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Chapter One. The Playing Field 

Football is inscribed into the everyday life of billions of people. One will most 
likely encounter people playing football in city parks and streets all over the 
world. In The Ball Is Round (2008, xiv), sociologist David Goldblatt asks “Is 
there any cultural practice more global than football?” and one is hard pressed 
to prove him wrong. 

At the same time, Kuper (1996, 1) points out that “[f]ootball is never just 
football: it helps make wars and revolutions, and it fascinates mafias and dic-
tators.” When we think of football today, we think of huge transfer sums, big 
stadiums, superstar players and corrupt officials. We see a successful enter-
tainment industry and big business, even though the latter characterization is 
questionable from an economic point of view (Buraimo, Simmons and 
Szymanski 2006; Goldblatt 2015; Kuper and Szymanski 2012; Vamplew 
2016).  

Yet, football is, first of all, a simple game, played and beloved by people 
all over the world. Thinking about football without thinking about football-
playing is like a walk through a gallery without artworks. Nevertheless, soci-
ologists have managed to do exactly that and presented research which fre-
quently decouples cultural fields from the inherent qualities of their cultural 
products and practices. I have demonstrated the shortcomings of such analytic 
decoupling in my studies about Jean-Luc Godard and the French Nouvelle 
Vague (Döllinger 2017) and I will continue these efforts in this study about 
(folk) football, thereby joining Maguire’s efforts to approach the sociology of 
sport like the sociology of art (Maguire 2011; 2002).1 In my case, this amounts 
to conceptualizing football as a social practice. 

While the power of football organizations like FIFA and UEFA2 in the 
world of football can hardly be denied, one must not forget that the game of 
football is bigger and older than any of its organizing bodies. Football is, pro-
verbially and historically speaking, the people’s game and even though it has 
become harder to separate the game from its most dominant organizational 
bodies, this study will bring the reader back to a historical period in which its 
present shape was not yet to be anticipated, in which the teams facing each 

 
1 Bourdieu even holds that the (original) values of sport “are very like the values of art and 
science (Bourdieu, Dauncey and Hare 1998, 21).” 
2 FIFA (lit.: Fédération Internationale de Football Association) is the international federation 
of association football, UEFA (Union of European Football Associations) its European coun-
terpart. 
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other could be made up of several hundred or no more than six players. This 
is the era of folk football and this study traces the transformation of this pop-
ular pastime into its association form. 

Games People Play 
There are reports that in 1850 a game of football was played inside the Arctic 
Circle between the crew of a British survey ship and a team of Inuit which the 
English crew appears to have lost (Brown 2013). The Inuit seemed to be 
skilled footballers, which was not only due to them being used to the condi-
tions but also because they themselves played a form of football called 
akraurak since at least the Middle Ages. But that is far from being the oldest 
football game known today. 

The Ancient Greeks referred to their ball game called episkyros (battle ball) 
already around 350 BC and the Han Dynasty in China played a game called 
tsu’ chu or cuju around 250 BC. Evidence of ball games in Ancient Rome can 
be traced back to around 100 BC, whereas the first reference to football in 
Britain stems from 828 AD and is, thus, relatively recent in comparison. Yet, 
it is the history of football in England and Scotland between 1733 and 1864 
that will be the focus of attention in this study. 

With regard to this period, Sheard and Dunning (2005 [1979], 16) correctly 
point out that the “the origins of these games remain obscure.” In a similar 
manner, Walvin (1994 [1975], 11) states that “[t]he origins of the game (or 
games) are shrouded in mystery” and concludes that looking for its roots is 
“unrealistic and unrewarding.” What we do know is that football was a popu-
lar pastime in England and Scotland since at least the Middle Ages (Magoun 
1931; 1929). A letter to the editor of the Derby Mercury on February 19, 1823, 
mentions that already in the twelfth century the English cleric Fitzstephen was 
aware of the fact that  

on Shrove Tuesday, all the youths of London go into the fields to play at foot-
ball. The scholars of every school have their ball in their hands. The ancient 
and wealthy men of the city, come forth on horseback, to see the sport of the 
young men, and to take part of the pleasure, in beholding their agility. 

Moreover, as this study will make clear, were both folk and modern football 
highly emotional practices. Due to its emotional content, many people today 
would go as far as to call football a religion, and there are good reasons for 
this. 

Thinking back to my childhood in the Bavarian countryside in Germany, I 
cannot recall many villages I could drive through without passing a church 
and a football field; or at least a football field, as a Brazilian proverb has it. 
Looking at the pictures from the 2014 World Cup in Brazil, one can 
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understand why this proverb sees football as more important than the church. 
Brazil’s devastating loss to Germany in the semi-final in Belo Horizonte left 
the entire country in a state of shock. If there was any more need for more 
evidence that football is a highly emotional experience, a look at the images 
of thousands of crying fans will show. But most football supporters would 
probably not need one. 

Fans pray before penalty shootouts and players go down on their knees 
when they have scored a goal or won a match, and the experience of football 
playing (and watching) creates collective emotional arousal. The sociologists 
which I refer to in this study call this collective effervescence (Durkheim 2008 
[1912]; R. Collins 2004) and it will be a central element throughout my anal-
ysis. Bromberger (1995) identifies no less than seven characteristics that foot-
ball shares with religious ceremonies. Fans worship stadiums, jerseys and, of 
course, legendary players, and matchdays are celebrated through rituals. The 
trips and walks to the stadium, “the new churches of this religion (McLellan 
2008),” are celebrated like a pilgrimage. Popular books like Duncan Hamil-
ton’s Going To The Match (2019) or Nick Hornby’s Fever Pitch (1992) are 
describing these rituals in oftentimes passionate and nostalgic ways. 

But modern football is not only ripe with religious practices, it was also 
literally created on the basis of a Protestant value system that shapes it to this 
day (Overman 2011; Parker and Weir 2012; Watson and Parker 2012). In Brit-
ain, the ideology of the muscular Christian has left its mark on football and 
modern sports and gave it a prominent place in Britain’s moral education 
throughout the nineteenth century (Holt 1989; McIntosh 1979).  

Closely related to this ideological coinage and religious qualities, lies foot-
ball’s contribution to identity making. Walvin (1994 [1975], 7) reminds us 
that 

[i]ndeed it would be hard to think of any modern society where sport does not 
occupy a central and influential role, not merely in the way local people seek 
their pleasures, but more especially how they see and define themselves. 

This identity-making-function is one of its most recognized and debated as-
pects, especially with regard to nationalism (Mangan 1996). But it also shows 
in the seriousness of conflicts between football supporters of different teams. 
Bromberger (1995, 302) describes: 

Every match between rival towns, regions and countries takes the form of a 
ritualized war, complete with anthems, military fanfares and banners wielded 
by fans who make up the support divisions and who even call themselves ’bri-
gades’, ’commandos’, ’legions’ and ’assault troops.’ 

It is easy to see that the world of football is a world of conflicts and struggles 
where two teams and their fans are facing each other in a quest for victory and 
honor. For Randall Collins (2008, 285), spectators “attend for the collective 
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effervescence, the flow of dramatic emotions building up tension into group 
energy and solidarity.” The audience joins the battle and is immersed in its 
dynamics, it supports its respective sides, and starts its own fights; mostly 
playful though not rarely vulgar. At other times, this escalates into violent 
outbursts between supporter and hooligan groups with serious consequences.  

In their darkest moments, football supporters violently attack people. The 
French policeman Daniel Nivel was so fiercely beaten by German hooligans 
during the 1998 World Cup in France that he spent weeks in a coma. A sub-
stantial amount of research has been dedicated to the understanding of this 
violent and oftentimes irritating culture of hooliganism already decades before 
these horrific events (Armstrong 1998; Giulianotti and Armstrong 2002; 
Harrington 1968; Williams, Dunning and Murphy 1986). 

This goes to show that football is a highly emotional sport that unites peo-
ple in collective effervescence and antagonizes them in more or less severe 
conflicts. Moreover, and in line with football’s religious character, many jour-
nalistic and popular scientific books present themselves as searches for foot-
ball’s soul. Jon Henderson’s When Footballers Were Skint: A Journey in 
Search of the Soul of Football (2018) is a recent example of this. The most 
prominent example, however, is David Conn’s The Beautiful Game? Search-
ing for the Soul of Football (2005). Deeply concerned about football’s increas-
ing economization and commercialization since the early 1990s (Dobson and 
Goddard 2001; Giulianotti 1999; Goldblatt 2015), Conn shows his readers 
how the people’s game of football had systematically been corrupted by these 
developments. Such depictions of the corruption of football’s soul are at the 
center of many academic and popular scientific books and articles which have 
been published in recent years; and many authors side with the opposition to 
football’s continuous commercialization.  

The struggle between traditionalists and the powerful national and global 
football associations does not only take place in books. More recently was the 
usually very divided German fan scene able to orchestrate a collective protest 
against a decision by the German football league (DFL) to schedule league 
matches on Mondays. To the astonishment of the international football com-
munity the protest was successful and led the DFL to revoke its decision.  

Just two years before, similar protests had led the German Football Asso-
ciation (DFB) to do away with their half-time show in the national Cup final. 
Following the example of the Super Bowl the German Football Association 
hired one of Germany’s most popular singers to perform during the half-time. 
However, contrary to their expectation, the fans in the stadium reacted with 
loud and constant booing throughout the entire show and followed this up with 
more protests in the aftermath of the game.  

These examples show that the traditionalists have not given up their fight 
against football’s commercialization which they perceive as an immediate 
threat to its very soul. Consequently, did the international protest movement 
‘Against modern football’ (AMF) receive increasing scholarly attention from 
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social scientists in recent years (Gonda 2013; Kennedy and Kennedy 2012; 
Numerato 2015; Perasović and Mustapić 2018; Webber 2017).  

In short, football’s increasing economization and commercialization as 
well as national and international associations like FIFA and UEFA that are 
allowing or even actively supporting it, have been subject to critique from 
football supporters for many decades. Football’s soul seekers frequently turn 
to the past where they seem to find football’s soul in an unspoiled state. Web-
ber’s (2017) use of Polanyi (Polanyi 2001 [1944]) in the analysis of AMF, 
furthermore, indicates that objectives of this movement may speak to a prob-
lem that may be rooted in football’s great transformation from a folk to an 
association game in the middle of the nineteenth century. The present study 
invites the reader to a sociological journey that begins exactly there: on the 
fields of the English and Scottish peasants and the streets of the poor urban 
workers in a rapidly transforming society.  

Origin Stories 
Football sociologists and historians continue to remain relatively silent in the 
aforementioned struggles for football’s soul. Some consider this to be a prob-
lem or, at least, a missed opportunity. James (2017) and Johnes (2013), for 
example, have expressed the need for sport historians to engage more in public 
debates, not only to become more visible and gain reputation, but also because 
the public as well as the football clubs and organizations could greatly benefit 
from academic guidance. Such calls For Public Sociology (Burawoy 2005) 
have, so far, borne some fruits. Projects like the CIES Football Observatory 
in Switzerland in which researchers and journalists collect and exchange in-
formation and provide statistical analyses which they publish in regular re-
ports is a step in this direction. Football’s public history as it is exhibited in 
dedicated football museums or shown in documentaries and podcasts has 
greatly benefitted from the work of football historians. 

At the same time, history is always a delicate subject in public discourses 
and often used to support claims and arguments which are based on historical 
distortion, reduction and simplicity. In football’s historiography, the historical 
importance of the Football Association (FA) in the creation of modern sports, 
is a great example of this.  

The FA celebrates itself as the creator of modern football and prints its 
original rules in books that can be bought in the gift shop of the Football Mu-
seum in Manchester in which it exhibits its – that is, association football’s – 
history. The former president of FIFA, Sepp Blatter, at one point, decided that 
China will from now on be considered to be the inventors of football, even 
though scholars have not been able to confirm this. But it does show that the 
dominant players of the field have the power over history and can to some 
extent create it by means of symbolic authority. But football historians are not 
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free from clinging to historical distortions either and the so-called origins-of-
football debate is proof of that. 

The first dominant narrative in football historiography established itself in 
the late 1970s and tells the story of a wild and violent mob game that was 
played at least since the Middle Ages, which was eventually transformed into 
a civilized game of football through the elitist English public schools of the 
Victorian era. Football was under attack by local and national political and 
moral authorities by the end of the nineteenth century. Allegedly, “games of 
traditional football only survived in the most extreme peripheries and back-
waters of the kingdom (Goldblatt 2008, 24).” Thanks to the public schools, 
that adopted football as a manly game in service of moral education, it did not 
die out. Instead, former public-school students eventually brought it back to 
society by means of clubs and, eventually, the foundation the Football Asso-
ciation in 1863. This organization went on to become the most important or-
ganization to shape modern football. In the words of Harvey (2008, 531): 

The established history of football was quite simple and may be summarized 
as follows. Until the nineteenth century there were two main varieties of foot-
ball: a wild game in which there were few rules that was played by the general 
population; and refined, codified games that were conducted by pupils in the 
various public schools. However, the social and economic changes that were 
triggered by the industrial revolution led to the elimination of the wild game 
that was played by the general population, thus leaving the codified varieties 
that were played in the various public schools as the sole representatives of 
football. It was at this point that former pupils from the public schools began 
to disseminate the versions of the games played at their old foundations among 
the general population, thus creating modern football. 

In other words, the first dominant paradigm in football’s historiography held 
that modern football was to a great extent created by former public-school 
students that rescued football from dying out and organized it in a rational 
manner. It was, according to this account, these games which had emerged 
behind the exclusive walls of Eton and other schools, which eventually was 
reintroduced to general society. A decidedly cultivated form of the plebeian 
game that was, then, handed down to the people. This was at least the narrative 
which prevailed among football historians up until the early 2000s and in pub-
lic wisdom it prevails up to this day. 

James Walvin (1994 [1975]) was one of the first historians to propose this 
narrative, but even sociologists who were inspired by Norbert Elias’ writings 
on the civilizing process (1997 [1939]), such as Eric Dunning and Graham 
Curry, presented studies which confirmed it. 

Since the beginning of the 2000s, however, this narrative is leaking as a 
number of self-titled revisionists began to identify holes into the formerly co-
herent and smooth story of football’s modernization and, more importantly, 
dug up evidence to disprove it. Led by Adrian Harvey, whose Football – The 



 15 

First Hundred Years (2005) – with the telling subtitle The Untold Story – 
should be considered a landmark in football’s historiography. He insists that 
the FA – with its rules being “almost universally ignored” (Sanders 2009, 44) 
– was rescued by the Sheffield Football Club (FC) without whom it would 
never have become the powerful organization it turned out to be. Based on his 
findings he claims that the prevailing narrative overplays the role of the Foot-
ball Association and underplays the importance of Sheffield FC which, in his 
view, was “the most important football culture that existed in the entire world 
during the 1850s and the 1860s (Harvey 2005, 92).”  

Likewise did revisionists like Goulstone (2001; 2000) and Swain (2017; 
2015; 2014a; 2014b) criticize the prevailing public-school narrative as not 
holding up against available evidence and cast doubt on the idea that football 
was on the verge of dying out in the first half of the nineteenth century. 

Harvey, for example, finds that football continued to be played to a signif-
icant extent as children’s games or by adults at local, annual festivals. He 
states that “[f]ootball was certainly a game that the Victorian child was famil-
iar with (A. Harvey, Football: The First Hundred Years 2005, 59)” and claims 
that  

[h]aving surveyed the evidence we can see that there is very little to support 
the idea that between 1750 and 1850 the recreational opportunities of the la-
bouring population suffered a decline. (ibid, 17) 

In numerous books and articles, he, furthermore, presents evidence that asso-
ciation football owed a great deal of its development to a football culture that 
had emerged in South Yorkshire and culminated in the foundation of the Shef-
field FC in the 1850s (Harvey 2018; 2008; 2005; 2001). Since the early 2000s 
the works of these revisionists have challenged many common wisdoms in 
football’s historiography and initiated a fruitful debate about football’s ori-
gins. In the preface to Harvey’s acclaimed book, James Walvin (2005, xvi) 
states that 

Harvey takes the basic assumptions of earlier historians, and subjects them to 
critical scrutiny. Harvey does that by testing those assumptions against detailed 
historical evidence. Where once we had persuasive generalisations, Harvey of-
fers us specific argument, rooted in painstaking research. The end result is a 
challenge to prevailing academic orthodoxy. 

Interestingly, Walvin himself fell prey to this scrutiny and many of his claims 
were corrected or debunked on multiple occasions in this work. Most strik-
ingly with regard to his assessment that folk football was “a game of indeter-
minate numbers” and “unspecified time (Walvin 1994 [1975], 12).”  

Despite these successful challenges on behalf of the revisionists, chapter 
two will show that their revisionism is not without problems and still a 
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controversial topic in the field. Despite a growing catalogue of empirical data, 
folk football is still not sufficiently understood, let alone theorized. 

Moreover, they appear to be interested in pre-association football mostly 
with regard to its potential similarities with association football rather than as 
a form in its own right. Kitching (2011b), for example, has pointed out that 
both revisionists and orthodox historians are putting too much emphasis on 
rules and codes. What is more is that, in consequence of this, football games 
that had been played before the emergence of codes, usually referred to as folk 
football, have not received enough scholarly attention as the code-seeking 
scholarly gaze was somewhat blind to them. Swain (2014b, 645) agrees and 
notes that  

folk football ought to be the subject for further extensive research as the num-
ber of games played in this form across the century may be substantially 
greater, and survived a lot longer, than previously thought. 

The present study will address this issue and, thereby, contribute to a more 
thorough understanding of the relation between non-codified and organized 
folk and association football. The aforementioned shortcomings, analytically 
and empirically, present themselves as an opportunity for a scholarly contri-
bution in the historiography of football as well as our sociological understand-
ing of this emergence. This is, to some extent, a return to the very beginnings 
of football historiography and the seminal work by Sheard and Dunning  (2005 
[1979], 16) who stated that  

if one wishes to establish the occurrence of a trend or the ‘direction’ of a social 
process, it is necessary to have firm knowledge of its ‘starting point’ or ‘base’. 
And that, in the case of Rugby and soccer, means the folk-games of pre-indus-
trial Britain. 

So far, however, the revisionists were not able to present a sufficiently con-
vincing argument. The latest academic book on football’s history, Tony Col-
lins’ How Football Began (2019), holds: 

Insofar as we know anything about the games that were played then, there is 
nothing to suggest any connection between them and modern football’s rules, 
playing styles, organization or cultural meaning. (ibid, 14) 

The present study claims otherwise and it will do so on the basis of an inter-
pretation of reports about football playing between 1733 and 1864. 
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The Goals of this Study 
The present inquiry into the history of football aims to deepen our understand-
ing of modern football, by providing a sociological interpretation of its emer-
gence. The study investigates the relation between folk and association foot-
ball by predominantly focusing on documented and digitally archived reports 
about football playing (organized and spontaneous matches) between 1733 
and 1864. I have collected these reports in the digital British Newspaper Ar-
chive and benefitted from its ever-growing collection of historical newspapers 
which includes many small and local outlets.  

Until a decade ago, sport historians and sociologists had to build their nar-
ratives on rather narrow archival material which they had carefully distilled 
from mostly a single national newspaper such as Bell’s Life in London in many 
years of research. In so doing, the number of match reports that were taken 
into consideration was relatively low and geographically narrowed. Especially 
local folk football customs would not have been accounted for. The digital 
archive allows me to look at a much greater number of reports from different 
areas and to provide a contribution that is based on this sociologically pro-
cessed material. The lack of a more thorough understanding of folk football, 
especially in the pre-association era, has been identified as weakness of foot-
ball’s historiography and my study will contribute to filling this gap. The first 
research question that follows from this is:  

 
(1) How has football been played in the 120 years before 

the foundation of the Football Association in 1863? 

