s HD-quality feed.


Everyone has been watching, and everyone wants their say. For the first time, Il Papa – in this incarnation Jorge Mario Bergoglio, AKA Pope Francis, a known and serious Argentinean football fan – has sent a video of greetings and blessings to the tournament. Fidel Castro, hitherto only on public record talking about baseball, made his correspondence with Maradona public, telling El Pibe de Oro that ‘Every day I have the pleasure of following your program, on Telesur, about the World Cup of soccer; thanks to that, I can observe the extraordinary level of that universal sport.’2 America’s President Barack Obama and Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani may have been preoccupied by the terrible events unfolding in Iraq that month – amongst other things, the declaration of a new caliphate by the leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi – but both men found time to use social media platforms to signal their support for their respective national teams. Obama went with Facebook and Vine; Rouhani tweeted his support along with a picture of himself dressed, most uncharacteristically, in a football tracksuit rather than his customary clerical robes. Iran’s delegation at the Vienna nuclear talks took time out from diplomacy to watch the TV broadcast of their national team playing Nigeria.3


In a fragmented media world, national teams’ games have been attracting truly exceptional mass audiences everywhere, breaking the TV record for a football match in the USA, and topping the ratings league in Brazil, Germany, Japan and Britain. Today, the game will be live on 430 channels, in dozens of languages; another 300 audio feeds will serve thousands and thousands of radio stations. Only North Korea’s screens will not be showing the game, but then state television there has released a musical montage of old football artworks in a programme that suggests the country has already won the tournament. That said, you can bet your life that the elites of Pyongyang will be watching today’s game on their own private streams.


Simultaneously, the global digital chorus has been immense.4 The semi-final between Brazil and Germany generated 35 million tweets, peaking at more than half a million a minute when Germany’s fifth goal went in. Today’s game will make this Twitter’s busiest day ever. Facebook announced more than a billion World Cup-related interactions during the first half of the month-long tournament. In the first week alone, the 459 million World Cup exchanges exceeded those reported for the Sochi 2014 Winter Olympics, the Super Bowl and the Oscars combined. Over the whole tournament, 350 million people have made 3 billion posts. Even FIFA’s own website, perhaps the least informative of all available outlets, has received a billion visits. No event – not a man on the moon, not the opening ceremony of any Olympic games, nor any coronation, inauguration or funeral – has held humanity’s attention like this.


The craziness around football is second . . .


On the pitch below us, the players stretch, warm up and juggle the ball. Smartphones and the innumerable big screens and advertising boards demand our attention. The stands are finally filling, but it still doesn’t quite feel like a crowd. Then you notice how the white shirts and the striped shirts cluster, how the gruff chants and snatches of old songs in Spanish and German rise above the mundane music from the PA; how people are finding each other by ear and eye; and you, like everyone, float in the exquisite, lightheaded zone of the unknown. It’s a football game: anything can happen, and who knows how we will react when it does.


In Bogotá, Colombia, the national team’s opening victory against the Greeks initiated a city-wide bacchanalian spasm of dancing, drinking and flour-throwing that descended into multiple incidents of violence. Mayor Gustavo Petro imposed a total alcohol ban for subsequent games. At the end of the group stages, the final whistle blew in Porto Alegre and an ocean away, amongst the ancient Roman ruins of Algiers, a delirious crowd celebrated Algeria’s victory over South Korea, engulfed in smoke, fireworks and magnesium flares. In Lyon and Lille, the kids from the banlieues torched cars and buses. In Grenoble, they were scattered by riot police with tear-gas grenades. The following day Mexico beat Croatia in Recife and the Chicano boulevards of downtown Los Angeles and Huntington Park filled with a sea of Mexican tricolours and a party so large that the panicky LAPD called out the riot squad. In Santiago, the partying that accompanied Chile’s run to the quarter-finals reached such heights that the government asked its citizens to refrain from barbecuing to protect the city’s already fragile air quality.5


For a month, football has functioned as a vast, polymorphous set of rituals and a global public theatre, connecting those inside the stadiums, the crowds occupying public space in the cities of the world and the billions more watching on screens in their homes, all telling and retelling, inventing and interpreting the stories it has been generating. At times, the multi-character, multi-layer narratives that the tournament produces, and the mad chatter of the public running commentary on the players’ characters and private lives, have made the World Cup feel like a great global soap opera. Cameroon and Ghana were consumed by fights over money between the players and their notoriously rapacious football officials. When the Uruguayan Luis Suárez lost control and bit the Italian defender Giorgio Chiellini, he was globally lampooned and lauded in his home country.


On the other hand, more complex narratives, rooted in the texture of economic and social life, have given the World Cup the range of a multi-authored international collection of short stories and essays. England’s dismal ejection from the tournament seemed a textbook exposition of the private opulence of the Premier League and the public squalor of the national team. In Iran, it was the women who came through strongest. Officially banned from viewing football with men, they followed the national team surreptitiously in mixed cafes and then paraded through central Tehran in defiance of the theocracy. On the other side of the world, hundreds of thousands of ecstatic Colombians welcomed home their team as if they were champions rather than defeated quarter-finalists. The team’s best ever World Cup performance served as a suitable marker for a nation finally moving beyond the protracted drug wars of the previous three decades. Argentina’s and Germany’s stories are not yet concluded.


Germany, still described in the hapless clichés of efficient machines and ruthless, clinical finishing, have been dazzling: precisely the word that the French press used to laud the Brazilians at the 1938 World Cup when they surprised the world and showed us what the new football looked like. Now the continental positions are reversed. Germany, finally emerging as what it has been for decades – the pre-eminent European power – has a football team to match its ambitions and its character: brilliantly organized but highly flexible; individually accomplished but telepathically networked; technically superior to the Brazilians in touch, positioning and anticipation. Their 7–1 demolition of the hosts in São Paulo in the semi-final earlier in the week is unlikely to be bettered. The backdrop to the Argentinians’ almost impregnable nerve and defensive concentration on the field is President Kirchner’s bitter fight with US-based vulture funds over its rescheduled debt obligations. Under immense economic pressure and looking a major debt default in the eye, the country still aims to cock a snook at the international order. Meanwhile it waits for its football messiah, Lionel Messi, finally to come alive at the World Cup, to replicate Maradona’s brilliance in 1986 when they last won the title, then he too can ascend to divinity.


Then there is the rest of the world . . .


Other people’s World Cup stories have been more abruptly terminated. On Sunday 15 June, the Somalian jihadi group Al-Shabaab sent two minibuses of gunmen to Mpeketoni, a small Kenyan town on the Indian Ocean. There, they machine-gunned a crowd watching France versus Honduras in a television hall, as well as attacking a hotel, bank and the police station, leaving fifty people dead.6 In Adamawa state, in the troubled central belt of Nigeria, they had been expecting the same from Boko Haram, and big screens and public gatherings had been banned. Nonetheless, two days later, as Brazil played Mexico, a bomb went off in a motorized rickshaw parked next to a viewing party in the capital city Damaturu; the local hospital received twenty-one corpses and dealt with twenty-seven serious injuries.7 All through the tournament, the forever war between Israel and Gaza’s Palestinians has raged. On 9 July, a group gathered at the Full-Time beach cafe in Gaza to watch the semi-final between Argentina and the Netherlands, and was struck by an air-to-ground missile, leaving eight dead. Just one of 750 locations hit by the Israelis in a forty-eight-hour aerial assault, just eight lives from a death toll of at least seventy-eight. As one survivor recalled, ‘We were watching news on the television, waiting for the match to begin. I heard a terrible boom and felt myself suffocating. I woke up to find myself here in hospital.’8


The warm-ups are ending. Time to wake up. Time to look around.


II


The sorcerers of the spectacle try to fill every last unforgiving minute with sensory stimulation, lest our thoughts should wander from illusion to reality. However, even the tightest show has its gaps and lapses, and in the hiatus between the players disappearing into the tunnel and the arrival of the flags and photographers for the anthems, there are a few seconds when the pitch is empty. Take a moment to look up and behold the tragedy of the Maracanã, for an act of architectural vandalism and cultural desecration has been performed here. Once the largest and most beautiful stadium on the planet, it has been reduced to a parody of its former self.9 Its sinuous, two-tier elliptical structure has been gutted and replaced with an off-the-shelf single-tier stand rammed into the space. The once fabulous views of Rio’s skyline, previously visible between the top of the stands and the roof, have been obliterated. The original roof, formerly the crowning glory of the building, was illegally demolished and has been replaced by a pathetic concoction of scaffolding, canopies and big screens that obscures what is left of the stadium’s shape. Had you had a chance to walk around the stadium beforehand, it would have been clear that these changes were just part of a huge programme of urban rebuilding characteristic of global sporting mega-events. In the case of the Maracanã, the publicly owned stadium and its surrounding public sports facilities were refurbished with public money, only to be passed to the private sector to profit from them. Two years from now, after the Rio Olympic Games, the owners will effectively abandon the stadium, allowing it to be gutted by thieves and the pitch to turn to dust.


Lost in thought, we are all brought back to the present by the incongruous sounds of FIFA’s anthem. Composed by Franz Lambert, Hesse’s king of the Hammond organ, and played at every World Cup since 1994, it combines teeth-clenching Europop jauntiness with the kitschiest of ceremonial flourishes.10 At least we are on safer musical territory with the nineteenth-century national anthems that follow, with their familiar overwrought orchestration and martial rhythms.


Quite who or what those nations are today is another matter. The camera moves along the faces of the German squad, and we see, of course, the Schweinsteigers, the Grosskreutzes and the Weidenfellers, but this is twenty-first-century Germany. The encrusted sediments of past and present global migrations run through the team as clear as a geological section: the Polish-born Lukas Podolski and Miroslav Klose; third-generation Turkish-German Mesut Özil; Sami Khedira and Jerome Boateng, born in Stuttgart and Berlin, to German mothers and Tunisian and Ghanaian fathers, respectively; and Shkodran Mustafi, a German Muslim of Albanian descent. The wave of global migrations that accompanied decolonization and Western Europe’s long post-war boom is present in many squads: England’s Afro-Caribbeans, France’s francophone Africans and Algerians, Belgium’s Congolese and the Netherlands’ Surinamese.


In the last two decades, new flows of refugees and economic migrants into Europe have made their footballing mark.11 Brazil 2014 has seen an Italy side with their first black international and undisputed star, Mario Balotelli, and a Swiss team that is almost two-thirds of migrant descent. In geological terms, these are very recent rock formations. The ancient strata of the world’s global migrations, like the European colonial destruction of indigenous Americans, are present as the almost wholly European squads of Chile and Mexico; Australia can be considered an Oceanic variant of this near-genocidal encounter. In much of the Western Hemisphere, conquest was followed by the massive importation of African slave labour, which accounts for the African-European mix of the players from Brazil, Ecuador, Honduras, Costa Rica, Colombia, Uruguay and the United States. Everywhere, the changing make-up of the national team has served as both an optimistic emblem of successful integration and a lightning rod for accusations of inauthenticity.


The Argentinians are altogether less diverse, their surnames – Demichelis and Fernandez, Di Maria and Perez – suggesting only the Italian and Spanish roots of most of the country’s working classes. But unlike the Germans, who overwhelmingly play at home, these are the global helots. Just three of the squad play in Argentina. Indeed, two-thirds of the 736 players at the World Cup are economic migrants. Only the Russians and the English, neither the world’s best travellers, have squads based entirely at home. At the other end of the scale, not one single Uruguayan plays in their domestic league, and just one Ghanaian and one Ivorian have stayed put. All five African qualifiers, between them, would fail to put out a full side of home-based players.


Diverse as the origins of these players are, their destinations are highly concentrated. Europe, which furnishes less than half the teams in the competition, is home to nearly three-quarters of the players here. Forty per cent of them play in just the top five European leagues, 105 in the English Premier League alone. 130 of the players, over 15 per cent of the total, play at just ten of Europe’s leading clubs. They are, of course, just the tip of a much larger global pyramid of professional footballers, the 1 per cent who earn more than $700,000 a year, and the 0.1 per cent who are bringing in the tens of millions.12 Beneath them lies a larger second tier of players in the poorer but sustainable leagues of Mexico, the USA, mid-range European countries and East Asia. At the bottom are the vast majority of the world’s professional footballers. Needless to say, the top tiers are exclusively male. Even the very best paid women professionals, few as they are, remain in the bottom strata. Here, it transpires, 45 per cent of all players are on 1,000 dollars a month or less, are often paid late, and many are playing without contracts, health care or insurance, inside institutions that are regularly cruel and abusive. And FIFA wonders why there are epidemics of match-fixing, sexual abuse and mental ill health raging in professional football?


Now is a good moment to look to the north side of the Maracanã, where, in the best seats in the house, FIFA and their special guests are standing up for the anthems. The VVIP guest list, leaked this morning on social media, makes for interesting reading.13 Of course, there is a large phalanx of FIFA officials and members of its executive committee, all in their corporate blazers – though in retrospect the main interest here is to count how many of them have departed the scene in disgrace, and how many of them are now in jail. President Blatter, General Secretary Valcke and Vice-President Platini have all been banned from football by FIFA itself. The Spaniard Angel Villar is in prison at home, charged with the corrupt use of government funds. Jeffrey Webb, the former President of CONCACAF, and Guatemalan Rafael Salguero, previously a member of the FIFA executive, are in prison awaiting their sentences, having been convicted of money-laundering and racketeering in a New York court in 2017. The man in overall charge today, the head of the organizing committee and the Brazilian football federation, José Maria Marin, was found very guilty of the same crimes at the same trial.


Then there is the scattering of stardust, starting with half a dozen former World Cup winners, including Italy’s Fabio Cannavaro, Spain’s Carles Puyol, Germany’s Lothar Matthäus and, in an unusual choice, the man Zidane head-butted at the 2006 final, Marco Materazzi. Three of the musicians who had bravely put their careers and reputations on the line by performing at the dismal closing ceremony – Wyclef Jean, Shakira and Carlinhos Brown – have been let in, though one wonders why Carlos Santana, who played with them, didn’t get this kind of upgrade. Maybe Sepp Blatter has something against Latino rock with a jazz vibe. He certainly has the musical tastes to explain the presence of two of Southern Europe’s most achingly mainstream singing voices, Placido Domingo, the Spanish tenor, and Eros Ramazzotti, the Italian MOR singer-songwriter. Blatter’s leery interest in supermodels and beauty queens, regularly appended to FIFA events, also accounts for the presence of Gisele and Adriana Lima. Likewise, the seats allocated to actors Daniel Craig and Ashton Kutcher, though here the source of their attraction is Blatter’s love of handsome screen heroes. Having, in his youth, modelled himself on the louche, dinner-suited lady’s man Eddie Constantine, a 1950s American B-movie actor turned cult star in francophone Europe, they must have seemed suitable contemporaries. And then there is LeBron James, because, well, he is LeBron.


Heads of state and prime ministers get their own sub-section in the VVIP list and, despite a few no-shows, it’s quite a gathering. Host President Dilma Rousseff is joined by her predecessor and successor, South Africa’s Jacob Zuma and Russia’s Vladimir Putin. Invitations had been extended to both India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi and China’s President Xi Jinping, and though both declined they assured the world that they would be watching. Germany has sent both President Gauck and Chancellor Merkel. Gauck’s Argentinian counterpart, Cristina Kirchner, is a no-show, claiming to be a little under the weather. Given how bitter she has proved in political defeat at home, this may be a blessing for all. However, President Ali Bongo of Gabon and the Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán have found time in their busy schedules to drop in. President Bongo has, in fact, been here since the opening ceremony and has made a real holiday of it. Orbán is more of a connoisseur, having attended every World Cup final since 1998.


