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			Epigraphs

			‘The state of emergency in which we live is not the exception but the norm.’

			Walter Benjamin

			‘Behind every kick of the ball there has to be a thought.’

			Dennis Bergkamp

		

		
			Preface

			In the last decade a series of percussive blows has struck the UK. First, following the global economic crisis of 2008, there was a near decade of fiscal austerity which broke what little was left of the social contract and the welfare state, and which, alongside wage stagnation for the majority and the soaring wealth of the 0.1 per cent, left the country at is most unequal since the late nineteenth century. Second, the Brexit referendum of 2016 saw the departure of the UK from the European Union, and in addition to the massive economic and political dislocations this entailed, unleashed a wave of nativism and racism, poisoning and polarising the character of public debate in the country. Third, the Covid pandemic of 2020 brought normal life to a halt, killed almost a quarter of a million people, left over a million more with long-term health conditions, and sent the nation’s mental health and economic prospects, already perilous, into tailspins. Finally, in the wake of the pandemic, Britain was engulfed in a series of interconnecting crises beginning with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in early 2022, followed by an unprecedented cost of living crisis, a political meltdown that would see off three prime ministers in six months, and extreme weather which announced that the climate crisis had actually arrived.

			Intellectuals have struggled to weave together any kind of plausible story that might explain this concatenation of events. Serious contributions have been made to individual strands of our predicament – our imperial amnesia, democratic deficits and scandalous inequalities – but a popular narrative that describes their intersection has eluded us. The Leave campaign’s story was one early attempt to do so, positing the European Union and migrants as the villains of the piece and offering the sunlit uplands of ‘independence’ as the final chapter, but fantasy will only get you so far. Having presided over a succession of calamities for which it refuses to take responsibility, the Conservative Party has been reduced to inventing conspiracy theories to explain the failures of its term in office. Meanwhile, the Labour Party under Keir Starmer appears to have abandoned storytelling altogether in favour of an almost ideology-free New Labour Lite. The arts, still capable of commenting on and capturing aspects of this polycrisis, have yet to offer the kind of state of the nation panorama that it deserves. It would be a tall order for any novel or play or film to tell these stories in their interrelated complexity. It is hard to imagine that any single cultural form could narrate this extraordinary turn of events and simultaneously illuminate the deep structures and conflicts that produced them. How much harder would it be to do so in a way that explores the differences between the four nations of the UK? It is the contention of this book that football, without ever intending to do so, has offered us precisely that.

			Football’s capacity to illuminate something profound about our whole society is not new. Certainly, in retrospect, if not always at the time, the game has offered a richly detailed tableau of the state of the nation, and a popular, comprehensible analogy of its transformations: England 3, Hungary 6 in 1953, the first defeat at home to a foreign power, was a game that pre-figured the Suez crisis and its confirmation of post-imperial decline; holy of holies, winning the World Cup in 1966 was the last glorious global moment for the best of industrial England and its post-war consensus; the long era of hooligans, firms and social disorder gave symbolic form to the sharp conflicts and anger of the 1970s and 80s; the commercial transformation of the game in the 1990s and 2000s has stood as an exemplar of the country’s economic globalisation and its deepening inequalities, while retaining a romantic relationship to the communitarian and social-democratic values of the lost working-class worlds it sprang from. Today, in a hyper-mediated world, the gap between act and remembrance, between reality and the narrative, has shrunk. Football, and the stories we tell ourselves about it, have become a running commentary on our contemporary state of emergency.

			Football is certainly well suited to that task, for it has long embraced the language of catastrophe. The use of ‘Disaster’ has rightly been reserved for real disasters – Burnden Park, Ibrox, Heysel and Hillsborough – but upsets and shocks are its stock in trade, and flailing defences are at ‘panic stations’ requiring ‘all hands to the pump’. Since the 1960s, in parallel perhaps with the gyrations of Britain’s faltering economy, individual clubs and the game as a whole have been, seemingly, in a perpetual state of disarray: strikers and dressing rooms suffering from a crisis of confidence, squads gripped by an injury crisis, clubs floored by a financial one. In recent years, drawing on the language of our intersecting and cumulative global problems, football teams have been caught in ‘perfect storms’, while clubs and coaches now enter downward spirals, death spirals and doom loops.1 The disruptions and threats that the Covid pandemic brought ratcheted up the rhetoric, with Daniel Storey, for example, declaring ‘sound the alarms, man the barricades and tell the fat lady to start practising her scales. English football is in a state of emergency.’2

			Football, however, offers more than just familiarity with the hyperbole of catastrophe. Much more extraordinary is that the game is now not just a reflection of the wider world, but has become an active participant in its construction, capable, as football commentators and managers increasingly say, of ‘changing the narrative’. In the last decade, football pundits have challenged the language of government ministers, football players have shifted government welfare policies, and the coach of the English men’s team has been an instrumental factor in the reconfiguration of English national identity. Some football clubs have turned into urban developers, others have become the agents of foreign powers; football fans have taken to the streets and the social-media barricades to both challenge them and support them; while the explosive growth of the women’s game has been rewriting the gender politics of the country. In this regard, the game tells a story not just about who we have been and what we are now, but on occasion who we would like to be.

			It has been my deepest pleasure and perpetual curse to follow, play, watch and study this game. It has made me laugh and despair. It has distracted me and illuminated me. It has made me feel deeply at home and profoundly alienated. It has helped me make sense of the world, and left me utterly confounded. I worry that it is unwise for us to have invested so much of our collective storytelling capacity and political imagination in football, but given the paucity of the alternatives available to us, I think we are lucky to have it at all.

		

		
			Introduction

			‘Let the Soap Opera Begin!’

			Football as the National Allegory

			‘Let the soap opera begin!’

			Richard Masters, Premier League CEO

			I

			That Richard Masters, chief executive of the Premier League, could invite the world to see the 2022–23 football season as a soap opera did not just signal the fusion of football with the entertainment industry, it marked a significant moment in football’s wider cultural ascent.1 Over the past three decades, the Premier League – indeed, professional football as a whole – has not only assumed the dramatic form and social functions of soap operas in British culture, it has eclipsed them all and become ‘the’ soap opera. This constitutes a remarkable reversal of cultural fortunes. For almost half a century, from the launch of Coronation Street in 1960, British soap operas and their actors have been the mainstay of television schedules, celebrity gossip columns, tabloid exposés and everyday small talk. They were one of the few places in the cultural landscape in which at least a version of working- and lower-middle-class life had been on show, and thus one of the very few cultural forms that could claim to take the temperature of the nation as a whole. No longer.

