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Soccer as Global History 
 

Hours: Monday/Wednesday/Friday 10:00-10:50  

Instructor: Keith Rathbone; keithrathbone7@gmail.com 

Office Hours: Tuesday 1:00-3:00 or by appointment  

 

Course description: 

Soccer – better known globally as football – comes as close to a universal human experience as 

any other activity.  The reach of the game even dwarfs all major religions and political empires.  

The popularity of soccer is driven by its form.  The rules of the game are deceptively simple. The 

materials easy produce.  As a consequence it is played widely and the same way across the 

globe.  The emergence of global communication and financial networks has allowed soccer's 

popularity to grow tremendously in the past two decades.  Fans can now follow their teams from 

one corner of the globe, to the other, and from countries as diverse as the United Kingdom, North 

Korea, and the Central African Republic.   

 

Students in this course will explore the ways that soccer was shaped by and helped shape the 

global political, social, and cultural history since 1870.  Emerging in the private schools of upper 

class England, soccer quickly spread across the global following patterns of trade, colonization, 

and war.  As soon as it appeared, the game became enmeshed in debates about race, class, 

ethnicity, gender, and political and social economy.   

 

In this class, we will approach the study of soccer through a close reading of a variety of texts, 

including books and articles.  Students will also analyze primary sources, engage with the best 

secondary literature, and produce close analyses of individual clubs. 

 

Course objectives: 

By the end of this course students will: 

1.) Discover interesting primary and secondary sources and utilize sophisticated analytical 

methods in order to better them. 

2.) Read cutting-edge historical research, grapple with the arguments of the authors, and situate 

their readings within a historiographic debate 

3.) Weigh evidence, use that evidence to formulate sound historical arguments, and persuasively 

present those arguments 

4.) Communicate their arguments in writing and in discussion.  Written work will be 

grammatically correct, feature a clear and compelling thesis, and be based on primary and 

secondary evidence. 

 

Required texts: 

Peter Alegi, African Soccerscapes (ISBN: 978-0896802780) 

Laurent Dubois, Soccer Empire (ISBN: 978-052029781) 

Franklin Foer, How Soccer Explains the World (ISBN: 978-0061978050) 

David Goldblatt, The Ball is Round (ISBN: 978-1594482960) 

Simon Kuper, Ajax, the Dutch, and the War (ISBN: 978-1568587233) 

Additional course readings can be found on the course management website 
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Assignments: 

Attendance and Participation (20%) 

Project Proposal (5%) 

Primary Source Analysis (15%) 

Secondary Source Analysis (15%) 

Introduction (10%) 

Annotated Bibliography (15%) 

History of an Association (20%) 

 

Expectations: 

Attendance and Participation: 

Students should attend all classes.  Each missed class past the first will result in a one third letter 

grade lower final grade.  (I.E. a student with an A- final score but two missed classes will receive 

a B+.)  Students must participate in in-class discussions and assignments.   

 

Project Proposal: 

A project proposal is an entree into a larger project.  In the project proposal, students will 

produce a 1-2 page paper that must explain what soccer club about which they want to write a 

"club history" and why.  Students can be interested for personal and academic reasons. 

 

Primary Source Analysis: 

In the Primary Source Analysis (2-3 pages), students will examine a primary source.  A series of 

possible sources will be made available through the course management website or by email.  

Students may, with my permission, examine primary sources they have uncovered themselves 

but proper provenance is crucial.  Please meet with me to discuss any alternative primary 

sources.  The goal of this assignment is to develop students' ability to analyze a given primary 

historical document critically, contextualize it, comparing what we can and cannot tell from it, 

and interpret it to respond to a historical question. 

Annotated bibliography: 

In the Annotated Bibliography, students generate a bibliography based on their project proposal 

of at least seven titles, including both primary and secondary sources.  The goal of this 

assignment is to develop students' ability to conduct research and analyze source material.  

Students should list these titles and also include a descriptive paragraph that appraises the book, 

article, or source.  Each annotation should address the theme of the work, the authority of the 

author, and comment on the audience.  The best annotations will briefly compare or contrast this 

work with other work and illuminate how this work informs your hypothetical project. 

 

Introduction paragraph: 

In this assignment, students will write the introductory paragraph.  The goal of this assignment is 

to master the skill of introduction writing.  A skillful introduction has a hook, a brief explanation 

of the question to be considered, and a thesis statement.  The best introductions will include all 

of these pieces as well as being well written.   
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Event/Club/Federation/Etc History:  

In this assignments, students will write a 9-10 page history of a major soccer event, a soccer 

association, a soccer federation or other soccer related thing of their choosing.  A list of possible 

events, clubs, federations and associated relevant secondary literature can be found on the course 

management website.  This list should not be considered definitive.  Students can write about the 

highs and lows, championships won and lost, promotions and relegations, star players and bête 

noires, however, they should not forget that a history of soccer means more than the 11 players 

on the field and encompasses coaches, front and back offices, fans, and even whole nations.  The 

best papers will link the history of the event/club/federation/etc with issues related to the themes 

of the course, including the formation of social classes, the spread of sports through colonization 

and commerce, sporting associations and political violence, and/or globalization.   

 

 

Schedule: 

Why Study Sports? 