Answering this empirical question is in itself already an important historical 
task, as studies with such a focus are still needed. However, in order to justify 
this endeavor sociologically, this study needs to move from being a purely 
historical investigation to becoming a sociological endeavor as well. 

It is usually pointed out that the crucial aspect in the unification of football 
practices was the establishment of a commonly accepted set of rules super-
vised by a central football association. The terminology that is generally used 
by researchers is ‘codification.’ Instead of rules they often refer to the codes 
of football which are being negotiated towards the end of the 1850s and result 
in the foundation of the initially unsuccessful Football Association in 1863. 
From a sociological point of view, ‘codification’ is a very fitting term as it 
indicates an objectification of activities which seeks to replace the reliance on 
practical consciousness and tacit knowledge with formalized rules of behav-
ior.  

While such formal codifications may result in a greater patterning of prac-
tices, it should not be assumed that such patterns cannot be identified in prac-
tices which are not formally codified. My focus on football playing rather than 
codes and debates (which will also play a role) is an attempt to look for 
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patterns and experiences in the actual practices of football playing. The second 
research question can, then, be formulated as follows: 

 
(2) Are there identifiable patterns with regard to how 

folk football had been played and organized which 
can tell us more about its cultural meaning as well as 
its relation to association football?  

This second question is directly addressing C. Wright Mills’ (2000 [1959], 5) 
often-cited sociological imagination which “enables its possessor to under-
stand the larger historical scene in terms of its meaning for the inner life […] 
of a variety of individuals.” While the identification of patterns is primarily 
inductive, their interpretation must be sociologically and theoretically in-
formed. It is, therefore, an underlying ambition of this study to demonstrate 
the usefulness of a sociological interpretation in the analysis of historical phe-
nomena. 

The Structure of the Book 
The reader should not expect a book that defends a romanticized idea of foot-
ball or presents a supposedly pure or original state of football before its sys-
tematic corruption through managers and greedy club-owners. The reader will 
soon learn that identifying patterns of practices or experiences and not villains 
is what this study has to offer. I do, however, hope that the reader will under-
stand this game, which s/he potentially loves or hates, a little bit better through 
the lens of historical sociology. If there is a lesson to learn from the history of 
football, it might be the simple acknowledgment that the football game of to-
day must not be the game of tomorrow, neither in style nor in spirit.  

The following two chapters are primarily addressing scholarly issues. 
Chapter two introduces the reader to the historical sociology of sport, with a 
particular focus on football and argus for a change of perspective that empha-
sizes experience instead of codes and organizations. 

Chapter three provides the reader with theoretical background that informs 
this proposed shift of perspective and argues for the importance of practice-
theoretical approach when studying historical phenomena. Based on these the-
oretical reflections the chapter is going to address the methodological impli-
cations and introduces the archival source material of this study. 

Chapter four marks the beginning of the study of the football experience 
between 1733 and 1864. It outlines various attacks on the folk football cus-
toms that were initiated due to their perceived disorderliness and immanent 
violence. By zooming in on the history of football in Derby, the chapter argues 
that football was more than a violent pastime as it provided an opportunity for 
collective cultural self-affirmation.  



 19 

Chapter five shifts the focus of this study from urban to rural areas. I am 
going to show how football games became a matter of upper-class patronage 
in an increasingly messy century which had one foot in the feudal past and the 
other in the spatially enclosed industrial future. 

Chapter six is, then, an attempt to capture the patterns of pre-association 
football as it presents itself in the match reports from a sociological point of 
view. Despite the huge empirical variety of football games which I have 
found, the respective games show sociologically relevant commonalities 
which need to be emphasized in order to gain a better understanding of them. 

Chapter seven addresses the next step in football’s social evolution which 
is brought about by its inauguration in total institutionalization, most im-
portantly, England’s military barracks and public schools. While the latter 
cannot be seen as the sole creators of the association game, as historians had 
long believed, it is nevertheless clear that their history is closely entangled 
with its emergence. 

Chapter eight addresses the foundation of the Football Association and par-
ticularly its first code as well as those that inspired it. The codes will be ana-
lyzed sociologically and interpreted in relation to football’s folk form to reveal 
the contrast in spirit and ideology. 

Chapter nine concludes the study by summarizing its results and proposes 
a theoretical narrative which captures the essence of football’s transformation 
from a folk to an association game.  
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Chapter Two. The Historical Sociology of 
Football 

Football’s Historiography 
Historical inquiries into the field of sports are a comparatively recent scientific 
endeavor. Its beginnings can be traced back to the 1950s when sport increas-
ingly gained scholarly attention and eventually became a self-sustaining field 
of research from the 1960s onwards (Edelman and Wilson 2017). Kohe (2015) 
demonstrates how, initially, sports history underheld a very close relationship 
with the academic field of physical education. The latter had already been 
demonstrating its academic credibility by the middle of the twentieth century 
and physical educationists had themselves been a powerful force to shape 
modern sports in the nineteenth century. 

Especially in England, the role of sports in its identity-making can hardly 
be underplayed. Many influential sport enthusiasts had become interested in 
sports after they had visited England. The most famous example might be 
Pierre de Coubertain, the founder of the modern Olympic Games, who insisted 
that no other country has made sports such a central part of their education 
and identity. The extent to which such statements are true is debated. What is 
certain, however, is “that they were widely believed to be so (Holt 1989, 2).” 

England’s reputation as the motherland of modern sports does not only 
show in the ever-present national pride it took (and still takes) in its games, 
but also in the fact that it inspired its European neighbors, albeit not in a 
straightforward fashion. 

The individual peoples and states of Europe went their own way in sport, bor-
rowing selectively, appropriating and remodeling “British” sports according to 
their own cultural needs, aspirations, and ideologies. (Tomlinson and Young 
2010b, 416) 

 
Seen before that background, it can hardly be a surprise that, as Holt claims, 

sports history was first able to establish itself as a respected academic disci-
pline in English academia. The question concerning its status within it is, how-
ever, not fully settled. Dunning (1986) suggests that this may have been due 
to the fact that sport belongs to those areas of life that are seen as less serious, 
predominantly pleasure-oriented or even irrational. Stearns (2010) stresses 
that historians of sport were and still are facing the unpleasant task of making 
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a case for their seemingly unserious topic and legitimize why it deserves 
scholarly attention. Likewise, Szymanski (2015, 1775) states that irrespective 
of the academic background and subject, research on sports is always a “strug-
gle for recognition.”3 

Despite these struggles for respect, universities have founded sport research 
centers and chairs over the last decades which speak to a growing academic 
respectability (Johnes 2004). At the same time, however, Johnes (2013) fears 
that the institutional undermining of the seemingly less useful and monetiza-
ble humanities will pose a big threat to the future of the discipline in academia.  

Football has been a part of this research field from the beginning and one 
of its most prominent and popular driving forces. Starting from the somewhat 
vague distinction between theory-driven sociologists and the empirically ori-
ented historians, Holt (2014) concludes that the first eminent historical works 
about football are James Walvin’s The People’s Game, first published in 1975, 
and Tony Mason’s Association Football and English Society that was pub-
lished in 1980. Importantly, their primary interest was not merely the history 
of football as such, but rather its relation to Britain’s social history. In a re-
flection on his seminal work Sport and the British (1989), Holt (2011, 138) 
acknowledges that the new social history that was championed by “the famil-
iar trinity of Christopher Hill, Eric Hobsbawm and E.P. Thompson” has not 
only inspired his own work, but legitimized sport as a worthy historical topic. 
Likewise, does McKibbin (2011, 167) suggest that “sports history has […] 
benefited from the general popularity of various kinds of social history in all 
the universities.” 

It was, unsurprisingly, throughout this heyday of social history that histo-
rians appear to have been in a closer relationship with the field of sociology. 
Sport historian J.A. Mangan, for example, applauds E.P. Thompson for his 
“impressive synthesis of the ideas of the ‘good and the great’ of the social 
sciences (1996, 10)” such as Gramsci, Weber or Durkheim, and utilizes a va-
riety of sociological theories – from Jeffrey Alexander to Erving Goffman – 
in his own work. Sheard and Dunning’s seminal work Barbarians, gentlemen, 
and players (2005 [1979]) is considered to be an explicitly sociological con-
tribution to football’s historiography. Their study – which focuses on Rugby 
football – draws heavily on Norbert Elias’ civilization-thesis (1997 [1939]). 
What is more, is that it was published at a time when both Rugby and associ-
ation football were in a popularity-crisis. While both sports are widely popular 
today, the authors certainly took a risk when they decided to take them seri-
ously at a time when no one would have seen this as a hot topic. Mangan (2005 
[1979], iv, italics in the original) notes in the preface to the book:  

 
3 Judging from my own experience in the last years, this still holds true. When I told people 
about my research, some were surprised and said something like: “I didn’t know that you could 
do research about something like that.” As if studying football’s history was both easier and 
more fun than “real” research. 
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In 1979 Eric Dunning and Kenneth Sheard viewed the development of rugby 
football ‘as a sociological problem’. While some academics, especially histo-
rians, might consider this approach to be a case of scholastic lèse-majesté, it 
resulted in an irradiant analysis of the game. In Sports Studies, Dunning and 
Sheard proved to be early sociological maîtres a penser. 

In the 1980s Dunning started his collaboration with Norbert Elias, whose the-
ories had influenced him throughout his academic career. In 1986, this collab-
oration bore fruits in form of the publication of Quest for Excitement in which 
they manifest their efforts to theorize football’s history along the lines of the 
civilizing spurt which had transformed European societies at large (Elias 1997 
[1939]). This civilizing spurt showed, for example, new demands for bodily 
self-control from the sixteenth century onwards, and an investigation into 
sports seemed natural from this perspective. In the introduction to the book, 
Elias (1986, 21) claims that just as the “ruling of conduct and sentiment be-
came stricter, more differentiated and all-embracing,” the development of 
sport “showed an overall development of the code of conduct and sentiment 
in the same direction.” Elias calls this the “sportization of pastimes” and it 
manifests itself in an “increasing sensitivity with regard to violence” and the 
ensuring of “greater equality of chances (ibid.).” 

Eric Dunning continuous scholarly engagement with sport and sports his-
tory materialized in an impressive oeuvre which will be a point of reference 
for many years to come. His indebtedness to Elias is visible in most of his 
publications (many of which are collaborations or edited volumes), from Sport 
Matters: Sociological Studies of Sport, Violence and Civilisation (Dunning 
1999) to Sport Histories: Figurational studies development of the develop-
ment of modern sports (Dunning, Malcolm and Waddington 2004). His schol-
arly engagement with sports did not only manifest his status in the field, but 
also caught the attention of general sociologists like Randall Collins who uti-
lizes Dunning’s insights (including those from his collaboration with Norbert 
Elias) for his own sociological study on violence (R. Collins 2008).  

In recent decades the sociology of sport has grown into an established sub-
field of sociology that is, as for example Giulianotti (2005b) has shown, as 
theoretically, methodologically, and empirically diverse as sociology in gen-
eral. The same is true for the subfield of football sociology. Its research inter-
est stretches from the previously mentioned studies about economization, na-
tionalism or identity to an increasing amount of research about the role of sex-
uality, gender, masculinity and race, racism, ethnicity (Cashmore and Cleland 
2012; Carrington 2013; Cleland 2018; Cleland and Dixon 2015), as well as 
fandom and spectators (Giulianotti 2005a; 2002). 

Being a relatively new field within sociology, it established itself at a time 
when historical sociology was already perceived as growing out of fashion 
(Schützeichel 2004). Jon Dart (2012) conducted a content analysis of The In-
ternational Review for the Sociology of Sport, the Journal of Sport and Social 
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Issues and the Sociology of Sport Journal from a sample that included all pub-
lications within these journals in a time-span of 25 years. He found that the 
main themes in all of these three journals were “gender [coded here separately 
as sex/sexuality, feminism and masculinity], race/ethnicity, education, media, 
politics, economy and globalization (ibid, 650).” This shows that the increas-
ing balkanization as well as the impact of the postmodern and cultural turn 
can be observed in this research field. He, thus, concludes that the scholarly 
dynamics in the sociology of sport are generally in sync with the general dy-
namics of the field of sociology.4  

A similar trend is visible within the scholarly works on football’s history 
where the research focus has shifted towards matters of globalization. Nowa-
days, historically-oriented scholars are mainly concerned with football’s 
global reach and how it attaches itself as a cultural good to the general dynam-
ics of global cultural consumption and appropriation. Sports like football with 
their regular global events have shown a continuously high potential for global 
consumption and proliferation (Osterhammel 2014). At the same time, this 
introduces a stronger focus on the twentieth century football and somewhat 
downplays the significance of its earlier history. Tomlinson and Young 
(2010b), for example, despite advocating for a study of sports in the long du-
rée, explicitly focus on the first third of the twentieth century. 

Regarding the historiography of football in particular, chapters on foot-
ball’s foundational years and initial struggles are often presenting summaries 
of the available historical research and prevailing orthodoxy without making 
an own empirical or theoretical contribution. Bill Murray’s Football. A His-
tory of the World Game (1994) is a good example of a historically oriented 
sociological book that first provides a second-hand account of football’s emer-
gence in England in the first chapter and then moves on to depict its popular-
ization in the world.  

This appears to have become a blueprint for many of his scholarly succes-
sors who treated football’s historical development in the nineteenth century as 
basically settled. Giulianotti’s seminal work Football – A Sociology of the 
Global Game (1999) an ambitious attempt to contextualize football histori-
cally and theoretically. In so doing, the book can be read as sketching out a 
possible program for the sociology of football that provides a holistic socio-
logical perspective on football. However, as its subtitle suggests, Giulianotti 
focuses on football as a global phenomenon and lets its developments in the 

 
4 In line with that, sports history is a minor theme within these journals and has not made it into 
the top ten of any of them. When it comes to sports which are of interest, Dart found that soccer 
is on average the most popular topic. However, typical American sports like Baseball and Bas-
ketball and American football are not far behind. In terms of countries, the United States have 
a clear lead over Britain. What also becomes clear is that The International Review for the 
Sociology of Sport is more European in topic and interest and puts more emphasis on soccer, 
whereas the other two are decisively more American. What this study shows is that the sociol-
ogy of sport is a diverse and dynamic field just like sociology in general.  
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nineteenth century fall short. While he refers to previous historical and theo-
retical contributions, most notably Elias and Dunning (1986), and briefly hints 
at the Weberian tradition in historical sport sociology (Guttman 2004 [1978]), 
he does neither position himself nor make his own empirical or theoretical 
contribution with regard to football’s transitional period in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Instead, he presents the then-dominant public-school narrative to set the 
stage for football’s globalization at the beginning of the book.  

This is the common pattern in the works of many contemporary football 
sociologists who take an interest in football’s history. While the importance 
of research about football’s global history cannot be disputed, the overall ten-
dency to treat the nineteenth century as a prelude for those developments ra-
ther than an important field for sociological inquiry in its own right is ques-
tionable. 

David Goldblatt’s magnum opus The Ball Is Round. A Global History of 
Soccer is a thick description of football’s history and popularization in the 
world. Goldblatt (2008, 901) points out that “[f]ootball has not merely been 
consumed by the world’s societies, it has been embraced, embedded and then 
transformed by them.” He further acknowledges that  

[f]ootball’s status as the most popular global sport was not inevitable. It is a 
consequence of both historical forces beyond the game, and the intrinsic qual-
ities of its own structure, rhythm and appearance.  

But even for him, the global perspective and football’s proliferation is most 
important. Rather than understanding how and why football emerged as it did, 
he is interested in why it infected the entire world and became its most popular 
sport, while acknowledging the fact that modern sports have been forged in 
the context of Western culture which imposed them on the rest of the world 
through violent colonization and formally peaceful exports of cultural prod-
ucts. Even Mann (2013, 21) who does not discuss sports in any greater detail 
in his four-volume history of social power, explicitly mentions British sports 
like association football, Rugby and cricket as one of the enduring legacies of 
colonialism. 

This is, on the one hand, a greater world-historical frame, yet, it also speaks 
to a decreasing interest in theorizing football’s transformation in the nine-
teenth century which took place on a national and local scale. Robertson and 
Giulianotti (2012; 2004) are interested in football’s history mainly insofar, as 
it manifests a tension between increasing globalization, on the one hand, and 
the maintenance of local roots on the other. Yet, nowhere are they exploring 
potential similarities between this emerging tension in the twentieth century 
and those which had emerged in the nineteenth century’s great transformation 
(Polanyi 2001 [1944]). 

Furthermore, whereas Elias and Dunning (1986) or Sheard and Dunning 
(2005 [1979]) had looked at football not only as an empirical case but also as 
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an opportunity to generate and refine theory, the impression I get from the 
field’s present state is that it mainly applies one or more of the available the-
ories which have been developed elsewhere and are now piling up in the so-
ciological toolbox. It is telling that Douglas Hartmann (2017), in his chapter 
on Sport and Social Theory for The Oxford Handbook of Sports History, can-
not refer to any contemporary social theorist as he outlines sociology’s possi-
ble (theoretical) contribution to the field of sports history. Judging from this 
relatively recent text, it appears that sociology has not made any significant 
theoretical contribution to sports history since the late 1980s. Historical soci-
ologies of sport are nowadays mainly concerned with methodological and em-
pirical questions and have practically abandoned the field as an opportunity 
for theory development.  

The most widely used and referenced historical sport sociologists have 
made their contributions already a few decades ago. Aside from Norbert Elias 
and its disciples, the works of Allen Guttman stand out and established a We-
berian branch in sport sociology early on. In From Ritual to Record (2004 
[1978]), he identifies seven key developments that rationalized modern sports: 
secularization, meritocracy, specialization, rationalization, bureaucratization, 
quantification, and pursuit of records. Whereas Guttman applied Weber’s ra-
tionalization theories on sport, other texts, for example, Overman’s The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Sport (2011), make the reference to Weber 
more explicit.  

Pierre Bourdieu’s main contribution to sports history comes mainly from 
the early stages of his prolific career and is quite Weberian in spirit. Even 
though he was interested in the history of sports in general, football is granted 
special importance in his most elaborate study Sport and Social Class that was 
published in 1978. For him 

the history of sport is a relatively autonomous history which, even when 
marked by the major events of economic and social history, has its own tempo, 
its own evolutionary laws, its own crises, in short, its specific chronology. Thus 
one of the most important tasks for the social history of sport could well be to 
establish its foundation by constructing the historical genealogy of the emer-
gence of its object as a specific reality irreducible to any other. It alone can 
answer the question […] as to the moment […] from which it is possible to 
talk of sport, i.e. the moment from which there began to be constituted a field 
of competition within which sport was defined as a specific practice. (Bourdieu 
1978, 821).  

In his later work, he uses the concept of the nomos as an expression of the 
denominator of a social field. Bourdieu uses this term to describe an embodied 
“constitution” of social fields which make its practices “[i]rreducible to and 
incommensurable with any other law (Bourdieu 2006 [1997]).” In his outline 
of the history of sports, however, Bourdieu is still very much occupied with 
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the distinction-aspects of sport and concerns himself predominantly with 
questions he had posed in his first major work Distinction (1986 [1979]). 