			The soaps have not entirely disappeared from our TV schedules, but their significance has been radically diminished. At their zenith, the 1986 Christmas episode of EastEnders attracted an audience of 30 million for Dirty Den and his divorce papers; by Christmas 2022 that figure had dropped to just 2.9 million. In their place, football has become the last bastion of must-see, appointment television. At peak moments, England, Scotland and Wales games have produced bigger national audiences than any soap can now manage. England’s defeat to Italy in the final of Euro 2020 was watched by 31 million on TV and 11 million online, making it the most viewed event in British television history. Given that the rest of live football is nearly all on subscription channels and the soaps are free to air, the game gives them episode by episode a run for their money. The biggest Premier League matches are watched by two to three million British subscribers, with another million or so watching in pubs and public spaces, and plenty more viewing illegal streams, not to mention the tens of millions watching from around the world. Meanwhile, Match of the Day and other highlights shows serve as the game’s own omnibus editions – a luxury no longer afforded to the soaps on broadcast channels.

			The soap opera had once attempted to swallow football whole. In the mid-1960s, in an effort to match ITV’s Coronation Street – then by some way the most popular programme on British television – the BBC commissioned United! Centring on the fortunes of a fictional Second Division club in Greater Manchester, Brentwich United, the show ran twice a week for over 140 episodes between 1965 and 1967.2 Despite the genre’s usual scission from actual events in the world, fiction and reality were soon blurring. Match sequences were shot at real grounds, actors playing football were intercut with film of real live matches. The Radio Times published Brentwich’s fictional league table each week. Wolverhampton Wanderers made an official complaint to the BBC when they felt that the club’s relegation troubles were a deliberate and unwelcome comment on their own dismal season. Up to six million viewers were tuning in, but this was less than a third of Coronation Street’s audience. It seems that the gender divide of the era was too much to bridge; too much football for most women (and not enough women characters), and too much emotional drama for most men (and disappointingly produced football sequences). The show was cancelled and, as was standard practice at the BBC at the time, every last tape was recorded over or lost.

			After this, football retreated to a small corner of Coronation Street’s universe, and EastEnders, which debuted in 1985, would follow the northern soap’s lead. Both shows occasionally featured a fictional local non-league club, Weatherfield County and Walford Town respectively, and occasionally minor football plot lines would feature in the shows. However, the real world of football never made it into the scripts. By contrast, football would happily bring the soaps into its domain, most notably in 1983 when Manchester United, during a League Cup tie against Arsenal, put up on the big screen ‘Ken 1 Mike 0’ – a reference to the Coronation Street episode that was being broadcast at the same time in which Deirdre Barlow had chosen to return to her husband Ken rather than stay with her lover Mike Baldwin. It was met by rapturous applause.3

			More recently, as the relative cultural weight of football has grown, the soaps are now referencing football. Coronation Street has featured James Bailey, a gay Black footballer wracked with worry that his sexuality would be exposed and his career imperilled. In EastEnders, where previously Arthur Fowler was a devoted follower of Walford Town, everyone on the square now appears to support West Ham United. England’s defeat to Italy in the final of Euro 2020 was the subject of a scene in the next day’s EastEnders between an inconsolable Billy Mitchell still wrapped in a St George’s flag and the more phlegmatic Bobby Beale. The victory of the England women’s team at the European Championship in 2022 was celebrated the day after in the Queen Vic.

			Not content with mere real-time references to the game, the soaps have made space for football cameos. Emmerdale’s pub team played a side coached by ex-player and excitable pundit Chris Kamara. Harry Redknapp made a trip to Albert Square to see his old mate Rocky, and lightly bantered with the starstruck West Ham-supporting landlord as he bought himself a pint at the Queen Vic. At the same time footballers have been no less in demand for the two other mainstays of what remains of mainstream British television: Strictly Come Dancing (featuring Tony Adams, Alex Scott, Robbie Savage, John Barnes, Peter Schmeichel and David James) and I’m a Celebrity … (boasting an entire starting eleven, including Jill Scott, Ian Wright, Dennis Wise and David Ginola). Harry Redknapp, once again, proved the cross-over hit, winning the show and being crowned ‘King of the Jungle’ in 2018.

			The most telling indicator of the shift in power from soaps to football has been their relative heft in the scheduling battles. In 2001, EastEnders and the BBC carried enough weight that the corporation could successfully persuade UEFA to delay the kick-off of a Champions League game between Liverpool and Barcelona by ten minutes so that viewers could catch an extended forty-minute special in which the person who shot Phil Mitchell was due to be revealed.4 By contrast, in 2020, EastEnders would lose its place on BBC One to a mere fifth-round FA cup tie between Liverpool and Chelsea, while ITV and BBC coverage of the Qatar 2022 World Cup saw Coronation Street and EastEnders banished from their usual slots to the periphery of the broadcasters’ digital empires. The subordination of the soaps was complete when, at the end of the 2023 season, EastEnders reorganised its schedule around football, adding an additional Thursday night episode to include celebrations of West Ham’s victory in Wednesday night’s Europa Conference League final.

			For decades the British tabloid press has created their own football soap opera by relentlessly pursuing the private lives of players, coaches and even FA administrators, using the same techniques they employed to ensnare pop stars and actors: intrusive photography; paying insiders to spill the beans; phone hacking. Infidelities were their favourite plot line, as England manager Sven-Göran Eriksson and captain John Terry found out, but mental illness, acts of conspicuous consumption, and personal rows and feuds would suffice. In the early 2000s, the crossover football/pop couples David and Victoria Beckham and Ashley and Cheryl Cole were an entire soap in themselves, with walk-on parts for what became known as the WAGs (Wives and Girlfriends), whose antics took centre stage at the 2006 World Cup. However, like the soaps, the tabloids are in terminal decline. Hard copy circulation has collapsed and their increasingly ageing readership is not being replaced, even online, by the young. In 2022 the very public court battle between Coleen Rooney and Rebekah Vardy – who had been accused of leaking private information about Rooney to the tabloids – was termed the ‘Wagatha Christie’ affair, and occupied plenty of media space, but it was a one-off revival of the old version of football soap rather than a whole new series. Football players have become much warier of the tabloids, much more protective of their privacy and ‘brand’, while social media has allowed them to evade and ignore the papers that their predecessors relied upon for coverage, should they choose to do so.

			As the soaps have ceded space to the real football soap opera, so the last fictional efforts to combine the two have been abandoned. Sky’s Dream Team, which ran for a decade until 2007, began as a biweekly soap before mutating into a Sunday night absurdist comedy in which the chairman of the club, on discovering that his player-manager had been sleeping with his wife, ordered his assassination during the FA Cup final, while a goalkeeper was driven by his gambling debts into taking the whole team hostage for a ransom. ITV’s Footballers’ Wives, which ran until 2006, was always more ‘drama’ than ‘soap’, but its real break with the genre was socio-economic, revolving, as it did, around lives of conspicuous consumption in expensive gated estates and unaffordable restaurants rather than on the field. Not that television drama as a whole has abandoned football: Netflix threw money at Julian Fellowes’s late Victorian historical melodrama The English Game; Apple TV had an unlikely hit with their saccharine comedy drama Ted Lasso; but none of them can hit the beats that soap opera demands.

