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For the love of football?

W

ho did you support
during Euro 2008?
If you are English,
the failure of your
national team to
even qualify for the finals meant that
you learned the advantages of neutrality: all the fun without any of the usual
humiliation. However, to truly enjoy
one of these major football tournaments, it helps to have a team to egg on.
Except for supporters of the two finalists, anyone who follows such an event
to its end will most likely get behind a
foreign team as the knockout stages
begin to take their toll.
A look at what leads people to favour
one country over another throws up an
interesting range of motivations. For example, a cousin of mine back home
nailed his colours to Spain because of
the number of Liverpool players in the
Spain team, while another, who supports Everton, couldn’t bring himself to
cheer on a team that play in red. A friend
was behind Portugal, but only because
he had secured good odds before the
tournament started and was hoping to
win a lot of money. Another friend dislikes Cristiano Ronaldo with a passion,
so he was quite pleased when Germany
knocked Portugal out. I also know
someone whose grandfather was Polish,
so got behind Poland, while another acquaintance has such fond memories of
his time in Switzerland that he supported the tournament’s host nation.
Perhaps the most controversial criterion for choosing to follow another
country’s team is for political reasons.
The British are very familiar with the
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nationalistic element behind footballing allegiances. Britain is unusual in the
world of football in that the home
nations that make up the United Kingdom each have a recognised national
team. Nevertheless, allegiance to your
home country does not appear to be interchangeable. I think it is fair to say that
most English people are content, up to a
point, to switch their support to Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland if – or
should that be "when" – England are
knocked out or fail to qualify. It does not
always appear to work the other way
around. It doesn’t take a genius to work
out why: the Scots, Welsh and Irish have
very good historical reasons for despising the English, while at the same time
the English have always enjoyed patronising their Celtic neighbours.
To an extent, the same is true here in
Spain and it should come as no surprise

that many elements in Catalonia – particularly among the media and the political class – have been hit by a severe case
of sour grapes after what was a remarkable achievement from a group of talented, hard-working footballers (whatever their nationality, and five of them
are Catalans and one of them Brazilian).
At the same time, it has been distasteful
to see elements – once again particularly
among the media and the political class
– in the Spanish heartland attempting to
bask in the glory of that achievement, as
if it somehow justifies their nationalistic
and political positions.
It may be natural for the passion and
energy of sport to be hijacked for political reasons (and there’s more of that to
come this summer in Beijing), but that
does not make it right. It saddens me to
see the game I love besmirched by political prejudice that, admittedly, in small

doses can add a competitive edge but
when ladled on becomes an abuse of a
sport that, ridiculous though it may
seem, is of vital importance in the lives
of millions of people.
I am sure Spain continued to win devotees all over the world as Euro 2008
progressed but it was because they
played better football than anyone else,
because they won all of their games, because of the pleasure to be had from
watching real talent, such as David Villa,
Fernando Torres, Xavi Hernández and
Cesc Fabregas, at the top of their game.
Spain will now go into the 2010 World
Cup as one of the favourites and people
of all persuasions from all over the world
will be hoping to see them do well. But
let’s get one thing very clear, those
people will not be well-disposed towards the Spain team because they care
about the political situation in the
country, it will be because the team
earned the respect of football fans with
their performances in Euro 2008.
I have always thought it absurd that
Wagner’s work is often brought into
question just because he was Hitler’s favourite composer, and is anybody with a
brain really going to stop themselves
from appreciating a Dalí painting because of his alleged sympathies with the
Franco regime? Like art, sport is only
superficially political; ultimately it is
about appreciating ability and talent.
Since spectacles of good football are rare
enough, it seems patently absurd to me
that when we are treated to such a spectacle that it be celebrated for all the
wrong reasons, or perhaps worse, not
celebrated at all.
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of a new reality. The iron curtain, made
famous by Churchill more than forty
years before, was finally torn open.
And that meant a day trip to freedom
for thousands, as The Times reported
from West Berlin: "Wild jubilation
spread throughout West Berlin yesterday as thousands of East Germans,
cheering, signing and waving flags,
streamed across the Wall to see for
themselves the other half of a city that
has been sealed off for 28 years. Thousands of young West Berliners clambered on to the concrete wall in front of
the Brandenburg Gate to look across in
amazement at the lines of police who
stood, revolvers firmly locked in their
holsters, smiling at the young people on
the Eastern side who came up to them
with flowers and smiles".