Week 1 

August, 26th – "What is sports history?" – Read C.L.R. James Beyond a Boundary, pg 20-46* 

August, 28th – "Soccer's Origins" – David Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, "Forward," pg ix-xii; 

"Introduction," pg xiii-0 

 

Week 2 

August, 31st – "The Pre-Modern Origins of Ball Games" – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, 

"Chasing Shadows," pg 3-18;  

September 2nd – "History of Soccer or Soccer in Global History?" – Read Eduardo Galeano, 

Soccer in the Sun and Shade, pg 1-21*;  

September 4th – "The Invention of Soccer" – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, "The Simplest 

Game," pg 19-49 

 

The Construction of Social Classes and Gender Identities  

Week 3 

August 7th – "The Beginnings of the Modern Game" – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, "An 

All Together More Splendid Life," pg 50-84;  

August 9th – "Working Class Soccer" – William Baker, "The Making of Working Class Football 

Culture in Victorian England," pg 241-251* 

August 11th – "Football-Rugby or Football-Association in British Public Schools" – Read Brad 

Beavan, Leisure, Citizenship, and Working Class Men in Britain, 1850-1945, "The Era of Mass 

Leisure," excerpt   

 

Week 4 

August 14th – Soccer in the Trenches – Read Thierry Terret, "American Sammys and French 

Poilus in the Great War" International Journal of the History of Sport, pg 351-371*;  

August 16th – Soccer and Masculinity – Arnaud Waquet, "Wartime Football, a Remedy for the 

Masculine Vulnerability of Poilus (1914-1919)" International Journal of the History of Sport, pg 

1195-1214* 

August 18th – "Female soccer players?" – Read David Williamson, Belles of the Ball, excerpt* 
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Ir/Resistable Expansion? 

Week 5 

August 21st – "Internationalism or Nationalism" – Read Laurent Dubois, Soccer Empire, 

"Introduction," "A Beautiful Harvest," and "Crossings,"  

August 23rd – Soccer's First Globalization – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, "The Great 

Game and the Informal Empire," pg 112-170;  

Project Proposal 

August 25th – Presentation of Project Proposals 

 

Week 6 

August 28th – "American Soccer or American Football?" – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, 

"Perfidious Albion," pg 85-111;  

August 30th – “American Soccer” – Tom McCabe, "Our New Thread: America's First Soccer 

Dynasty," pg 1-27* 

Primary Source Paper due 
October 2nd – Discussion of Primary Source Paper 

 

Week 7 

August 28th –"Colonial Roots" – Read Dubois, Soccer Empire, "Roots," "Two Goals," and "Two 

Flags,"  

August 30th – African Football – Peter Alegi, African Soccerscapes, "The Africanization of 

Football," 14-35;  

October 2nd – Latin American Expansion – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, "The Road to El 

Dorado," pg 263-296 

Have a Nice Fall Break 
 

Soccer in the Service of Political Extremism 

Week 8 

October 19th – Soccer during the Interwar Period – Read Simon Kuper, Ajax, pg 1-56 

October 21st – Soccer and the Second World War – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round "Games 

of Life and Death," pg 297-356;  

October 23rd – Soccer and the Second World War – Kuper, Ajax, 69-104 

 

Week 9 

October 26th – Soccer during the Second World War – Read Simon Kuper, Ajax, pg 105-244  

October 28 – Soccer and Extremism in Latin America – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, 

"Demons and Angels," pg 357-396 

Introduction Paragraph 
October 30th – Peer Discussion of Introduction Paragraph 
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Africa, Decolonization, and Soccer 

Week 10 

November 2nd – "Africa's Soccerscape"– Read Peter Alegi, African Soccerscapes,"Making 

Nations in Late Colonial Africa," 36-53;  

November 4th – Soccer and local politics – Phyllis Martin, Leisure and Society in Colonial 

Brazzaville, "Football is King," pg 99-126* 

Away at a Conference – Please read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, "The World Turned 

Upside Down," pg 513-541;  

 

Week 11 

November 9th – "African Soccer Today" – Read Alegi, African Soccerscapes, pg 54-126 

November 11th – "Colonial Soccer Returns to the Metropole" – Read Dubois, Soccer Empire, 

"La France Métissée", and "An Unfinished War," 

Annotated Bibliography 
November 13th – Peer Discussion of Annotated Bibliography  

 

Neoliberal, Global, or Local Soccer? 

Week 12 

November 16th – The Continuation of Soccer's Tribal Identities – Read Franklin Foer, How 

Soccer Explains the World, "Prologue", pg 1-115 

November 18th – "Asian Football" – Read Goldblatt, The Ball is Round, pg 830-873  

Secondary Source Analysis 
November 20th – Peer Discussion of Secondary Source Analysis 

 

Week 13 

November 23rd – "Reconciliation or Continued Conflict in French Soccer" – Read Dubois, 

Soccer Empire, "Reconciliation," "Burn," "Coup de Boule," and "Epilogue" 

Thanksgiving Break – Have a Great Time 

 

Week 14 

November 30th – Global Soccer and the Business of Soccer – Read Foer, How Soccer Explains 

the World, pg 167-245; Africa and the World Cup" – Read Alegi, African Soccerscapes, pg 127-

132;  

December 2nd – The Present and the Future – Read Simon Kuper, "Global Game, Global Jihad," 

"Postscript," Soccer Against the Enemy, pg 275-300* 

December 4th – Watch John Oliver, “FIFA 1,” “FIFA 2,” and “FIFA 3”  

 

Week 15 

December 7th – Presentations 

December 9th – Presentations 

December 11th – Presentations 

 

Final Paper Due: Monday, December 14th  

 