			Documentary presented as soap or drama has been the other route explored by television, with mixed results. Amazon’s All or Nothing multi-sport franchise made its own unique and expensive ersatz vérité at Manchester City, Arsenal and Spurs, managing to turn even José Mourinho’s blustering, ugly term at Tottenham into a bland corporate video. The closest that the media industry has come to capturing something of the real football soap opera has been Netflix’s Sunderland ’Til I Die, which followed the club’s disastrous 2017–18 season. Rooted visually in the city’s industrial past and post-industrial present, it featured working-class fans, obsessive taxi drivers and the club’s catering staff and groundsmen alongside the usual selection of executives, coaches and players: locations and a cast closer to a classic soap. It also didn’t shy from extreme, even improbable dramas and plot twists. Relegated from the Premier League the previous season, the club and the filmmakers thought they would be making a ‘return to the Promised Land’ promotion story. In fact, they got a disaster movie in which Sunderland headed for a humiliating relegation to League One. Hollywood was taking note. American actors Ryan Reynolds and Rob McElhenney bought Wrexham FC in 2020 and, even before they had sealed the deal, began to film what has now become Welcome to Wrexham, a virtually weekly commentary on the club’s return to league football streaming globally on Disney+. Their sell-out game with Manchester United in San Diego in the summer of 2023 drew a crowd who had watched football as a real-time soap long before they actually saw Wrexham play. Yet in the end, good as any show might be, none of these formats can match the real deal.

			II

			So, what is it that makes football such good soap opera? First, football’s basic dramatic unit – the match – offers guaranteed jeopardy, uncertainty and action in every episode. Favourites win most of the time, but less often than in other team sports. Games hinge on a small number of chances, anything can happen. You just never know with football. The teams win, lose or draw, their position in the league shifts, hopes and aspirations are recalibrated, and we are always left with the cliffhangers: what will happen next week, will we win or lose, will the team be any better or worse? As with the best soaps, football combines this relentless weekly microdrama with a sense of the long durée, referencing characters and plot lines that play out over months and years. The meaning of any match is created out of both memories of past encounters and its place in the current season’s drama.

			Like all good soaps, football has a fixed set, located in the real world, that evokes a range of memories and meanings to give it depth. Coronation Street has Lowry’s working-class Manchester, EastEnders has Cockney – now super-diverse – East London, but football as a whole has the entire country, and a version of the country that – its rural blindspots aside – cleaves to the real economic geography and urban diversity of Britain. Within this imagined space, football has a multitude of physical local sets – the nation’s stadiums – serving the more local soaps that rotate around each club and town. Football also shares with soap opera a sense of compression, of lives speeded up and filled to the brim with incident. Just as soap characters have more deaths, accidents, divorces and secret children than any of us, so the narrative arcs of individual games, club seasons and player careers have more twist and turns, more glory and despair, per unit of time than everyday life. Just as soap’s plot lines turn on a merry-go-round of relationships, reinventions and reunions, so too the managers and players that are sacked, sold and rehired, and after retirement reappear in new guises as pundits, presenters and ambassadors.

			Soap’s appeal and its wider social significance derived, in part, from a sense of community, born of watching it and discussing it with others. Although some people watch games alone, most football is consumed communally, either in the stands at the match itself, at home or in pubs and bars, and it has become pervasive in everyday conversation, workplace banter and pub talk. A great deal of chat also goes on in the rapidly expanding podcast space, where football alone accounts for 10 per cent of the listenership. At the same time, football has colonised social media and chat groups, and is occupying a great deal more space than the soaps. While EastEnders, Coronation Street and Emmerdale have 2.4, 1.4 and 1.2 million Twitter followers respectively, Manchester United have 36 million followers, Liverpool and Arsenal more than 20 million, and the Premier League itself has almost 50 million. On Instagram the gap is even wider, with the soaps managing less than a million followers against Manchester United’s 62 million and Liverpool’s 43 million.5 Consequently, soaps stars and their private lives now get far less media coverage than football players, whose fashion and accessory choices, housing and holidays, dietary preferences, and sexual and financial misdemeanours are matters of collective fascination and moral judgement.

			Good as these kinds of soap-style storyline are, football offers more. No one cares how soaps are made, what happened in the rehearsal, who’s up or down in the writers’ room or who owns the rights and the residuals. By contrast, there is an insatiable demand for gossip, rumour and even news about what happened in training, the progress of players’ injuries, the state of clubs’ finances, and the decision-making processes of boards, sporting directors and coaches. Soap’s producers and directors are entirely invisible, but owners and coaches, even club executives, have become another strand to football’s story machine. The introduction of the technical area in the game and the proliferation of cameras trained upon them have given coaches the most fabulous space to emotionally express themselves, usually through the medium of mime, while the modern camera lens can capture the merest flicker of emotion on the face of a club director in their executive box.

			Like the soaps before them, many of football’s narratives are driven by love and hate, relationships and conflicts. Owners and coaches, once so close, will acrimoniously and suddenly divorce, and on occasion remarry. New arrivals in the dressing room upset the delicate balance of family life. The secret debts of clubs and their shameful pasts are revealed as they teeter on the verge of bankruptcy. Today during the soap opera of the transfer window, a spin-off show that occupies the summer months, clubs struggle over transfer targets like rival lovers, while club presidents woo players, agents serve as matchmakers and players either accept, shun or spurn their advances. In this regard nothing much has changed since the BBC broadcast United!, which featured plots that pitted owners against managers, owners fighting among themselves, managers in conflict with players, and fans who were apoplectic with all of them. Now this is all done in the real world and framed as if it were a drama for our entertainment. But football needs no writers’ room to make this happen, nor does it depend on ever-escalating sensationalism to maintain its audience’s interest. The game itself generates all the narrative that is needed, and we – the public and the media – do the work of making it mean something.

			III

			The narrative and social parallels between soap opera and football are strong, but in two crucial ways football is a very different cultural form, and it is these additional elements that have enabled it to eclipse every other form of popular storytelling. First, it is a game that almost everyone can play. After many years of decline, more and more people are playing it. In 2022 the English FA reported that 14 million people, 3.4 million of them female, played football – almost a quarter of the country – and although the game is still unbalanced, women’s and girls’ participation has been growing at an unprecedented rate. The FA haven’t been counting them, but the numbers playing the digital game on FIFA must add another million or two. The game’s presence in British everyday life, compared with almost every other cultural practice, is remarkable. Those who were playing on real pitches were served by 37,000 referees; just for comparison, that’s double the number of judges and magistrates in the country. And they were trained by 243,000 coaches – about the same number as all the primary school teachers in the UK. Football as a whole could draw on a pool of 1.4 million volunteers, from under-7s coaches to stewards, car park attendants, fundraisers and tea makers; almost thirty times as many as the National Trust could muster and more than seven times as many as the entire Scout and Guide movement. Baden-Powell, who viewed the game and its supporters with distaste, must be turning in his grave. Not everyone who plays or volunteers in football follows the professional game, but, in parallel with music, where a vast hinterland of amateur practice sustains a small professional elite, the pool of people who see something of their own lives reflected in football’s narratives, and the degree to which they are representative of the country, are bigger than ever.