They were not alone in deeming an appearance, albeit not at the final, essential. Best represented were the Latin Americans. The leftist presidents of Ecuador, Bolivia, Chile and Uruguay – Rafael Correa, Evo Morales, Michelle Bachelet and José Mujica respectively – all dropped in. The political right was represented, too, in the shape of Paraguay’s president and richest man, Horacio Cartes, Suriname’s Desiré Delano Bouterse and Honduras’s Juan Orlando Hernández. US Vice-President Joe Biden rolled into town to watch his team beat Ghana in Natal, before seeing President Rousseff in the capital, Brasília, where he hoped to thaw the relationship between the two states, temporarily frozen by revelations of the scale of US spying on Brazil.


African delegations were also numerous, literally in the case of the entourage that accompanied Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan. Although not quite on the scale of the 600 that travelled with him to the United Nations in New York before the tournament, it still included a cavalcade of ministers, senators and governors. As the sharp-eyed Nigerian press noted, no provision had been made for this in the budget plans of the Nigerian football federation. Ghana, the other African qualifier to send a senior national leader, opted for Vice-President Kwesi Amissah-Arthur, although with sufficient funds assembled to send 500 selected official fans and a cook.14 Croatia’s Prime Minister, Zoran Milanović, watched his team lose the opening game to the hosts. The King and Queen of Belgium showed up for their country’s game with Russia; the Dutch royal couple saw Holland play Australia; and, for good measure, the secretary-general of the United Nations, Ban Ki-moon, and the Emir of Qatar have shown their faces.


To the left and the right of the VVIP zone is a long run of corporate boxes. With twenty-two official corporate sponsors, who have paid a billion dollars between them for the privilege, that is just as well. The presence of these brands and corporations, in the boxes and on the constantly moving electronic pitch boards, is obvious, anodyne and eventually, if your brain can edit them out, invisible. What cannot be ignored, what has filled the electronic and mental circuitry of the world in the months leading up to this, is their vast spend on advertising and PR of every kind. Alongside the official sponsors and their clients, there is no shortage of rich people in this world who want a comfortable piece of the action: a good seat, an identikit five-star hotel and business-class flights. FIFA, having received about a quarter of a billion dollars from the hospitality firm MATCH, allow these parasitic rentiers to sell around 10 per cent of the tournament’s tickets, bundled into gilt-edged packages for the unimaginative and well-heeled. One person who will not be there, however, is MATCH’s Irish chief executive Ray Whelan. He is sitting in a police cell in Rio, arrested after he tried to escape from his Copacabana hotel via the service exit at the back. He and another twelve people have been charged with the widespread, illegal and very profitable resale of World Cup tickets, though he will be subsequently cleared of the charges.15


Good as the global corporates are at the game of advertising, they have nothing on the DIY efforts of global celebs. That tiresome old warhorse of self-promotion, Mick Jagger, has become an ever-present on these occasions, and young pretenders like David Beckham are equally available for the paparazzi. But both will be eclipsed today by Rihanna, who will be live-tweeting the whole match from the stands. In fact, she will be so blown away by the German’s victory that she will be sharing a photo of her black-and-white Teutonic leather bra. Afterwards, she will pull celebrity privilege and meet the winners backstage, her tweet confirming that, amongst the self-regarding and self-advertising, there is no more potent elixir than football. ‘I touched the cup, held the cup, kissed the cup, took a selfie wit the cup!!! I meeaan . . . what is YO bucket list looking like bruh?’16


Lesser narcissists have also been at work: a German neo-Nazi painted with Aryan symbols, a supporter of indigenous land rights in Brazil and an opponent of the Venezuelan government have all tried pitch invasions during the Cup. During the second half of today’s final, a Russian YouTube prankster, painted with the name of his show, will storm the pitch and try to kiss German defender Benedikt Höwedes. The cameras, as always, will consign him to oblivion; a move that explains the broadcaster’s occasional mid-game cut to a view of Christ the Redeemer.17


After the suits and the celebs and the freebies are accounted for, there is the crowd, who, if the colours of the replica shirts are anything to go by, are a three-way split between the Brazilians in yellow, the Germans in white and the Argentinians in their blue-and-white stripes. The Brazilians probably have the edge, as they have had at almost every game in the competition, wearing the national team shirt, or even club shirts, with characteristic solipsism.


Ticket prices for today, at face value, range from $440 to nearly $1,000. The ticket touts in the high-end hotel lobbies are asking for at least $5,000. So, as usual, the Brazilian contingent, from a country in which around 60 per cent of the population can claim African descent, is overwhelmingly, spellbindingly white, and for the most part wealthy. Earlier in the tournament, one correspondent at Germany–Portugal in Fortaleza thought it looked more like Kansas. Local newspapers have actually been counting, and have announced that Brazil’s crowds were at least 65 per cent white. Today, it is much more. There are probably a good few Americans in the crowd, who amongst the visitors have bought more tickets than anyone else. The Germans and Argentinians come next, their presence today bolstered by innumerable last-minute purchases and scams. Whatever their methods, there would be no atmosphere without them. The black Brazilians who are here are concentrated amongst the small army of stewarding and security personnel; indeed, the ethnic make-up of the security detail that will protect the players as they climb a staircase to collect their medals at the end of the game will be 100 per cent Afro-Brazilian. In any case, the 1,500 to 2,000 on duty inside the stadium are just a small ceremonial detachment from a vast army of surveillance and repression. Over the whole month, 85,000 security personnel from the Brazilian secret services, armed forces, police and private sector have been mobilized. Today, in Rio alone, 26,000 are on duty. They are not really here to counter an external terrorist threat, but to scare their own citizens.


Like an experimental novel that features two parallel universes, the spectacle of Brazil 2014 has been running alongside the counter-spectacle of the country’s small social movements sparring with the Kevlar-plated leviathan of the nation’s security forces. For those with both a taste for the esoteric and access to live ninja media feeds of the protests, the few brave forays by dissidents during the tournament have served as a critical grit beneath the spectacle’s glitter. Protests at the 2014 World Cup took many forms. Paul Ito’s mural of a starving child served a football on a golden platter was just one of hundreds of disruptive, angry, sceptical images that showed up on Brazil’s walls in the run-up to the Cup. The country’s anarcho-hacktivists were busy too, bringing down the websites of the Ministries of Sport and Foreign Affairs, sponsors Hyundai Brazil, the Brazilian football federation and the Bank of Brazil, but actual demonstrations dwindled to almost nothing, a pale reflection of the much larger protests that had engulfed the 2013 Confederations Cup. On the opening day of the tournament, tiny demonstrations occurred in dozens of cities, but the only ones of any size, in São Paulo and Rio, were met by overwhelming force. In São Paulo, although miles from the opening game, they were greeted by stun grenades and riot shields. Six hundred demonstrators in Rio were pepper-sprayed and teargassed. A single stone that pockmarked the glass window of ITV’s Copacabana World Cup studio that evening was as close as they got. For much of the month, away from the cameras, small protests were held in the favelas of Rio, effectively under occupation by the security forces for the duration. The feminist activist Sara Winter wandered through the hedonistic babble of Copacabana beach, her body smeared with the words, ‘While your team is relaxing Brazilians are dying.’ Protestors made a football field of Brasília’s bus station on the day Colombia played Côte d’Ivoire, and asked the police to join in. They didn’t. On the eve of the final, for good measure, the Rio police rounded up and detained many of the leading figures in the protest movements. Today, they have quietly corralled the small demonstration that dared to take to the streets and squeezed it down to nothing.


III


The players take up their positions. Germany are poised to take the kick-off, but Adidas have already won. In the preposterous marketing hype that has surrounded the World Cup since 1998, when Nike first entered the fray, the tournament has become synonymous with the struggle for market share in the global sportswear industry, which is worth $270 billion a year, and within which football is the most important segment. Between them, these companies control 70 per cent of the market: five billion dollars of football kit a year, around a fifth of their combined turnover. Nike, the bigger of the pair overall, are number two in football, while Adidas have been a World Cup sponsor and ball maker since 1970. Consequently, Nike have invested a lot of money in this World Cup, paying $8.35 million to Cristiano Ronaldo to wear their boots and a whole lot more to the ten national teams wearing their logo. Their marketing stars – Ronaldo, Brazil and England – have all been very disappointing, though. Adidas have just nine teams, but they have the pitch-side boards, both the finalists and the ball. Either way, everyone’s earning a lot of money. Nike, which is valued at $17 billion (Mozambique’s GDP, to give a sense of scale), pays its CEO $15 million; Adidas, worth $7.5 billion (more like Niger), pays its boss a parsimonious $2.5 million. Together, they will make more than $5.5 billion in profits in 2014.18


If you ask them what underwrites those profits, they will tell you, at some length, that it is their pursuit of high performance through technological innovation. Certainly, things have moved along in the world of sportswear: today, a player’s kit, from head to foot, including shin guards, weighs less than 700 g, half of what it came in at just four years ago. Their boots are only a quarter as heavy as those worn by their peers four decades ago. Useful as this might be in the world of elite sport, where marginal gains matter, it is essentially irrelevant to the vast majority of the market. In this domain, the companies can rightly point to a long tradition of smart design, in which sportswear shades into street wear and high fashion, and where, amongst devotees, there is great attention to the micro-aesthetics of sneakers and hoodies. All this is important, but what is really driving sales, what makes the latest tweak in the shape of sole or the cut of a collar somehow matter, is branding and endorsement, or ‘demand creation’, as Nike likes to call it. Three billion dollars was spent on this in 2014: that’s $100 a second, every second, all year, every year. Sponsorship by the two major brands, and in a precise reflection of wider patterns of income distribution and gains in a globalized economy, is concentrated on a very small number of individual players, club sides and countries. The Germans are getting more than $25 million a year from Adidas, while the Hondurans, for example, who were knocked out in the first round, get just $2 million from their sponsors Joma. Their whole squad’s boot deals are worth less than that of Mezut Özil, who is on $5 million a year from Adidas. Having manufactured demand, all that remains is to arrange supply at a cost that ensures more than $5 billion profit per annum. It is at this that the companies excel: the creation and ruthless control of complex global supply chains, relentlessly seeking the cheapest labour.


Consider the shirts that the Germans are wearing, currently retailing at home for €85.19 More than half of that goes to the taxman (€14) and the shops (€36), leaving just €35 for everyone else. Adidas, of course, have to cover the cost of sustaining the brand (€5) and take a whopping €25 profit, which leaves just €5 for the people who actually make the shirt. There are taxes and raw material costs, of course, and the subcontractors have got to get their cut, haven’t they? Which, from your €85 shirt, leaves just €0.6 to pay the workers who made it – less than 1 per cent. The boots are not much different: workers may get more like €2 a pair.


The ball is one of 60 million manufactured in the Pakistani city of Sialkot, which has had a stitching industry since the 1890s. In the late 1990s, normal service was disrupted when it became known that child labour was widespread in the industry. For a decade or so, some of its business went to China and India, where the wages were even lower and subcontractors even further below the radar, but in recent years, Sialkot has regained its spot as the world’s largest manufacturer of footballs. Child labour has primarily been displaced to the city’s brick and metal working industries. Nonetheless, the ball will have required hours of eye-straining, carpal-scraping, back-breaking work.20 In a case of commodity fetishization that would make Karl Marx’s hair stand on end, Adidas have given the ball a name, a personality invented at a marketing weekend retreat, and its own Twitter account. A social conscience appears to have been harder to generate. Shirts, shorts, balls or boots, the wages of most workers in this industry are pitiful, and their living conditions and working conditions are worse. Trade unions are often banned, and where they are formed they are actively repressed.


In the first nine minutes of the game, Germany have had 82 per cent of the possession and completed 22 of their 30 passes in their final third. Argentina, by contrast, have had just 18 per cent of the ball and missed all their attacking passes. Nobody scores. The rest of the half plays out pretty much the same. The reason we know this, and a hundred other data points, is because across the world teams of young people are digitally coding every move and every moment of the match. In contrast to the more sedate, serial games of cricket and baseball, which had successfully constructed statistical recording devices for an era of pen and paper, football, being a game of flow, had proved a much more problematic sport to record. However, the arrival of plentiful video and digital recording devices has allowed companies like Opta and Prozone to note thousands of individual incidents in every game, in real time. This allows them to calculate everything from the average spatial position of a player during a game to the percentage of successful tackles a team makes in each third of the pitch, along with the average number, length and position of each player’s dribbles. Combined with a huge volume of medical and psychological information on players, these databases have allowed elite football to become significantly more self-reflexive, in the ways both the players train and their teams play. Whatever happens in the second half of the game, as part of the growing store of information, it will reshape, in minute ways, the way each player will train and play in future.


While clubs and coaches are one part of the football data market, by far the largest and most lucrative collector of information is the digital games industry. Of all the video games on the market, one title stands above all: EA Sports’ FIFA series. After signing up with the global godfathers themselves, the company’s first outing was FIFA 93.21 Annually updated, it has achieved global sales of over 50 million, and is regularly the best-selling game in dozens of markets. FIFA’s success is partly a function of its mechanics – the fluidity of movement it simulates, its positioning of players off the ball and the range of tricks that the control system can conjure – but what has given it the decisive edge over its main competitor, Pro Evolution Soccer, is not its fidelity to reality, but its fidelity to the simulacrum of the televised commercial spectacle. As one of the game’s chief designers put it: ‘The entire presentation aims for nothing less than an accurate rendering of the matchday experience, as seen on your TV.’22 To this end, EA Sports have been signing up real teams for real money for image rights since the mid-1990s, squeezing out the competition. Alongside this they have replicated innumerable features of the televised version of the game – points of view that reproduce the camera angles of the spectacle, pre-match handshakes, sponsors’ boards, club-specific chants, crowd abuse of the referee, leading commentators for each language and region and individual player celebrations. It has even offered players the option of tying their boots with rainbow laces in support of LGBT rights, a feature which made FIFA 17 a matter of debate in the Russian parliament, with Communist deputies arguing that the game transgressed the country’s anti-gay propaganda laws.


Deeper in the code, the game relies on a constantly updated set of player attributes and ratings, collected by the manufacturer’s own huge scouting network. Consequently, professional footballers are amongst the most avid and addicted of FIFA players. Leyton Orient actually banned the game before real matches due to excessive late-night FIFA sessions. According to the German international Mats Hummels, ‘some people use what they learn in FIFA when they find themselves on the pitch.’ Others have claimed to scout opponents informally via the game, and Rio Ferdinand is just one of many to publicly rage over a poor rating awarded him by FIFA’s scouts. At least he got a rating; in 2013, Vero Boquete, captain of the Spanish women’s national team, put up a petition on Change.org calling for EA Sports to add women to the game, and received more than 50,000 signatures. In FIFA 16, women’s international teams were made available for the first time.23


Less popular than the FIFA series, but no less influential, is Football Manager, launched in 1992 as Championship Manager, with global sales of over 20 million. Fewer than FIFA, but more telling is the fact that each player is spending, on average, 240 hours a year on the game, a fact probably not unconnected to Football Manager’s regular citation in British divorce cases. The game, the interface of which is legendary for its dullness, allows players to take on the management of real football clubs: scouting, signing and selling players, arranging training sessions, tending to players’ emotional needs, and taking or avoiding press conferences. With over two decades of updates, the game has become so sophisticated that its capacity to incorporate the consequences of Brexit (soft or hard) for Britain’s football labour market was considerably in advance of the work done in Whitehall on this matter.24


The accuracy and intimacy of the gameplay is rooted in the game’s global network of 1,500 scouts in 51 countries, compiling data on over half a million players. This resource has become so well thought of that professional clubs use it to scout players, and Ole Gunnar Solskjær claimed it to have been a key tool in his management education. The German lower-league team TC Freisenbruch turned over squad selection entirely to paid-up members, who monitored the players’ progress and chose the team’s formation through a shared Football Manager programme on the club website.25 Comprehensive as the database is, it has not proved infallible, marking out certain cult players for greatness, like the Ghanaian Nii Lamptey and the Finn Mika Ääritalo, who in reality have proved deeply disappointing.