At the same time, does Bourdieu not only share similarities with Weber but 
also with Elias. These become, in fact, particularly visible in their respective 
takes on sports. According to Paulle, van Heerikhuizen, and Emirbayer (2012, 
83) “Elias and Bourdieu were the only major sociologists of the twentieth cen-
tury to take sport seriously.”  

In short, however, despite the success of Elias’ civilization theory, 
Guttman’s succesful application of Weber’s rationalization-thesis for sports 
history and Bourdieu’s field theoretical account, the history of football in the 
nineteenth century has been greatly ignored by historical sociologists since the 
1980s. The historiography of sport and football is generally passed on to aca-
demic historians who are, then, not particularly disinterested in theorizing, 
leaving the historical sociology of football to its old theoretical devices. In the 
words of Holt (2014, 18): “Sociology has retreated from grand theory and in 
the process has retreated from history.” At the same time, Day and Vamplew 
(2015, 1716-1717) conclude that, even though sports historians rarely discuss 
theoretical issues, “many implicitly use theoretical concepts, such as modern-
ization, hegemony, feminism and discourse to help them frame questions.” 
Nevertheless, they hold that  

[a]t its heart, history remains a genre of empirical knowledge that is based upon 
the remains of the past and, unless there is some evidence from the past, there 
can be no sports history. When devising the subject of study the sports historian 
must always make sure there is sufficient material accessible to work on and 
that the primary sources needed are available. 

More concretely, there have been no attempts to revisit the origins of modern 
football on the basis of successful theoretical contributions from recent dec-
ades. In the following pages of this chapter, I am going to sketch out a path 
that would allow us to retrieve the lost theoretical ambition in recent sociolog-
ical historiographies without falling into the traps of overly pre-conceptual-
ized grand theorizing. The empirical case in point is the practice of football-
playing in Britain prior to the foundation of Football Association in 1863 and 
the theoretical resource is the recent practice turn in the social sciences. 

A Historical Sociology of Folk Football 
A simple shift of perspective can go a long way in the analysis of historical 
processes. In Methods of Discovery, Abbott (2004, 138) suggests that chang-
ing the level of analysis or the epistemological viewpoint may be an important 
heuristic move and provoke new understandings of seemingly old problems. 
The prime example of this with regard to history is E.P. Thompson whose 



 27 

landmark studies on The Making of the English Working Class (2013 [1963]) 
as well as eighteenth century plebeian culture (Thompson 1991) had demon-
strated how people’s agency and character can get lost when historians ana-
lyze them from a mainly structural-deterministic and “spasmodic point of 
view,” in which “common people can scarcely be taken as historical agents 
before the French Revolution (ibid, 185).” Such a view hardly accounts for 
the “complexities of motive, behavior and function (ibid, 187).” 

Likewise, even though the historiography of football has certainly shifted 
its focus towards more detailed and, to some extent, more interpretative stud-
ies of local football cultures, it has not fully managed to de-naturalize associ-
ation football, let alone, gotten rid of its condescending attitude towards the 
plebeian folk game as the premature and uncivilized predecessor.  

For Walvin (1994 [1975], 11) folk football is “sometimes bizarre, always 
colourful and frequently tragic.” Sanders (2009, 5) refers to them as “may-
hem” whereas Brown (2013, 8) calls them “hectic and violent.” Goldblatt 
(2008, 4) adds a childish vigor and claims: “This is not football. This is play.” 
In many studies, folk football players are meant to entertain us in the opening 
chapters and are, then, kindly pushed aside to make space for the real football 
playing, that is, association football.  

This was a game virtually without rules and it was not unknown for one side 
or the other to slash the ball, take out the cork shavings, and then smuggle it 
towards their opponent’s goal beneath the petticoats of a woman. Sometimes 
the ball was taken underground, the players crawling on their hands and knees 
through narrow, ratinfested sewers. (Sanders 2009, 4) 

However, this emphasis on the bizarreness of folk football is a rather recent 
development. Especially the sociologically informed studies had been willing 
to look for the social significance of folk football in somewhat greater depth. 
Initially, Elias and Dunning (1986, 177-178) claim that folk football was the 
people’s way “to amuse themselves with a football, broken bones and bloody 
noses.” In so doing, they equip football playing with a cathartic function, a 
game where the frustrations of everyday life could flow freely; an assessment 
that had already been made by Sheard and Dunning (2005 [1979], 19): 

The folk forms of football were a channel into which […] violent tendencies 
could be directed, a kind of ritualized fight in which groups could pit their 
strength against local rivals and secure release of the tensions generated by the 
inevitable frustrations of day-today life. 

However, whereas Elias and Dunning saw violence as an important element 
of folk football, they also investigated its “latent functions” (Merton 1968, 
105) and searched for its general sociological significance, albeit on sparse 
empirical grounds. Contemporary historical scholarship, however, appears to 
increasingly reduce folk football to its violent element. 
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All that one can say with certainty is that this group of pastimes formed a reg-
ular, taken-for-granted part of life for the poor and (occasionally) the not-so-
poor for many centuries, that they were generally rough-and-tumble affairs in 
which injuries were common and death not unknown. (Kitching 2015, 131) 

But is this really all we can say with certainty? While the physicality of folk 
football is undeniable, this study will show that it should not be reduced to 
this quality as it – certainly – had a much bigger sociological significance for 
the people who played it. Some revisionists have continuously, though often 
unsuccessfully, pointed this out. The works of Goulstone (2001; 2000) are of 
particular importance in this regard, as he attempted an undistorted analysis 
of folk football as well as other folk games. He states that 

regarding the charge that extreme violence was endemic in folk football, no 
one has produced what can really be called acceptable evidence that genuine 
matches were any more dangerous than many modern sports or indeed than 
later Victorian club and school football. (Goulstone 2000, 136) 

Collins (2015), however, identifies a romanticized and politicized reading of 
football’s history on behalf of revisionists like Goulstone who seek to discredit 
the importance of the upper class to the benefit of the working class. They, 
thus, apply a similar reading as contemporary football fans do when they crit-
icize football’s increasing commercialization from above.  

From a scholarly point of view, however, it is vital to not start any analysis 
from an assumption about a supposed natural state which was either brought 
about (association football) or spoiled (folk football). Yet, in my view, the 
idea of carrying out research that attempts to give (causal) credit to one group 
is what really should be overcome. Rather than looking for the dominant cau-
sality, one may simply start with the ambition to uncover the historical expe-
rience that was attached to certain practices.  

The present study will, therefore, attempt to recover and embrace the rich-
ness and variety of the football experience in the period in question and refrain 
from claims regarding the true founders or origins of modern football. In line 
with Sewell (2005, 10), I follow historians in assuming “that the social logics 
governing past social worlds varied fundamentally,” and, following Bourdieu 
(1990 [1980]; 1977 [1972]), I conceive of these logics as logics of practice. 

In so doing, I am drawing inspiration from football’s sociological historians 
as well as Thompson’s (2013 [1963]; 1991) attempt to write a social history 
from below, that is, a history of experiences and practices. I am proposing a 
perspective in which folk football is not seen as the less civilized and mature 
predecessor of association football. Instead, I want to treat folk football and 
its history as a form of football that is sociologically different but not neces-
sarily less sophisticated or chaotic. Informed theoretical sociologists may, ac-
cording to Mann (2012a: xxv), not “imprison themselves in the commonsense 
notions of their own society.” One consequence of this is that the uniqueness 
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of the association form will stand out more clearly without immediately indi-
cating “improvement,” the term that “introduces the characteristic note of 
nineteenth-century progress (Hobsbawm 2012, 6).”  

In some sense, this is, then, a processual sociology (Abbott 2016) that ad-
dresses both the making of association football as well as the unmaking of folk 
football. So far, however, historians have mainly focused on this period with 
regard to the emergence of football’s first clubs, organizations and formal 
codes, thereby making the sophistication of the association form more sensible 
while ignoring the sociological subtleties of its predecessors. Notwithstand-
ing, I do not intend to simply revitalize the theories that have been developed 
in the 1980s. Instead, I want to revitalize their sociological imagination on the 
basis of a practice-oriented epistemology which I am going to outline in the 
next chapter. 

What I found interesting in the origins-debate was not only the scholarly 
fruitfulness of these disagreements, but, more importantly, the clash between 
two epistemological mindsets: sociological interpretivism, on the one hand, 
and historical empiricism, on the other.  

While I often find the revisionists’ case to be empirically appealing, I could 
also see how their usage of data was almost completely – and purposefully – 
devoid of interpretative attempts. As I read through the numerous articles that 
debated the revisionists’ case, I could certainly see that their work is filling 
important empirical research gaps in football’s historiography. However, I 
also felt that it requires more than counting and cataloging instances to trans-
late this into a better understanding of the emergence of modern football. 
Curry and Dunning (2016, 240), for example, rightfully accuse Swain of pur-
suing “quantity rather than quality.” 

The merits of letting the data stand and speak for itself may be obvious to 
the positivist, but from an interpretative point of view they are unsatisfactory. 
Henri Poincaré (1905, 142) captured this nicely in the following analogy:  

The man of science must work with method. Science is built up of facts, as a 
house is built of stones; but an accumulation of facts is no more a science than 
a heap of stones is a house. 

The present study is an attempt to build such a house by carrying out a socio-
logically informed interpretation on the basis of a careful study of rich empir-
ical material. The aforementioned origins-of-football-debate focused too 
much on stones and forgot about the house, even though it successfully falsi-
fied a great deal of orthodoxy. However, they did so on the grounds of a 
largely positivistic epistemology that focuses on rigorous quantification and 
cataloguing of instances rather than sociological interpretation of the collected 
evidence.  

On the basis of counted game fixtures that had been announced in Bell’s 
Life, Adrian Harvey (2005), for example, finds that the Football Association 
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was initially a failure. Curry and Dunning (2013, 434), however, find that “[a] 
substantial number of these games that Harvey uses as evidence were an-
nounced as challenges in the press of the day, though no further proof exists 
to confirm that they actually took place.” The overstatement of the severity of 
their evidence and the simultaneous lack of satisfactory interpretation and con-
textualization is a recurrent critique which is directed against the revisionists. 
Curry (2014, 2158) concludes: 

The revisionists, John Goulstone, Adrian Harvey and Peter Swain, have man-
aged to convince what might be termed ‘the football history community’ that 
their data on football taking place outside public school settings have consid-
erably altered the history of the development of the modern game. It would be 
my contention that their evidence is incredibly sparse and barely alters the ac-
cepted history of the sport. 

Swain, in turn, responded with three more articles (2014a; 2014b; 2015), in 
which he criticizes Dunning’s and Curry’s defenses of the civilizing spurt me-
diated by the public schools as empirically false and reiterates that there was 
a much more vivid football culture across England throughout the nineteenth 
century. He does so on the basis of new evidence which he tends to list unfil-
tered in his papers. While this reveals an impressive archival effort on his be-
half, it also does not provide much guidance, let alone narrative, for the reader. 
At times, I felt that I was drowning in instances instead of arguments. 

Within the revisionist-trio that provoked the origins-debate, Harvey and 
Swain have been particularly engaged and published numerous works that 
claim to provide new and stronger empirical evidence that supports their revi-
sionist historiography. They continuously stress that football had not been dy-
ing out throughout the nineteenth century and, consequently, never needed to 
be rescued by the public schools and the organizing activity of their students. 
Instead, they emphasize that “football was created by a mixture of influences 
stemming from both the public schools and the wider external community 
(Harvey 2008, 532).”  

This emerging consensus that acknowledged multiple causes in the creation 
of modern football opened a path for reconciliation. In a previously mentioned 
article, Curry and Dunning (2013) show some appreciation for the various 
criticisms directed at the public-school narrative, which they themselves had 
been advocating. At the same time, they formulate a warning to not push too 
strongly in the opposite direction and disregard the public-school influence. 
What they are proposing is a third way which holds 

that the game as it developed in the public schools was concurrently evolving 
in the wider society, both varieties being relatively well organized and, to a 
large extent, thriving. (Curry and Dunning 2013, 438) 
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Furthermore, does the article nicely sum up and criticize the main arguments 
of the three leading challengers of the public-school narrative, stating that 
Goulstone and Harvey, despite ending up in a “private misunderstanding” 
about their evidence, do deserve credit for their findings. However, their ma-
terial contains many examples that, even though they show that football has 
been a well-known and attended to sport throughout the nineteenth century, it 
did not seem to have a high prestige compared with other sports. Nevertheless, 
Harvey gets credited for his reopening the debate around football’s origins and 
leading to substantial revision of the dominant narrative. At the same time, he 
faces substantial criticism for many of his claims that he makes in his book 
Football – The First 100 Years (2005) on the basis of his rigid quantitative 
approach. More severe, however, rings a critique formulated by Graham Curry 
that calls out Harvey’s lack of understanding of Elias’ figurational sociology: 

Harvey fails to show any real understanding of the figurational standpoint and 
the writings of Norbert Elias in particular. Had Harvey at any point in the last 
decade even briefly consulted the appropriate texts he may have begun to ap-
preciate that figurational sociologists prefer to promote a multi-faceted chain 
of interdependencies by which societies function and support the view that hu-
man processes are men-made rather than man-made, collective rather than in-
dividual. Therefore, as a figurational sociologist, I am perfectly comfortable 
with the fact that football’s development was the result of influences from var-
ious sources, some of which – the public schools and Cambridge University – 
because of their relative social power were more important than others. My 
theoretical position would include an acceptance of revisionist data and its, 
albeit, minor influence on the game’s development. (Curry 2014, 2159) 

In short, while the revisionists have made valuable contributions to refine and 
correct the narrative of the origins of modern football, their critiques and re-
visions bear witness to the declining interest in sociologically informed inter-
pretations of historical data. The revisionists provided evidence and 
knowledge, but not always a better understanding. The origins-of-football de-
bate was often confrontative and rarely synthetic. It focused too much on trad-
ing instances as well as the mutual discrediting of evidence and, often implic-
itly, different scientific ideologies.  

Curiously, even though Harvey had presented his challenge to the field’s 
orthodoxy in 2005, the academic community still seems to hesitate when it 
comes to incorporating it in the narrative. Goldblatt is explicitly called out for 
following the orthodox narrative in his influential works, yet, it is the scholarly 
field as whole which causes some noticeable frustration in the revisionist 
camp. 

While Harvey understands the academic communities’ reluctance to accept 
and endorse his perspective, he is surprised that large portions of the academic 
community continue to adhere to something close to the traditional paradigm. 
(Hay, Adrian and Smith 2015, 157) 
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One reason for this immunity against the new evidence may lay in the fact that 
Harvey and other revisionists may, indeed, keep their focus on collecting and 
counting instances rather than interpreting them theoretically. This is rigorous 
historical scholarship, but from a sociological point of view, it is desirable to 
dive deeper into the material by means of an educated and careful interpreta-
tion. Providing an intriguing, yet, empirically sound story may, then, even in-
crease the chances of having a lasting impact on scholarly and public wisdom, 
thereby responding to the calls for a public scholarship. 

In recent years, the debate about the origins of modern football has calmed 
down, not so much because it was settled, but because it might ultimately 
never be known. Kitching (2015, 127), furthermore, notes that “the search for 
the (singular) ‘origin’ of any human activity is epistemologically odd.” This 
was also acknowledged by Curry and Dunning (2016, 246) who suggested 
that  

in many ways the ‘origins of football’ is an unfortunate name for this debate. 
It creates the impression that writers are necessarily seeking a single starting 
point, an origin myth with which to be able to isolate an exact date and, possi-
bly, individual. We can only speak for ourselves when we say that we are being 
wrongly represented if other writers feel that we are seeking a false chimera, a 
specific point when football began. Rather we are simply attempting to estab-
lish that there is evidence about the history and development of football which, 
if properly interpreted, begins to allow one to form hypotheses regarding the 
growth of the game and its eventual appearance in its modern form. 

In 2018, Soccer & Society published a Special Issue entitled Tracing Foot-
ball's Past: Studies in the Early Development of the Modern Game which, 
according to Graham Curry (2018), was the result of “more than a decade of 
robust yet healthy disagreement” about that topic. The articles that are in-
cluded in this issue are both an illustration of the status quo of football’s his-
toriography as well as an indicator for the field’s future developments.  

First, it shows that the orthodox and revisionist position are still not recon-
ciled. Harvey (2018) presents an even stronger argument (“ultimate revision-
ism”) against the public-school-narrative and argues that 

while the code of laws established in the public schools was clearly important 
in producing the game that we now know as soccer, in many senses the influ-
ence exerted by the ideology promoted in public schools, which we can broadly 
refer to as ‘athleticism’, was bitterly opposed to almost everything related to 
modern professional football. (ibid, 20) 

At the same time, the articles in the special issue further show that football 
historians – even those from the orthodox position – have begun to carry out 
in-depth research of local football cultures to gain a better understanding of 
what was going on in England outside of the public-schools (Curry 2018). 
These studies range from in-depth investigations into the football history of 
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Manchester (James and Day 2014), Birmingham (Benkwitz and Molnar 2017) 
or the Lancashire region (Swain 2017) to a recent study by Hutchinson and 
Mitchell (2018) that is solely dedicated to John Hope and the Foot-Ball Club 
in Edinburgh. Furthermore, Cooke and James (2018) and, more recently, 
Cooke (2020) have presented studies about the North Staffordshire region and 
the Stoke City Football Club. The rationale behind such studies is that 

countrywide studies cannot fully address the issues surrounding the origins de-
bate because the growth of the game in one specific region or city may not 
necessarily be representative of other areas and, in recent years, there has been 
a growth in interest of regional footballing cultures. (Cooke and James 2018, 
6) 

They also show that the revisionists have at least succeeded insofar as the 
classical public-school-narrative that “was widely accepted by historians and 
the wider football history community as fact” is now being problematized on 
empirical grounds. The field also appears to finally have reached an agreement 
that modern football is a product of multiple interdependencies (Curry 2019). 
Instead of entirely rejecting either the orthodox or revisionist perspective, 
football historians are now concerned with tracing football in local and re-
gional football cultures. 

At the same time, this indicates a shift towards archival ethnography which 
builds on thick descriptions (Geertz 2017 [1973]) and speaks to the general 
practice turn in the social sciences, which recently became visible in the works 
of historical sociologists as well (Mayrl and Wilson 2020). Whereas classical 
historical sociologists had a stronger focus on theorizing society as a whole 
and took interest in “epochal historical shifts (Lachmann 2013, 1),” contem-
porary historical sociology witnessed a practice-theoretical “empirical turn 
(Schmidt 2012, 28)”; ironically, this leads them to adopt long-established re-
search practices of academic historians (Füssel 2015). 



 34 

Chapter Three. A History in Matches 

 
“Grau is’ im Leben alle Theorie – aber entscheidend is’ 

auf’m Platz.“5 

Adi Preißler, former team captain of Borussia Dortmund 

 

At a press-conference in 2012, the German football coach Otto Rehagel was 
confronted with the comparatively weak performance statistics of his team. 
Referring to the above quote by Adi Preißler, he responded that all these num-
bers do not matter to him as “the truth lies on the pitch.” 

I do not know if either Rehagel or Preißler were careful readers of Marx, 
but their statements certainly do have a Marxist ring to them. Paraphrasing 
one of Marx’ theses on Feuerbach (2000 [1845]), one might, then, say that the 
theorists may interpret the statistics of football, in various ways, but the point 
is to play it. 

Marx and Engels (2000 [1846], 176) had pointed out that every theorizing 
activity must start with “real individuals, their activity, and the material con-
ditions under which they live.” My attempt to retrieve the historical experience 
of football starts with this basic assumption. 