			Second, and unlike soaps, which are never filmed with a studio audience, football is watched in person. Football crowds have been increasing since their nadir in 1985, but in the seasons since Covid restrictions were lifted, English football has recorded match attendances on a scale not seen since their peak in the early 1950s. This is a rare and extraordinary reversal of what appeared to be a long, structural and irreversible decline. The Premier League sold 15 million tickets in 2022–23, a number seemingly only limited by the size of its stadiums, which were at 99 per cent capacity. The Football League was watched by 22 million fans across its three divisions. The Championship became the fifth-most watched league in Europe, while even League One was in the top 10. Add in the three National Leagues below League Two – now all largely professional – and that’s another 3 million spectators, a historically unprecedented audience for non-league football, not to mention a million spectators at the Women’s Super League – also a record number – and we are looking at the biggest crowds that English football has ever drawn. Whatever the size of the crowd watching football, match attendance continues to be a form of ritual, not merely a form of entertainment. We go to the game, in the same place at the same times, often with the same people, very rarely alone. We take the same routes, sit or stand with family and friends and our fellow fans, the half strangers with whom we are on nodding terms, year after year, and share the same narrative fate that our team delivers us. Little wonder, then, so many of us should find that football provides a meaningful spine to our lives, one that is intimate, emotional and profound, but one that binds our individual experience to a wider community of fate and a collective sense of identity.

			The presence of an audience at a live performance also makes football a form of public theatre in which the crowd is participant, chorus and commentator. This has not escaped the attention of political actors and social movements, both of which have increased their presence in English football in the last decade, from the arrival of Middle Eastern royalty pursuing global diplomatic agendas to far-right agitators and anti-racist activists pursuing theirs, and from fossil-fuel companies laundering their reputations to climate campaigners trying to destroy them. Football has appeared then not just as theatre, but as political theatre, in a way that the soaps would never have dared contemplate and with an audience that purpose-made political theatre could never reach.

			IV

			Football – certainly the Premier League – might seem at first glance to be an odd oracle of our times. The global economic crisis of 2008, the greatest shaking of global capitalism since the Great Depression of the 1930s, barely seemed to touch it. A few club administrations and bankruptcies aside, the game’s prospects looked good, as revenues and attendances continued to rise, and international media deals and sponsorship grew. In 2010 the Labour Party’s thirteen years in power came to an end, and the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition that replaced it embarked on the biggest programme of welfare cuts the country had ever seen. While much of the nation endured the longest income squeeze since the nineteenth century, wages in football soared. Student protests over tuition fees turned into major confrontations, while in 2011 arson and riots tore through English cities, but the crowds in the stadiums were increasingly orderly, as incident and arrest rates fell every year. Anti-migrant voices were becoming steadily louder, and UKIP’s anti-Europe support was rising, but in football a great wave of foreign players and coaches were welcomed and celebrated, while European success remained the lodestar of every big club’s journey.

			Was there, perhaps, a time lag at work? These enormous economic and political shifts would need some time to work their way into the cultural fabric of the nation, but they eventually arrived. Certainly, in 2012, Manchester City’s first Premier League title under the ownership of the UAE suggested a changing of the guard; indeed, it was a harbinger of both the club’s coming dominance of the league and what has become a much wider Middle Eastern presence in English football and the British economy. It was also a triumph of storytelling, a season-ending climax of unprecedented drama. City were 2–1 down at home to QPR with just injury time to play. Manchester United had won their away game against Sunderland and, as things stood, were set to be champions. Three minutes later, Edin Džeko having headed in an equaliser, Sergio Agüero scored the final goal with just seconds left to play, and City won the title, the TV directors switching their cameras between ecstasy at the Etihad and despair at Sunderland’s Stadium of Light. Perhaps it is all mere coincidence, but for the next four years there was a step change in the dramatic intensity and social commentary offered by football.

			The following season, 2012–13, was the season of the long goodbye, the end of an era and the drawing-together of many strands of the Premier League’s narratives. Manchester United, managed by Sir Alex Ferguson, had commanded the league since its creation in 1992. The winners of the inaugural Premier League season, the club won twelve of the first twenty championships. Their treble-winning season in 1999 signalled English football’s return to the summit of Europe and spurred the league’s extraordinary global popularity. Their victory over Chelsea in the Champions League in 2008 – the first all-English final – confirmed the Premier League as the richest and most popular football league in the world, a position it has not relinquished. Through all this Ferguson had provided fabulous theatrical entertainment: throwing teacups, giving hairdryer rants, playing cryptic mind games, and conjuring up Fergie Time – bending the time–space continuum until United grabbed a last-minute goal. Above all, though, he was a link to the past, taking on the same role in English football that Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott had performed for the Labour Party in the Blair–Brown years. They were both representatives of industrial Britain, born and shaped by the post-war consensus and the welfare state, and of the working-class urban milieu that had made the Labour Party and English and Scottish football, but which had been decimated. A member of the Party, and occasional figurehead in its campaigns, Ferguson lasted longer in power than Labour, who left government in 2010. Ferguson managed to stay ahead of the club’s rapacious owners – the Glazer family, busy extracting cash from the club rather than investing it – long enough to win one last time and go at a moment of his own choosing. It is a measure of the club’s fall that, while the Labour Party has eventually managed to return to power, Manchester United have not.

			The 2013–14 season offered many narrative pleasures. Manchester United’s worst season for thirty years satisfied the football nation’s need for Schadenfreude. Sunderland’s late rally, and improbable escape from relegation, went down to the line. The rare presence of two Welsh teams in the league, Cardiff City and Swansea City, offered regional variation and enmity. In the end it was Manchester City’s season, as they won their second Premier League title, but it was meant to be Liverpool’s. Twenty-five years since the Hillsborough disaster, twenty-three since they had last won the league title, 2013–14 looked like the season to put the curse to bed. Fan protest and political organisation had managed to evict their pernicious American owners, Tom Hicks and George Gillett, helped pursue justice for the Hillsborough victims and their families and kept the Murdoch press out of Liverpool, and made it more of a left-wing stronghold than ever. Now it was time to get back to the top. Leading the league for much of the year, their victory over Manchester City away from home seemed likely to be the definitive moment of the contest. In the team huddle after the final whistle, Liverpool captain Steven Gerrard delivered the line of the season: ‘This does not fucking slip now! This does not fucking slip! Listen: we go to Norwich, exactly the same! We go again!’ Two weeks later, as Liverpool’s form disintegrated and City went on an unbeaten run, Gerrard’s calamitous slip on the pitch allowed Chelsea’s Demba Ba to score the opening goal in what would be a 2–1 defeat and the end of their title hopes. You really couldn’t make it up.