While Football Manager is, for the most part, a solitary activity without a lot of TV potential, FIFA is often played in groups, and visually offers rather more than Manager’s elaborated spreadsheets. Thus, across the world, in a bizarre inversion of the real and the digital, football clubs from PSG to Manchester City, from Wolfsburg to West Ham, are embracing eSports in general and FIFA in particular, fielding their own digital teams. Not yet the spectacular equivalent of today’s game, eSports have nonetheless filled South Korea’s World Cup stadium in Seoul.26


Goalless after ninety minutes, the game goes to extra time. Across the world, bookmakers re-evaluate their odds, offering bets on who will take penalties and in what order, and whether they will score or miss. This is amongst the biggest of days for the very big global gambling industry. Sports betting, over 80 per cent of it on football, has a turnover of at least $500 billion a year, though given that almost half of this is in illegal Asian markets it is impossible to really know.27 In what has become a quadrennial ritual accompanying the World Cup since 2006, Interpol have helped orchestrate multi-country, multi-target raids on the illegal betting industry during the tournament.28 Despite their claiming hundreds of arrests, and reporting the closure of many operations and the seizure of tens of millions of dollars, it is all a drop in the ocean. The great churning sea of money created by the world’s insatiable desire to bet on football games rolls on, quietly diluting the streams of dirty money and narco-dollars that are laundered there.


Twenty-three minutes into extra time, André Schürrle takes the ball down the left wing and sends a looping pass into the area. Mario Götze, at high speed, cushions the ball on his chest and, as it drops towards the ground, volleys it into the net. Somewhere in the Adidas supply chain they ponder how many additional Götze shirts they will now need to make, whether they have enough umlauts in stock and, if not, how they can get more made at short notice. Götze’s run into the box, Schürrle’s sprint and assist, and the goal itself, are all being logged into a dozen digital databases. Götze’s rating in Football Manager will surely soar, though his real form will sadly plunge. At EA Sports, and in a million bedrooms, they are checking whether FIFA 14’s controls are good enough to precisely mimic Götze’s touch with his chest, and the exquisite angle of his outstretched leg; for, as the game’s head of development said, ‘Until FIFA is indistinguishable from football in real life and plays exactly like football, we’ll always have more to do.’29 And when that happens, will it then be the professionals aping the pro-gamers and their avatars? Either way, the bookies will still be in business. Just as now, they will be counting their winnings whatever the outcome.


IV


Hold your nerve: this is going to be excruciating. It’s 10.36 pm; Germany have won the World Cup. We’ve been going for over three hours, and it’s still going to take another twenty-five minutes to start the ceremonies; then it is going to get worse. Get out your phone so you and our ghostly companions can see how this thing worked back in 1986 when these sides, or rather Argentina and West Germany, met in the final of the Mexico World Cup.30 On that occasion, Argentina were the winners, 3–2. Broadcast live on satellite relay, the television pictures have a watery chromatic quality that dates them, but are just about recognizable as part of the same football universe. The game has a global audience, but one restricted in number and reach by the absence of television sets and signals in much of the rural, global south, especially China and India. The presence of some of the usual corporate suspects on the tatty perimeter boards tells us that commercialization has arrived – indeed, FIFA and the World Cup, under then President João Havelange, were in the vanguard of the process – but compared to today the money is small change. Unlike the Maracanã, the Estadio Azteca, built in 1968 for that year’s Olympic Games as well as the 1970 World Cup, is virtually unchanged for the occasion. The doves of peace icon, visible all around the stadium, is, like everything else, left over from the Mexico City Games. There is still space, with many standing, for 114,000 people and just a few VIP tribunes. Replica shirts are almost entirely absent amongst the crowd. In keeping with this stripped-down aesthetic, there has been no closing ceremony and the PA is, mercifully, so poor that the crowd can hear itself.


But what really separates this moment from our own is what happens when the final whistle blows. Within seconds, members of the crowd are negotiating the limited barriers and skirting the moat and blocks of police that edge the pitch. One by one, then in twos and threes or more, they vault the advertising boards and head out onto the green. Some of the bolder Argentinians throw their long-striped banners over the edge of the first tier of the stands, then abseil down to pitch level before running out onto the grass. A scrum of photographers, officials, substitutes, fans and men with banners coagulates around the Argentinian players. One man, sporting a foam World Cup attached to a white baseball cap, runs in a zig-zag, waving a Mexican flag.


That world is gone. It is hard, impossible perhaps, to imagine a World Cup in which the public spontaneously take to the field; impossible to think that a twenty-first-century Maradona could be carried aloft on the shoulders of the crowd, and that the authorities could be either slack enough or relaxed enough to handle it. The fabulously shambolic trophy ceremony that follows is even better. On that occasion, we cut straight to the chase: the West Germans receive their losers’ medals in the shadow of Argentina’s celebrations. FIFA President João Havelange, at least, knows what he is doing, sternly giving the cup to the Mexican president who passes it to Maradona. A very flustered Sepp Blatter, then General Secretary of FIFA, appears late with a tray of medals and has to haul Maradona back to give him his before the cup can be lifted and shared. The team descends with the trophy to the pitch, where there are now thousands upon thousands of people. One group, with a huge Argentinian blue-and-white-striped banner, is running an erratic, elliptical circuit of victory. The players and the cup are swept up alongside it, and Maradona himself is lifted onto the shoulders of a fan, balanced from behind by others so he can hold the cup aloft. People around strain to touch him and to kiss the cup. Framed by the TV cameras, there is not a member of the security forces or a commercial logo in shot.


Viewed from our own time, the 1986 World Cup final was the last in which the balance of forces, inside the stadium and beyond, was sufficiently in favour of the crowd that a real, spontaneous, chaotic carnival could take place – a world in which, if only for a moment, economic and political power and their needs were trumped by the numbers and the exuberance of the crowd, a proxy for the forces of global civil society.


Today’s show is going to be very different and very soulless. The forces at work, which have transformed not merely the staging of World Cup finals but every single aspect of the game in every single nation on the earth, are two-fold. First, the agents of commercialization in football – the leading leagues, clubs, broadcasters, federations and advertisers – were already massing in the still-analogue environment of 1986, introducing advertising, marketing and sponsorship to sport when, even in its most advanced zones, the game was professional but barely commercial. They have gone on to shape and then dominate football in the era of the new global communications and digital technologies which have been the key to the economic globalization of football, multiplying the game’s audience many times over, and forging the basis of the phenomenal income it now generates. In this they have been joined by the global super-rich, born of this era of extreme capital accumulation, from Russian oligarchs to US multi-billionaire financiers, from Gulf state sheikhdoms to the new Chinese industrialists who have been buying their way into the game. The money in football, in line with the patterns of the wider global economy, has been highly concentrated amongst the leading nations, the leading leagues and then amongst a handful of leading clubs and players.


Consequently, and already present in outline in 1986 and the early 1990s, twenty-first-century football has experienced a profound globalization of its player and coach labour markets, the ownership of clubs, and its patterns of consumption and fandom, and its integration with the global television industry and the huge global money-laundering, gambling, gaming and leisurewear markets. At its peak, this concentration of talent and capital has generated a football spectacle of an athleticism, sophistication and awe that is historically unparalleled, but the impact of globalization is not confined to the European core of commercial football. It has spread its tentacles across the globe, and directly and indirectly impoverished the football economies of much of the world. And that is only to count the cost in terms of its own logics of money. The insidious consequences of its preferred modes of anodyne consumerism have brought their own pathologies.


The arrival of so much money in football is at least a part of the explanation for the second force at work, for the twenty-first century has seen states and statesmen, politicians and political movements show an altogether greater interest in the game. Consider the former Honduran president Rafael Callejas, who financially secured his retirement by becoming the President of the Honduran Football Association, an institution even more corrupt and opaque than the office of head of state; or Faisal Saleh Hayat, a Pakistani cabinet minister who still found time to fleece the football federation he controlled and run the nation’s game into the ground.


Football, however, offers many things more alluring to these men – and they are almost entirely men – than mere graft. At a minimum, association with the game appears to deliver profile and popularity. More substantially, it offers them established popular arenas for playing political theatre, ready-made and ritualized local identities to piggyback upon, and a source of explicable and malleable narratives to garnish their political progress with. Thus, under the unforgiving eye of television coverage, national team performances are treated by politicians, press and public as patriotic rituals, and as a gauge of the state of the nation. Some politicians have incorporated football fandom into their carefully constructed public personas and football metaphors into their language, like Brazil’s President Lula, Iran’s President Ahmadinejad, Zimbabwe’s President Mugabe and Turkey’s Recep Erdoğan. Others have actually played the game while in power, like Bolivia’s Evo Morales or Hungary’s Viktor Orbán.


The perceptible rise in politicians’ engagement with the game has not been merely symbolic or an exercise in grandstanding – though there has been plenty of that – but has increasingly made football an object of state policy and intervention, from the government-ordained league of Myanmar’s junta to Saudi Arabia’s club privatization programme, to Argentina’s nationalization of football’s television rights. In China, where hosting and winning the World Cup have become national priorities, the game offers official markers of economic and social progress. In Qatar football has become the single most important instrument in the state’s programme of economic and urban development and the most powerful plank in the nation’s precarious foreign policy.


Governments, however, are not the only ones to have worked out the connection between football and power in the last twenty years. The game’s capacity to lay bare the sinews of power, to serve as a goad to critical thinking, and as a reservoir of alternative and communitarian values, has proved strong enough that the new colonization of the game by commercial and political forces has created a small backlash: the eruption of a volcanic but fragile archipelago of resistance. The most significant of all has been the persistence and now rapid growth of women’s football, as a grassroots mania, as a professional sport and increasingly as a national and global spectacle. After more than a century of almost unchallenged male domination of the game, on and off the pitch, and the saturation of its collective imagery and sense of self with masculinity, every women’s game, every woman in the men’s game, is an act of resistance, a reminder that another world is possible and necessary.


Resistance to power takes many forms, but listen hard and you can hear it. All over the world, crowd chants and collective performances have been challenging malign owners, intrusive policing and shameless profiteering. Self-serving TV networks and corrupt administrators have increasingly found themselves the subject of public ire in the stadium and beyond. More recently, organized groups and campaigns in football have multiplied. There are fan groups and football clubs that challenge sexism, violence, racism and homophobia, from the women of the Iranian diaspora demanding their sisters be allowed to attend football at home, to the brave anti-fascist start-up clubs of Eastern Europe. There are tournaments that seek to engage the marginalized and the dispossessed, ranging from the Homeless and Anti-Racist World Cups to refugee and amputee leagues. There are heralds of alternative politics like the teams of the Zapatistas of Southern Mexico, or Non-U FC, the club of the Vietnamese dissidents of Hanoi. The extent to which these new social actors have been able to challenge and mitigate the logics of their economic and political adversaries remains limited, yet their potential remains largely untapped. Progressive ideologies, however, have no monopoly on dissent. The new football has also driven the steady drift of Italian ultras towards fascism, the vast outbreak of neo-Nazi, white supremacist and ultra-nationalist football firms in Eastern Europe, and the mutation of Latin America’s barras bravas into organized criminal operations.


The impact of economic globalization on football, the meaning and consequence of political interventions in the game, and the forms that resistance to the dominant order take, are at the heart of this book, but across the planet they vary wildly. As a result our examination of world football is geographically organized, primarily following football’s own regional and continental structures. In Chapter 1, ‘The Living and the Dead’, we survey the state of sub-Saharan African football, where the game, in the shape of the 2010 South African World Cup, was meant to mark an African renaissance or rebirth. In the realm of football that has yet to arrive – indeed, in some ways it has undergone a slow death, for the negative consequences of economic globalization have been sharpest in Africa. Over the last two decades the affection of fans and the careers of players have been lost, en masse, to Europe and the rest of the football world. No continent has seen its domestic professional game hollowed out so comprehensively, a process Africa’s football associations have often aided and abetted. It is a mercy, though by no means adequate compensation, that the continent can boast, as yet undimmed, the life, light and energy of its grassroots scene and its alternative football cultures.


North Africa, for the purposes of this book, is considered part of the wider Middle East, its football politics being more closely aligned with those of the Levant and West Asia than Sub-Saharan Africa. In Chapter 2, ‘Regime vs Street vs Mosque’, we explore the ways in which, in this three-way conflict between states, their societies and their religions, attempts have been made to interpret and mobilize football for political and ideological purposes. Issues of dress, participation and mixed-gender spectating and playing, for example, have become super-politicized, dividing not only men and women but also secular and religious, moderates and conservatives. At one end of the spectrum the stern and joyless versions of Wahhabist Islam abhor the game entirely: a theology that has led suicide bombers to blow themselves up in the football stadiums, cafes and tea rooms of the region. At the other end, amongst leftist secular Palestinians, the game is seen as an almost unique shared national project and a powerful instrument of women’s inclusion.


In another part of the field, where the conflict has been between street and regime, the decrepit personal dictatorships of North Africa, from Ben Ali in Tunisia to Mubarak in Egypt, attempted to control the meaning of the game, but were symbolically challenged by the new football ultras of the region. Come the Arab Spring, in Egypt especially, these rulers were directly challenged by football fans. In the Gulf, where, despite the best efforts and deep pockets of the local ruling class, domestic football is barely worth dominating – not that they don’t – international football is, as Qatar’s purchase of PSG and Abu Dhabi’s of Manchester City suggest, a more enticing arena, and a multi-faceted instrument of foreign policy.


In Chapter 3, ‘From the Left Wing’, we turn to football in South America, in an era characterized until recently by the advance of the region’s Left. Traditionally wary of football as a political tool, the twenty-first-century South American Left embraced it, from Venezuela’s and Bolivia’s Left populists to Argentina’s Peronists. There have been some successes and progressive advances along the way: in Chile, football was a small cultural catalyst for the phenomenal wave of youth, student and educational protest that the country underwent; in Colombia the game has been an important thread through the country’s peace process; women’s football is finding a toehold across the continent.


However, for the most part the game’s main message has been to lay bare the seemingly insoluble economic problems of the continent, still so dependent on the global export of raw materials and agricultural produce. Locked into an unequal relationship with European football, the region has increasingly sold its best players on and, bereft of them, its domestic game cannot catch up with the competition. At the same time the disastrous local management of the game, the unchecked scale of corruption and the impact of the global drugs trade all hold back football and make it a microcosm of the continent’s wider economic problems.


In Chapter 4, ‘This Storm is What We Call Progress’, we examine European football, the metropole of the global football empire. Here the game can be read as both an exemplar of the very best that the continent and its integration project can offer, and at the same time as a powerful indicator of the failures and inequities of its economic model. Here, at the centre of the globalized industry, the world’s best players and coaches, equipped with finest support staff and infrastructure, have produced, at the pinnacle, the most extraordinary football ever played. Violence and disorder, aggressive nationalism and racism, while all still part of the game, appeared to be on the decline, as carnival fans appeared at international tournaments and the first anti-racism campaigns in football flourished. However, in the poorer peripheries of the continent, nurtured by a new generation of nationalist and populist politicians, all these ills are returning to the game with a vengeance. The politics of the continent’s national teams and the diversity of their ethnic make-up, have become a touchstone for the new and more viscous politics of identity in Europe everywhere. Above all, despite the regulatory efforts of UEFA and even the European Union, nothing is able to close the great financial chasm between winners and losers in football, nor halt the tax evasion, rule-bending and corruption of the powerful.


In Chapter 5, ‘Continental Drift’, we look at the many different worlds of Asian football, in a survey that encompasses: the economically developed yet culturally marginal football cultures of Japan, South Korea and Australia; the football madness of South East Asia, where a combination of unchecked match-fixing and political conflict helps keep the local game in a state of underdevelopment; and the football vanity projects of Central Asia’s post-Soviet ruling dynasties. Yet Asia’s place as a peripheral player in world football is changing. Led by the Chinese, but by no means confined to them, the continent has been on a global spending spree, buying players, clubs and influence. As the world tilts east on its economic axis, this is, the Chinese seem to think, just the beginning of a longer power-play.