At the same time, however, Marx and Engels would have looked at the 
pitch and see the realization of greater structural forces and power relations of 
a given society which impose modes of behavior on the individuals.  

In contemporary sociology, so-called theories of social practices are at the 
forefront of a development that takes the lessons of Marx’ historical material-
ism seriously, yet, at the same time, attempts to overcome its structural-deter-
ministic connotations which hold that an individual is “the passive subject of 
all possible combinations of circumstances (Engels 2009 [1845], 127).” This 
can be observed in the following quote from Bourdieu in which he defines the 
concept of habitus, first, as 

[t]he conditionings associated with a particular class of conditions of existence 
[…], systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures pre-
disposed to function as structuring structures […]. (Bourdieu 1990 [1980], 53) 

 
5 English: “Grey in life is all theory – what matters is the pitch.” 
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However, in order to avoid a strictly deterministic conceptualization, he adds 
that  

[t]hrough the habitus, the structure of which it is the product governs practice, 
not along the paths of a mechanical determinism, but within the constraints and 
limits initially set on its inventions. (ibid, 53) 

Following this definition, it is not possible to simply deduce what individuals 
do from the structural surroundings in which they live. Within structural re-
straints there is always room for “regulated improvisation” (ibid, 57). Humans 
are not merely passive subjects but agents in a more or less shapeable envi-
ronment (Giddens 1984). This means, simply speaking, that in order to ac-
count for what people do, one should not rush to conclusions on the basis of 
structural determinants. Instead, one has to observe people as they are acting, 
working or playing, and as they actively shape and act on their social environ-
ment. Accordingly, the praxeographic turn in the social sciences should be 
understood to be an ethnographic turn as well (Schmidt 2012). 

Pitches in Practice 
In his previously mentioned Theses on Feuerbach (2000 [1845]), Marx insists 
that  

all social life is essentially practical. All mysteries which lead theory to mysti-
cism find their rational solution in human practice and in the comprehension 
of this practice. 

 
Yet, it took sociology until the end of the twentieth century to fully account 
for that fact. In 2001, Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina and von Savigny proclaimed The 
Practice Turn in Contemporary Theory (2001) which has since established 
itself within different branches of the social sciences. Drawing inspiration 
from Bourdieu and Giddens, contemporary practice theorists arrive at a sig-
nificantly broader and consequential conceptualization of practices than Marx 
or Engels did. Reckwitz (2002, 249) points out that 

[f]irst of all, it is necessary to distinguish between ‘practice’ and ‘practices’ (in 
German there is the useful difference between Praxis and Praktiken). ‘Practice’ 
(Praxis) in the singular represents merely an emphatic term to describe the 
whole of human action (in contrast to ‘theory’ and mere thinking). ‘Practices’ 
in the sense of the theory of social practices, however, is something else. A 
‘practice’ (Praktik) is a routinized type of behavior which consists of several 
elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of men-
tal activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of 
understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge.  
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Reckwitz shows that practice theorists are united in the critique of previous 
theories of social action that “dismiss the implicit, tacit or unconscious layer 
of knowledge which enables a symbolic organization of reality (ibid, 246).” 
At the same time, their focus on tacit and embodied knowledge creates a nat-
ural affiliation between theories of social practice and sports. Sporting prac-
tices like football are often used as an example to illustrate the core aspects of 
practice theories: 

[P]laying football consists of a routinized set of bodily performances. Yet, 
within the practice these bodily performances are necessarily connected with 
certain know-how, particular ways of interpretation (of the other players’ be-
haviour, for example), certain aims (most of all, of course, to win the game) 
and emotional levels (a particular tension) which the agents, as carriers of the 
practice, make use of, and which are routinized as well. Without these mental 
and bodily activities, we could not imagine a practice of ‘playing football’. 
(ibid, 252) 

Similarly, Schatzki finds (1997, 284-287) that “practice theorists are united 
by the proposition that practical understanding and intelligibility are articu-
lated in practices.” He credits Bourdieu’s habitus concept for pointing to the 
fact that “habitus is responsible not just for action, but for thought, understand-
ing, motivation, and perception as well”, which means that “actions that hab-
itus selects will seem sensible and also reasonable to other actors who have 
grown up and are accustomed to the same practices and conditions.” Bourdieu 
calls this the “feel for the game” and uses yet another football-analogy to il-
lustrate its core idea: 

The habitus as the feel for the game is the social game embodied and turned 
into a second nature. Nothing is simultaneously freer and more constrained 
than the action of a good player. He [sic] quite naturally materialises at just the 
place the ball is about to fall, as if the ball were in command of him—but by 
that very fact, he is in command of the ball. (Bourdieu 1990, 63) 

This further shows that practice theorists like Bourdieu are not only using 
sporting practices as illustrations, but, in turn, often employ sport terminology 
in their theories.  

With notions like “field,” “practice,” and the aforementioned “habitus,” […] 
Bourdieu did more than any one scholar or theorist to bring terminology and 
imagery from the sporting world into social theory and social scientific prac-
tice. (Hartmann 2017, 22) 

In other words, instead of defining sporting practices as social practices, one 
might even state that social practices are treated like sporting practices. The-
oretically speaking, social practices have to be understood “as a temporally 
unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and sayings (Schatzki 1996, 



 37 

89).” Within this ontology, the body is not reduced to being a link between 
knowledge and action but treated as a site of social order.  

[I]f practices are the site of the social, then routinized bodily performances are 
the site of the social and – so to speak – of ‘social order’. They give the world 
of humans its visible orderliness. (Reckwitz 2002, 251) 

In Techniques of the Body, Marcel Mauss (1973 [1935]) demonstrates how 
individuals embody social practices (body techniques) that make them uncon-
sciously perform the society that socialized them. For him it is apparent that 
society does not only materialize in thoughts and classifications but also in the 
material organization of a society, including the bodily practices of its people.6 
Body techniques are the “ways in which from society to society men know 
how to use their bodies (ibid, 70).” 

However, for practice theory, the body is not simply a canvas for society, 
but rather the observable site of the social. Social practices are not simply ac-
tualizations of normative structures and socially imposed mental states. In-
stead, it is assumed that the body holds additional and different knowledge 
than the mind, without assuming a mind-body-dualism but rather, to para-
phrase Deleuze and Guattari (1987 [1980]), a mind-body-machine. 

This has led practice theorists to go to great lengths in order to capture the 
experiential reality of their informants. One of the seminal studies in this re-
gard is Loïc Wacquant’s (2004) Body & Soul – Notebooks of an Apprentice 
Boxer (2004) in which he conducts his research about the boxing culture by 
simply becoming an apprentice boxer himself. Influenced by Bourdieu’s prac-
tice theory, he sketches out his “carnal sociology” that employs “the body as 
tool of inquiry and vector of knowledge” and allows him to write “a sociology 
not only of the body, in the sense of object, but also from the body (ibid, viii).”  

At the same time, practice theorists do not see the body as existing as a 
loose entity in and for itself. Instead, they always place bodies in material ar-
rangements as one nod in a greater network of beings and things. In the wake 
of Actor-Network-Theory, materiality and its importance in the social world 
has received a significant reconceptualization (Latour 2005). Material condi-
tions, objects, bodies and their arrangement are seen as the constitutive ele-
ment of the social and constitute practices as the site of the social (Schatzki 
2019; 2010; 2002). 

The material network structure of football playing, for example, consists of 
players and their bodies, but also the physical characteristics of the pitch, the 
type of grass (artificial or natural grass), the condition of the pitch (dry or wet) 
and, of course, the actual foot-ball. With regard to religion, Ammerman (2020) 
similarly argues that the religious experience may best be understood through 

 
6 The Durkheim tradition - to which Mauss belongs – refers to this material dimension as “social 
morphology (Durkheim 1982).” 
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a practice-theoretical lens that, for example, conceptualizes prayer practices 
as materially mediated. This goes to show that 

[t]he concept of social practice highlights the embedded, decentralised quali-
ties of doings and sayings, and hence distinguishes itself from the term ‘ac-
tion’, which is strongly linked to an actor. From this follows that everything 
that the social sciences might treat as an act or attribute of a person becomes a 
practical accomplishment – not something people are or do, but something that 
is being done by a variety of interconnected elements. (Wanka 2020, 497) 

The ontological outline of practice theory provides good reasons why contem-
porary practice theoreticians study phenomena mainly in the now and then and 
benefit from observing individuals as they carry out their activities. Dixon 
(2012) demonstrates this nicely in his practice-theoretical study on fandom 
culture. Not only is it possible to focus on all the practice relevant aspects of 
the observation, but also can one share experiences with other people that in-
form the analysis. The disadvantage of this approach is, however, that one 
cannot see and analyze changing practices over a longer period of time, let 
alone an entire century, and track its more fundamental transformations or 
changes. Such observations of practices in the long durée are, however, crucial 
for sociological theory building and our understanding of social change and 
reproduction. The problem to find suitable data to do so, does, then, come to 
the fore. 

Looking for a Match 
Füssel (2015) provides good advice for how one can historicize social prac-
tices. The first step is to simply not approach a historical event with distorting 
pre-conceptions and to provide the most faithful account of what the actors 
did and how they did it. His example of a war battle serves not only as a perfect 
case to show the difference between practice- and structure-oriented histori-
ography, but also as a blueprint for the proceedings in the present study. 
Whereas historians traditionally would conceptualize a battle as a singular, 
and not rarely historically decisive event that changed the course of history, a 
practice-oriented scholar sees a multitude of discrete practices (Schatzki 
1996), a contingent network of individuals, group formations, weapons, hills, 
ponds, emotional states, all of which are spatially and chronologically unfold-
ing without being teleologically directed. This micro-universe is what practice 
historians aim to make visible. A sociological take would, then, add that one 
looks for significances and patterns, however, on the basis of substantial em-
pirical research. 

One of the stronger critiques directed at sociologists like Elias was that they 
did not theorize on good-enough empirical grounds and primarily used a few 
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selected historical works that they treated as fact without conducting their own 
empirical studies. Holt (2014) describes that historians, subsequently, often 
accuse sociologists of making the facts fitting the theory rather than the other 
way around. They use history to validate pre-existing theories rather than 
building them on the basis of evidence. This has, as he admits, somewhat 
changed through the postmodern critique of great narratives. A second critique 
claims that sport sociologists build their research on a few well-known histor-
ical works and elevate them to the status of an objective and given past. He 
outlines this with regard to Elias’ and Dunning’s Quest for Excitement which, 
instead of being read as an invitation to join forces between history and soci-
ology, was mainly criticized by historians for its selective use of previous his-
torical research.  

In the present study, I seek to avoid such empirical shortcomings. In order 
to do so, I familiarized myself with the substantial amount of research that has 
been presented by football historians and sociologists in recent decades. More-
over, I collected a solid amount of data about football playing in the digital 
British Newspaper Archive which provides the empirical ground for the up-
coming analysis. However, other than the revisionist historiography of foot-
ball, I am not relying on the facts speaking for themselves, but will engage in 
a theoretically informed process of sociological interpretation in which I seek 
to identify patterns and lines of development in football’s history beyond and 
in relation to the aforementioned civilizing spurts and tendencies of cultural 
rationalization and autonomization. I, thereby, hope to get closer to the foot-
ball experience of that era. 

After the first arguments in the origins-of-football-debate had been ex-
changed, Kitching (2015) attempts a first evaluation and critically examines 
both positions and evidence. He agrees with the revisionists claim that football 
games “for which rules were laid down in November 1863 […] had rather 
little in common with the football that was actually played around England in 
the 1860s (ibid, 128).” At the same time, he realizes that it is still obscure how 
football was played in England in that decade and the decades before. Match 
announcements or, worse, rules and codes sufficed in order to make claims 
about how football was played. 

This is comparable to an art historian who ignores the actual art works. The 
orthodox storyline assumes that the rules simply correspond with the pitch and 
the revisionists’ evidence of non-association-football is so spatially and tem-
porarily fragmented and sparse that it does not allow any conclusions about 
its links with association football. But whereas the latter are certainly coming 
closer to finding out about football playing, the underlying assumption behind 
the orthodox narrative seems to be that one can make claims about the pitch 
without actually having concrete evidence to confirm them. This is exactly the 
lesson of practice theory. One cannot gain enough understanding of social ac-
tion when only looking at explicit rules and norms.   
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For mid-Victorian club football […] an abundance of written sources concern-
ing rules and institutionalization coexists with a continuing paucity of descrip-
tions of play. Hence it remains very unclear how the playing of club football 
accorded with its formal rules. (ibid, 132) 

With regard to my theoretical framework, none of the information that is 
needed to say anything meaningful for any of its dimensions could be gathered 
by looking at matches that have not been played. This reaffirms the usefulness 
of the framework insofar as it makes it impossible to get away with anything 
that is not real football playing. This is certainly a good way to discipline and 
focus my empirical investigation, but it also creates high requirements for the 
data, especially for data that does not come from one’s own observations.  

As mentioned above, the empirical material for this study stems mainly 
from the British Newspaper Archive, a digital archive which at the end of 2020 
contained 33,906,683 newspaper pages from 1700 until today. My goal was 
to collect newspaper reports that described football playing, organized 
matches or spontaneous games. Luckily, I did not have to read through each 
newspaper page in order to find them. The possibility to filter newspapers ac-
cording to the metadata that is provided by the archive is a first important step 
to define ranges – geographically and chronologically. Using these tools al-
lowed me to narrow down the material to the desired sample which consisted 
of articles from British newspapers that mention football playing up until 1864 
(the year after the foundation of the Football Association). The first usable 
report from this sample stems from 1733. 

In terms of filtering the material, however, the most powerful tool for my 
relatively narrow research interest was the archive’s own text recognition tool 
which allowed me to search for articles that contained keywords. This is a 
game-changer for archival research and allows for a much more effective and 
focused collection of data, allowing “to locate information instantly that pre-
viously would have required years of searching (Johnes 2015, 1789).” The 
text recognition tool enabled me to filter out those newspaper pages that con-
tained the term football, which I, then, read and checked for meaningful de-
scriptions of football playing.7 This required time and patience. However, the 
ability to narrow the reports down through text recognition made my data col-
lection much more efficient and allowed me to collect a much bigger amount 
of data about football playing than research in a physical archive would have 
made possible. At the same time, it may have decreased the chances for unex-
pected findings and lucky accidents which one may come across when one is 
forced to read through every page of a newspaper. However, due to the 

 
7 It is important to note that there existed other popular pastimes and recreations during this era 
– for example “camping” (cf. Dymond 1990) and “hurling” (cf. Elias and Dunning 1986; 
Malcolmson 1973; Strutt 1903 [1801]) – which were stylistically similar to football and are 
worthy of further exploration. 
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relatively narrow scope of this study, I consider the advantages provided by 
text recognition to outweigh these shortcomings. 

By means of the text recognition tool I was able to identify those newspaper 
pages that contained the word “foot-ball” (which is how football was spelled 
at the time). Working with text recognition faces the risk of missing out on 
instances due to a different spelling or even different meaning (Phillips, Os-
mond and Townsend 2015).  This was luckily no issue here. The term foot-
ball and its spelling had clearly been established already in the eighteenth cen-
tury as the way in which various ball games that eventually became what we 
today call football were referred to. I even tested the text recognition by using 
the contemporary spelling “football” and found that the results did not change; 
which is to say that the text recognition tool was able to find the reports irre-
spective of the spelling.8 

Despite the effective toolkit provided by this digital archive, a few false or 
irrelevant friends had made it into the sample and had to be dealt with manu-
ally. The most prominent false hits which the text recognition picked up were 
reports in which football was used in a metaphorically sense, oftentimes with 
regard to political debates (someone or something being someone else’s foot-
ball). I collected and coded these instances under the category “metaphor” 
since I was not sure whether they might be useful for future projects. For this 
study, however, I decided to not utilize them.  

Another possible problem with text recognition is that it may miss out on 
texts that may be blurry (due to damage in the original data or sloppy digitiz-
ing). Since I am interested in tendencies and not singular events I do not con-
sider this to be a problem as long as there is enough material to be analyzed. 
As the numbers below indicate, I am confident that the text recognition has 
generated more than enough hits to put my research on solid empirical 
grounds.  

I finished my data collection with a total number of 302 usable instances, 
that is, reports which provided meaningful descriptions of football playing, 
most of which came from the period between 1820 and 1864.  

This increase in cases from the 1820s onward can be explained by the fact 
that more and more newspapers had been founded throughout the century, in-
cluding dedicated sport-only newspapers, like Bell’s Life in London (1822). 
This already signals sport’s development into an autonomous cultural field 
with its own discourse (Bourdieu 1978). Until the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, football games were mainly reported by local newspapers who fea-
tured them in descriptions of local customs and events. 

On top of that, I collected around thirty newspaper correspondences that 
concerned the so-called rules-debate of the late 1850s and early 1860s, some 

 
8 The British Newspaper Archive offers the option “use exact phrase” in its search function if 
one wants to narrow down the search to one specific spelling. I have not used this option in my 
data collection process. 



 42 

of which will be utilized and cited in chapter eight. Since this debate was 
mainly held in a handful dedicated sporting newspapers which had been 
founded in those years (Harvey 2004), historians have already analyzed this 
debate to a greater extent. However, since I was interested in the relation be-
tween folk football and the codes that were discussed in these correspondences 
rather than the debate itself, I decided to investigate this data myself as well. 
In chapter eight, I am also going to discuss the most important early codes that 
are available today and interpret them from my practice-oriented perspective. 
This will provide new insights and differ from existing interpretations by, for 
example, Harvey (2005) or Vamplew (2007). The codes under consideration 
are publicly available online, but can also be found in the Harvey (2005) or 
Brown (2013) (though not necessarily all of them within a single book). Not-
withstanding, this attempt at an alternative interpretation of these rules builds 
on the foregoing analysis of match reports and descriptions which are the pri-
mary material of this historical investigation. 

As I approached the decades between 1820 and 1860 in the newspaper ar-
chive, the total number of reports that contain the word football far exceeded 
the number of collectable and analyzable reports (the number went from a 
total of several hundred reports before 1820 to several thousand reports in each 
decade after 1820). In order to manage this high number of cases and to cut 
down on instances was to ignore those which had been advertisements. The 
digital archive provides such information about the nature of the report already 
in the list of hits, thereby allowing to skip them directly. Other forms of re-
duction included the skipping of reprinted reports as soon as I identified them 
as identical, as well as those which contained the word football, but did so 
only in terms of using it as a metaphor or analogy. 

I, then, read through the reports and coded them until I reached a point of 
saturation, meaning a point where no crucial and relevant additional infor-
mation seemed to be gained and reports merely became confirmations of what 
I had already learned (Glaser and Strauss 1967). This hermeneutical approach 
(Gadamer 1990) was both the most pragmatic as well as the most effective 
choice to tackle the huge amount of material that I was confronted with after 
1820. There is, of course, always a risk to miss out on important singular 
events but it is, at the same time, relatively unlikely to miss out on general 
tendencies which is what I was looking for. Aside from codes, I also wrote 
short summaries of some articles, especially for those which turned out to be 
particularly long. The variety in length was quite huge, with some articles 
consisting of merely one or two superficial sentences, and others providing an 
in-depth description of a football match. 

The codes I used were purely descriptive and arrived at inductively in the 
process of reading through the material (often using terms which the reports 
themselves used). Examples would be: mob-game, kicking-focus, children’s 
game, riot, ritual, upper-class patronage, prize-football, sabbath-breaking or 
fair play. In so doing, I hoped to avoid the ever-present risk of premature 
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theorizing and forced myself into being guided by the material and not the 
desired sociological direction.  