			The main storyline of the 2014–15 Premier League season had been established two years beforehand with the return of José Mourinho to Chelsea. His acrimonious departure from the club in 2007, after winning two league titles, was followed by an operatic European tour: a glorious Machiavellian spell at Inter Milan, and a bombastic failure at Real Madrid. Now he was coming home. His comment on returning to Stamford Bridge could have been spoken by any drama’s long-lost lover, wiser and older but ready for a second shot at love: ‘I am the happy one. Time flies. It looks like it was a couple of days ago but it was nine years ago … I have the same heart, the same kind of emotions related to my passion … But of course I’m a different person.’ As it turned out, he was the same old person. The same old paranoid conspiracy theorist claiming that: ‘There is a campaign against Chelsea. I don’t know why there is this campaign and I do not care.’ He was the same old barbed and public critic of his players, too: ‘Eden [Hazard] is the kind of player that is not so mentally ready to look back to his left-back and to leave his life for him.’ The players didn’t like it much, but the public and the pundits lapped it up.

			Mourinho hogged screen time, but in the end it was another league title for Roman Abramovich, Chelsea’s owner since 2003, and confirmation that, Russia’s illegal occupation of Crimea notwithstanding, London remained open for business to the post-Soviet oligarchy. League titles, public school educations, ultra-expensive real estate, money-laundering services and access to the Conservative Party were all still available. This was also the season in which Chelsea fans were filmed on the Paris Metro preventing a Black Frenchman from entering the train while singing: ‘We’re racist, we’re racist, and that’s the way we like it.’ One might have thought, after the club’s condemnation of the fans and their subsequent arrest, that this was the end of the story; for the sharp-eyed who saw this strange alliance of working-class nativist anger and Russian influence as part of the populist wave about to engulf the country, it was just the beginning.

			Through the spring of 2016 it became increasingly clear that the impossible would happen: Leicester City, 5,000–1 outsiders, would win the Premier League. When, in early May, Tottenham Hotspur, their last faltering challenger, drew with Chelsea, the title was Leicester’s. At the time, some read the moment as a triumph for Britain’s first majority-minority city (59.1 per cent of Leicester’s population is from ethnic minorities), and a team with a visibly diverse fan base, a Thai billionaire owner and a squad of a dozen nationalities, led by an idiosyncratic and avuncular Italian coach, Claudio Ranieri. Inès Hassen-Dakhli of the University of Leicester thought that the city ‘surprisingly, may have become a global model for multicultural cooperation. And what is certain is that the city can position itself confidently as a champion of globalisation: a medium-sized city that has the world at its feet.’6 However, such enthusiasm for globalisation and cosmopolitanism was not shared by everyone. Seven weeks after Leicester clinched the title, in the best, and most unexpected plot twist to the soap opera yet, their achievement would be eclipsed by an even more improbable victory: that of the Leave campaign in the battle over whether Britain should stay in or leave the European Union.

		

		
			Part I

			Brexitball

			Football after the Referendum, 2016–19

		

		
			1.

			‘We’re All Leaving Europe!’

			Football and the Referendum

			British football has had an ambivalent relationship with Europe for more than 150 years. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, British economic migrants, cosmopolitan émigrés, diplomats, schoolboys and travellers took the game to much of the continent: shipyard workers from Sunderland played the first game in Bilbao and triggered Basque football fever; factory owners in Moscow established teams for their workers in an effort to divert them from drinking. Britons founded now famous clubs – Scottish gardeners in Vienna formed the core of what became Rapid Wien, the English Lowe brothers created Boavista in Porto – and supplied Europe with a generation of coaches. This sporting diaspora left the English language embedded in the local football vernacular; thus, Genoa and AC Milan, rather than Genova and Milano, and ‘the Mister’ as the shorthand for a team’s manager. On the other hand, as late as the 1920s, Charles Sutcliffe, a leading member of the Football League’s management committee, thought FIFA and European football an affront: ‘I don’t care a brass farthing about the improvement of the game in France, Belgium, Austria or Germany … if Central Europe or any other district want to govern football let them confine their power and authority to themselves and we can look after our own affairs.’1

			Both of these dispositions found expression in Britain’s ambivalent relationship with FIFA, founded in 1904 and then an entirely European organisation. In 1905, having initially refused, the English FA, followed by the other home nations, reluctantly joined FIFA; contempt for the newcomers was overcome by a fear that they might take control. In the 1920s Britain’s football associations would leave the organisation not once, but twice: first, in 1920, in a dispute over the participation in international football of the defeated Central Powers; then, after rejoining in 1924, they would again depart in 1928 in a spat over broken time payments to amateurs. Consequently, no British team played at the first three World Cups staged by FIFA in the 1930s.

			Through the 1930s isolationists remained in the ascendent, but internationalists, like the new FA general secretary Stanley Rous, sought to keep lines of communication open and the possibility of rejoining FIFA a realistic if distant prospect. In 1938 both agendas were served when the FA, to celebrate its seventy-fifth anniversary, invited a Rest of Europe team – primarily the Italian World Cup winners – to test themselves against England at Highbury. England won that game 3–0, and for the moment the superiority of English football and the wisdom of glorious isolation were confirmed. However, after the Second World War, as new global institutions – from the UN to the World Bank – were being constructed, and Britain’s place in the international hierarchy of power declined, glorious isolation no longer appeared a plausible option. The British football associations rejoined FIFA in 1947 and secured themselves a privileged status within the organisation. Not quite permanent membership of the UN Security Council, perhaps, but the four home nations were the only jurisdictions that were sub-regions of a sovereign state allowed to field international teams, and the four were also guaranteed a vice presidency at FIFA between them. At the same time, the long-held presumption of British superiority on the pitch began to look increasingly precarious, not least after a very mediocre debut performance by England at the 1950 World Cup, including a hitherto inconceivable defeat by the USA. In 1953, marking the ninetieth anniversary of the FA, England again played the Rest of Europe, and this time they could only manage a 4–4 draw. A month later, the shift in power would be confirmed when Hungary beat England 6–3 at Wembley – the first defeat by a foreign team on home soil – with a display of modern football that was almost incomprehensible to the British game, and clearly superior.