In Chapter 6, ‘Trouble in Paradise’, we survey the politics of football in CONCACAF – Confederation of North, Central America and Caribbean Association Football – again which, in keeping with the loose offshore banking regulations and tax regimes of the Caribbean, has proved to be the most obviously corrupt of the regional federations and a key node in the networks of global larceny that have engulfed the game in recent years. Mexico, of course, reveals the deep metaphorical and narrative connections between football and public life, nowhere more so than in the country’s still unfulfilled longing to make it to the fifth game at the World Cup. A close look at the game’s political economy reveals something of the nation’s wider shortcomings: its dependence on a narrow class of oligarchs and its prostration before the drug lords. Across the border, the United States is acquiring a metaphorical relationship with football of hitherto unseen intensity, but, as with so much in this deeply divided nation, it is just one fraction of the nation, albeit a diverse coalition, that is doing so.


One common thread running through all these chapters is that corruption, in its many forms, is endemic, indeed systemic, in much of global football. In Africa, domestic football associations are the chief looters and embezzlers, though the same practices are widespread in South and West Asia. In Latin America, the same constituency has been assisted by corrupt media networks and football agents. Money-laundering and crossovers with the drug trade and organized crime are strongest here, but by no means unique. The building of football infrastructure, almost everywhere, is subject to rake-offs in the grey zone between public funds and private construction companies. Match-fixing and illegal betting, institutional conflicts of interest and fixed decision-making processes, can be found on every continent. There are deep structural reasons why there is so much more corruption in twenty-first-century football than ever before. In the first place there is more money around, and there are more ways to steal it. Most importantly, the wormholes of offshore finance have created more ways to hide it and eventually spend it without being caught. Secondly, the presence of so many powerful political figures within the game, and the influence they hold, mean that almost everywhere legal and police authorities are at best slow to investigate these crimes, and often simply complicit.


However, the fish rots from the head, and while even under the rule of Themis, Greek goddess of justice, corruption would have proliferated in modern football, it has been given the most magnificent lead from the summit. Sitting atop the football world through all of this has been FIFA, and in Chapter 7, ‘The Game Beyond the Game’, we explore the patronage politics operating at the highest levels of global football, and the corruption it allowed to proliferate. In its focus on Sepp Blatter, President of the organization between 1998 and 2015, it offers a case study of how football’s ruling institutions have escaped scrutiny and regulation, and how the unvarnished and unchecked power that has enabled has deluded its office holders.


We conclude our global tour in Chapter 8, ‘Back in the USSR?’, in Vladimir Putin’s Russia, where football has become an increasingly important tool in the regime’s box of political technologies. Football clubs, like much of Russia’s public realm, have been transferred into the hands of pliant oligarchs or the state’s still huge public companies. Gazprom, the country’s largest company, not only bankrolls Zenit St Petersburg, but also sponsors UEFA, Schalke 04 in Germany and a slew of smaller clubs in areas of foreign policy interest. The rich if unsavoury seam of hooliganism, right-wing ultra-nationalism and anti-migrant and anti-semitic sentiment that runs through Russian football was first co-opted by the regime and then, when inconvenient, suppressed. What began as a marriage of convenience between the state and football has proved so successful that Russia bid for, won and then hosted the 2018 World Cup, offering the regime a chance to build and show off its best and biggest Potemkin village. But let us deal with this World Cup first.


Ghosts, wake from your reverie!


The FIFA machine has finally got everything in place, and yet the agony is going to have to be extended. Before we get to Germany and the Cup, we are going to have to suffer the awards for the best player and the best goalkeeper of the tournament: Lionel Messi and Manuel Neuer respectively. Messi looks like death. Then, to ensure the world obtains its pound of pathos, the broken Argentinians have to do the whole loser’s-medal routine. Finally, the German squad are given their medals, the cup held back until they have all assembled on a camera-friendly podium. The final handover of the trophy is the only moment of unrehearsed awkwardness, as it moves, like a ticking bomb, from Jérôme Valcke to Sepp Blatter to President Rousseff to German captain Philipp Lahm. He joins his team on their own separate Plexiglass plinth, the FIFA hierarchy and its allies as backdrop, all showered by golden foil confetti. Lahm raises the Cup to an emptying stadium and a vast phalanx of photographers assembled below on the pitch.


Here, at the very pinnacle of this global moment, this condensation of humanity’s global networks and attention, we can, if we choose, see that after the football and the craziness that surrounds it, the real world has been present all along. The spectacle both dazzles and blinds us, but it has yet to seal itself off from challenge and critique, should we wish to engage with it. It is not obligatory to do so, but if we wish to retain some of the life and spontaneity of our game, if we want to preserve the real solidarities and collective identities we derive from it, if we think football should not be dominated by money and power alone, but by the logics of play, then it might be wise.




1


THE LIVING AND THE DEAD: AFRO FOOTBALL FEVER



We want, on behalf of our continent, to stage an event that will send ripples of confidence from the Cape to Cairo – an event that will create social and economic opportunities throughout Africa. We want to ensure that, one day, historians will reflect upon the 2010 FIFA World Cup as a moment when Africa stood tall and resolutely turned the tide on centuries of poverty and conflict. We want to show that Africa’s time has come.1


Thabo Mbeki, President of South Africa, 2009


Liberian football is dead. We are looking at ways of reviving it.


President of the Liberian Football Federation, 2015






I


Africa has been playing and following football for over a century and a half. Despite its British origins it became the dominant sport in the colonies of every European empire. Despite its imperial connotations it served, widely, as an instrument of the independence movements and, later, in the shape of CAF and the continental tournaments it created, a practical example of pan-African co-operation and identity. By the early 1990s Africa was considered the third continent in global football, its national sides way ahead of Asia and Central America at the World Cup, its best players finding their way to the top of European football, and its administrators a real power bloc in the politics of FIFA. Its domestic football was often erratic, but the biggest clubs, and the great derbies that had developed, were drawing enormous crowds, and the fever for playing and watching the game was palpable.


Thus, twenty years later, Africa’s first World Cup was serving as a cipher for the rising status and immense potential of the world’s youngest continent in an increasingly globalized world. Certainly the successful staging of the South African World Cup was a blow against the Afro-pessimists and their scaremongering. It was possible to discern something of the continent’s intense relationship with football in its manufactured spaces, filled by the intense buzzing of ten thousand vuvuzelas, Pentecostal choirs in the stands, and every African uniting behind the Ghanaians.


African football has not, however, delivered on the promise of the late twentieth century. It has held a World Cup, but its national teams have not performed any better on the world stage, and are losing ground to the rapid development of Asian football. Its football administrators and politicians have ceded influence in the corridors of power to their richer Asian competitors. At the same time, the domestic game has been in decline across the continent, haemorrhaging fans and players to the rest of the world. It has not, across the board, fallen as far or as terminally as Liberian football, crushed by a decade of civil war and the devastating Ebola virus, but it can appear in many nations that the football dead outweigh the living. South Africa 2010 offered a few clues as to why this should be, but rather than try and gauge the state of the African game from the heart of the global spectacle, we might have done better by leaving the stadium and heading out into the city.


In Kampala, a low, long breeze-block building is rendered in the precise royal blue of a Chelsea shirt, the club’s crest neatly painted on top. Manchester United’s Red Devil, undulating on its corrugated iron canvas, stares back from a lean-to in Nairobi. Sitting amongst thousands in the agonizingly stationary go-slow on Lagos’s Third Mainland Bridge, we can hear every radio tuned to ‘It’s Monday morning and it’s a huuuuuuuge week in football. We got EPL. We got La Liga. We got Serie A . . .’ Take a closer a look at the battered buses and the taxis and see the pennants, stickers and flags in foreign football colours on their dashboards. Step into a barber’s shack, the key arena for the arbiters of taste and style in Africa’s male urban social networks. Here, hand-painted signs offer the Essien, the Ronaldo and the Pienaar.2 In Nigeria, Star Beer have partnered with five foreign football teams to produce dedicated club packaging and branding on their cans and bottles. From Lagos’s main roads you can see the crests of Manchester City and Juventus, huge, high and back-lit, hanging over the rubbish dumps, slums and scrapyards that hug the hard shoulder. Above all, just stop and stare and see the football shirts. On a visit to a suburban police station in Kampala, my driver was in a Chelsea shirt, we passed an early morning jogger with an old Newcastle United top, saw that the man in charge of parking was in a Crystal Palace strip, and noted that the police detective I spoke to was wearing a belt with a large brassy clasp engraved with Manchester United’s crest. In 2014, sportsdirect.com reported that almost 30 per cent of their sales of the new official Chelsea shirts were from Lagos alone. In the distant Omo Valley of Southern Ethiopia, lip plates and scarification are giving way to a new aesthetic of recycled European clothing, in which football shirts are prized for their blocks of intense colour.3


Like every other aspect of African society, football has been linked to global economic, technological and cultural networks that have put the continent at a disadvantage, and accentuated rather that narrowed existing inequalities between Africa and the world. First, and most significantly, as our short tour through the African city suggests, African domestic football has been marginalized culturally and reduced to penury by the arrival of satellite television and the mass export of fans’ affections and custom to European football in general, and the English Premier League in particular. Second, Africa continues to export its best and most highly skilled people, and football players are at the very head of the pack. Indeed, since the turn of the century the number of football migrants has risen, which has impoverished the local game as a spectacle, and has as yet to improve its finances, skills base or infrastructure. Third, Africa’s stadiums were so neglected in the late twentieth century that they became increasingly deadly, prone to stampedes, riots and fires. In the absence of any investment from elsewhere, African football, along with much of the rest of the continent, has turned to China. As part of their vast soft-power initiative in Africa, the Chinese have built almost all of the continent’s new stadiums – fit to stage televised spectaculars and presidential rallies. As with so many infrastructure projects in Africa, it is not clear that they are of any benefit to anyone else – not least the clubs who cannot afford to rent them, the fans who can’t reach their distant locations, or the players, who might benefit more from some new boots and balls than secure underground car parks. Pharaonic in concept and execution, the staging of the African Cup of Nations (AFCON) in these new stadiums provides a powerful lens on the politics of Africa’s oil states and the dynamics of contemporary African urban development. We begin this chapter by exploring these features of contemporary African football, before turning to Africa’s regions and their more specific encounters with these global forces. In West Africa issues of governance, corruption and football violence are paramount; in East and Central Africa, football has had to survive gruelling civil and international wars; while in Southern Africa, in Zimbabwe in particular, the game has been used, consumed and diminished by Mugabe and ZANU-PF’s unquenchable will to power.


Everywhere on the continent, however, and African football is by no means alone in this, the inequities and injustices of global networks have been multiplied by the corruption and incompetence of its ruling institutions. As we shall see throughout this chapter, national football federations have made their own special contribution to the often disastrous organizational state of their leagues and grassroots programmes, but they were given magnificent leadership by CAF and its long-serving president Issa Hayatou, the perfect incarnation of Africa’s immovable presidents-for-life. When his twenty-eight years as president of the organization came to an end in 2017, his reign was exceeded by only those of Presidents Biya, Obiang, Dos Santos and Mugabe, of Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, Angola and Zimbabwe respectively. Born in 1946 the son of a Muslim sultan in northern Cameroon, Issa Hayatou played basketball for his country, but football administration became his post-athletics career when he became the secretary of the Cameroonian football association in 1974. In 1988, he won the presidency of CAF.4 Acquisitions of this kind of sinecure were not unusual in a family that remained very close to President Biya and boasted an ex-prime minister amongst its number. Challenges to his position in 2000 and 2004 were imperiously swept aside, and the vanquished were duly punished. For more than two decades, his rule in African football was absolute if comatose. He certainly entrenched his own and Africa’s positions within FIFA, securing more World Cup places for the continent and committee roles for its tribunes. Under his rule, AFCON was expanded to sixteen teams and its slot in the middle of the European football season protected. TV deals and sponsorships for AFCON, as well as the CAF Champions League, inched up in value, but were worth less than 5 per cent of their European equivalents. What he did not do was address any of the long-standing structural problems in African football administration and governance.


On Hayatou’s watch, and despite a rising stream of income to African football associations from FIFA, the cupboard was always bare amongst CAF’s members, certainly when it came to paying football association staff, coaches and players. Money raised from government to invest in infrastructure and development, as well as cash from sponsorship and TV deals, rarely found its way out of African houses of football. The stand-offs and strikes that have affected African World Cup squads in the last decade are just the most visible consequences of a great mountain of late pay, cut pay and bonuses siphoned off into the bank accounts of directors and their front companies. In 2014, Ghana’s players refused to go on until they received their World Cup pay in cash in Brazil, a transaction that required the personal intervention of President John Dramani Mahama. In 2016, after coming first and third respectively in the women’s AFCON, Nigeria’s Super Falcons had to march on the national assembly in Abuja to receive their due, while Ghana’s Black Queens had to stage a protest outside the Ministry of Sport in Accra to get their bonuses.5


Hayatou, predictably, saw none of this, exerted no pressure on Africa’s national associations, demanded no reform. Was he so busy not looking that he did not glimpse his own fall coming? In 2012, the Ivorian Jacques Anouma had the temerity to mount a challenge. Hayatou dispatched him by having CAF’s statutes changed so that only members of the executive committee could stand for the presidency. Anouma was not on the committee. In April 2015, the CAF statutes were changed again, this time removing the age limit of seventy for a president. This allowed Hayatou, due to be seventy a year before the next election, to put himself forward for yet another term. By now, his health and faculties were failing him. A man whose style was ambulatory at best, he survived a kidney transplant only to come to a complete halt. In 2015, when stand-in President of FIFA after Sepp Blatter’s fall, he fell asleep at his own press conference. There was a gathering storm of accusations, too. He had survived revelations that he had received a payment of $100,000 from the marketing company ISL as part of its acquisition of World Cup rights from FIFA. Hayatou admitted receiving the money, but always said he used it to pay for a celebration of CAF’s fortieth anniversary in 1997. We await the accounts. Suspicions were raised when CAF refused to announce the actual amount it was receiving from the oil company Total, one of its new sponsors. Simultaneously, the Egyptian public prosecutor announced that the deal Hayatou had done with French broadcaster Lagardère for the CAF Champions League had broken Egyptian law. In the fight to replace Blatter at FIFA, he backed Sheikh Salman, who turned out to be the wrong horse. The winner, Gianni Infantino, handed out a dose of Hayatou’s own medicine and stripped him of his place on the powerful finance committee.


Thus, in 2017, already weakened, he faced a real challenge from the head of the Madagascan FA Ahmad Ahmad and his pugnacious Zimbabwean campaign manager Phillip Chiyangwa, a property developer with good ZANU-PF credentials who became president of the Zimbabwean FA in 2015 and was gunning for Hayatou from the off. The two had the votes of the Southern African region sewn up, and they found plenty of people who Hayatou had snubbed, excluded or overlooked in his ruthless allocation of patronage, especially in anglophone Africa. Hayatou responded by cancelling Madagascar’s hosting of the U-17 African championships, and CAF sent intimidating if vacuous letters to Chiyangwa claiming he had transgressed all kinds of statutes. When the votes were counted, the king was dead, comprehensively beaten 34–20. It was hardly the herald of a new dawn in African football, or a real changing of the guard. The optimistic might argue that it was at least the end of the kind of endless torpor, decay and inertia over which Africa’s morbid presidents have presided, but no one was counting on it. If there is life in African football we are unlikely to find it here.