I should also mention that I sometimes diverged from the chronological 
principle as soon as it became obvious that a certain newspaper or geograph-
ical area began to be overrepresented. Due to a low number of reports from 
(Northern) Ireland or Wales, I decided to focus on England and Scotland. Nev-
ertheless, I wanted to make sure that newspapers from different regions and 
cities within these two countries were represented in my sample. For such 
purposes I had occasionally and temporarily de-selected certain newspaper 
outlets which had been overrepresented in a specific year (as soon as satura-
tion was reached). Nevertheless, as the reader will learn, some newspapers 
such as the Caledonian Mercury had clearly been more likely to contain foot-
ball reports than others. Similarly did newspapers from certain regions such 
as the Scottish and English borderlands contain a much higher number of foot-
ball reports than others. One reason for this is that, unlike most previous stud-
ies, my sample does not overrepresent national or London-based newspapers 
and features many more local outlets. Especially with regard to the very local-
ized folk football customs I consider this to be a strength of my data. 

On the basis of my data, I feel well equipped to tackle my research ques-
tions in a meaningful manner and hope to improve our understanding of how 
football has been played before the emergence of its association form. 

Critical Archival Research 
The digital archive is a game changer for historical research, especially when 
one is looking for rather specific and rare information. But it is also research 
of a different character which changes the quality of the engagement with ar-
chival sources. As I mentioned earlier, previous historical research about foot-
ball’s emergence has been criticized for its relatively thin empirical basis, es-
pecially when it comes to actual games. Especially the so-called revisionists 
had to face such criticism. Their problem is that research in physical archives 
is very time consuming and researchers can be lucky if they manage to do a 
comprehensive historical study of one single newspaper. For football histori-
ans this meant that their narratives are building on oftentimes only one single 
newspaper which can hardly be treated as a valid source for broad generaliza-
tions. 

Being a rather new research method, historically oriented scholars are still 
trying to get to grips with all the ethical, epistemological and practical conse-
quences that digital (archival) research entails. An array of books cautions us 
to be careful when using digital or digitized material and urges us to adapt our 
methods and sharpen our critical capacities (for example, Martin 2017, espe-
cially chapter 8). Abbott has nicely outlined the research process in the digital 
era in Digital Paper (2014) and Brügger’s The Archived Web: doing history 
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in the digital age (2018) can be considered a seminal work in this regard which 
has initiated an ongoing interdisciplinary discourse about digital archival re-
search in the last two years even within the research field of sports history 
(Byrne 2020; Osmond and Phillips 2015). 

Besides the practical advantages and challenges that digitized archives pro-
vide, they have to be understood and treated as a new way of history-making. 
Just as much as social media interaction differs from real-world-interaction, 
digital archival research differs greatly from research in physical archives. 
First, an ethnographer might argue that research in a physical archive is a more 
comprehensive experience as it confronts the researcher directly with the ar-
chive and its documents, their smell and feel. It forces the researcher to phys-
ically confront the case and get her hands dirty. These and other aspects of 
“embodied experience of archival research” (Phillips, Osmond and Townsend 
2015, 1726) are absent in the digital archive. In other words, digital archives 
create an even bigger distance between the researcher and her object of inter-
est. On the other hand, the researcher is provided with the opportunity to col-
lect much more content-information which she can collect much faster and 
more efficiently than she could in physical archives. With regard to (sports) 
history, Phillips, Osmond and Townsend (2015, 1726) note that “this is a new 
world, a new economy of knowledge: it is a world of abundance, not scarcity 
(ibid.).” If this bargain is worthwhile or not depends, in my view, to a large 
extent on the research that has already been carried out in the respective field. 
My sympathy for a practice-theoretical approach is generally at odds with the 
digital methods and materials that I am using. At the same time, the difficulty 
of fetching the niche-material that I am interested in through orthodox archival 
research sufficiently justifies this incoherence. 

It also needs to be mentioned that archives, despite being an indispensable 
source of knowledge for historians, are not free from structural distortions and 
may even reproduce them. The present study is, for example, confronted with 
clear gender-imbalances when it comes to the reports. Not all reports mention 
the gender of the players, but when they do they are mostly describing a game 
of football played between boys or men. 

Thus, while archives are the primary source for sport historians and histor-
ical sociologists alike, they also confront us with the historical structural im-
balances that brought them forth. John Hughson (2013) recapitulates that al-
ready in the 1990s the Australian Society of Sports History and its renowned 
scholars had been attacked by younger scholars “who accused the former of 
writing sport histories that were not sufficiently critical and reflexive and, in 
some cases, of being celebratory.” Such critiques were eventually institution-
alized in an academic discourse that was initiated by critical scholars like 
Douglas Booth and centered around the practice of history-making and the 
role of historians and archives (Booth 2014; 2009). With his provocative book 
The Field: Truth and Fiction in Sports History (2005), he became one of the 
most prominent examples of a postmodern turn in sport history. Just as in other 
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fields, this turn calls for a more reflective historiography and history-making 
where not only the documents but also those who created and archived them 
are under scientific scrutiny. Feminist and postcolonial theories, among oth-
ers, have made it clear that history is always also an act of power that selects 
certain people as archive-worthy and silences others. It categorizes and clas-
sifies them in terms and concepts that are historically or politically loaded and 
fits them into pre-defined narratives. In other words, history is not discovered 
(through evidence), it is created by historians and the documents on which 
they rely.  

Such discussions are familiar to the sociologist who, as Bourdieu (2015 
[2010], 3-4) describes it, may offend or harm people with the “sociological 
‘truth’” which exposes prejudice and is “so violent that it injures people.”  This 
touches on recurring ethical and epistemological debates about sociological 
research that have been going on for decades and will most certainly continue 
to “turn the scientific gaze on to science itself (ibid, 11)”9 for the foreseeable 
future. For Loxham (2016), Bourdieu’s recently translated interviews with the 
historian Roger Chartier which I cited in this paragraph (Bourdieu and 
Chartier 2015 [2010]) are an important reminder of how historians and soci-
ologists can have a fruitful conversation. As a result of such discussions and 
cross-fertilizations, archives are nowadays met with greater awareness and 
problematized as a site of power which challenges their perception as a carrier 
of objective truths. Rather than blindly trusting the archives as objective bear-
ers of knowledge it is important to understand how and why things are being 
archived and others not.  

This is a valid reminder, not only with regard to physical but also digital 
archives, and may be even more important with regard to the latter as the pro-
cess of digitization is yet another filter for the history-making. The first pro-
cess of history-making was carried out in the physical archive, and the digiti-
zation of this archived material repeats this process and does so gradually. 
That is to say that the digital archives we work with are always in the making 
and irrespective of one’s scientific rigor and reflexivity one may miss out on 
a particularly interesting article simply because it has not been digitized yet.  

I was reminded of this on a regular basis when the weekly emails about 
new arrivals in the archive arrived in my inbox. In some weeks I was informed 
that a number of newspapers from a specific geographical area had been added 
to the archive, in others I learned that additional years of existing newspapers 
were provided. These email updates were both challenging and helpful in the 
research process. On the one hand, they were a constant reminder that every-
thing, including history, is under construction and never finished, no matter 
how much data I would collect. On the other hand, one has to discipline one’s 

 
9 Bourdieu discusses the importance and function as well as his outline of a sociology of science 
– which includes a sociology of sociology – in a number of books and articles. Most notably in 
Science of Science and Reflexivity (2004 [2001]) and Participant Objectivation (2003). 
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own ambition and curiosity and not give in to the desire to dig into the new 
arrivals.  

In the face of these developments, research into the history of sports re-
quires critical awareness and scientific rigor with regard to its sources. The 
ease with which straightforward narratives in sport history had been presented 
is gone as more and more ambiguous and maybe even contradictory evidence 
is being discovered and must be taken into consideration. In a reply to Booth 
(2006), Johnes (2007, 129) has, however, made it clear that historians have 
never been the naïve archive fetishists that he describes in his text. Historians 
are aware of the problems that surround archival research even if they may not 
always show this in their writing. “Much of the historian's method of working 
is hidden,” he claims and points out that the postmodernist critique is neither 
new nor ignored. This is also stressed by Holt (2014) who argues that Booth’s 
critiques are primarily directed at physical educationists and other historians 
that have not been professionally trained in historical research and believe that 
they can recover the past.  

An even harsher critique is formulated by Hughson (2013, 36) who recalls 
and agrees with a criticism of the postmodern turn formulated by Allen 
Guttman at the Sporting Traditions 30th anniversary conference where he  

warned against sport history going the same way as sport sociology. That is, 
down a path of dubious scholarly worth littered with buzz-terms and phrases 
that may sound catchy and therefore hold attraction, but ultimately offer little 
towards an advancement of meaningful analysis. 

This statement reveals the populistic tendency that sometimes enters the de-
bate between postmodernists and those that are or feel attacked by them. But 
whether or not the postmodern critique is as urgent as it claims to be, its call 
for a critical contextualization of data must be taken seriously. 

For this study, I have already indicated that the postmodern critique will 
serve as an important reminder and tool for reflection in the respective chap-
ters. Day and Vamplew (2015) observe that some historians – even if not as 
naïve as the postmodernists formulate it –, nevertheless, sometimes forget that 
journalists are not scientists and write with a different goal in mind. They are 
“creating tomorrow’s news rather than history (ibid, 1717).”  What is more is 
that both journalists as well as publishers may have an ideological or political 
agenda that they want to support. In the history of football there have been 
numerous conflicts and debates about a wide array of topics such as rules, 
professionalism and the usefulness of football in education. It is definitely 
possible that certain writers, journalists and newspapers do want to push foot-
ball in their preferred ideological direction and write about it accordingly. In 
fact, throughout this study it will become apparent that many descriptions of 
football playing reveal a certain ideological coinage. At the same time, such 
ideologically driven reports can be seen as an advantage for my specific 
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research interest as they usually need to describe what they disliked about an-
other team’s performance or attitude before they can denounce it. However, 
John Levi Martin (2011) has pointed out that the reconstruction of intentions 
or motives can create serious problems and distortions in the analysis. In terms 
of this study, one may, for example, not conclude that a newspaper that may 
be known to be conservative or liberal does enforce this ideological leaning 
on all of its articles. Their reporters may very well have different views that 
may not be in line with the general political direction and especially so with 
regard to topics that are not immediately political.  

Yet, the question about how to treat newspaper reports is an important one 
and directly linked to the epistemological and theoretical background of this 
study. I have argued for a practice-focus in order to bring out the ways in 
which football has been played and experienced. I thereby hope to find quali-
ties of football playing that attracted different people at different times, drew 
them closer or pushed them further away. 

As I began to read, code and analyze my material, I discovered that letters 
which had been sent to the editors of different newspapers (sometimes leading 
to longer correspondences between readers) were a particularly insightful 
source and oftentimes particularly close to the heart of the people and their 
experience of football. Hence, I am going to utilize and reference them quite 
often throughout this study while being fully aware of the fact that the world 
that these letters open up is the world of lived experience (or lifeworld) and 
not the world of the objective fact that the positivist seeks to uncover. 

Hence, it would not matter if everything that one reporter experienced and 
reported was ‘really there’ or not, if football evoked this experience, it cannot 
be doubted that this is an objective quality in the experiential world of the 
actor. What a sociological historian of the lifeworld is, thus, able to provide is 
an as-good-as-possible reconstruction of the experience of a social object as it 
exists in a shared experiential world. What I look for are common practices 
and experiences which can be structured in patterns of practice and experience 
when it comes to football playing.  

In so doing, I also hope to avoid the ever-present danger of presentism in 
historical research, that is, the interpretation of practices like football playing 
on the basis of its contemporary state. From a contemporary point of view, 
many folk football games appear to be chaotic, wild and violent, which has 
led historians to claim that they were without rules and structure. In so doing, 
they oftentimes have not looked close enough and ignored key elements of 
social life such as tacit or embodied knowledge and practical consciousness. 
In so doing, they faced the risk of missing out on the actual logic of social 
practices (Bourdieu 1990 [1980]). This is particularly consequential when one 
is confronted with a social world that relies much more on locally transmitted 
tacit knowledge. 

In short, the lack of practical sense can lead to hasty conclusions when one 
reads about football games that seem to be very different from those we know 
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well. The same is true when we approach game reports from a teleological 
point of view and with the knowledge that one way of, for example, playing 
football will eventually become dominant. It is, therefore, important to read 
the material without anticipating the known future (Füssel 2015). A conscious 
introduction of a history-blindness in the moment of analysis, inspired by Hus-
serl’s epoché (1913), is what I aim to do. 

Only after this initial bracketing, contextual knowledge will be allowed to 
shine its light on the available material. This should provide a promising path 
from practice to experience and understanding. As the following chapters will 
show, it allows us to step into the lifeworld of football before its codification 
and helps us to understand what football playing meant in the late eighteenth 
and the first half of the nineteenth century in England and Scotland. 
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Chapter Four. The End(s) of Folk Football 

In this chapter I am, first, going to outline the situation that presented itself to 
folk football players in the second half of the eighteenth and the first decades 
of the nineteenth century. I am, then, going to argue that the increasing oppo-
sition against football, primarily erected by political and religious authorities, 
did not only deprive many people from a beloved local custom but, what is 
more, from an important occasion to create emotional bonds, self-affirmation 
and identity. 

Football Under Siege 
In the first half of the nineteenth century, the situation for football players 
became increasingly difficult. The annual football customs that had prevailed 
in many towns such as Derby or Kingston had gradually begun to lose the 
support of the local authorities and population. The reasons for this are mani-
fold and much can be attributed to greater social dynamics which were beyond 
people’s control and perception. 

For historians, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century generally 
presents itself as the transitional phase leading up to the industrial and rational 
modernity. Osterhammel’s (2017) ambitious and acclaimed history of the 
nineteenth century has every reason to call itself The Transformation of the 
World. But when it comes to identifying patterns in which this transformation 
shaped up, the nineteenth century also reveals a high degree of messiness 
which can barely be grasped in variables like class or processes such as revo-
lutions. According to Mann (2016, 229-232), the “European/English miracle” 
increased social complexity significantly from the nineteenth century onwards 
and while the identification of patterns may be difficult, we know that the 
world turned out to be a very different place on the other side of this transfor-
mation.  

It is not only the amount of evidence but also this increasing complexity 
that allowed Mann to study the history of humankind until 1760 in the first 
volume of his four-volume-epos The Sources of Social Power (2012a) and 
forced him to narrow the historical scope of the second volume entirely on the 
era between 1760-1914 (2012b). With regard to the latter period he states that 
he was forced to make “impure generalizations” due to “the patterned mess 
that is human society (ibid, 4).” Political domination and authority developed 
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into hybrid forms and so did the economic and cultural organization of states 
and continents. 

This mess does not only materialize in the global scale but even within 
countries. British history seems to escape sociological expectations when it 
comes to its historical transformation. Being the motherland of the industrial 
revolution, one would, as Engels (2009 [1845], 15) did, expect “the classic 
soil of this transformation” to present itself as case where classes like the Pro-
letariat and Bourgeoisie could be studied in their natural habitat. But history 
does not do us this favor.  

Historians agree that the industrial revolution in England did not lead to the 
emergence of a clear-cut Bourgeoisie revolution. Instead, it created a hybrid 
between the old regime and the new middle class. Holt (1989, 4), for example, 
finds that “[a]griculture was the single largest employer of labour according 
to the 1851 census, and the country town was still typical of urban life in mid-
Victorian Britain.” At the same time, the landowning upper-classes had al-
ready been a class of commerce in the early stages of the industrial revolution. 
As a consequence, “[t]he first industrial country institutionalized national cap-
italist liberalism with an old tinge (Mann 2012b, 129),” while, politically, it 
witnessed the emergence of a more pronounced nationalism. Osterhammel 
(2017, 749) extends this to the global scale: 

In the nineteenth century, societies around the world practiced a multiplicity 
of hierarchical rules alongside one another, differing in their property relations 
and the dominant ideals of social ascent. A clear classification covering most 
possibilities is scarcely feasible. 

The empirical richness of this era is reflected by the empirical richness of foot-
ball customs whose history attaches itself neatly to the messiness of this trans-
formative era. While sports like cricket had already become codified and par-
tially professionalized (Szymanski 2008), football was, to a large extent, “seen 
as plebian entertainment, a folk practice that was played regularly on religious 
holidays and rural festivals (Collins 2019, 10).”  

A variety of games of football had existed long before those years. Before the 
coming of the railways, communications in Britain were far from good. Indi-
vidual hamlets and villages, indeed whole regions, existed in an isolation dif-
ficult for us to appreciate. One result was the growth of essentially local cus-
toms and traditions in all areas of social life. So far as football was concerned, 
this isolation produced an infinite number of forms. (Mason 1980, 9) 

Many folk football games were met with strong opposition throughout the first 
half of the nineteenth century “largely because its excessive violence was ab-
horrent genteel society (Szymanski 2008, 15).” 

Some notable legislative acts of that time indicate how football had been 
attacked by authorities. The Highway Act of 1835, for example, effectively 
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banned football playing from public streets and places as a response to fre-
quent complaints from local shopkeepers who were afraid football could harm 
their businesses (Harvey 2005; Murray 1994; Walvin 1994 [1975]).  

But aside from that, and in line with the messiness of the time, Harvey 
(2005) maintains that it is difficult to establish a pattern regarding the support 
for and opposition to football in terms of class or profession. He looks closely 
at the Shrove customs in Derby, Kingston and Ashbourne and finds that “[i]n 
large measure the survival of a Shrove-game depended on its luck (ibid, 16).” 
From a lack of police force which could effectively prevent the games, to the 
oftentimes seemingly random alliances which supported and opposed the var-
ious customs at different times, it seems impossible to identify a common de-
nominator. 

There are, however, ways in which the opposition to football can be a use-
ful starting point for getting a better understanding of those games and cus-
toms. In this chapter, I am going to show that football was not only opposed 
by different fractions of society, but also argue that this opposition allowed 
for a simultaneous cultural autonomization. 

Two of football’s longest lasting opponents throughout its history were po-
litical authorities and the church. The latter especially in form of Protestantism 
and its nonconformist interpretations. This is somewhat unusual as, generally 
speaking, the history of sport contests had for the most part been closely tied 
to religious practices and celebrations (Guttman 2004 [1978]). Diem (1960, 
3) even claims – somewhat overenthusiastically – that all sporting activities 
began as a cult. However, the overall thrust of this claim has been confirmed 
by football historians and anthropologists. Greek and Roman antiquity incor-
porated athletic contests in religious ceremonies with the ancient Olympics 
being arguably the most famous example. Bellah (2011, 333) notes:  

The first firm date we have in Greek history is that of the first Olympiad, 776 
BCE (not uncontested), and we should remember that the Olympic games were 
first of all ritual occasions, inaugurated by sacrifices to Zeus and celebrated as 
religious festivals. 

However, at the dawn of modernity, which spawns over the transitional period 
this study is concerned with, athletic contests gradually became what Bour-
dieu (1993) considers an autonomous cultural field.  