			In 1954, three years before the signing of the Treaty of Rome and the creation of the EEC, European football acquired an institutional dimension with the creation of UEFA. England and the other home nations enthusiastically joined the new organisation, and England’s national champions – Chelsea – were invited to play in UEFA’s first tournament, the European Cup. If the FA now harboured the Europhile faction in the English game, the Football League was home to the Europhobes. Indeed, Alan Hardaker, the secretary of the Football League at the time, argued in public that Chelsea should not play in the competition ‘for fear of fixture congestion and a loss of prestige for our own competition’. Privately, he was contemptuous, arguing that the European Cup was ‘something of a joke … at best, a nine-day wonder’, while European football was a place with ‘too many wops and dagoes’.2 Chelsea duly complied with Hardaker, but the following year’s champions, Manchester United, and their manager Matt Busby had other ideas. Immediately recognising the sporting importance of the tournament, and the global prestige accorded to its first champions – Real Madrid – United’s relationship with the Cup took the form of an epic quest in which European triumph would validate the club’s special status. Their first tilt at the title showed great promise and saw them lose to Real Madrid in the semi-final, their second was halted by the Munich air disaster and the subsequent defeat of a much-depleted squad. It would take almost a decade for United to become competitive again, a journey that helped secure the status of the European Cup, in Britain, as the very pinnacle of success. Consequently, victories for Celtic in 1967 and then United in 1968 – the conclusion of their epic arc of redemption – were received as proof that British decline had, in this sphere at least, been temporarily halted.

			Football was just one of the many areas of British life in the 1960s and early 1970s – not to mention food, cars, holidays and rates of economic growth – in which Europe appeared increasingly attractive, and in 1973 the Conservative government of Edward Heath took the country into the EEC. To celebrate the occasion the government staged ‘Fanfare for Europe’, a week-long cultural festival featuring European-themed concerts, art exhibitions and a game at Wembley between the Three (the UK, alongside Ireland and Denmark, who were also joining the EEC) and the Six (the founding members of the organisation). The Queen and Prime Minister opted to attend a concert by a Danish orchestra that evening, but in the programme Heath wrote: ‘Tonight’s match is unique in embracing the whole of the enlarged community, and we are very glad our European friends are able to take part. I am sure that, with us, they will look upon this evening as a major landmark in the history of European football.’3 The players selected for the game, when asked by the press, reflected something of their nation’s attitudes to accession: indifference from Northern Irish goalkeeper Pat Jennings, who was ‘really not interested’; narrow economic calculation from Alan Ball, who wondered ‘whether or not it will make my family’s summer holidays cheaper’. Johnny Giles, by contrast, took a wider view: ‘A small country like Ireland needs close business and trade links with other European nations, so I’m certainly in favour.’ Helmut Schön, the German coach of the Six, was enthusiastic, the game for him ‘heralding a new era for Europe’, while Alf Ramsey, in charge of the Three, could barely bring himself to engage, dismissively saying, ‘All big Wembley occasions should be cherished.’ Anti-European protestors who gathered outside the stadium thought otherwise, one telling a reporter, ‘It’s an early sign that Britain no longer has control over its own affairs and that, in the end, belonging to a Common Market will cost us far more than we can possibly hope to make from it.’4

			For the next decade football would give voice to both sides of the European question. On the one hand, Jock Stein and Matt Busby, winning coaches of the European Cup in the 1960s, were recruited to the successful Yes campaign in the 1975 referendum, called by the new and divided Labour government on whether the UK should remain a member of the EEC. British teams had a remarkable run of success in European tournaments, burnishing their reputations in a way that domestic competition alone could not. Liverpool would win the European Cup four times, Nottingham Forest twice and Aston Villa once. Leeds United and Celtic would both lose a final. There were Cup Winners’ Cups for Rangers and Everton, and UEFA Cups for Liverpool, Ipswich and Spurs. On the other hand, English and Scottish supporters became notorious for their disorderly and violent behaviour on European away days. In 1974 Spurs fans rioted in Rotterdam as they lost the UEFA Cup final to Feyenoord, and the following year Leeds United fans did the same in Paris as their team lost the European Cup final to Bayern Munich. England fans put on similar performances in Luxembourg in 1977 and at the 1980 Euros in Belgium. It was a pattern of behaviour that led to the Heysel disaster in 1985, where, in a poorly policed and poorly maintained stadium, a terrace charge from Liverpool supporters at that year’s European Cup final resulted in thirty-nine Juventus fans dying beneath a collapsed concrete wall in Brussels. UEFA were shaping up to ban British clubs from European competition, but the FA withdrew before it could be imposed.

			On this occasion departure from Europe was almost universally lamented. Roy Evans, when he was Liverpool’s manager, thought the club’s season ‘without European football is like a banquet without wine’. Bert Millichip, chair of the FA, speaking after the ban was lifted in 1990, announced: ‘English football has stepped back into the sunshine. We’ve been in a dark tunnel for a long time and at times we couldn’t see the light at the end of it.’5 For more than two decades, from Thatcher’s resignation in 1990 to the final years of New Labour, and despite continuing opposition from Conservative eurosceptics, Britain appeared irrevocably bound to Europe. Once again, Europe became a vital element of British football cultures. Euro 96, hosted by England, was a hugely successful return to the mainstream. Manchester United’s long march through Europe culminated in their extraordinary last-minute victory over Bayern Munich in the 1999 Champions League final and signalled the new strength of the Premier League and its commercial dominance to come. In 2003 Celtic fans restaged the great exodus of 1967, when tens of thousands of fans had made the journey to Lisbon to see the team win the European Cup: in an age of cheap air travel they mustered near a hundred thousand in Seville as the team lost the UEFA Cup final to Porto. Liverpool made European success ever more central to their own mythos after claiming the Champions League in 2005, coming back from 3–0 down against Milan to win on penalties in the ‘Miracle of Istanbul’. In 2008 Manchester United and Chelsea played the first all-English final in the competition, while in 2012 Chelsea would finally win it, albeit as a club now owned by a Russian, coached by an Italian and with a squad that included three Spaniards, two Portuguese, a Czech and a Frenchman. Britain’s love affair with European football did not, however, translate in much of the country into any great affection for the continent’s political institutions. The celebration of so many foreign players and coaches did not ease the disquiet about the large refugee and eastern European migrations of the first decade of the twenty-first century. Indeed, the rise of the UKIP vote and anti-migrant sentiments, and the increasingly aggressive stance of anti-European groups within the Tory Party, suggested the contrary. Ex-Prime Minister Gordon Brown, for one, was baffled: ‘Why is playing football in Europe considered the pinnacle of our game, yet in other spheres of life, that same phrase – “being in Europe” – is dismissed with suspicion?’6

			In truth, no amount of love for Thierry Henry or Gianfranco Zola was going to head off the Eurosceptics, and in 2015, in an effort to quell internal dissent in the Tory Party and see off the threat of UKIP on his right flank, Prime Minister David Cameron called a referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union. It was to be held on 23 June 2016, in the short gap between England’s and Wales’ last group games at Euro 2016 in France and, should they qualify, their round-of-sixteen matches. Politicians began to reach for footballing analogies. Mandy Boylett, the UKIP parliamentary candidate for Stockton North in 2015, reprised ‘Football’s Coming Home’ as ‘Britain’s Coming Home’ in a campaign video, singing, ‘They want our prisoners to vote/They’ve taken all our fish/And money through the years.’7 Ed Balls, previously shadow chancellor of the exchequer, but now as an ex-MP with more leisure time, wrote for the Daily Mirror from France, where he had flown to see England in the Euros: ‘At least if a football manager gets it wrong with his starting XI, he has the chance to do something about it: a change of tactics, or some substitutions. We’ve got our own big decision to take next week, but unlike a football boss, we only get one chance to get it right.’8

			However, unlike the Scottish independence referendum of 2014, which had seen a significant politicisation of Scotland’s football crowds and fan organisations, English football, along with much of the rest of the country, sleepwalked its way into Brexit. In the stadiums in the long run-up to the referendum there were neither chants nor banners for either Remain or Leave. Until the very eve of the vote, almost no one in English football seemed to have an opinion on the matter.