II


The degree to which European football has entered everyday life in Africa is extraordinary. Step inside the fabulous art deco cinemas of Asmara, built when it was the capital of the Italian colony of Eritrea. Look beyond the exquisite period fittings and you will see that the list of show times is for European football games, not European art house films. As one cinema owner put it, ‘You cannot find a place to sit when Arsenal play Manchester United. Some wear the team colours. The Italians would be surprised if they knew. The only thing they knew about was the movies.’6 In Lomé, the capital of Togo, every Arsenal game was preceded by a city-wide cavalcade of fans on bikes and scooters, dressed in club colours and whipping up the atmosphere. In the small town of Lalibela in Ethiopia, Jonathan Wilson calculated that with every bar and viewing house in the town full, more than 20 per cent of the male adult population was watching the Premier League. It was no different in the capital, where one reporter saw ‘Dozens of Arsenal fans gather around a bar in Addis Ababa’s trendy Bole district . . . minibuses adorned with the club’s crest speed through busy streets; teenagers selling cigarettes sport Arsenal’s red home kit; and business executives tune in to watch the match at airport lounges.’7


African newspapers have kept track of English football since at least the 1950s, if only for the devoted followers of the pools. The BBC World Service has been broadcasting the scores on a Saturday afternoon for over half a century. Nigerians used to get a single weekly free-to-air highlights show of English football during the 1980s; many brought home prized video recordings of televised matches from their time in Britain. Enough to whet the appetite, but pretty meagre fare. The arrival in the mid-1990s of DSTV, Africa’s main anglophone satellite broadcaster, and its francophone counterpart, Canalsat Afrique, changed everything. For the first time, live football from Europe was regularly and reliably available in Africa. Although costs kept the total number of paying subscribers down, a vast ecosystem of sharing screens in viewing houses, cinemas and sports bars allowed football to reach the majority of the population, even in rural areas.8 Were we in Ouagadougou or Bamako, we might be watching French football, perhaps PSG or Olympique de Marseilles. In Luanda or Maputo, the bars would probably be showing Portuguese games, though only if one of the big clubs was playing. In Senegal, La Liga has acquired a fanbase, and El Clásico – the Barcelona/Real Madrid derby – is watched everywhere. Yet even in these franco- and lusophone nations, you would just as likely be watching Everton versus West Brom. A Sportmarkt survey of 2011 found that 72 per cent of Africans were interested in football, 55 per cent watched the EPL and 39 per cent followed an English team. No one can count the number of Africans in football bars, but the standard estimate was that 300 million Africans were regularly tuning into just the EPL. One suspects that the current numbers are much higher.9


English football may be the game of the people in Africa, but heads of state and prime ministers are equally engaged. Presidents Mugabe and Nkurunziza of Zimbabwe and Burundi respectively both publicly declared for Chelsea. Ian Khama, the President of Botswana, watched the national team play Togo wearing a vintage Manchester United jersey. The vice-presidents of Nigeria and Kenya declared for Arsenal on Twitter. The first tweet from Kenya’s William Ruto read: ‘DP @WilliamsRuto: I support #Arsenal. I just don’t know where we are at the moment. #GOKInteracts.’ Atiku Abubakar, Nigeria’s Vice-President under Obasanjo in the 2000s, tweeted, in the midst of a particular fraught party conference, ‘this was just what is needed an @Arsenal win to lift me up at a moment like this.’10 President Paul Kagame of Rwanda was amongst many African Arsenal fans who joined the Wenger in/Wenger out debate. Less vocal on social media but no less supportive were Rupiah Banda, President of Zambia between 2008 and 2011, Prince Seeiso, the younger brother of the King of Lesotho, Sierra Leone’s President Ernest Bai Koroma, and President Adama Barrow of the Gambia, who acquired the Arsenal habit whilst working as a security guard at an Argos catalogue store in north London.11 Both of Africa’s richest individuals – the Nigerian king of concrete Aliko Dangote and Ethiopian-Saudi business magnate Mohammed Hussein Al Amoudi – support Arsenal and have both suggested that they would like to buy the club. The intersection of politicians and English football clubs has become so pervasive that African newspapers have begun to use the Premier League as a metaphor or analogy for their domestic political conflicts. In Kenya, for example, politicians were systematically compared to Premier League clubs.12 William Ruto was Leicester City, who ‘emerged from nowhere and took the position of the big boys’, while Kalonzo Musyoka, an ex-vice-president whose own presidential ambitions had faded, was Manchester United, ‘once the talk of the town . . . but slowly depreciating.’13


The preponderance of Arsenal fans amongst African leaders was broadly reflected on the ground. Measured by numbers of official African supporters’ clubs – more than twenty compared to Manchester United’s four – Arsenal was Africa’s team, its fanbase reaching to the most unlikely corners of the continent, from South Sudan to Tunisia. Kenyans were the second most common visitors to the club’s website, Nigerians the fifth. Africans were particularly prominent in the global ‘Wenger Out’ campaign, with banners noted and shared on social media at an anti-Zuma protest in South Africa, a big music gig in Nairobi and in the stands at a game in Ethiopia. Sharp-eyed visitors to the Emirates in recent years may have noted the large banner of Emeka Onyenuforo, founder of Arsenal Nigeria, hanging from one of the flagpoles outside the ground. The group had 10,000 members in 2017, while Onyenuforo was on the road establishing new supporters’ clubs in Benin, Ghana, Togo and Niger. Research by Twitter on the geography of the clubs’ online followers suggests that Arsenal has support all across Africa, especially in the east, but has conceded top spot to Chelsea in West Africa, where the presence of Didier Drogba, Michael Essien and Jon Obi Mikel at the club has won over many fans. More anecdotal evidence suggests that there are still plenty of Liverpool supporters out there but, as a young Nigerian and Ghanaian both said to me, ‘Liverpool is for old guys.’14 This may yet change.


While the embrace of European football is pan-African, it has reached its apogee in Nigeria. Amongst the most popular TV hits of recent years is Celebrity Fan Challenge, a game show performed in front of a live audience of 6,000, in which Nigerian celebrities – from rappers to Nollywood stars – face off against each other in competitive banter and games over whether Arsenal or Manchester United is the biggest club. Even the local radio traffic reports are peppered with Premier League updates, transfer rumours and details of contractual disputes. Thus at the pinnacle of Nigerian society, the rich, the famous and the powerful all flaunt their football affiliations and, in the case of Atiku Abubakar, actually attend the Arsenal home games on a regular basis. Below them in Nigeria’s burgeoning cities, the emerging professional middle class are the mainstay of the country’s many official supporters’ clubs. In an evening spent with the Chelsea Official Supporters’ Club, Lagos branch, I met Suliman, who founded the group and worked as an accounts officer for a second-division Nigerian football club; Adekunle, a banker; Kamal, in insurance; Funny Bone, one of Lagos’s leading stand-up comics; and Henry, who ran his own import–export company. An evening spent with the Tottenham Hotspur Official Supporters’ Club Lagos branch was equally instructive. A similar social mix, they highlighted the importance of the African diaspora and the longstanding interactions between ex-colonies and the imperium in creating these webs of footballing attraction. Here were Nigerians who had acquired Spurs while living in Britain, going to school in Cornwall, working in Mill Hill and going back and forth between Lagos and London on business.


Viewed from Lagos, the Premier League is not merely a great sporting spectacle and soap opera, it is also a slice of the global North that Nigerians can enter, if not freely then certainly with more ease than most international border posts. It is a realm of consumption and glamour that is tangible, and it is a world where things work. In fact, many Nigerians like the Premier League as a whole as much as their club. ‘The EPL is like a religion,’ one told me. ‘It can really affect your mood. The thing with the Premier League is that I would watch Stoke v Leicester or Sunderland v Bournemouth. I would watch El Clásico, too, but Osasuna v Malaga? Forget it.’ Another young Lagosian and Manchester United fan, when asked why he loved the whole of the Premier League – was it the style of play, the crowd? – replied, ‘It’s the branding . . . it’s just so professional.’


Nigeria’s love of the Premier League extends beyond watching and reading. In 2006, 27 December was deemed Arsenal day in the small city of Kogi in the east of the country. Eleven years later, hundreds of fans, all in club strip, were still gathering in the town square still bedecked with Arsenal banners. In 2008, Chelsea fans from the Lagos neighbourhood of Ebutte Meta gave out free jerseys and prepared a public feast, including a bull painted in team colours, in anticipation of their club’s victory in the Champions League final. Chelsea lost but they ate the bull anyway. Love can breed hate. In the aftermath of Manchester United’s defeat by Barcelona in the 2009 Champions League final, a United fan in the town of Ogbo in Nigeria drove his minibus past a group of celebrating Barcelona supporters. He then did a U-turn and drove straight at them, killing four people and injuring ten.15


Nigeria has no monopoly on this kind of violence. In 2010 in a bar in Lamu, Kenya, a Liverpool fan, Abibakar Bashie, was stabbed during their game with Manchester United after an explosive argument with opponents. Football suicides, though often related to gambling losses and debts, are disturbingly common. In Nairobi in 2009, Suleiman Omondi hanged himself wearing his Arsenal shirt after his side had lost 3–1 to United. Conversely, in 2013 a Manchester United fan plunged to his death from the seventh-floor balcony of an apartment block after his side had lost to Newcastle United.16 The marital consequences of football have become a perennial of Africa’s agony aunts who encourage women to accommodate their partners’ obsession, not merely by timing meals and family events around the fixture list, but by embracing their club.17


A study of the impact of the Premier League on the small village of Bugamba in south-western Uganda in the late 2000s suggests much more than marital relations has changed.18 The purchase of a satellite dish and a football subscription by one resident of the village led to the creation of a viewing house which proved phenomenally popular. Within a few months, the viewing house was the centre of village social life, a significant employer in its own right, while the owners rose significantly up the village’s social pecking order. Over a two-to-three-year period, the villagers’ conceptions of time and space changed too. While before the Premier League the basic distinctions were morning–afternoon–night, familiarity with its schedules meant locals began to use clock time. A quarter to eight meant nothing until it meant a midweek evening kick-off. Similarly, before the arrival of the EPL, the rest of the world was referred to as burayeas, which roughly translated as ‘the global domain’. Familiarity with the cosmopolitan make-up of the Premier League meant that villagers – now arguing as to whether a player was a Croat, a Slovene or from the Ukraine – became acquainted with the basic geography of the world. Priorities shifted too, as dinner dates, previously unbreakable, could be shifted to accommodate the football schedules, so too marriages, baptisms and church services. Gambling, previously unknown in the village, became widespread, as did its malign social consequences. In 2009, the satellite broadcaster GTV went bust, and so too did the owner of the viewing house, who had extensive debts secured against his now football-less business and land. He lost both.


While the Premier League has been busy working North American and East Asian markets, Africa has only recently appeared on their commercial radar. Manchester United were the first to take note, playing Portsmouth in Abuja in 2008. Hordes of ticketless fans stormed the gates during the game, while the volleys of tear gas from the police blew back into the stadium. Undeterred, United have been back to Africa twice since, though not as yet to Nigeria.19 By contrast, the Premier League is very much on African businesses’ radar. Sunderland were the first club to have their shirt sponsored by an African operation. The oil company Tullow put the slogan ‘Invest in Africa’ on their shirts. The South African bank Bidvest succeeded them, and the club, in a very rare act of reciprocation, has established the league’s strongest practical links with the continent, running coaching clinics and a supported grassroots facility. The Kenyan government has looked to sponsor a Premier League exhibition game or two, but the money initially allocated for ‘the Magic Cup’, as the project was fancifully known, evaporated. The private sector has proved more reliable. Everton, sponsored by the Kenyan online betting firm Sportpesa, played their first games in Africa in 2017 at a tournament in Dar es Salaam.20


African clubs don’t keep the most comprehensive attendance records in the world, but casual observation of the stands and attention to the debate in the local press make it abundantly clear that the size of the crowds at the local game has, since the arrival of satellite television, plummeted almost everywhere on the continent. Writing of the national derby in the 1990s between Heart of Oaks and Asante Kotoko, one Ghanaian recalled ‘those days when football fans showed up at the then Kumasi Sports Stadium very early in the morning to stand in long queues to purchase tickets for a game that will kick off eight hours later. People outside Kumasi had to come a day before matches to sleep at the stadium.’ Such was the demand that there was even a black market in tickets. Today, there are no queues and the stands are at best half full.21 In Zimbabwe, the crowd at the country’s biggest game, Highlanders v Dynamos, halved between 2012 and 2014. At just 13,000, it was easily the largest crowd of the season, when most clubs would be pleased with four-figure attendances of any kind.22 In Uganda, where once Express v SC Villa could command crowds of 15,000, they now play in front of just a thousand people. In the provinces, the audiences are in the low hundreds.


The pull of European football in terms of both sporting spectacle and its encrusted cultural meanings are strong, but the parlous state of domestic football on television and in the stadium is equally important in pushing people away. Compared to the multiple cameras and microphones on European television coverage, and its slick editing and graphics, African football just can’t compete. Many games, if they are shown at all, have been covered with just a couple of fixed cameras showing the whole pitch, with the occasional cut to a hand-held camera on the touchline. The stadium itself is often more unappetizing, with facilities of any kind thin on the ground. ‘In our own stadium,’ argued a Zambian fan of both beer and the Premier League, ‘refreshments are not allowed. So why should I go to the stadium and be thirsty for ninety minutes when I can be watching in a bar with a big screen?’23


African leagues and federations have been considering change. Some have proposed shifting their entire seasons from the European, September-to-May, model to a summer league. Others have tried to shift their kick-off times. The general manager of FC Abuja was candid. ‘Whenever we play at the same time as an Arsenal game, nobody shows up.’24 As to the football itself? The cameras, however few of them there are, do not lie. The ball does not move sweetly, the pitches are, more often than not, in desperate condition. There is still talent in Africa, but more than 3,000 of its professionals are playing outside the continent. The top one hundred or so are concentrated at the biggest and richest leagues in Europe. They are on television almost every day, and they are not coming back.


III


In a series of paintings and collages, the Ghanaian artist Godfried Donkor has cast the African footballer of the mid-to-late twentieth century as a saint, and presented him like a Russian icon, head surrounded and illuminated by a halo of light.25 In Santo Eusebio, the Mozambican, who played his whole career for Benfica and Portugal, is set against the share prices of the Financial Times. In Santo Omam, we see François Omam-Biyik, the player who put Africa on the world’s football map when he scored Cameroon’s winner against Argentina in the opening game of the 1990 World Cup, with covers of Ebony magazine, a style and political trend-setter amongst mid-century African Americans and the wider African diaspora, floating behind him in space. These works of art feature the heroes of decolonization, civil rights and black pride: Haile Selassie, Jackie Robinson and Duke Ellington. Donkor’s pictures capture the African stars of another age: today’s icons would have to put the African footballer in the context of more contemporary models of success – TV stars and rappers, the slick preachers of prosperity and the real-estate hustlers – but the esteem in which they have been held in Africa has not diminished. If anything it is much greater.


Wage slavery is long gone for those who play at the peak of European football. A backdrop of the Financial Times’s luxury-goods supplement ‘How to Spend It’ might be more fitting. In either case, the era of print is closing; for today’s players, fame and presence has been multiplied a thousand times by the arrival of the digital screen in all its forms, and the ways in which the newly liberalized African media has embraced the multi-faceted celebrity of these football icons.


Of all the African players who have straddled these multiple worlds and meanings, Didier Drogba is without peer.26 Drogba’s occupation of local media space was comprehensive – a survey of the Ivorian sports press found that he featured in 80 per cent of player photographs and nearly two-thirds of front pages. At his peak in 2009, his presence in the urban spaces of Côte d’Ivoire was pervasive. The wooden walls of barbers’ shops in the slums featured his carefully painted image. A thousand shacks were enlivened by posters of him in flight; so too the battered doors of Abidjan’s gbakas, the vans that serve as the city’s buses. A local brewery served up Drogba beer, and his name became a synonym in nochui, the local Franco-African slang, for ‘strong’ or ‘tough’.