As I mentioned previously, Guttman (2004 [1978]) argues that the history 
of modern sports can essentially be described along the lines of a process of 
rationalization which had, according to Weber (2010 [1920]), provided the 
unique characteristic of the Western world. One of the defining characteristics 
of modern sport contests, as compared to those which had been organized in 
antiquity or medieval times, is secularism. Sport games may not always be 
ends in themselves, but under modern conditions they will most likely not 
serve religious purposes (Guttman 2004 [1978], 26). 
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Zooming in on the history of football in the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth century, will, at first, give credence to his claim. Football playing had 
generally been frowned upon by the church, and especially the representatives 
of the Protestant communities whose ethical emphasis was on self-control and 
restraint. Football playing was perceived to be the exact opposite of self-re-
straint and Puritans deemed it morally inferior; a collective effervescence 
erected on the basis of physical force and confrontation, always ready to turn 
into violence and turmoil (Goldblatt 2008; Walvin 1994 [1975]).  

However, the opposition of the church was met with just as much opposi-
tion on the part of the sporting press (McLeod 2013) as well as the players 
who had frequently ridiculed the church and its practices or directly attacked 
it and its representatives. The Hull Advertiser and Exchange Gazette reports 
on the 29th of July 1809 that a church-warden, who tried to interfere with the 
football play, “was assaulted and knocked down.” Already in 1733, the Derby 
Mercury describes an incident from London where  

a Mob kick’d a Foot-Ball in the Broad Isle at the beginning of Divine Service, 
and about the Middle of it went into the Choir, put out the candles, abus’d and 
pull’d the Reader out of the Desk, and the Congregation went out in the Dark 
as well as they could. 

Yet, the most common instances of collision between church and football were 
instances of sabbath-breaking. The Cheltenham Chronicle, for example, de-
scribes on the 6th of January 1814 that eight young men were convicted for 
playing football on the sabbath-day and further notes that the same offence 
had been committed by five young women a few days before. Football’s fre-
quent collisions with the sabbath have been documented quite well by histo-
rians. Walvin (1994 [1975], 20) confirms that aside from the violence it incited 
“perhaps the most recurrent complaint against football was that it violated the 
Sabbath.” In my data, such instances of sabbath breaking were, consequently, 
the most common instances of football reports I had collected. 

Sometimes these reports had even been used to lecture the reader about 
morality and despise the character of the football players, indicating the foot-
ball would essentially be a game played by weak and uncivilized people. On 
the 20th of March 1818, the Stamford Mercury publishes the names of various 
people who were fined “for playing at foot-ball in time of divine service.” 
Football playing on the sabbath days had been illegal for a longer time, but 
reports about people who did not seem to care about this had increased and 
political debates about what should and should not be allowed had been going 
on for a while. Religious groups had been among the most influential moral 
forces between 1790 and 1860 and, thus, led the efforts against sporting activ-
ities like football (McLeod 2013). The regular sabbath-breaking of football 
players was, then, a good opportunity to demonstrate how uncivilized football 
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players and their football playing was, as the above-mentioned report does not 
hesitate to show.  

When we know that so many poor creatures have, from the foot of the gallows, 
declared that sabbath-breaking was the first step of their miserable career, we 
are both astonished and grieved to see that persons can still be indifferent to 
the risk they run of being guilty of it. 

In other words, the breaking of the sabbath was just the beginning of a career 
which will lead to the commitment of even more serious offenses and crimes. 
The report eventually even draws a connection between the sabbath-breaking 
football players and the Luddite movement which had originated in that area.  

The hosiers and frame-working knitters of Nottingham, Leicester, and the 
neighbourhood, to the number of 10,000, are now petitioning Parliament, in 
consequence of the distress they experience. A great part of the machinery has 
been destroyed by the Luddites, and the master manufacturers have fled for 
safety to other parts. Many respectable families, who spent much money 
among the shopkeepers, have withdrawn to more tranquil districts. The conse-
quences of the atrocious conspiracies are now visiting the working classes. 

In other newspapers, I have occasionally found instances which show that 
football even been used as an incentive for the people to go to church. The 
Cumberland Pacquet and Ware's Whitehaven Advertiser reports on the 26th of 
March 1782 that an excellent football match, according to ancient custom, was 
played; however, only paid for after the players had attended the evening ser-
vice in the parish church. 

But this example does not change the overall impression that as soon as 
football and the church appear in the same report, it is generally a matter of 
confrontation and disapproval. While the rigid ideologies of Puritanism were 
certainly the most forceful opponent of football playing since the seventeenth 
century, the concrete arguments that informed their disapproval were not new. 
Yet, under Puritan influence the prosecution became stricter and unforgiving, 
mainly focusing on the project of saving the sabbath from unholy interference. 
For Goldblatt (2008, 22)  

this movement drew on a gloomy Puritan heritage that equated play with im-
piety and used a fierce Sabbatarianism to articulate its disapproval for popular 
pleasure. 

But, as I mentioned above, the despise was mutual. In his study about plebeian 
customs in the eighteenth century, E.P. Thompson (1991) describes at length 
how they had gradually cut themselves off from clerical influences. Initially, 
local customs, due to their integration in the religious calendar, had been su-
pervised and utilized by the church for their own ideological ends. Thompson 
(1991, 50) notes that 
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the priest learns that many of the beliefs and practices of "folklore" are harm-
less; if attached to the calendar year of the Church they can be to that degree 
Christianized, and can serve to reinforce the Church's authority. 

Many famous folk football games had been played on Shrove Tuesday, Ash 
Wednesday or the Easter Holidays. But throughout the eighteenth century, the 
church had lost its grip on society in general, and on plebeian culture in par-
ticular. While they had once been able to organize the customs of the plebeians 
under their ideological spell and were thereby able to utilize their emotional 
content for their own ends, the eighteenth and early nineteenth century had 
them lose authority over of those very important leisure activities of the peo-
ple. Thompson concludes that this was not merely a matter of losing influence 
over their conduct but also over their passions.  

For the young, the sexual cycle of the year turned on these festivals. These 
occasions were, in an important sense, what men and women live for; and if 
the Church had little significant part in their conduct, then it had, to that degree, 
ceased to engage with the emotional calendar of the poor. (Thompson 1991, 
51) 

Thompson’s terminology is appealing. Reading through the hundreds of re-
ports, I was left with no doubt that football was a highly emotional practice. I 
was, then, surprised to find that this emotional element appears to be reduced 
to violence in many recent historical accounts. The recent meta-study by Tony 
Collins (2019, 12) largely avoids dealing with folk football’s other emotional 
and religious entanglements and, instead, one-sidedly emphasizes the destruc-
tive aspects and its “reputation for violence and disorder.” There are reasons 
for this.  

It is not surprising that we can learn so little, in detail, about the predominantly 
rural, plebeian pastimes that were ‘football’ between the later medieval period 
and the eighteenth century. They were an amusement of the poor primarily, 
and unless they threatened disorder, or were passingly regarded as undesirable 
by monarchs or other notables, they rarely rate a mention in written sources. 
(Kitching 2015, 131) 

Indeed, much of what we know about football activities in the Middle Ages 
up until the eighteenth century, stems from attempts at banning it which had 
been carried out by both local authorities as well as monarchs (among them 
Edward II, Henry V, Edward IV, Henry VII and Henry VIII). On the basis of 
a collection of historical documents that describe these efforts, Sheard and 
Dunning (2005 [1979], 17) summarize that “[b]etween 1314 and 1667, ‘foot-
ball’ and other popular games were banned on more than thirty occasions.” 
This was not only due to the fact that football had a tendency of being played 
very violently, but also because of its inherent uselessness from a ruler’s point 
of view. Elias and Dunning (1986, 176) state that  
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[t]he reasons given by the authorities for their opposition to these sports vary. 
The danger to public order and the competition with military training in archery 
are the most prominent. 

Later football historians have seconded this opinion (Mangan 1996; Goldblatt 
2008; Walvin 1994 [1975]; Collins 2019). The overall tendency to bring about 
inflammable excitement had made football suspicious and the experience of 
the French Revolution in 1789 did certainly not help in this matter. The Euro-
pean upper-classes had obviously been paying attention to these events and 
became, if anything, more suspicious of crowds, mobs and customs which had 
been known to evoke passions and emotional tensions. Already in 1714, the 
British parliament had authorized the Riot Act which allowed authorities to 
remove people from assemblages with more than twelve people. As football 
games wre increasingly perceived as nuisances and disturbances, the act came 
in handy for authorities who wanted to call on the military to forcefully re-
move football players from the streets. On the 28th of February 1846, the Shef-
field Independent provides the following report from Derby. 

Great disorder has been accustomed to prevail in Derby on Shrove Tuesday, in 
consequence of the custom of playing at foot-ball in the public streets. The 
authorities have this year given notice that it could no longer be allowed; and 
on Monday some of the old players giving way to the authorities, surrendered 
the ball to them. On Tuesday, however, several efforts were made to begin the 
game, and so much disturbance was created as to put the police force in entire 
requisition, and to make it necessary to read the riot act, and call out the mili-
tary. The efforts made were successful in repressing this turbulent and danger-
ous game. 

The football custom of Derby is a good case to study if one wants to get closer 
to the experience of folk football customs that had had come under attack 
throughout the nineteenth century.  

In Beverley Westwood, according to a report in the Yorkshire Gazette on 
May 21, 1825, it was custom for a “number of young men from Beverley and 
neighboring villages” to meet every Sunday and to engage in football. The 
mayor was apparently not happy with this custom and “issued a hand bill to 
prohibit the riotous proceedings.” Nevertheless,  

“a great many persons assembled as usual and tho’ a number of constables 
were in attendance, they were overpowered and assaulted by the rabble, and 
some of them severly beaten. Some of the military were called out, and a few 
of the ringleaders secured […].”  

On February 24, 1839, Bell's Life in London reports that the Shrove game in 
Dorking, south of London, that took place “much to the amusement of the 
inhabitants generally, both old and young” had been tried to prevent by the 
local authorities and on behalf of many shopkeepers of the town who were 
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afraid of the damage and the fact that they couldn’t open their shops. But even 
this attempt was initially unsuccessful since an estimate of 400-500 persons 
showed up anyway.  

In Derby, the game had been under public attack roughly since the 1830s 
and was framed as a threat to social order but also as a cultural disgrace which 
would harm the reputation of the city. By the middle of the 1840s, the conflict 
between the football players and the increasingly industrial populace of Derby 
became more severe. A coalition formed and lobbied a requisition “having for 
its object the adoption of such measures as shall lead to a discontinuance of 
the annual game of football, held on Shrove Tuesday and Ash Wednesday 
(Derby Mercury on the 1st of January 1845).” According to the report, the 
petition which was meant to be sent to the mayor 

has already been signed by a large number of persons, including the clergy, 
dissenting ministers, bankers, merchants, manufacturers, tradesmen, and work-
ing people of this borough, and that there is the very best reason to conclude 
that the nuisance may be got rid of in a satisfactory manner. 

In the same year the mayor gave way to these efforts and banned the annual 
Shrove game. This first ban, however, was not only enforced by means of 
policy but also by means of incentivizing alternatives. 

Competitive athletic sports, with money prizes, were to be held in place of 
football, provided that no attempt was made to play the game in the town cen-
tre, though the players were also to be given money if they played outside town. 
(Delves 1981, 90) 

This attempt at compromise, where horse races and other less dangerous sports 
were to replace football, was, however, not met with overwhelming support 
on behalf of the oppositionists, especially those who sought to promote Puri-
tan values. 

Mr. Stevenson presented a memorial from the members of the Derby Sunday 
School Union, and also one from the Sunday School teachers of the Baptist 
persuasion. He dwelt at some length on the subject under discussion; and while 
he avowed himself deeply interested in the welfare of the working classes and 
one of the last persons who would abridge their rational enjoyments, he was 
compelled, from a sense of duty, to oppose the re-establishment of races, feel-
ing confident that their tendency was injurious to society. He should be glad to 
see amusements of a more elevated and innocent character substituted for the 
foot-ball, and he was sure this might easily be done. He would never give his 
consent to any proposition like the present, considering that it was calculated 
to introduce into the town an unmitigated evil. (from the Derby Mercury on 
the 26th of February 1845) 

There were many reasons which had been given by its opponents as to why 
football had to be banned, but by and large this and other reports indicate that 
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it was a concerted effort against the passions evoked by the plebeian and work-
ing-class customs which undermined the Puritan moral project. Merton (1968, 
633) claims that the Puritan conception of rationality served “as a curbing de-
vice of the passions” and subsequently McLeod (2013, 112) finds that “around 
1840 relations between the worlds of religion and of sport had been at their 
nadir.” 

The various non-conformist interpretations of Protestantism and Puritan-
ism are playing an important role as they fought for attention and symbolic 
power, thus, also being able to present themselves to the increasingly literate 
public as strong and principled defenders of religious institutions. At the same 
time, the history of religious beliefs, churches and sects throughout that tran-
sitional phase is too complex a matter as to be discussed here. Suffice is to say 
that the religious field was fiercely contested as multiple dissenters, some even 
in support of the working-class, had emerged (cf. Thompson 2013 [1963]). 

In nineteenth century Britain multiple Protestant sects had risen to symbolic 
power so that a vague map of religious dominance could be drawn. In many 
towns, rational Christians and their theologies held sway and appealed to pro-
fessions in commerce due to their pronounced “distrust of ‘enthusiasm’ (ibid, 
31).” This, however, seemed “too cold, too distant, too polite, and too much 
associated with the comfortable values of a prospering class to appeal to the 
city or village poor.”  

In sum, towards the middle of the nineteenth century, the church appears 
to become a stronger ideological and political force that supports alliances 
between the old regime and the new middle class while alienating the pros-
pering urban attitude from the customs of the working poor (Osterhammel 
2017; Smith 1982; Thompson 1991). Their increasing influence shows in their 
ability to publicly enforce a stricter moral code and, thereby, oftentimes op-
posing football and other plebeian sports. According to an article in the Na-
tional Register on the 28th of April 1817, football was seen as of the games 
played by “slaves and aristocrats” in honor of their “unholy Saint Monday 
(italics in the original).” 

The involvement of the church can be observed in Derby where the repre-
sentatives of the church were particularly invested in trying to get rid of it. As 
it were, the Protestant theologists remained opposed to not only football but 
also alternative working-class diversions that they collectively deemed evil, 
even if they had been more approvable than football. 

But even from the players’ side the degree of satisfaction was considerably 
low and neither the mayor’s threat to aggressively prevent the kick-off nor the 
additional incentives did prove to be successful. Harvey (2005, 10) describes 
that 

when a few players did pursue the Shrove-game in the town centre, this con-
travened the terms that those subscribing to the alternative sports had insisted 
upon, leading to the intended recreations being cancelled. Inevitably, this led 
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to a great deal of disappointment amongst those who had abstained from the 
Shrove-game, prompting a severely contested Shrove-game on Ash Wednes-
day.  

This was the beginning of increasingly desperate attempts on both sides to 
either suppress or defend the game in the following years (Harvey 2005; 
Delves 1981). In 1846 the mayor called on the military to help suppressing the 
kick-off, but many players showed up anyway. In the following years the as-
sistance of the troops proved to be an effective means to prevent the com-
mencement of the annual Shrove game. Eventually, though, Derby just as 
most annual Shrove football games had gone extinct in an increasingly urban 
society; a development that must be seen “in a wider context of social and 
cultural antagonism (Delves 1981, 91).” 

It is here that the story of folk football ends for most historians. The inevi-
table end of the road which any custom or tradition is destined to face as so-
ciety is moving forward. The stronger the resistance of the people the more 
they appear as desperate traditionalists unable or unwilling to accept the hard 
truth of progress in the historical eye. There is a noticeable degree of helpless-
ness on behalf of historians who studied folk football custom such as those 
from Derby, when it comes to finding plausible explanatory models which 
account for the undeniable messiness of the collectable evidence. Especially 
the reluctance and passionate opposition from the football players is not al-
ways understandable as they generally appear to be willing to compromise 
when it comes to their leisure activities; yet, not when it comes to playing 
football. The mayor and council continued its attempts to organize acceptable 
alternatives, but the football players would at least until 1853 prepare their 
football games, even if the commencement was suppressed.  

As I read through previous studies as well as my own material I got stuck 
in the events which in Derby had eventually led to a football ban and found 
myself dissatisfied with the explanations presented by historians. In Derby, 
the alliance against the game appeared to untypically pronounced in terms of 
the sociological markers. It was a situation where the football custom had es-
sentially been a custom of the working-class, opposed by basically all other 
fractions of the local urban community.  

Football had become, by the early nineteenth century, a game predominantly 
of and for the working classes When the game was most directly under attack 
in the 1840s, working people were its most vigorous defenders. (Delves 1981, 
104) 

While Delves acknowledges that, he also assumes that that the Derby football 
custom must be seen  
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in terms of the broader social experiences of both parties, and particularly in 
the context of the labour and economic relations which underpinned recrea-
tional opportunities. (Delves 1981, 92) 

He claims that their protest was speaking to their frustration which came from 
a place of “relative powerlessness” that the social configuration of the era had 
brought about. This is very much the argument that Sheard and Dunning (2005 
[1979]) as well as Elias and Dunning (1986) had presented. However, from a 
sociological point of view, the evidence would allow an alternative or, at least, 
additional explanation of these events. Instead of the relative powerlessness 
of the working class, one could start from their relative cultural autonomy and 
explore football’s positive role in allowing them to reaffirm their moral com-
munity and identity. 

The People’s Game 
In Derby one can observe a folk football custom that had been gaining cultural 
autonomy and, thereby, actively shaped the identity of those who played it. 
An article from the Derby Mercury on February 19, 1823, explicitly refers to 
“football-players” and describes that even though all other typical working-
class sports had rapidly sunk into disuse, the football contest “is carried on 
every year, with considerable spirit.” 

From a sociological point of view, such a situation presents itself as an op-
portunity to get a better look at the cultural content of football. Starting from 
the assumption of cultural agency provides an opportunity to synthesize the 
findings and explanations of previous studies and establish a more compre-
hensive sociological narrative in order to understand the “recurrent tug-of-war 
between the people who clung to their violent customs and the authorities who 
tried to suppress or to change them (Elias and Dunning 1986, 178).”  

To paraphrase Hobsbawm’s (1952, 57) critique of historians of his era who 
treated the early labor movements as if it “did not know what it was doing,” 
even the football-players of Derby may not simply have reacted “blindly and 
gropingly, to the pressure of misery, as animals in the laboratory react to elec-
tric currents.” Instead, what we find is that the Derby football culture grew as 
a relatively autonomous emotional element of plebeian life and, already by 
means of doing so, could be perceived as a nuisance that was not under control 
of rational Puritan urbanity. The game was “highly popular, rowdy and con-
troversial (Delves 1981, 89)” and players came from outside of Derby to join 
the excitement. 

The match pitted the parish of St Peter’s, in the south of the town, against the 
parish of All Saints’ in the north. Each year the respectable classes watched 
anxiosuly from their windows as bodies of rough country folk trooped in from 
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the surrounding villages to bolster the numbers of whichever parish lay closest 
to their home. (Sanders 2009, 3) 

A letter to the editor of the Derby Mercury on the 28th of February 1827 de-
scribes:  

This annual diversion was on Tuesday last exhibited in our streets with its 
wonted spirit. How the practice originated it is impossible to trace, nor is it 
necessary to know more respecting it than that like many of our most venerated 
institutions it has been handed down to our times sanctioned by the “wisdom 
of our ancestors.” No public amusement is calculated to call forth so high a 
degree of popular excitement. Horse races and white apron fairs must not be 
named in comparison with it. The aged and the young are drawn from their 
homes to witness the strife in which the robust and vigorous population of the 
town and immediate neighbourhood engage with all the energy of eager but 
amicable competition.  