			Online, and initially out of sight, Vote Leave offered football fans a £50 million prize if they could predict every result at the European Championship to be held that June, and, as their campaign director, Dominic Cummings, made plain, ‘gathered data from people who usually ignore politics’.9 Karren Brady, Tory peer and vice chair of West Ham United, was a rarity in the football world, writing to every professional team in the United Kingdom to argue: ‘Clubs and fans all benefit from European action, laws and funding. Leaving the EU would hurt our leagues, create uncertainty for European transfers and be a step back for the next generation of footballers.’10 The Premier League, like many business organisations, quietly warned that the migration regime that would follow on from leaving the EU would make recruitment harder and long-term economic prospects poorer. Richard Scudamore, the chief executive, felt: ‘There is an openness about the Premier League which I think it would be completely incongruous if we were to take the opposite position.’11 Feelings are one thing, but there were also real footballing and economic interests at stake. In words almost identical to the Remain campaign, Scudamore argued: ‘Ultimately you can’t break away, you can’t just pull out, you have to get in and negotiate and try and organise and try and influence.’ Yet, wary of the populist fury sweeping the country, the Premier League and the big clubs kept their heads down and planned for the worst.

			In the final days of the campaign both sides put out their strongest squads. Remain published an open letter signed by David Beckham, Rio Ferdinand and Norwich’s owner, Delia Smith, arguing: ‘In sport, the one thing that matters above all else is your team … the same is true for Britain in Europe: we are stronger working together with other countries with the ability to travel, work and play sport right across the continent.’12

			Beckham argued that Manchester United ‘were a better and more successful team because of a Danish goalkeeper, Peter Schmeichel, the leadership of an Irishman Roy Keane and the skill of a Frenchman in Eric Cantona.’13 Ferdinand, in the Standard, revealed that ‘Thursday will be the first time I’ve ever been motivated to vote in an election. That’s how seriously I’m taking this … Britain is an amazing country, but we’ll achieve much more if we’re a team player – working with others to get things done.’14 For Leave, Steve Parish, chairman of Crystal Palace, claimed that Brexit would open up new opportunities for smaller clubs and British players. Sol Campbell argued in the Daily Mail that ‘because of European rules on freedom of movement, it is virtually impossible for us to get a proper grip on the situation. If we want to see more English stars like Harry Kane rise through the ranks we should take back control.’15

			David James made the case not only in terms of migration, but, like the rest of the more fanciful Brexiteers, by talking up the possibility of trade deals outside of Europe. ‘I would vote to leave because I think we have opportunities to create trade links and from a football perspective as well. If you think of the likes of an Indian player, they would have a better chance of having an opportunity here [if there was less European immigration], which would then open up and develop Indian footballers … I don’t see a downside.’16 James wasn’t alone in his wishful thinking.

			With immaculate timing the final days of the referendum campaign coincided with the final group stage matches of Euro 2016. England, their campaign already disrupted by state-sanctioned Russian hooligan attacks on their fans both before and during their opening match in Marseille, limped their way through the tournament. On 20 June, England played an excruciating goalless draw with Slovakia and, by a thread, stayed in the European Championship. Three days later, by an equally narrow margin, Britain voted to leave the European Union. Harry Kane spoke for the 28 per cent of the country who didn’t vote at all: ‘I don’t know enough about it to be concerned … and I don’t think the other players do as well.’ Michael O’Neill, Northern Ireland’s coach, like many, regretted not voting: ‘I personally made an error because I didn’t give myself an opportunity to vote by postal vote, so I’m disappointed with myself.’ Jamie Carragher’s angry tweet – ‘Well done to the over 50s for thinking of the future! Feel ashamed of my generation’ – was a rare intervention from either player or pundit in Britain.17

			Europeans were, by contrast, more outspoken. Petr Cech, previously Chelsea’s goalkeeper, was irate: ‘It looks like the biggest decision in the history of this country was made based on fake campaign and lies.’ German goalkeeper Manuel Neuer was disappointed: ‘I grew up at a time when it was normal that the EU stood together … I think it’s sad that Britain and Europe no longer have that feeling of unity.’ Italian defender Giorgio Chiellini saw trouble ahead. ‘Yesterday we went to sleep thinking that Britain would remain in the EU. Unfortunately that didn’t happen, and I think the biggest concern is the domino effect that this choice could cause … a referendum in other states.’18

			Four days after the referendum, England played Iceland in the round of sixteen and, in a uniquely calamitous performance, were beaten 2–1. The bellicose chants of a small minority in the crowd were the loudest voices: ‘Stand up if you hate the French’, ‘We’re all leaving Europe!’ and ‘Fuck off, Europe, we all voted out!’ Thousands more sat in horrified silence, watching their team freeze, completely unable to react to what was going on around them. Prime Minister David Cameron had already resigned by this point, now Roy Hodgson followed, departing with a thought that the former would have recognised: ‘I would have loved to stay on for another two years. However, I am pragmatic and I know we are in the results business.’19 Both their replacements would now declare themselves for Leave: Prime Minister Theresa May coined the gnomic notion that ‘Brexit means Brexit’; new England coach Sam Allardyce was more straightforward: ‘I am out. My feeling is that the European Union isn’t doing the United Kingdom any favours.’20 Not that it helped them; both May and Allardyce would be forced from office much sooner than they planned.

