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From nation-boundness to globalization?  Football as a changing game and social 

phenomenon  

Arto Nevala 

 

The old refrain is “Football is a global obsession, a people’s game played by millions and watched 

by billions. It is much more than a sport.” That is true: football is a phenomenon that has changed the 

world. However, changes in the world have also changed football during the more than 150 years of 

the modern history of football.  

ln my presentation, I will investigate how the development of football as a game and a social 

phenomenon has been related to the macro-level political, economic, and social developments of 

society from the latter half of the 1800s all the way up until the 2020s. 

I look at the history and present day of football through five world-wide, global trends. These trends 

are: (1) industrialization, urbanization, and the birth of a wage labour society; (2) nationalism and 

democracy; (3) globalization; (4) neo-liberalism and commercialization; and (5) technologicalization. 

My presentation is based on research into football by myself but, above all, by many colleagues 

around the world. On the other hand, the analysis is based on the idea of the different speed of social 

change, as introduced by the famous French historian Fernand Braudel. 

In summary, political and social upheavals changed football only a little during the first 120 years. 

The core of football was conservatism. Since the 1990s, football has changed more than ever before. 

The changes have been at least as rapid as, and parallel to, those in many other areas of society. While 

there is still a lot of tradition in football in the 2020s, global trends have changed football’s macro-

level culture, the rules of the game, and grassroots practices, as shown by the examples that I use. In 

this way, football is also one example of the fragmentation of unified cultures: in today's world, a 

wide variety of football is played under the same name. 

 