Another measure of players’ popular celebrity is their occupation of musical space. Drogba had a major presence, but he was not alone. While at Olympique de Marseilles and Chelsea he became well known for celebrating his goals with a dance move that combined a horizontal swipe of the arm with a series of body jerks. This was part of the repertoire of Coupé-Décalé – a dance and music style invented by Ivorian migrants in the African nightclubs of Paris – which was hugely popular both in the diaspora and back in Côte d’Ivoire. A fan of the genre, Drogba was given its ultimate accolade by the invention of a dance move, the Drogbacite, based on his movements when playing. This in turn was referenced in dozens of popular songs, from ‘Drogbacite’ by Shanaka Yakuza and DJ Dream Team to DJ Arsenal’s ‘Shelobouka’. Ghanaian striker Asamoah Gyan, who rapped on three albums with hiplife star Castro, has a similar relationship to Azonto, an Accra dance craze. Originally called Appe or ‘work’, it mainly involved mimicking tasks and chores like driving, ironing, sweeping and washing. Gyan celebrated scoring the deciding goal against Nigeria in a 2010 Africa Cup of Nations qualifier with a hot routine that combined short hops and mime. It went viral online and triggered a craze on the dance floors. Samuel Eto’o and Alex Song have both featured in Cameroonian tunes. Maahlox’s ‘Alexandre Song Dans Ton Dos’ celebrated the latter’s red card that followed a sharp elbow on Croat Mario Mandzukic at the 2014 World Cup. Samuel Eto’o’s old-man celebration – a creaking walk with an imaginary stick – was a riposte to José Mourinho’s criticism of his decline, and became both a dance move and a song, ‘La Danse du Grand Père’, by Le Featurist.


Type the name of African football stars into Google and almost always you will be offered the popular search suffixes: net worth, mansion, cars, wedding. Many are remarkably generous in their donations to charitable foundations. Samuel Eto’o has built an entire hospital; Michael Essien has equipped his home town with functioning sanitation. But the African press knows what its public wants, and it is delivering: constructing footballing rich lists, and detailing Obafemi Martins’s investments in the hotel industry; drooling over Yaya Touré’s neo-Georgian mansion in the Cheshire countryside and the addition of a second Rolls Royce to his fleet of six cars; lionizing El Hadji Diouf, the Senegalese striker, and his ‘bling-tastic’ glitter-gold Cadillac Escalade; and covering players’ visits home, their family lives and their activities on social media with relish. In this celebrity space, footballers have often played the ‘big man’: a patron, patriarch and model of the conspicuous consumption that Africa’s tiny but fabulously wealthy elites have made the essential cypher of success. Didier Drogba played this game too on his visits to Abidjan, where he was thronged by crowds outside his mansion, around his cavalcade of cars and at the nightclubs he liked to frequent. The king of African bling, though, was Emmanuel Adebayor, who in 2013 shared pictures of his key assets on Snapchat. There were cars a-plenty, of course, but a Miami mansion too, as well as a private jet and an Imelda Marcos-scale collection of sneakers and sandals.


No one would accuse of Adebayor of mixing football and politics too closely, but many of his peers do occupy political space in Africa. Increasingly, the leading players have had the experience, the independence and the confidence to challenge the governance of their own football associations: conflicts which are seen by African publics as emblematic of their own struggles with failed and corrupt public institutions. Footballers have begun to appear on the campaign trail as a celebrity draw for politicians. Kanu worked the crowd for Goodluck Jonathan in the 2010 Nigerian presidential elections. El Hadji Diouf serves at the call of Senegal’s President Macky Sall. A few, like George Weah, have crossed to the other side. Weah ran unsuccessfully for the presidency of Liberia in 2005, but has since been elected as a national senator, and in 2018 in a second campaign actually won the big prize. Drogba, while not holding any formal political post, has been more engaged in public life than any other player of his generation. Domestically, he has played important symbolic and occasionally practical roles in the peace process that finally put an end to Côte d’Ivoire’s civil war, but in addition he has had an international political profile as a goodwill ambassador for UNDP.27 Like many other players, however, his brush with domestic politics has proved less accommodating. Appointed, with much fanfare, to a national reconciliation commission in 2011, he found himself a very minor player in a report that many felt only scratched the surface of the nation’s problems.


Amongst players like these, at the top of the game, hardly anyone is playing at home or in the peripheral leagues of global football. Amongst the twelve sub-Saharan African squads at the World Cup between 2006 and 2014, two had no domestically based players at all (Côte d’Ivoire and Togo in 2006), and only two had more than four – the nine who played for Angola in 2006 and sixteen for South Africa in 2010. For some, the most direct route to European football has been to be born or grow up in the diaspora in Europe but choose an African football citizenship. Demba Ba, Frédérick Kanouté and Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang were all born in France but have opted to played for Senegal, Mali and Gabon respectively. Didier Drogba lived nearly all of his childhood there too, but chose Côte d’Ivoire. Another useful option is to keep it in the family. André Ayew’s arrival at TSV 1860 München was eased by the pioneering Ghanaian star of the 1990s, Abedi Pele, who also happened to be his father. Rigobert Song was instrumental in getting his nephew Alex Song to Bastia. Older members of this generation, like Nigerians Nwankwo Kanu and Jay-Jay Okocha, actually had professional careers at home before ascending the club ladder in Europe, but this is increasingly rare.


While these routes to Europe remain open, and the old mechanisms of chain migration, informal connections and chance scouting are still in operation, the twenty-first century has seen a much more organized and systematic approach to the nurture and export of footballing talent.28 The vast majority of Africa’s stars have come through the complex cluster of football academies and schools that have emerged over the last twenty years. Some were entirely African operations, based at a few leading clubs like ASEC Mimosas’ Abidjan academy, which produced Yaya Touré, or Ghana’s Liberty Professionals, who nurtured Michael Essien and Asamoah Gyan. There were also Afro-European partnerships where the Europeans took a stake in the club, like Feyenoord Fetteh in Ghana, Aldo Gentina, originally Monaco’s partner in Senegal, and Ajax Cape Town in South Africa, or more informal relationships like that between Generation Foot in Senegal and Metz – a link that took Sadio Mané north.


Outside the conventional club structures, private academies have sprouted up all over Africa, driven by a mixture of motives commercial and philanthropic. Some are the creation of high-profile ex-players like Abedi Pele in Ghana, Patrick Vieira in Senegal, or Salif Keita, whose Malian academy launched Seydou Keita. Others are more formal corporate entities, like the Pepsi Academy in Lagos, whose alumni include John Obi Mikel and Celestine Babayaro, and the Kadji Academy in Douala, Cameroon, which sent Samuel Eto’o to Real Madrid. Beyond these core institutions, there is a great periphery of small, undercapitalized academies, agents, middlemen, hucksters and scouts. They range from entrepreneurial ex-players with barely a squad’s worth of talent in a Lagos flop house, through one-man bands working rural backwaters with a single European contact or connection up their sleeve, to the truly unscrupulous traffickers and tricksters.


While a tiny handful of players, families and academies will hit the jackpot, the reality for most is domestic football or a return to the insecurity and poverty of the informal economy. Sometimes it must be hard to tell the difference. The working conditions of most African football players are perilous.29 In 2016, 40 per cent were playing without a written contract of any kind, a figure that rose to over 60 per cent in Côte d’Ivoire and Cameroon and almost 90 per cent in Congo. Rates of pay outside of South Africa’s premier league and a few well-resourced clubs are meagre. More than half of all players in Africa are consistently paid late. In Ghana, 100 per cent of players reported that they were paid less than $1,000 a month, if they were paid at all. Paid holidays, insurance and medical care are very thin on the ground; so too is camaraderie. Ghanaian players reported a rate of attacks, verbal and physical, by club seniors ten times the global average. More African players (7.6 per cent) are forced to train alone as punishment than anywhere else.


If they survive their team mates and coaches, there is the public and the crowd to contend with. While hardly wealthy by comparison to their own elites, local footballers are visible, liquid and vulnerable. In 2014, the funeral of Senzo Meyiwa, goalkeeper for Orlando Pirates and South Africa, was held in Soccer City and attended by tens of thousands of fans, who mourned his passing and protested the epidemic of homicide and armed robberies in the country. Meyiwa had been shot dead in the course of a burglary of his apartment. Nigerian footballers seem at particular risk when travelling. On the first day of the same season, five Kano Pillars players were wounded by gunfire during an attack on the team bus travelling to Owerri. In 2016, Enyimba’s bus was stopped by armed robbers in Kogi. The following season, lower-league Osun United had the misfortune to break down on their return from a game in Calabar, only to have the team bus stormed by an armed gang, who left machete cuts on most of the squad before departing with wallets, money and phones.30


The stadium itself offers little respite. One in four Congolese players has been attacked by fans on the pitch during their career. On the same weekend in Nigeria in April 2017, Kano Pillars fans attacked the players of Akwa United who had just beaten them 1–0, forcing them under police protection to barricade their dressing room, and Enyimba’s players were pelted with stones and physically assaulted in Katsina by a crowd enraged by the away team’s goalkeeper, who had, they thought, roughly handled a ball boy.31 Match officials are perhaps even more vulnerable than players. Ghana’s lower leagues seem particularly hazardous. Referee Kwame Kyei Andoh died from the beatings he received from fans of Dolphin Gold Stars, who objected to an offside call in their game against Najoo Royals. Repeated volleys of police gunshots above the crowd were required to save the beleaguered officials in a game between Tamale Utrecht and Berlin FC.32 Fans of SC Villa of Kampala, Uganda’s biggest club, have repeatedly stoned match officials and journalists.


Given the situation at home, it is hardly surprising that African players that can’t make it to even the middling leagues in Europe have increasingly been heading to other countries and continents. In 2015, Africans made up just 2 per cent of the migrant players in Latin America, but they comprised 15 per cent of those in the United States, 23 per cent of almost 800 players in Europe and 27 per cent of the 2,000 foreigners playing in Asian professional leagues, making them the largest overseas contingent there.33


The life that awaits these global helots is closer to the experience of most poor African migrants than of those playing in the Bundesliga or Serie A. In Poland, for example, hundreds of Africans have played in the lower leagues, as far down as the semi-professional fourth and fifth levels. Here, in the margins of the margins, players have survived on free, if poor-quality, housing from their clubs, second and third jobs, and the hope that they might be able to move on up the footballing ladder. Very few do. In fact, only two Africans have been able to use Poland as a springboard to a place in the bigger leagues, and then only as far as Slovakia and Turkey. More often than not they head for Warsaw and the diaspora community that has gathered there. Many gravitate to PolBlack, an informal community club drawn from Africans in the city, many of them ex-footballers, who play in the park and survive on the margins of Warsaw’s labour market.34 They, and the many other park teams across the continent, include some of the thousands of football migrants who never made it to a trial or a club at all. Offered the promise of a shot at European football, they and their families were required to come up with the thousands of dollars necessary for passports, visas, airfares and fees, and then they found themselves abandoned on arrival. Others are not abandoned but imprisoned and moved sideways into the sex industry. Culture Foot Solidaire, an NGO created by the former Cameroonian international Jean-Claude Mbvoumin, has claimed that up to 7,000 young Africans have been tricked. While there are of course unwitting victims, there is complicity too. When compared to the cost and the dangers of the Sahel and Mediterranean crossings to Europe, some young Africans are ready to fly and take their chances on the streets of Lille, Ghent or Arnhem.35


Knowing that the margins of European football offer such thin pickings, other players have looked east to the emerging leagues of South and South East Asia.36 Nigerians have been making their way to India since the 1980s. The Cameroonian star Roger Milla played in the Indonesian league in the early 1990s, and through word of mouth and personal connections opened up a steady flow of African players there. Now dozens of Africans can be found in the first-division squads of Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam, all of which offer salaries well in excess of African leagues. Even those that offer barely more money than at home – Cambodia, Bangladesh and Laos, for example – boast a significant African presence. As with their peers in Europe, many hope that a move to these leagues will be the first step to something better, but mobility is no greater in Asia than on the fringes of Europe, and the streets of the continent’s cities are even tougher.


In all of this, as with so many of Africa’s global linkages, the terms of trade are not equal, and there are just a few winners and many losers. Although African players, their agents and academies have become better and sharper business operators, transfer fees from Europe are not enormous. They are certainly enough to sustain the academies and enrich a few, but not enough to transform the wider economic fortunes of African football. Nor is the African game benefiting from the experience, skills and education its emigrés pick up. African football associations, often fearful of the high standards and expectations its star players acquire abroad, make their integration into the domestic game politically difficult, if not impossible. That same morbid preference for nurturing power rather than talent drives not only Africa’s footballers to the four corners of the earth, but also millions and millions of its citizens.


IV


Africa’s football stadiums were no strangers to tragedy, but the stench of death hung over them more heavily than ever at the turn of the century. In 2000, in Monrovia, at a game between Liberia and Chad, three fans died in a crush at a ludicrously over-full stadium. Shortly afterwards, during a World Cup qualifier between Zimbabwe and South Africa in Harare, thirteen people were killed in a stampede when police deliberately fired tear gas into the stadium exits. The Congolese police did the same in Lubumbashi the following year, leaving eight dead in their wake. Then in South Africa, an estimated crowd of over 80,000 was squeezed into the 62,000-capacity Ellis Park for the Kaizer Chiefs v Orlando Pirates Johannesburg derby. Panic in the crowd before the game, made worse by the police, turned into a stampede in which forty-three people died and 158 were injured; at kick-off the roar of the crowd smothered the screams of the dying.37 Later in 2001, during the final seconds of the Ghanaian derby, with Hearts of Oak leading Asante Kotoko 2–1, police fired tear gas into the home crowd, many of whose members were already departing. The stampede that followed was jammed up against locked exit gates and left 126 fatalities.38 The various post-mortems and inquiries into the state of African football and its stadiums that followed these events laid bare the shameless profiteering by officials who were over-selling tickets without any thought for safety considerations, and revealed stadium management, stewarding and policing all to be reactive and dire. As with so many other aspects of the African city, football’s public infrastructure was antiquated, poorly maintained, and on occasion deadly.


These stadiums had been built in the immediate post-war era by colonial regimes who, just a decade or so later, would hand over power to newly independent African nations. Ghana, Nigeria, Zambia and Zaire were all symbolically born in football stadia. Architecturally unremarkable, these were at least functional and have served across the continent as venues for national celebrations, mass religious services, political rallies, temporary army bases and prisons, as well as football matches. However, despite their utility, no African state, Nigeria and South Africa aside, would prove able to build a significant post-independence stadium themselves, or even maintain their small inheritance, as these disasters demonstrated. In fact, for almost half a century now, the only new source of these uniquely important centres of African urban culture and politics has been China.


The Sino-African encounter began in earnest in the late 1960s and early 1970s, centring on Tanzania, whose politics of Afro-rural socialism and commitment to the non-aligned movement made it a natural partner for Mao’s China. Alongside renovating the nation’s railway network, the Chinese government initiated its programme of stadium diplomacy in Africa, building the national arena in Dar es Salaam in 1971.39 Somalia acquired one in Mogadishu in 1978, and then through the 1980s and early 1990s the pace picked up, with gifts from the Chinese people popping up in the capital cities of Benin, Burkina Faso, Djibouti, Liberia, Mauritania, Mauritius, Niger and Rwanda. The Amahoro Stadium, completed just months before the outbreak of Rwanda’s genocidal civil war, would serve as the headquarters of the UN peacekeeping force and a place of sanctuary for Tutsis fleeing their Hutu attackers. All these stadiums were small and offered very basic facilities, but the growing Chinese construction industry was soon able to build bigger and more architecturally brutal stadiums and associated multi-sports complexes for the dictatorships of Moi in Nairobi and Mobutu in Kinshasa.