At the same time, the custom was not only an expression of the culture of the 
working classes, but also an ironic opposition to the church. The above letter 
turns to the long history of Shrove Tuesday and its initial relation to the 
church, mentioning that when the Church of Rome held the authority, (Shrove 
meaning to confess in Saxon) it had been a religious preparation for “the more 
religious observance of Lent, which commences on the following day.” The 
author cites a poem by John Taylor in which he ironically references a “Pan-
cake-Bell” in a text from 1596. Already at that time this bell signaled the “an-
cient rights” to “pudding and play” which were granted under the presumption 
that order will be restored afterwards. That formerly religious acts were read-
ily continued and integrated into the custom is, then, also shown by the author 
who claims that 

the custom of eating pancakes on this day, arose from the discipline of the 
ancient church; which, though it allowed the people to indulge in festive 
amusements after their confession, did not permit them to eat flesh meat. Re-
course was therefore had, to pancakes and fritters; and the custom of eating 
them peculiarly on this day, though on the decline among the great, is still 
retained by many families of the better sort; but more especially among the 
lower class through the kingdom. 

Plebeian and upper-class culture shared many similarities in the eighteenth 
century. But especially in the urban centers, the latter had withdrawn from the 
common people and their cultural closeness vanished gradually. As Britain 
transitioned into an industrial modernity, the old regime mingled and allied 
with the new political and economic forces which by means of mutual assim-
ilation created a social group which was a political and ideological hybrid of 
the old regime and the emerging Bourgeoisie (Mann 2012; Smith 1982). 
Thompson (1997, 5) observes: 
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If we stand at any point in Europe in the mid-eighteenth century we can ob-
serve an educated or polite culture virtually encapsulated from the culture of 
the common people. 

In Customs in Common he further claims that  

it becomes possible to reconstruct a customary popular culture, nurtured by 
experiences quite distinct from those of the polite culture, conveyed by oral 
traditions, reproduced by example […], expressed by symbolism and in ritual, 
and at a very great distance from the culture of England’s rulers. (Thompson 
1991, 72) 

In Derby, the distance between this culture and the church as well as the urban 
class appears to have provided the creative autonomy to establish customs 
from and for the poor; and the playing of football deserves a special place in 
this story. Donald Winnicott’s claim that play is an important element not only 
of culture but also of self- and identity-making provides additional insights:  

It is in playing and only in playing that the individual child or adult is able to 
be creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative 
that the individual discovers the self. (Winnicott 2005 [1971], 73) 

The aforementioned distance that had grown on grounds of mutual opposition, 
provided a state of relative cultural autonomy that expressed itself “in its pic-
aresque floating of the provident bourgeois virtues, in its ready recourse to 
disorder, and in its ironic attitudes towards the law (Thompson 1991, 72).” In 
Derby, such ironic elements shine through in the following lines cited from 
the previously mentioned letter to the editor of the Derby Mercury in 1827:  

In former times every communicant through the kingdom, was summoned to 
this duty by the great bell; this bell is still tolled; but alas! The degeneracy of 
times! It is now heard only to give the note of preparation for pancakes, and 
frolic. 

The Derby football custom falls into this category as it remained reluctant to 
external interference and socially immanent. It is, in this context, interesting 
to find “the great bell” (supposedly referring to the Derby Cathedral) utilized 
as marking symbol to show the shift from a religious to a plebeian custom as 
a celebration of their collective self. In this context, one needs to recall the 
decline that the church had witnessed in that historical timeframe. The period 
between the first mentioning of the pancake bell in 1596 and the date of the 
report in 1827 does pretty accurately spawn the era of the church’s gradual 
decline as well as the emergence of nonconformist sects which were more 
fiercely opposed to excess, collective effervescence and emotional outbursts. 

But while this would suggest that the game was a spontaneous excitement 
without any sense of order, the reports suggest otherwise. In the same letter 
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that I cited before, one can then read a quite detailed description of how the 
game actually proceeded. What is particularly noticeable is how much it ap-
pears to be entangled with local environment. 

All Saints’ […] made a vigorous push towards the Market Head with a view 
of carrying the Ball down the Sadler Gate, but Peter’s had anticipated this 
movement, and having placed a strong phalanx at the bottom of the Iron Gate 
were enabled by this accession of strength to carry the prize for which they 
were contending down the Rotten Row, nor did they receive a check till they 
reached the Corn Market. A rally having been made here the trug was stoutly 
maintained for some time, till at length Peter’s succeeded in carrying the ball 
through Leather Lane and into Tenont Street. Here the strength of the two par-
ties was put to test, and the contest was long and obstinately maintained. Pe-
ter’s however carried the game into Morledge, when by a dexterous movement 
All Saints’ bore the ball through Hollingshead’s yard and then Thron Tree 
Lane into St. Peter’s Street. Various maneuvres were at this crisis of the play 
restorted to by the Peter’s players and their friends, but notwithstanding the 
attempt to obstruct the progress of their opponents by carts, &c. All Saints’ 
carried the ball over the Goal Bridge and once more reached the Corn Market.“ 

The crisis of the play which the author mentions here, can be interpreted as a 
situation where the opposing parties were in a state where they could not ad-
vance in any direction. It was at such moments that Rugby players would use 
a technique called hacking to break the state of paralysis. The identification of 
such crises in the seemingly unstructured and violent Derby game may, then, 
very well indicate that the game itself mattered and was meant to be kept dy-
namic and avoid stagnant crisis of play.  

What gets often overlooked in this context is the role of the ball which in 
Derby was one foot in diameter and stuffed with cork shavings and made its 
way through the entire town as the game proceeded. While it should be no 
surprise that the ball is an important element of the game, it is also the unde-
niable energetic center of the contest, especially in a mob game played among 
hundreds of people who constantly chase it. Randall Collins argued in Inter-
action Ritual Chains (2004) that attention-focus in a shared common mood or 
emotional experience are one of the key ingredients for emotional efferves-
cence. In his attempt to synthesize Durkheim and symbolic interactionists like 
Goffman and Mead, he focuses on situations rather than individuals and as he 
proposes “a theory of momentary encounters among human bodies charged 
up with emotions and consciousness (ibid, 3).” Individuals are the physical 
ingredient on basis of which the emotional force arises. He later refines these 
ingredients as physical co-presence, boundary-awareness, and the aforemen-
tioned shared focus. The Derby letter provides an example that shows how 
such an energizing focus was brought about by bodies being immediately 
drawn to the ball and the person who held it.  
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On its decent [the ball] was caught by one anxious to obtain the civic honours 
awarded to his predecessor. Friends and foes instantly closed around him, and 
a dense mass of our fellow townsmen was instantly formed endeavoring with 
all their might to impel the holder of the ball in the direction of their goal. 

In his theory, Collins connects the above states to respective outcomes such 
as group solidarity, sacred objects, feelings of morality and emotional energy 
(R. Collins 2004, 48-49). With regard to the latter, one even finds further con-
firmation in Thompson’s study on plebeian culture, which finds that “enor-
mous emotional capital was invested” (1991, 51) in these customs. With re-
gard to sacred objects, the way in which the ball was hailed in Derby provides 
confirmation of its status as an emotionally laden object with sacred qualities. 

Having touched with the Ball the appointed Gate Post, the champion who held 
the ball was immediately hoisted on the necks of his eulting companions and 
borne in triumph through St. Peter’s Parish, happier than many a blood stained 
conqueror who has been hailed by the plaudits of an admiring multitude. – And 
was all this for a Foot Ball, and was all this reward of so eager a strife? It was, 
and a Gurter, or a Grave in Westminister Abbey, has been as poor an object of 
ambition, though sought by means of far more destructive of the happiness of 
mankind. 

The way in which the letter concludes the description of the game is fascinat-
ing. The ball is described as an object of ambition no less worth striving for 
as grave in Westminister Abbey. At the same time, the ball is a force of trans-
formation which brings the space into an ambiguous double-existence where 
gates become goals and players become conquerors. However, it is also ap-
parent that the town continuously remains present in the game as it serves as 
a football playground. It was not so much a game played in the town as it was 
a game played with the town. The report draws comparisons to war and con-
querors in an ironic, yet, somehow serious manner that shows awareness of 
the play-state and simultaneously indicates the seriousness of it (Turner 1982).  

Following Durkheim (2008 [1912]), one of the most important qualities of 
sacred objects is their contagiousness. In the above report the ball is showing 
such a contagious quality as it erects field of force on the basis of emotional 
energy around it which puts a spell on the objects it touches and approaches.  

In other words, the ball is not only the emotional center of the game, it is 
also the traceable marker of the game’s immanent playfulness that expressed 
itself in these football customs. Starting from the ironic framing and behavior 
towards social institutions and religious symbols to the actual playing and the 
ways in which it is reported.  

The cognitive ambiguity that was erected on basis of the game, is one of 
the defining characteristics of playfulness (Droogers 2014). According to 
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Droogers (2012, 53) “the ludic is the capacity to deal simultaneously and sub-
junctively with two or more ways of classifying reality.”10 

In the Foreword to Homo Ludens (2016 [1949], i), Huizinga insists that 
play is not just one of many manifestations of culture, but that rather “culture 
itself bears the character of play.” This is to say that play lies at the bottom of 
every cultural practice. Considering that the Derby football custom was truly 
a cultural expression of the workers, the previous reports definitely speak to 
its inherent play-element. 

It is indeed noticeable that many reports about football playing on describe 
it as mainly playful, such as the following from the Carlisle Journal on April 
24, 1802: 

The Easter Holidays […] owing to the unusual fineness of the weather, were 
more gladly hailed and generally observed than they have been for some years 
past. Early in the afternoon of each day the Sorceries were crowded with peo-
ple of various ages and descriptions, all habited in their best attire, and present-
ing a neat and gratifying appearance. The accustomed juvenile sports of trap, 
foot-ball, drop the handkerchief, &c. immediately commenced, 

“The young contending while the old survey’d,” 

And were kept up with great spirit, till unwelcome Night drew her fable curtain 
upon the innocent pastimes, and summoned the company to their respective 
homes. 

The same event thirty years later – on April 17, 1830 – reveals that “[t] simple 
amusements of Easter Monday and Tuesday seem, in fact, to have lost none 
of their interest with us.” The report describes: 

According to annual custom, from time immemorial, the Sorceries, near this 
City, were crowded with visitors on Monday and Tuesday, comprising children 
of a larger as well as a lesser growth, of both sexes, and of all ranks and con-
ditions. Monday was unfavourable, from the showery state of the weather; but 
Tuesday was fine, and brought together a vast throng to do honour to the oc-
casion. Pace-eggs were tumbled, foot-balls kicked, rings run, gymnastics per-
formed. And many a gambol frolick’d o’er the ground. 

This also speaks to what Georg Simmel (1971, 128-130) describes in a text on 
sociability as “the play-form of association.” He claims that human beings 
have an “impulse to sociability,” that is, an impulse to come together and play. 
In a similar manner, Honneth (2014 [2010], 208) observes an “impulse to spo-
radically regress to a state of affiliation and fusion” in which individuals “ex-
perience themselves as being one with other subjects.” Folk football games 
appear to have been a great opportunity to do so. 

 
10 This is, moreover, a good example of what Bourdieu calls classification struggles (Bourdieu 
2018 [2015]). 
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The above report, furthermore, indicates that the field of play is a field of 
equality where all ranks would meet and mingle. This speaks to Simmel’s 
claim that:  

Inasmuch as sociability is the abstraction of association – an abstraction of the 
character of art or of play it demands the purest, most transparent, most engag-
ing kind of interaction-that among equals (Simmel 1971, 133). 

The report even adds that  

we had the pleasure of surveying the interesting scene in company with a gen-
tleman who distinctly remembered being one of the mirthful assemblage so 
long as seventy-six years ago, and he did not think there was any falling-off, 
either in number or gaiety. 

This is not a far cry from Durkheim’s (2008 [1912]) claim that religious rituals 
evoke a state of collective effervescence in which communities celebrate 
themselves.  

This element be observed even more clearly in another letter published in 
the Carlisle Patriot on the May 24, 1828. The author of the letter addresses 
the “[m]any young men, now bustling in the world, far from their native 
homes, where they happily passed their boyish years,” and hopes that they 

may be gratified to learn that the ancient and athletic game of foot-ball has 
again commenced for this season in Cumberland; and that the youths, now ris-
ing to manhood, within the parishes of Bromfield, Aspatrin, Abbey-Holme, 
&c., evince as much energetic vigour as their sires possessed in olden times.  

In the description of this game it becomes clear that while it is the youth which 
is at play it is the entire community which is immersed in its proceedings. 

On Saturday evening, the 10th inst., the ball was thrown up, amidst a great 
number of the lovers of that cheering exercise […]; all parties exerted them-
selves with nearly as much persevering resolution as if the fate of nations de-
pended upon their activity; and after an enlivening contest, the ball was taken 
to the inn at Leegate. Again on Saturday evening, the 17th inst., crowds of 
young and old, from the adjoining villages, assembled at Mealrigg Well, and 
after freely drinking […] the great game commenced. The ball was thrown up 
by Thomas Hodgson, the well-known wrestler, and the amusement began with 
a loud hurrs. The rush was like the onset of opposing armies; all the young man 
fearlessly exerted themselves, while the old forgot their aches and cares, 
viewed the conflict with pleasing anxiety, and acted as the clothes-bearers of 
the young who were so eagerly engaged. After contending for perhaps an hour, 
each party triumphant by turns, the youths who played towards Longrigg suc-
ceeded in taking the ball to the public house, in that village, which became all 
alive. Mrs. Wood exerted herself to make all her guests comfortable, while the 
welikin rung with the jollity of the rustic crowd.” 
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This report immediately has a more plebeian feel to it and the “rustic crowd” 
appears to be witnessing both a game of football and an evocation of the spirits 
of war. But this is not the tug-of-war that Elias and Dunning (1986) had re-
ferred to in their analysis of folk football. The report reads like a loud and 
passionate celebration that involves the entire community. Starting with the 
“loud hurrs” to the fearless exertion of football, one gets the feeling that this 
would qualify as a state of collective effervescence. Even those who are not 
actively playing are immersed in the game and partake in a quasi-religious 
event in which the members of a group engage themselves in a “collective 
demonstration” (Durkheim 2008 [1912], 157) of togetherness and unity. This 
is necessary, according to Durkheim, because every spiritual force “is worn 
away over time if nothing comes along to restore the energy they lose in the 
natural course of things (ibid, 250).” 

The religious element of the festivals becomes particularly apparent in the 
following report from the Carlisle Easter festivals (italics in the original): 

The Easter holidays have not been so generally observed here this year as for-
merly. We never witnessed so thin an attendance in the Sorceries as on Mon-
day; but on Tuesday the company was rather more numerous; and among the 
most singular occurrences of the day may be reckoned the following: A field 
preacher, availing himself of a readymade audience, perched himself upon the 
bough of a tree, in the middle of the field, and truck up an elaborate discourse 
on-Regeneration; but he had not proceeded far before his Stentorian tones were 
entirely lost amid the vociferations of joy occasioned by the appearance of a 
foot-ball, and the deserted parson Beaver descended from his rostrum, without 
the satisfaction of having made even a single convert. (from the Carlisle Jour-
nal on April, 11 1801) 

This report should be a good indicator of the charisma of a football with which 
at certain occasions not even a preacher could compete. But this report is in-
dicative in more than one way. It is a further confirmation of the sacredness 
not only of football playing but of the foot-ball as a sacred object. In a game 
of football that evokes emotional energy the ball is the center of emotional 
intensity and those who possess it are for the time of possession the center of 
the event.  

The ball provides the common focus, the center of attention, which Collins 
(2004) describes. Regarding similar customs, Walvin (1994 [1975], 15) finds 
that “[i]n Dorset the football was provided by the last man to have been mar-
ried; in Glasgow local show-makers supplied the ball.” Already the mere fact 
that there were customized rules regarding the ball are already telling. From 
the production and sponsorship to the commencement of the game, the ball 
had been a sacred social symbol and its emotional load is observable in various 
reports. The Pilot describes the following incident on the 9th of March 1831:  

On Sunday evening, information was received at College street Police-office, 
that there was a riotous assembly of persons in Harcourt-street fields. A large 
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detachment of police immediately proceeded to the fields, where they found 
about five hundred persons collected together, kicking foot-ball. – Peace-of-
ficer Fletcher attempted to cut the ball in pieces, when the populace assailed 
the police with sticks and stones, and gave them a desperate beating. The sword 
was taken out of one policeman’s hand, and a desperate cut inflicted on his 
head and neck. 

This report speaks to the emotional energy that football playing creates but it 
also indicates that the ball is the center of emotional intensity and assigned 
with a symbolic value, so much so that as soon as the officer’s attempt to cut 
it into pieces it appears to incite the violence. But from the perspective of play 
the ball can be seen as a “transitional object (Winnicott 2005 [1971], 2-4)” 
that erects a shared space of playfulness. 

In other words, the ball is the center of the emotional tension as well as the 
marker of playfulness and cognitive ambiguity which temporarily transforms 
the spaces of everyday life into playgrounds for football matches. The follow-
ing brief report speaks to both of these elements:  

At Workington, the annual foot-ball prize was strongly disputed; but Victory 
at length declared in favour of of the champions of Priest-gate; the ball having 
been kicked into the river, and carried, by the stream, below the goal. (from 
the Cumberland Pacquet, and Ware's Whitehaven Advertiser on April 5, 1796) 

A longer report in the same newspaper more than thirty years later (April 
1831) which was apparently written by a spectator provides a more thorough 
look into a similar game of football and makes the above elements stand out 
more clearly: 

I beg a corner in your esteemed paper for the following brief account, which I 
can assure your sporting readers is an accurate and impartial statement of the 
proceedings at the foot-ball matches upon the Cloffocks on Tuesday last. This 
annual and favourite amusement was, as usual, numerously attended, and the 
play well contested; though from the scanty muster of blue-jackets it was gen-
erally expected, at the commencement of the sport, that in a few minutes the 
ball would be carried by the colliers in triumph into Mr. Curwen’s park. There 
were, it is true, a few vessels in the port, yet those sailors who appeared in the 
field were fully determined to exert every nerve, and the carpenters, who al-
ways co-operate with the seaman, seemed animated by the same spirit. To these 
were added a few active young men from the neighbourhood of Seaton and 
Camerton, with three hearty fellows from Workington Mills, (who, by the bye, 
looked as if fed and trained for action) which turned the scale in favour of the 
rough sons of Neptune, and ultimately succeeded in launching the ball into the 
harbor, amongst the deafening shouts of congregated thousands.  

Many respectable gentlemen were present on the occasion, and those con-
nected with shipping lent their assistance to carry the ball down, while some 
of those whose pursuits and interests were centered in the town, played with 
equal energy. Upon the whole the foot-ball upon the Cluffocks has not been 
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played in such a manly manner for many years, the whole scene being charac-
teristic of olden time, and indicating that the savage brutality which has of late 
but too frequently disgraced the Workington foot-ball play, is now abandoned 
forever. – The ball was thrown up at half-past four o’clock, P.M., and was not 
hailed until night drew her sable curtain and terminated the contest. 
 
The sports of the day having been conducted with proper decorum, a liberal 
sum was accordingly subscribed, with which the anxious competitors in the 
field, now joining in a more social recreation, cheerfully regaled themselves, 
and spent the evening together, as they had passed the day in harmony and 
good fellowship. 

