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FOOTBALL  AND  GEOPOLITICS

Nowadays, football is of importance at international level. Few phenomena are more spread 
around the world than this sport. It is the ultimate step of globalisation. Some football players are 
adulated and are stars worldwide. The visit of Zidane or Beckham is more expected than that of a 
head of State or the Pope. Currently, when a country has its own football national team, it is the sign
of independence. The first step to be eligible for the UNO is to be accepted at the FIFA. For 
example, New Caledonia or Tibet would like to be eligible for the FIFA because they dream about 
more independence. Football and its authorities are becoming very influential. With the era of the 
Soft Power, is is an instrument of the brilliance of a state. Thanks to its accessibility and its 
unpredictability, football is the most popular sport : the final of the 2010 world cup has been 
watched by 700 million people worldwide.  So we can wonder how  does football influence 
geopolitics. It will be seen that football and politics are linked, and that if this sport is sometimes 
involved in conflicts, it can too help the affirmation of a country.

Nowadays, football is not just a sport anymore, it often reflects the political life of countries.
Firstly, football can be at the service of a political cause. In totalitarian regimes, the football 

stadiums are the only places where public meetings are allowed. Stadiums are the place where 
people can contest authority. Indeed, in Spain during the Franco regime, Barcelona and Athletic 
Bilbao allowed the identity affirmation of the Catalans and the Basques against Madrid's power. 
Stadiums were the only public areas where people could speak basque or catalan. These two 
football clubs epitomized resistance to Franco's tyranny. This is why Israelis often forbad football 
matches during the beginning of the Intifada in Palestine.

Moreover, since 1930 the World Cup is an illustration of political history. Some events prove
the benefits of this competition, like the victory of the reunified Germany in 1990, 8 months after 
the fall of the Berlin wall, or the organization of the 2002 World Cup jointly by South Korea and 
Japan, 2 enemy nations during the 20th century (colonization of Korea by Japan in 1910, ….). But 
the World Cup has too been the hostage of a totalitarian regime, like in 1934 in the fascist Italy of 
Mussolini and in 1978 during the dictatorship of Videla in Argentina. However if in 1934 the 
political exploitation of football was a success for the facists, in 1978 the World Cup was the 
opportunity to criticize the Argentinean dictatorship around the world. Football  has not always 
contributed to the authoritarian regimes.

Football is not governing our society. But it is the embodiment of a State, of a nation, which 
contributes to the popularity of it and is become a power output.

Football is sometimes a key factor during the wars.
Indeed, nowadays most wars are civil wars. Sports and especially football are the last place 

where nations are challenged. The most famous example is the « Football War », the name given to 
the war fought by El Salvador and Honduras. The 2 football national teams were opposed during a 



qualifying round for the 1970 World Cup in Mexico, in June 1969. During the 3 games of this 
round, a lot of troubles happened : riots, molested people, raped woman, some deaths, and a lot of 
accusations between the 2 governments. The last game was on the 26 of June 1969 in Mexico, won 
by El Salvador. 17 days after, war was declared. It killed 3000 people and injured 15000 others. 
This match is not responsible of this war, some tensions had always existed between these 2 
countries. But football was the trigger.

However, football can through its symbolic impact allow some reconcialitions. These 20 last
years, Football has helped to bring peace in Afganistan, in the former Yugoslavia or in Liberia. In 
July 2001, Colombia knew a truce of a few weeks during its 40 years - civil war. Indeed, the Copa 
America was organized in this country. Even if many footballers who played in Europe did not 
come, the competition permitted the cessation of the fights during some days. Peace can be restored 
by the sanctions through sport. The Yugoslavian football team was excluded from the 1992 
European Cup because the country was considered responsible for the civil war. For the 
international community, it was a strong signal without any military intervention. The Yugoslavian 
population was very disappointed, this exclusion was difficult to accept because of the place 
football has in our society. Football, thanks to its symbolic force, can pacify a territory, through help
or through penalties.

Nevertheless, the decisions about nations are guided by geopolitics. Football is under the 
influence of the political balances of power. The judgement on the culpability of a state depends 
more on its power than on the facts. Indeed, if the sanctions against Yougoslavia or Togo have not 
been contested by the international community, Russia or Israel for example have never been 
penalised, despite their military operations against Tchetchenia and Palestine respectively. Thus, 
during a play-off for a place at the 2002 World Cup, a lot of major players from the Austrian 
national team, which played against the Israeli team, refused to travel in Israel for safety reasons. 
But FIFA has not though to condemn the Israeli Football Association.

To conclude, football has a major impact on international opinions, and represents not a big 
risk for governments. It is a symbolic but important means which can help to facilitate a process, 
but it has not the power to change the world.

Currently, because of globalisation, the usual markers of identity are disturbed. Football, 
especially at national level, is a means to create new landmarks between people.

Thus, sport allows the affirmation of national independence. The national football team is 
now a part of the definition of a state. National independence is characterised by the possibility to 
play international competitions. The football teams are one of the last ways of affirming culture, 
especially at European level, where the currency is common and the borders erased. Croatia is an 
oustanding example. This nation succeeded in joining the semi-finals of the 1998 World Cup while 
it was just 6 years old. This performance, which impressed the world, permitted Croatia to affirm 
and to unit itself. Indeed, the shadow of Yugoslavia disappeared, and everybody has considered 
Croatia like a proud and independent country.

Besides, football helps to express national sovereignty. It is played by the nation and 
watched by the nation, it is a symbol which everybody can identify himself/herself, because it is not
controlled by bosses and politicians but by the people. The fall of the Yugoslavian state began 
maybe on the 26 September 1990, when the supporters of Hadjuk Split invaded the spitch during a 
game against Partizan Belgrade and burned the national flag. This event had proved two things : the
Serbian and Croatian supporters could not share the same stadium, and the state had no legitimacy 
and authority over the people. Conversely, the Ukranian victory 3-2 against Russia in 1998 
permitted to this new country to differentiate itself from the Russian block. This victory was an 
unprecendented event, which was a topic of national pride in Ukraine. Football is the field of 
expression of the nation.



Furthermore, this sport is a means to affirm identity. For the autonomist movements, football
is an extraordinary opportunity to prove their legitimacy. These countries can point out that they are 
strong enough to be independent or to have more freedom. Since some years, Tibet has an unofficial
national football team. They dream of enter to the FIFA, which could be an affront to China, which 
still refuse to recognize this country. And in Spain, the provinces of Catalonia and of the Basque 
country have each their national team, which often play friendly matches with a good level. These 
two football teams angry the spain government, because it is a claim of independence, dreamed by 
these two provinces. Recently, it was the turn to Gibraltar to get its own national team, which is 
another hard blow for Spain sovereignty, which become weaker. 

Football, thanks to its influence and its easy access, is a great opportunity for nations to 
express their claims with a non-violent but powerful voice.

To conclude, football is becoming a major issue around the world. It is a key player on wars 
and battles for independence. Its influence on our society can not be neglected. Through its 
symbolic aspect, it is a means to get a message accross, with a global exposure. Nowadays, football 
is often used by governments because it is peaceful but influent. If football can not control the 
world and govern society, it can be a trigger and a centerpiece of international relationships. And it 
is already impressive for a sport.
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