			For the next four years, British political conversation was consumed by Brexit: whether to trigger Article 50 and begin a countdown to departure; what kind of new relationship to strike with the EU – variants of soft, hard and no-deal Brexits; and a long and unsuccessful campaign to call a second referendum on whatever deal was struck. Not that one could really consider it much of a conversation. Football’s tribalism and performative identity politics provided a template for the new tribes of Remain and Leave, who proved as intransigent and partisan as their footballing equivalents. Out of this emerged a political debate in which wind-ups and banter were preferred to critical reflection, where radicalised politicians were judged with the eye of the fan, not the citizen. Football certainly reflected the nation’s anger. Neil Warnock, then manager of Cardiff City, raged, ‘I can’t wait to get out of it, if I’m honest. I think we’ll be far better out of the bloody thing. In every aspect, football-wise as well, absolutely. To hell with the rest of the world.’21 Graeme Souness, commentating for Sky Sports, digressed: ‘I live down on the south coast of England and I went to watch Bournemouth play Swansea City three weeks ago. It was like watching a Dutch game of football, lots of nice little passes, pretty technique with little passes. There was no fire. There was nobody smashing into anyone. There was no real anger in the game.’ The presenter then asked him if he voted for Brexit, and Souness, with an uncharacteristic grin, replied, ‘I certainly did, yeah.’22

			Theresa May’s efforts to pass a deal through parliament saw a spike in football Twitter exchanges. Peter Shilton and Peter Reid crossed swords as the former lauded the arch Brexiteer Jacob Rees-Mogg and the latter derided him. Boreham Wood FC posted a letter on their website calling on MPs to do their duty and vote against Theresa May’s proposed deal. Chris Waddle exclaimed on Twitter, when her proposals were voted down, ‘Well done Theresa May. Now let’s leave with no deal,’ and was deluged with anger; just one of innumerable cases in which the debate was reduced to who had the right to speak for whom and on what subject. On the matter of a second referendum, Jürgen Klopp implored, ‘Let’s think about it again and let’s vote again with the right information.’ Jamie Carragher made the case in terms of his own punditry: ‘I am used to looking back at things after the event. It’s what I do on match day. I think that is what we should do with Brexit. Look back at what we have learnt since 2016 and be able to give an opinion on where we are now in 2019 before we potentially relegate ourselves as a country.’23

			Later that year, as new Prime Minister Boris Johnson promised to ‘get Brexit done’, Ipswich Town fans, playing away at Luton, were just one example of the Brexit-themed chants and animosities that had begun to seep into English football stadiums. Referencing Luton’s super-diverse population they sang, ‘Boris Johnson – he’s coming for you’, ‘Born in the UK/You’ll never sing that’, and ‘Brexit means Brexit’.24

			What Brexit actually did mean was, of course, a conundrum, for it soon became apparent that neither the Leave campaign, the Tory Party nor the Civil Service had a plan for what it would actually look like. For that, certainly in 2017, the best place to find out was the simulation game Football Manager.25 Already so remarkably detailed that it had thought through the impact of Scotland’s independence referendum on the transfer market, it was given a new set of code to mimic the various post-referendum options facing the United Kingdom. Depending on how the negotiations went inside the Football Manager universe, players could find themselves operating in one of three worlds: the first, in which the UK stayed inside the single market and labour migration rules remained unchanged; the second, a soft Brexit with a relatively easy visa regime for European players; and the third and most difficult prospect, a hard or even no-deal Brexit under which strict rules would be applied to migrant players, allowing in only those with considerable international experience. The game was so carefully modelled that MPs and senior civil servants called for a briefing from its makers. Some players were shocked by the implications of Brexit for their quest to get Preston North End to the Champions League: ‘If I’d have known about this before the vote I’d have voted in a different way.’26

			Football, like every walk of British life, had become enmeshed with the endless Brexit conversation, and its language and opinions were an indicator of how ugly the debate had become; but if one wanted to actually understand Brexit’s origins and consequences, football’s deeper structures offered a better guide. In the years leading up to the referendum, football’s economy paralleled the huge inequalities that were developing in British society and had driven part of the Leave vote, inequalities that became increasingly clear as one compared the economic and sporting fortunes of globally connected cities and post-industrial towns. At the same time it became apparent that football had been and would increasingly become a toxic environment for three groups that were not aligned with the Leave coalition: the young, people of colour, and experts and arbiters. The country’s past disregard for the young was revealed by the shocking wave of historic sexual-abuse cases in football that came to court, while contemporary disregard could be found inside football’s increasingly pressurised academy system. Racism and racists, previously contained, perhaps even diminished, were given a new lease of life in football and the wider society. Experts and arbiters who stood in the way of the Brexiteers, by accurately assessing the consequences of their blunder or judging their actions illegal, were dismissed and vilified, but none have taken more stick than football referees. Finally, perhaps the greatest irony was that Brexit, a project designed to secure the sovereignty of the United Kingdom, made the Union weaker than it had been in a century; and that would be played out in the performances and narratives of its national football teams. By 2020, in the world of Football Manager, the consequences of Brexit on club finances and transfer deals were so onerous that a campaign was mounted to allow Brexit to be turned off inside the game.27 In 2022 it finally became possible to just change the settings and remove the whole sorry episode from the game. But for the rest of us, stuck in reality, this was not an option.

		

		
			2.

			Uneven Playing Fields

			Success, Failure and the Economics of Football

			English professional league football began with just twelve clubs, six from the Midlands and six from Lancashire, a world small enough that Preston North End could bestride it, winning the first two championships in 1889 and 1890. As the league expanded at the turn of the century, bigger cities and clubs came to the fore. The great industrial zones of late-Victorian England – Birmingham, Liverpool, Sheffield, Sunderland and Newcastle – would supply almost every winner for the next twenty years and for much of the first half of the twentienth century. It was not until 1908 that a club from Manchester would win the title, and not until 1931 that Arsenal, a London club, would do so. In the 1920s and 1930s there was still room for titles for industrial towns like Burnley and Huddersfield. After the Second World War the older urban hierarchy was disrupted by Portsmouth in the 1940s, Wolverhampton Wanderers in the 1950s, and in the very early sixties by Ipswich Town and, again, Burnley. However, the end of the maximum wage in football in 1961, and the creeping low-key commercialisation of the wider game, shifted the competitive balance of English football towards London, Liverpool and Manchester. The gap between the bigger cities with bigger crowds and smaller-town teams grew. There was a final flourish for cities outside this trio, from the beleaguered Midlands of the mid-1970s and early 1980s, when Derby Country, Nottingham Forest and Aston Villa all won the league, and Leeds United in 1974 and 1992. But in the era of the Premier League the title has only left London, Liverpool and Manchester on two occasions, and between 1992 and 2020 their clubs occupied 95 per cent of the top four slots. At the same time, the FA Cup, which in the past had been more widely contested by other cities, has, since 1992, seen only two smaller-town victories – Portsmouth in 2008 and Wigan in 2013 – both of whom have since gone bankrupt. Small-town teams and old industrial clubs have had their time in the Premier League, from Barnsley to Blackpool to Bradford, but its geographical centre of gravity has been shifting south as clubs like Brentford, Brighton and Crystal Palace have made themselves regular members, and old perennials like Middlesbrough and Sunderland have fallen away. By the late 2010s, after more than twenty-five years of unregulated economic globalisation in the game, football appeared to be a more accurate map of the country’s winner and losers, sporting and social, than ever before, one confirmed by the voting pattens of the Brexit referendum.

			Looking at the census data for the ninety-two constituencies of the clubs in English football’s top four divisions, The Economist found that the distribution of sporting success had come to parallel the geography of economic success and urban vitality, among the most important factors in shaping the Brexit vote. Premier League clubs, in particular, came from bigger and denser cities, with significantly more ethnically diverse communities, younger populations and higher levels of income and economic output than
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