Busy as the Chinese had been in the 1990s, the pace of their engagement quickened again. Since the turn of the century, they have paid for and built over thirty stadiums, with many more to come. It is not simply the scale of Chinese construction that has shifted: stadium diplomacy has become entwined with a much bigger economic and political project. In the 1980s, China had been content to foster solidarity in Africa and leverage it to diplomatically exclude and isolate Taiwan. After assessing the post-Cold War landscape in the early 1990s, however, it became clear to the Chinese leadership that Africa offered rather more. China’s burgeoning industrial economy and population would soon require new export markets, land for agricultural purposes and, above all, access to the full range of raw materials its factories consumed. Africa, particularly as its oil reserves grew, offered all of these in abundance and, given the United States’ rapid withdrawal from the continent after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the price of entry looked very low. Since then, Sino-African trade, aid, investment and migration have all soared. China is now the continent’s biggest single trading partner, and exports have risen since 2000 twenty-fold, to more than $150 billion a year. It is also Africa’s largest external direct investor, with interests in dozens of countries in mining and manufacturing. Its state banks are responsible for the lion’s share of infrastructure loans, and there is now a Chinese migrant population in Africa getting close to two million.40


Some of Africa’s new stadiums, like Togo’s and the Central African Republic’s, have come entirely as gifts. In fact, the present list has extended to Sierra Leone’s and Zimbabwe’s parliaments, the offices of Mozambique’s and Uganda’s presidents, Ghana’s national theatre and the new $200 million headquarters of the African Union in Addis Ababa: all facilities overwhelmingly enjoyed by the continent’s elites, with whom the Chinese are also doing business over resources and trade. Other stadiums have been financed as package deals, in which one of China’s state banks loans the money to the government, which then agrees to pay it back at a very low interest rate over a long period, if necessary with raw materials rather than just cash. At this point, public tendering goes out of the window, as China also supplies the contractors and subcontractors to build the things. They in turn bring much of the workforce required, especially highly skilled engineers. All this comes with a guaranteed ‘no questions asked’ policy on domestic politics, human rights or international law. As Sierra Leone’s ambassador to Beijing tartly put it. ‘If a G8 country had wanted to rebuild our stadium, we’d still be holding meetings.’41


The same model has been applied and scaled-up to fund the most important infrastructure projects ever built in Africa: six-lane motorways through the rainforests of Equatorial Guinea and Gabon, new railways and road networks right across East Africa, a colossal deep-water port for Tanzania, Ethiopia’s biggest dam and Addis Ababa’s light-rail system, giant solar farms in southern Africa, entire hi-tech neighbourhoods in Kenya. If the stadium programme is anything to go by, the scale and speed of Chinese investment have their costs. There is certainly an identikit feel to much of the stadium programme. For example, the arching roofs over the Levy Mwanawasa stadium in Zambia are identical to those of the Stade de l’Amitié in Libreville, Gabon, and both were the work of the Shanghai Construction Group. You would be hard pressed to tell the difference between Costa Rica’s and Malawi’s national stadiums, both built by the Anhui Foreign Economic Construction Group, a conglomerate with an interest in diamond mines in the DRC and Zimbabwe. Whatever the architectural merits of these buildings, their locations are often dismal and their scale unsustainable. Mozambique’s Zimpeto Stadium, opened to host the All-Africa Games in 2011, has never been full since. Even for an important game, its crowds are dwarfed:



Once inside, the Mambas fans sat stiffly together high up in one huge uncovered stand of plastic seating. The stands at either end of the pitch were completely empty. In the town centre, I’d seen motorists screaming their devotion to their team pounding their horns at one another and piling fellow supporters into their backseats. The atmosphere in Zimpeto was so subdued, drowned by the vastness of the place, that I could hear the players calling out at each other down on the field.42





Similar reports emanate from the new stadiums in Zambia, Ghana and Malawi, and it is not only the atmosphere that has been lost. For the previous generation of fans, the history embedded in the older stadiums has been swept aside. ‘I am one of the many Zambians saddened that most of our national team matches are now staged in Ndola. This is not only because I live in Lusaka, where the team used to play its home games, but also because the move greatly diminishes, if not erases, the deeper significance of historic football venues.’43


Beyond these microscopic zones of hyper-development, the citizens of urban Africa continue to struggle with the daily grind of life in cities that have crumbling and inadequate infrastructure and threadbare levels of unreliable governance. The vast majority of football stadiums in Africa, the ones in which the sport is actually played, reveal the still perilous conditions and physical insecurity of the urban life this produces, and nothing, it seems, has been learnt from the disasters at the turn of the century. Faith is no barrier to calamity. Stampedes at religious ceremonies have claimed dozens of lives, like the thirty-six Malian fatalities at the Modibo Keita Stadium in Bamako, where 25,000 people had poured in to be blessed by an imam. A New Year’s firework display claimed sixty-one people and injured 200 in a stampede in 2013 at the Stadium Houphouët-Boigny in Abidjan. Things have proved no different in football. The roll call of fatalities has been relentless: twelve dead in a stampede after Zambia beat Congo-Brazzaville in Chililabombwe; eight crushed to death in Liberia at a World Cup qualifier in 2009; twenty-two asphyxiated at the Stadium Houphouët-Boigny beneath a collapsed wall as Côte d’Ivoire played Mali. In the 2015 title decider between TP Mazembe and Vita Club at the Stade Tata Raphaël in Kinshasa, fifteen people died in the inevitable stampede that followed police firing tear gas into the stands. And still they come. Seventeen people lost their lives at a game in the provincial Angolan city of Uige in 2017, after fans, locked outside at the start of the game, broke into the stadium, triggering a stampede. President dos Santos ordered a report, but he could have just asked the main medical officer at the local hospital. Indeed, any observer of the cruelties of African urban life could have told him: ‘Some people had to walk on top of other people.’44


V


History still counts for something in African football. The biennial African Cup of Nations (AFCON) remains the centrepiece of the continent’s football.45 Now over sixty years old, steeped in traditions of pan-African amity and pride, it is screened and closely followed across the continent and amongst the many African diasporas. Since 2000, every sub-Saharan tournament, with the exception of South Africa in 2013, has featured an array of Chinese-funded stadiums. Mali showed off six new ones in 2002. Ghana in 2008 and Angola in 2010 had four each. Equatorial Guinea and Gabon, the co-hosts in 2012, had two apiece and, as solo hosts in 2015 and 2017 respectively, they each added another couple. It is not entirely coincidental that Ghana’s and Angola’s biggest oil market is China, with Angola selling five times as much oil to the PRC as it does to the USA. Gabon sent around 15 per cent of its oil and manganese to China, and Equatorial Guinea’s biggest trading partner for oil was also Beijing. Intended as showcases and celebrations of the host regimes, the African Cup of Nations tournaments actually revealed more about how Africa’s resource extraction states operate, and about their relationships with football and their own citizens.


In Angola, football, like everything else, had first to survive the long, harsh civil war that began in 1975 and only ended in 2002. For nearly three decades, football fields were laced with landmines and squads had to fly rather than traverse booby-trapped roads. The clubs – all run by state agencies, like the police at Interclube, the army at Primeiro de Maio, and the state oil company Sonanagol at Petro Atlético – had to play second fiddle to more pressing concerns. In 2005, to nationwide hysteria, Angola qualified for the first time for the World Cup. ‘We had a lot of dreams when we were young, but they all disappeared as we grew up during the war. But everyone forgot about their troubles when the team qualified.’46 Thomas Teixeira perhaps overstated things, but it was a seminal moment for Angola, tangible evidence of its post-war recovery driven by its enormous and now accessible oil reserves. More tangible, perhaps, than the team’s performance in Germany in 2006, where they managed to draw with Iran and Mexico before going home. More tangible, perhaps, than the economic conditions of most Angolans who, despite living in one of Africa’s fastest growing economies, continued to live in poverty. In the capital Luanda, where much of the population had gathered during the war, a monumental building boom in the new business districts sat alongside vast and growing shanty towns, unpaved roads and open sewers. AFCON 2010 made the contrast even sharper. Four new stadiums were built in Benguela, Luanda, Lubango and Cabinda, costing just over $500 million; $231 million alone for Estádio 11 de Novembro in the capital. Add to that the twelve new practice grounds built for visiting teams to train on, and that was a billion dollars just on football pitches. Foreign journalists were astonished to discover that Luanda was one of the most expensive cities in the world to live in.


Halfway through the second half of their opening game, Angola looked like they were going to win the whole show: 4–0 up and in control against Malawi. Inexplicably, they disintegrated, and finished the match 4–4. The team crawled their way to the quarter-finals, but Angola’s primary celebration of itself remained its pharaonic architectural monuments rather than its football. A year later, all of the stadiums were either under-used or mothballed, the power disconnected. Vague plans for local clubs to play in them had failed to factor in their huge running costs, implausible rentals and distant locations from the popular districts, which remained without functioning transport systems.47 The national team’s only dalliance with success since then was a quarter-final place at AFCON 2013, where they were eviscerated by Cape Verde, a tiny cluster of lusophone islands in the Mid-Atlantic. The still highly censored and subservient press remained cautious in its criticisms, but Angola’s Twittersphere was less reticent, exploding with complaint. Many decried the fact that there was enough money in Angolan football for the Luandan club Kabuscorp to sign the ageing but expensive Brazilian Rivaldo, but never any money for youth development. Cape Verde, it transpired, a considerably poorer country, was putting more money per capita into health and education, and by Angolan standards was a haven of democratic politics. As the Cape Verdean Prime Minister José Maria Neves put it in a newspaper interview on his team’s performance, ‘Our oil is good governance.’48


As might be expected, Gabon and Equatorial Guinea have leaned on the side of oil rather than good governance. These tiny coastal West African states, a French and Spanish colonial enclave respectively, were abandoned to their post-independence penury in the 1960s, and remained there until they hit the oil jackpot in the mid-1990s. In both cases, the cascade of cash that followed entrenched already long periods of personal and autocratic rule. In Gabon, President Omar Bongo had ruled from 1967 until his death in 2009. His son Ali Bongo has been running the family business ever since. In Equatorial Guinea, also a family affair, President Teodoro Obiang has been in power since 1979, when he overthrew his uncle Francisco Macías Nguema. Nguema had been in charge since independence from Spain in 1968 and was at best erratic, at worst sociopathic: he had 150 opponents hanged in the football stadium of the capital Malomo, their death throes drowned out by a recorded orchestral version of ‘Those Were the Days (My Friend)’ played on a loop. While this points to an extraordinary attention to detail, his failure to pay the army suggests otherwise. The troops mutinied and then surrounded him and the national cash reserves in a bunker in Mongomo. Obiang had him captured, tried and executed. Since oil was discovered both nations’ GDP per capita suggests they have become middle-income-to-rich nations, easily able to afford the $1 billion apiece they spent on staging AFCON in 2012, and similar sums on individually hosting the 2015 and 2017 tournaments. On the ground, however, both societies remained remarkably underdeveloped and unequal, with more than a third of their populations living in extreme poverty.


Prior to AFCON 2012, Equatorial Guinea’s football was equally underdeveloped, with hapless facilities and an invisible international presence. In preference to investing in local football, they experimented with naturalizing foreign players, and in 2009 the women’s team became champions of Africa having recruited legions of Brazilians. Consequently, the men’s national team went into the tournament with twenty of the twenty-three-man squad naturalized citizens, who had come via Mauritania, Rwanda and Niger. Wherever they came from, the players were being offered extraordinary bonuses if they could score goals and win games. Teodorin Obiang, oldest son of the President and coincidentally Vice-President, offered a million dollars to the team for each game they won. After they beat Libya and Senegal, ensuring a quarter-final place against Côte d’Ivoire, he was as good as his word. Generous, but then this was a man who settled a corruption case in the US courts by paying a monstrous fine and funded it by selling off $30 million-worth of mere fripperies: a Malibu mansion, a few Ferraris and a very respectable Michael Jackson memorabilia collection.49


The relationship between football and politics in both countries has been less serene since AFCON 2012, for their ruling regimes have been weakened by the tumbling global oil price and challenged by re-energized opposition groups. President Obiang, alert to his poor international standing, has courted friends by agreeing to stage international events at short notice – a friendly football match against Spain in 2013 and the African Union summit in 2014. Hopes of maintaining a leading profile in African football were dashed by CAF’s decision to suspend the country after the national team had illegally fielded a Cameroonian striker. Then, in late 2014, the Moroccan government and football association, panicked by the outbreak of the Ebola virus in West Africa, withdrew their offer to host AFCON 2015. Into the breach stepped the now unsuspended and much feted Equatorial Guinean football federation. With the kind of haste that only a gargantuan quantity of liquid petrodollars can deliver, three new stadiums were thrown up, teams were squeezed four to a hotel, and somehow the show got put on.50


The mood appeared very different from 2012. The opposition called for protest, and leading activist Professor Celestino-Nvo Okenve Ndo was arrested before the opening game for handing out flyers and T-shirts advocating a boycott of the tournament. He need not have worried. Apart from the home team’s games, the stadiums were virtually empty. President Obiang may have bought 40,000 tickets to give away personally but, as the television pictures attest, he found very few takers. Those who did go did not offer a very positive version of the nation. In the quarter-final against Ghana, Equatorial Guinea found themselves 3–0 down. Fans began to rain down bottles on the Ghanaian bench, then onto the pitch and the police, and finally onto the small contingent of Ghanaian fans. An eyewitness reported finding on the pitch ‘A piece of mirror, a broken plate, a broken-off handle, bottles filled with urine and stones.’ The Ghanaians were forced to break through a pitch-side security fence to escape the assault, and then huddle behind one of the goals. Riot police fired tear gas to clear the stands, while a helicopter hovered menacingly above. Five hundred Ghanaians, too frightened to return to their lodgings, encamped at their embassy overnight.51


In Gabon, the 2012 tournament was a success for President Ali Bongo and his entourage. The national team had made it incident-free to the quarter-finals, where they narrowly lost to Mali on penalties. Over the next five years, however, Bongo’s rule became increasingly fragile. Already limited health and education services were cut, and in Jean Ping, an ex-diplomat, Bongo faced a plausible challenger. Ping railed against the nearly $1 billion to be spent on a second AFCON tournament in 2017, and chose to make political points over Lionel Messi’s appearance in the provincial city of Port Gentil, where he helped lay the foundation stone for one of the new stadiums.52 In late 2016, in sharply contested national elections, Bongo was narrowly declared the winner. Ping’s supporters, convinced the contest had been rigged, took to the streets and torched the national assembly. During the subsequent riots Ping’s own HQ was burnt down, and five people were killed by the security forces. Prime Minister Emmanuel Issoze-Ngondet, appointed by Bongo in the wake of this disorder, noted with refreshing candour, ‘The tournament has come at the right time. It will help people forget.’53


It would have taken some act of footballing amnesia for AFCON 2017 to make the Gabonese forget the failures of their rulers. Indeed, it is likely to have made them all the more obvious. The Stade Omar Bongo, the new national stadium budgeted at $220 million, remained unfinished for the tournament, with games reallocated to an older stadium in the capital. The new stadium in Port Gentil was finished, but it sat in a sea of rubble, and next to it was a vast unfinished residential housing project intended for the locals displaced by the stadium’s hasty construction. The new Stade d’Oyem, with its 20,000 seats, could have held more than half the adult population of this tiny market town deep in the rainforest. Notionally a new urban hub, it was unreachable for the vast majority of citizens.54 In the capital, on striking black-and-red posters of the national team’s players, the message read, ‘You are not the team of the Gabonese people but the team of the dictator.’ On the eve of the tournament, activists were rounded up or placed under house arrest. Almost alone, President Bongo and his entourage watched an opening ceremony that featured the cream of contemporary African pop, from Senegalese rappers Akon and Booba to Nigerian singer Davido. The opposition papers called it ‘Le Grand Flop’. Jean Ping was contemptuous, deeming it ‘a failure for the young man.’55


The government-backed media responded with a half-hearted campaign to sell cheap tickets, its slogan ‘Tous au stade’, but with the exception of small Malian and Senegalese immigrant populations, no one seemed very interested at all. The organizers weren’t helping. One observer reported that ‘In a city covered in official signage, only a single hand-painted sign for a Fan Zone greeted supporters as they approached the stadium. Following the sign, we were directed on a circular tour of the stadium, bringing us back to the same sign without passing anything that might be recognized as a Fan Zone.’56 Three dull draws were not enough for Gabon to progress from the group stage. In the final minutes of their decisive game with Cameroon, much of the crowd was already heading for the door before the inevitable elimination. Politics had certainly undermined the dressing room. ‘It is clear that the political situation has affected our preparations for this championship,’ thought goalkeeper Didier Ovono, who led the Ping faction in the squad. By contrast, captain Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang had dedicated his 2016 African Player of the Year award to Bongo. On the final whistle, Aubameyang left the field alone.


The political, let alone the social, gains from staging AFCON are, on the evidence of the last decade or so, ambiguous to say the least. Yet still African elites are bound to the idea that stadiums and its spectacles will let them reimagine the future. The next three AFCONs were allocated to West Africa. Cameroon planned to stage the Cup in 2019 (but lost the tournament to Egypt when the level of internal conflicts proved too threatening for CAF’s liking), Côte d’Ivoire in 2021 and Guinea in 2023. Once again, Beijing arranged the finance and the construction of all of the stadiums: three for Cameroon, four for both Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea. Ethiopia, which failed in its increasingly loud bids for all these tournaments, remains hopeful for 2025 and, with Chinese financial support, is doing the same in Addis Ababa. Unlike their predecessors, these new national stadiums will not be built as one-off projects or on land close to the traditional downtowns of these cities. Stadium Paul Biya is located a full ten miles from the centre of Yaoundé. Côte d’Ivoire’s stadium will be just a small part of a gigantic array of sports facilities and accommodation in a suburb fourteen miles north of Abidjan’s historic core. Ethiopia is building the future on its periphery, placing the stadium next to Addis Ababa’s international airport.


They are all designed for elite consumption and television production, generously equipped with VIP boxes, private parking, media spaces and communication technologies. The African football stadium of the twenty-first century takes it cue from the new satellite cities and gated neighbourhoods that are emerging all over the continent: from Konza Technopolis outside Nairobi to King City near the booming oil port of Takoradi in Ghana, from Kalungulu in Dar es Salaam to La Cité du Fleuve outside Kinshasa, real-estate developers have abandoned the impossible chaos and poverty of Africa’s megacities and established their own secure, offshore islands. In some ways Abuja, Nigeria’s synthetic capital, is the mother of all these projects. Inconvenienced by the sprawling metropolis of Lagos, Nigeria’s political class decamped to their very own purpose-built city. Declared the capital in 1991, it acquired the incredibly expensive Abuja national stadium in 2003. The political class have shown less interest in the fate of places like Surulere, the old national stadium in Lagos, now increasingly derelict and completely unusable, a temporary facility for the homeless, sex workers and drug dealing, and an indicator of the fate that awaits Africa’s old urban cores.


VI


In the smaller nations of West Africa, football’s association with death seemed systemic. In 2005, as Mali trailed Togo 2–1 in a World Cup qualifying game, thousands of furious spectators invaded the pitch and were met by tear gas. Pouring into the streets of the city, they gathered on African Unity Avenue, chanting, ‘Give us Frederic Kanouté and Mamadou Bakayoko! We’re going to kill them!’ Others set up barricades of burning tyres across the main roads. Through the night, police and government buildings were attacked, shops were looted and Togolese restaurants and Chinese hotels were ransacked.57 Conversely, in 2009, in the final days of President Dadis’s violent rule, Guinean security forces stormed the national stadium in Conakry, where an opposition rally was being held. A gruesome and systematic massacre followed: 156 people were killed by bayonet and rifle butts, some were shot hiding beneath the seats in the stands, some were electrocuted on the live fence the soldiers had installed on the stadium’s perimeter. Hundreds more were injured and subject to violent sexual assaults.58


The threat of death, in the guise of the Ebola virus, returned to the stadiums of Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia in 2014, where it was feared the highly contagious disease could easily spread. Domestic football, barely recovered from the grinding civil wars that had affected all three nations during the previous decade, came to a halt. CAF placed a ban on international football in these countries, forcing their national teams to play all their games away from home. At the height of the panic, the Seychelles simply refused to play Sierra Leone, home or away, and forfeited their tie. Opponents in Cameroon would not shake the players’ hands. In the DRC, the team faced hostile chants from the crowd of ‘Ebola! Ebola!’ Living in virtual quarantine, players faced humiliating twice-daily screenings. One player despaired: ‘I am a Sierra Leonean, not a virus.’ In Liberia, where football had already been declared dead by the president of the football association, Ebola eradicated it. Monrovia’s main stadium was converted to a treatment centre for over a year. Yet despite all this, Sierra Leoneans still flocked to their amateur neighbourhood championships in their thousands, and when the Guineans managed to make it all the way to the quarter-finals of the African Cup of Nations in 2015, although schools had been closed and large gatherings were banned, Conakry was engulfed with celebrations.59


There was no shortage of mortality then, but surely in West Africa, home to Senegal, Ghana, Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire and Cameroon – the five major footballing nations of the continent and the main suppliers of African players to the global football market, who between them have taken the lion’s share of the region’s World Cup places – there was life left yet in African football? All of them have had their moments, but none of them have come anywhere near their potential. Senegal opened their World Cup account in 2002 with a stinging post-colonial rebuke to France, beating the reigning world champions 1–0, and then made the quarter-finals. It has all been downhill since. That team’s final flourish was a dismal and indifferent departure from AFCON 2008, in which ‘Kamara only broke into a run when strolling around in a daze became too boring and the entire defence could not even summon their will to communicate with each other.’ Indeed, so vertiginous had been football’s decline that by the late 2000s wrestling had, by some way, become more popular as a spectator sport in Senegal.60 The country’s return to the World Cup in 2018, after a long absence, saw them get a wisp away from qualifying for the knock-out stages, suggesting the fall has been long but not terminal. Cameroon, who have actually qualified for three World Cups since the millennium, have never made it out of the group stage. In 2010 and 2014, they were successively the worst and worst-but-one team at the tournament. Côte d’Ivoire, blessed with the most exceptional generation of players on the continent, failed to make it beyond the group stages of three consecutive World Cups. Nigeria actually made it to the last sixteen in Brazil in 2014, but their performance in 2010 was considered so lamentable that President Goodluck Jonathan tried to withdraw the Super Eagles from international competition.61 Ghana’s tumultuous passage to the quarter-finals of the South African World Cup in 2010 remains the pinnacle of the continent’s achievement.


Explanations are not difficult to come by. The fundamental instability and short-termism that blights African football is reflected in the number of coaches each national side has had since 2000: twenty-one apiece for Ghana and Nigeria, seventeen for Cameroon, fifteen for Côte d’Ivoire and a mere nine for Senegal. Almost every one of their World Cup campaigns has been marked by a serious dispute between players, managers and often the government over bonuses and pay, an example of the wider and pervasive looting by officials, and the almost complete collapse of trust between squads and football associations. In Cameroon, the man in charge on each occasion was the President of FECAFOOT, Iya Mohammed, who in 2013 was arrested, tried and imprisoned for financial malpractice on the job, not to mention the CFA11 million diverted from his other job at the national Cotton Development Corporation. Nonetheless, he was able to win re-election while still in prison.62


The charge sheet is long, but totally representative of how business is done at most African football associations. In 2007, staff at FECAFOOT went on strike owed nearly four years’ salary. FIFA bailed them out, but officials only passed on 40 per cent of the money, keeping the rest for themselves. They kept 100 per cent, as far as anyone can see, of the $24 million of public money allocated by the national parliament for stadium renovations. Monies from kit sponsor Puma, television companies and ticket receipts from home games were handled in a similar fashion.63 Samuel Eto’o, Cameroon’s greatest player, was banned from the national team after having the temerity to lead a strike over yet another set of missing bonuses. Things were little different in Côte d’Ivoire, where the Ivorian Petrol Refinery Company’s $1.6 million annual sponsorship of the league was kept secret. The football association’s reputation fell so low that companies preferred to make their payments via the Ministry of Sport. The misselling of World Cup tickets was so brazen that FIFA kindly offered to market Côte d’Ivoire’s allocation themselves.64 Ghana, while beset by less of this kind of corruption, has been rife with match-fixing. In fact, in 2016, Kwesi Nyantakyi, President of the Ghanaian FA, announced at a press conference, to nobody’s amazement, that bribery and match-fixing, organized amongst club officials, players and match officials, was open and widespread in the country. Two years of complete inaction later, the GFA was actually dissolved in 2018 and domestic football ground to a complete halt, after the emergence of another round of damning evidence of match-fixing in the widely screened film Number 12, which featured most of the GFA hierarchy soliciting and receiving bribes.65


Nonetheless, football continues to be a magnet for many kinds of social hopes and aspirations, certainly in the guise of the national team. Although the case has been overstated, Les Elephants, as Côte d’Ivoire are nicknamed, and Didier Drogba in particular, can claim small roles in encouraging the end of the country’s civil war and offering a symbol of diversity and reconciliation. In 2005, after the team’s defeat of Sudan in Khartoum to qualify, for the first time, for the World Cup finals, TV cameras sent back pictures of wild dressing-room celebrations. The team decided to take the opportunity to send a message of unity home and passed the mic to Didier Drogba.



Men and women of Ivory Coast, from the north, south, centre and west: we proved today that all Ivorians can co-exist and play together with a shared aim, to qualify for the World Cup. We promised that the celebration would unite the people. Today, we beg you, on our knees.66





The squad then dropped to their knees. ‘Forgive. Forgive. Forgive . . . Please lay down your weapons. Hold elections. Everything will be better.’ Then they sang, ‘We want to have fun, so stop firing your guns.’ It was hardly the only force at work in Ivorian politics, but a peace deal was eventually signed in 2007. The team responded with a gesture of reconciliation, Drogba calling for a game with Madagascar to be played in Bouaké, the rebel capital. The game went ahead with soldiers from both sides in the stadium. It was not enough, though, to deal with the intractable problem of President Laurent Gbagbo, who had been in power throughout the civil war and then the fragile peace. Many joked that Côte d’Ivoire’s failure to win the African Cup of Nations despite such great players was ‘the curse of Gbagbo.’ Those who observed his authoritarianism, corruption and desperate attempts to avoid new elections might have thought the curse extended further than Les Elephants. After much prevarication, new presidential elections were held in 2010, which saw the opposition candidate Alassane Ouattara declared the winner. Gbagbo refused to accept the result, and was only removed from power after a second civil war, the intervention of French troops and his arrest. Some Ouattara supporters were so eager to confirm that the curse had been lifted that they gathered at Abidjan Airport to celebrate the team’s return after losing the final of AFCON 2012 as if it were a victory. They finally got their wish in 2015. This time a million people gathered in Abidjan after the team had beaten Ghana in the final of the African Cup of Nations. President Ouattara, now often known by his initials, ADO, made it his business to greet them at the airport, lead them in his motorcade and officiate the ceremonies at the national stadium. Placards along the route read, ‘The Ivory Coast is rising, thank you ADO.’67


In Ghana, the Black Stars had long been a symbol of national pride and development, and of the pan-African aspirations of Kwame Nkrumah, leader of the nation’s independence movement and the first-post independence President. The former were to the fore when Ghana hosted the 2008 African Cup of Nations, the latter when it became Africa’s representative at the 2010 World Cup. AFCON 2008, as far as the government was concerned, was a showcase for what a decade of political stability and economic growth could deliver, and a glimpse of what the arrival of oil promised. Alongside two new and two completely renovated stadiums, the government renovated airports and built some new roads. When Ghana scored a late winner against Nigeria in the quarter-finals, the commentator thought that ‘The great courage and resilience of the Stars in fighting back from one goal down to win the game were glowing testimony that Ghanaians have what it takes to build a middle-income country.’68 Christian evangelicals lent their own take on events, with a prominent Kumasi pastor calling on the faithful at a prayer meeting held on the day of the tournament, ‘Let us pray that God will bring total victory to Ghana. God has chosen this nation for his own purposes.’ Many had worked themselves up into a froth at the prospect of hordes of prostitutes and armed robbers coming to Ghana to service or fleece the fans. No hordes were sighted, but Ghanaian fans spontaneously broke into the hymn ‘To God be the Glory’ when Ghana made it to the semi-final. Their departure after defeat by Cameroon was met less rapturously.


In 2010, the best-selling posters on the streets of Accra read, ‘Black Stars: Heroes of Africa’ and ‘Ghana. Africa. One love.’ When Ghana found themselves the only African side left in the knock-out phase of the World Cup, they could have sold the posters all over the continent.69 In South Africa, the ANC passed a resolution making them ‘The Black Stars of Africa’. Provincial governments flew the Ghanaian flag. Popular slang soon transformed the South African team’s nickname Bafana Bafana into BaGhana BaGhana – a remarkable show of cosmopolitanism given the widespread wave of violent attacks on African migrants in the country in 2008. An extra-time victory over the United States took them to the quarter-finals and Uruguay. With the score at 1–1, Asamoah Gyan missed a late extra-time penalty, awarded after Luis Suarez had deliberately handballed to keep a shot out of the Uruguayan goal. Then Ghana lost the penalty shoot-out. Accra went silent once again.



You could almost waltz with the ghosts of what might have been. You could feel the ghosts of what could have been because the real thing had been there all day. The build-up had started at noon, and then there had been all of this – dances, music, kissing, crashes, hope – here in Accra.70





The Ghanaians toured Johannesburg in an open-top bus and visited Winnie and Nelson Mandela in their homes, before returning to ecstatic crowds in the capital.


Given that Nigeria, by population at least, is larger than all of its West African peers put together, it is surprising that it has failed to match even the limited progress of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire. It is even more surprising when one considers what a deep, entrenched football culture the country possessed in the 1980s and early 1990s, before the arrival of satellite television. Remembered now as a ‘Golden Age’ of Nigerian football, in this era teams like Lagos’s Stationery Stores could draw crowds of 80,000, and send tens of thousands to away games. Outside the capital, Enugu Rangers, Shooting Stars, Enyimba and Kano Pillars could draw on comparable followings, and represented the aspirations of their regions or ethnic groups. National radio broadcasts by the much-loved and silver-tongued commentator Ernest Okonkwo brought the action to every corner of the country.


From such heights, domestic football has fallen further in Nigeria than anywhere else in Africa. The depth and scale of Nigeria’s EPL obsession is part of the reason why, but the scale of the calamity is also homemade. Despite the end of military rule and even the peaceful handover of presidential power between the main parties in 2014, relative political stability and the aura of democracy have barely made Nigeria less dysfunctional. Indeed, the unchecked consequences of the nation’s dependence on oil and the consequent hollowing out of its public realm to gossamer-thinness have meant that for most people the rule of law and basic security do not pertain, and certainly not in football. Just a few examples of the thousands of incidents of corruption, incompetence and violence that have blighted the Nigerian game will have to suffice.


In the four years that Sani Lulu was President of the Nigerian Football Federation between 2006 and 2010, he and other senior executives took a big slice of everything that came their way: FIFA World Cup money, players’ World Cup bonuses, sponsors’ money, not to mention the petty-cash drawer. One report suggested that less than 10 per cent of these income streams made their way out of the Glasshouse, as the NFF HQ is risibly known; a high tariff even in Nigeria. N1.5 billion allocated by the federal government to bail out the 2010 World Cup campaign evaporated. Some of it was siphoned off by the production of expensive invoices for cheap buses and hotels; some was given to the chairs of the NFF’s state committees to secure their votes in future elections. Lulu and his accomplices are currently in the grip of the Nigerian legal system, on trial for corruption. The refusal of the Nigerian squad to train at the 2014 World Cup until their bonuses had been settled, and the fact that the wages and bonuses for the 2016 Rio Olympic team had to be paid for by a Japanese admirer of the Super Eagles, suggested that his successors proceeded in a similar manner.71 It is a small advance of Nigeria’s 2018 World Cup campaign that, though the team failed to progress from a tough group, there was no hint of the usual problems of bonuses and dissent.
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