Football playing was deeply inscribed into the local space of the community 
and an affirmation of communal bonds. At the same time, it was a playful 
engagement with the familiar communal space which was cognitively and 
temporarily transformed into a football ground as also the following descrip-
tion of the football game in Scone shows. 

He who at any time got the ball into his hands, ran with it, till overtaken by one 
of the opposite party and then, if he could shake himself loose from those on 
the opposite side who seized him, he ran on; if not, he threw the ball from him, 
unless it was wrested from him by the other party; - but no person was allowed 
to kick it. The object of the married men, was to put it three times in a small 
hole in the moor, the limit or goal on one side; - that of the bachelors was to 
drown it; i.e. to dip it three times in a certain deep place in their river, the goal 
on the other side. (from the Derby Mercury on February 19, 1823) 

The fact that football games were both emotional charging as well as a playful 
engagement with space should expand our understanding of their social func-
tions. For Winnicott (2005 [1971], 143) “playing leads on naturally to cultural 
experience and indeed forms its foundation.” He further insists that playing is 
an activity, a doing that has a space and a time (ibid, 55). When historians like 
Walvin (1994 [1975], 15) assign a “carnival’ spirit” to folk football games and 
others, like Sanders (2009, 6), conclude that social order was “turned on its 
head for a day,” they are indeed coming close to this assessment without ex-
ploring its interpretative potential. 

Honneth describes that Winnicott replaces “the organization of libidinal 
drives with affective relationships (Honneth 1995 [1992], 97)” which makes 
him highly relevant for sociological analyses. For Winnicott, the search for 
the play-element in culture means searching for trust in social relations. If trust 
is shattered, play cannot occur.  

The potential space between baby and mother, between child and family, be-
tween individual and society or the world, depends on experience which leads 
to trust. It can be looked upon as sacred to the individual in that it is here that 
the individual experiences creative living. (Winnicott 2005 [1971], 139) 



 69 

Delves thorough study of Derby’s popular culture has led him to conclude that 
“[a] mutual distrust circumscribed the whole football issue (Delves 1981, 
94).” Starting with the suspicion raised by the clerics and the calling of army 
for support already in the first year of the ban, the mutual distrust between the 
opposing parties grew. What is particularly interesting in this context is the 
ineffectiveness of the provision of alternative recreations which were incen-
tivized with prizes. As these incentives had been provided after a decade-long 
campaign of smearing the football game and its players, the band of trust had 
most likely already been broken. In this context, the work of the behavioral 
economist Samuel Bowles and his collaborators (Bowles 2008; Bowles and 
Polania-Reyes 2012) provides interesting and relevant insights. 

In a paper published in 2008, Bowles  reviews and collects evidence against 
the idea that “taxes, subsidies, tournaments, auctions, and other incentives can 
be structured to induce self-regarding individuals to act in the common interest 
(Bowles 2008, 1605)” and finds that conventional economics “overlooks the 
possibility that economic incentives may diminish ethical or other reasons for 
complying with social norms and contributing to the common good.” He pro-
vides four reasons why this could be the case, but with regard to the Derby 
football game two seem to be particularly fitting: the fact that incentives con-
vey information and communicate distrust as well as their negative effects on 
experiences of self-determination.  

With regard to the latter, Bowles (ibid, 1607-1608) draws on the substantial 
research on intrinsic motivation to point to the fundamental desire of humans 
to experience themselves as competent and self-determined. The ability of 
football customs which had been shaped autonomously by the people them-
selves, to provide such experiences of competence in an increasingly alienated 
urban environment should not be difficult to see. Bowles’ (ibid, 1606) assess-
ment that incentives may “compromise the individual’s sense of autonomy” 
lead back to Winnicott’s description of play and its relation to self but reso-
nates with a fundamental claim of many play theorists which see autonomy as 
an essential quality of play (Caillois 1961 [1958]; Huizinga 2016 [1949]; 
Feezell 2010; Suits 1977).11 In this context, Bowles’ second suggestion that 
incentives can be particularly harmful when they communicate distrust are 
speaking to Winnicott’s claim that creative play and self-confirmation can 
only arise on the basis of trust; which just like play is a social experience con-
stituted of cognitive, emotional and behavioral components (Lewis and 
Weigert 1985). 

 
11 Another related concept that is employed by play theorists is autotelicity (Schmid 2009). It 
denotes the idea that play is pursued as an end in itself. Bourdieu sees this as one of the original 
values of sport and art (Bourdieu, Dauncey and Hare 1998) (Bourdieu 1978) but it rises to 
prominence in his work in the context of his field theory which holds that each field has an 
autonomous pole which is occupied by disinterest and negotiates a field’s autonomy in its strug-
gles with the heteronomous pole occupied by external interest (cf. Bourdieu 2020 [2015]); 2017 
[2013]; 1996 [1992]; 1993). 
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Delves (1981, 92) further finds that the substitute activities which were in-
centivized by the mayor “were to be provided by outsiders rather than indige-
nously from within the working class, and so meant the intrusion of depend-
ency and obligation.” In the theory of Winnicott this would be an example of 
a persecutory element that is injected in the potential space of creative play 
and self-determination. 

In other words, the mayor of Derby in his response to the town’s opposition 
against football, appealed to a moral community which was not that of the 
football players. He did not understand that football playing was not a matter 
of collectively fulfilling individual pleasures of the human trait, but, in line 
with Durkheim (2008 [1912]) an experience of collective effervescence that 
reaffirmed communal belonging and identity. Recalling Collins’ (2004) asser-
tation that highly energizing emotional experiences provide outcomes such as 
the strengthening of group solidarity and feelings of morality, the argument 
can come full circle; and it seems as if Tony Mason, one of football’s first 
eminent historians, had it right all along as he insisted that 

community confrontations between village and village or parish and parish 
[…] contributed to community solidarity and to the clarification of social iden-
tity for players and spectators alike. A similar function can be attributed to 
games between members of different crafts and occupations. Apart from all 
the obvious social benefits accruing from a shared experience, such as the oc-
casion to talk about it long afterwards, a skilled football player might receive 
an accession of status which, though not permanent, would be sweet enough 
while it lasted. (Mason 1980, 10) 

From the point of view of the players, the football custom in Derby can be 
seen as an example of how football could provide a creative space for the 
erection of a self-determined and autonomous custom that provided a space 
for self-determination.  

In a seminal text Jeffrey Alexander and Philip Smith (2003, 26) had pro-
posed a strong program for the sociology of culture and suggested that “struc-
turalism and hermeneutics can be made into fine bedfellows.” They envi-
sioned a sociology of culture which takes seriously the fact that culture is not 
simply a function of the social (in the mathematical and sociological sense), 
but  

an “independent variable” that possesses a relative autonomy in shaping ac-
tions and institutions, providing inputs every bit as vital as more material or 
instrumental forces. (ibid, 12) 

Read against Thompson’s remarks in the preface to Customs in Commons 
(1991, 3-4), in which he states that the term “custom” in the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century was basically the equivalent to what we today refer 
to as culture, one can see that in the historical context of the early nineteenth 
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century, a sociology of culture would, in fact, need to be a sociology of cus-
tom. 

The folk football customs created community and belonging in a way that 
was opposed by the authorities of urban society. Fueled by the continuous 
moral attacks of the local clergy in Derby the conflict between football players 
and urban society escalated and increased division among the local populace 
beyond compromise. From the latter’s point of view, football playing was an 
unrestrained and passionate practice leading to riots and tumult. Playing a 
game of that character would say just as much about the character of the peo-
ple who played it. As could be seen in many of the above reports, the oppo-
nents of football did not hesitate to directly connect the uncivilized and bar-
barous nature of football to the uncivilized and barbarous nature of those who 
played it, especially when those who played it tended to be predominantly 
working-class. As chance would have it, was even Herbert Spencer a Derby 
native and his views on football likely shaped by the game which he witnessed 
in his hometown: 

Men who rush in crowds to witness the brutalities of football-matches, who 
roar out ferocious suggestions to the players, and mob the umpires who do not 
please them, so that police protection is required, are not men who will show 
careful consideration of one another's claims when they have agreed to work 
together for the common good. (Spencer 1897 [1884], 441) 

Clearly, even Spencer did not see any moral value in a vulgar game like foot-
ball and one might guess that he assumed that it would disappear as human 
societies climb the evolutional ladder. He had a hard time seeing how these 
games could contribute to make people acting in the interest of the common 
good and his comments bear significant resemblance with Hobbes’ thoughts 
in the Leviathan. 

The final cause, end, or design of men, (who naturally love liberty, and domin-
ion over others,) in the introduction of that restraint upon themselves, (in which 
we see them live in commonwealths,) is the foresight of their own preservation, 
and of a more contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting themselves out 
from that miserable condition of war, which is necessarily consequent […] to 
the natural passions of men, when there is no visible power to keep them in 
awe, and tie them by fear of punishment to the performance of their covenants 
and observation of those laws. (Hobbes 1996 [1651], 85) 

Sociologists and social psychologists have a long history of distrusting crowds 
and framing them as potentially unreasonable and uncontrollable. So much so 
that the history of sociology can be told along the lines of this relationship 
with the crowd (Borch 2012). John Levi Martin (2009, 125) asserts that 
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Hobbes created a state of nature based on his experience of anarchic seven-
teenth-century England, and this model was then (by others) imputed to our 
ancestors […] without sufficient comparative checks. 

With regard to the history of folk football, one can find a similar reductionism 
on behalf of historians (some of which I have already cited in the beginning 
of this chapter) when it comes to the emphasis of its violent character. Elias 
and Dunning’s (1986, 183-184) description of the folk game reads as follows:  

The emotional spontaneity of the struggle was much greater; traditions of phys-
ical fighting and the few restraints – imposed by custom rather than by highly 
elaborate formal regulations which require a high degree of training and self-
control – determined the manner of playing and made for a certain family-
likeness of all these games. 

However, while focusing on the lack of self-restraint they also note their em-
beddedness in the communal life. Historians like Walvin (1994 [1975], 13), 
on the other hand, stick to the overall idea that “[i]t was, above all, a violent 
game” played in forms of “incoherent, turbulent outbursts” without exploring 
its sociological significance beyond its disorderliness.  

While the physicality of these customs is well documented, many reports 
indicate that these customs had more than a cathartic function. The way in 
which the football players in Derby reacted to the various attempts at banning 
the game, including the seemingly positive enforcements, speaks to the fact 
that this was not only an opportunity to let off steam, but also a striving for 
experiences of self-assertation through collective emotional energizing. The 
football players in Derby were, as Axel Honneth (1995 [1992]) has it, strug-
gling for recognition.  

The incentives of the Derby mayor were obviously not having the desired 
effect as they were not speaking to the moral community which the players 
belonged to. Instead, his actions were adding distrust to an already unstable 
social configuration. This provides an example of policy making by means of 
incentives which rests on a flawed understanding of the human’s one seeks to 
incentivize. In line with Bowles (2008, 1609), one can state that there is not 
much evidence “that would preclude more realistic psychological assump-
tions” for sociologists and historians. Acknowledging the sociological depth 
of the Derby football custom will not only allow the players of that time to 
appear in front of us in their full emotional complexity. It provides a fruitful 
starting point for “vibrant, full-color accounts” (Wacquant 2015, 2) of folk 
football. Instead of expecting creatures of habit, it allows us to expect what 
Alexis de Tocqueville (2010 [1835], 466) refers to as “habits of the heart.” 
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Chapter Five. Enclosing a Rustic Game 

In The Origin of the Work of Art, Martin Heidegger elaborates on van Gogh’s 
painting A Pair of Shoes which provide him with an opening to the lifeworld 
of the peasant. The painting itself is ambiguous and does not provide any hints 
regarding the purpose of these shoes and what they have been used for. They 
stand in “undefined space” and may symbolize “toilsome tread” or “accumu-
lated tenacity (Heidegger 1993 [1950], 159).” 

What Heidegger does not consider, however, is that the peasant shoes may 
as well have been used for kicking a football. According to excerpts from 
O’Kbefe’s Recollections published in The Globe on the 3rd of November 1826, 
the peasant’s boots had been frequently put to such use. 

The countryman’s boots were pieces of an old felt hat, tied about his ancles. 
The milk-maid always sung her melodious Irish tunes while milking; if she 
stopped, the cow’s mode was to kick the pail about. […] The peasant himself 
built his mud tenement, and then clapped its straw hat upon it, and this was the 
only slate, tile, or thatch. Cricket was not known; the game was football, and 
hurling; the latter striking the ball with a wooden bat, the ball as large as a 
man’s head, but so soft it could not hurt, being leather stuffed with straw. 

Football was not only the game of mischief and disorder, it was also recog-
nized as the people’s game, especially in rural areas. The Scots Magazine con-
fidently states on October the 1st in 1814 that in Kirkwall “[f]ootball playing 
is the principal diversion of the common people, which they practise with 
great dexterity.”  

A self-titled “old farmer” describes his childhood memories in a text pub-
lished by the Caledonian Mercury on the 10th of August 1818. He states that 
“[n]othing could be more erroneous […] than to imagine the life of a farmer 
of those times unenlivened by mirth and enjoyment.” He describes that many 
seasons came with different festivals and that in the winter  

our leisure was still greater, and our enjoyments more diversified. Field sports 
were eagerly followed by both masters and servants. Many a time have I seen 
my grave worthy father toss down the foot-ball […] to us and the servant lads, 
and sometimes take a hearty bout at the games himself. 

Such games which are “now confined to children, were then occasionally 
practised by full grown men, with all the ardour and hilarity of boyhood.” But 
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this playfulness in football playing which shines through the above recollec-
tions was but one side of the historical coin. Towards the end of the eighteenth 
century, the social tensions on the countryside had risen in the wake of con-
tinuous and increasing enclosure movements which caused football playing to 
clash with the affordances of these movements. In this chapter, I am going to 
continue the outline of the historical context for football players in the late 
eighteenth and the first half of early nineteenth century. Yet, whereas the pre-
vious chapter had focused on urban society, the present chapter is going to 
focus on the situation in rural areas. 

Enclosure Riots 
Many football games that are being reported in the newspapers stand in rela-
tion to riots and other forms of mischievous behavior. On the countryside, 
these confrontations oftentimes took place on enclosed land. Football playing 
sometimes even served “as a pretext for the attempted destruction of a local 
mill (Collins 2019, 13).” 

In rural areas, football games had usually been played on large fields out-
side of towns and villages, where churches, rivers and walls were an integra-
tive part of the playing field. As a consequence of banning football from public 
streets and town centers, the fields outside of towns and villages had become 
their primary resort. However, in the late eighteenth century, the enclosure 
movements had already reached a level which made it increasingly difficult 
to find common land on which football could be played. 

Enclosures of common lands led to more than 6 million acres of land taken 
into private ownership between 1750 and 1830, sweeping away many of the 
traditional customs and leisure activities of village life. (ibid, 13) 

It does not require too much imagination to understand why the loss of com-
mon grounds poses a problem to field sports that relied on them. Football was 
literally running out of (common) space. 

[D]uring the eighteenth century there is evidence that demonstrations against 
enclosures were organised by crowds which had ostensibly gathered to play or 
watch football. In one instance such a crowd initiated a food riot. (Mason 1980, 
10) 

Already on August 15, 1765, the Stamford Mercury reports the following in-
cident from Northampton: 

We hear from West-Haddon, in this county, that on Thursday and Friday last 
a great number of people assembled there, in order to play a Foot-ball match, 
soon after meeting formed themselves into a tumultuous mob, and pulled up 
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and burnt the fences designed for the inclosure of that field, and did other con-
siderable damage; many of whom are since taken up for them, by a party of 
General Mordaunt’s dragoons sent from this town. 

The Scotsman publishes an article on Wednesday the 3rd of May 1826 which 
describes a well-attended event on Arthurs’s Seat and Salisbury Craigs, where 
many people, “many of which were of respectable appearance,” had them-
selves a good day with innocent amusements. The report describes that 

as the morning advanced, numbers of thoughtless young persons having taken 
whiskey along with them (and it was also retailed on the hill) got themselves 
intoxicated, and began throwing turf, stones, &c. to the annoyance of all decent 
persons, who were by that time retiring. Great numbers flocked to Dudding-
ston, many of whom got inebriated there, and on their way back, joined in the 
general tumult. A rude attempt at football was got up, which had nearly proved 
fatal to one individual, who in a severe fall pitched on his left breast, and re-
mained for a considerable time insensible; no medical assistance being at hand, 
his revival was for some time doubtful, but ultimately he recovered. This riot-
ous conduct was continued to the very heart of the city. A gang of ruffians most 
shamefully ill-treated an inoffensive scavenger at the head of the Canongate, 
and one of their number having been taken into custody, a most desperate, but 
ineffective, attempt at rescue was made, in which the Police were severely han-
dled. Fortunately five of the ringleaders were apprehended, two of whom were 
sent by the Magistrate to Bridewell, to reflect on their conduct for the period 
of thirty days. 

The Public Ledger and Daily Advertiser from Saturday April 6, 1822, for ex-
ample, mentions that in a riot around the Copenhagen House in London “a 
numerous body of Irishmen, armed with sticks” were involved. Opposed by 
the Civil Power  

the mob retreated into a field adjoining, where a ring was formed for a wres-
tling match, but it was prevented by the interference of the Officers, Foot-ball 
was, in consequence, the prevailing sport, and no mischief ensued. 

The Westmeath Journal on April 17, 1828, informs that “a large mob of ruf-
fians from the county of Meath, assembled near Bracklin, in this county, under 
pretence of kicking football, and beat several persons whom they termed ‘in-
formers’ particularly one man named Clarke, whom they threw into a big hole. 
The police have been on the alert since to prevent such Meetings.” 

The Westmorland Advertiser and Kendal Chronicle, on the 1st May 1819, 
describes “a disgraceful tumult” which took place in consequence of a football 
game played being played by many young men from different villages. The 
playing damaged the standing crop of many fields and other rising plantations 
on private property “received serious injury.” Before the game was decided a 
group of men from a neighboring village interrupted and took the ball from 
them. They, then, “carried it into the town, pursued by hundreds of 
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disappointed players,” which resulted in further tumult in the streets and leads 
the newspaper to call for measures which would prevent similar events in the 
future.  

In another report, The Hull Advertiser and Exchange Gazette describes that 
on the 23rd of April 1824 

several hundreds of persons were engaged in the game of football, within the 
Lordship of Myton, and broke over hedge and ditch in the most outrageous 
manner. – A repetition of such disgraceful events will surely be prevented. 

This severe incident which, according to the report, led to various police of-
ficers being severely injured shows how football games had confronted en-
closed land. The Stamford Mercury informs its readers on the 26th of February 
1830 that  

[a] most extraordinary circumstance occurred at Newark on Thursday after-
noon the 18th inst. A grandson of G. S. Godfrey, Esq., having got a large piece 
of blue linen, hoisted it on a pole in the garden of his grandfather, the principal 
part of which is crown land, and formerly was open as a play-ground to the 
inhabitants. This flag was a signal for ‘Rumor with her hundred tongues,’ and 
it was asserted that the commissioners of public charities had intimated to its 
owner that he must deliver up possession. Under this impression, and the door 
of the garden being open, men, women, and children entered, and the work of 
destruction commenced, the parties supposing that the ground was given up to 
the town. At one time there were at least 300 persons in the garden; and one 
party actually commenced foot-ball playing, which they only ceased as the 
night approached. 

The Hull Packet from the 25th of July 1815 describes that “severely disorderly 
Persons” had destroyed stiles and bridges on the foot-road between Sutton and 
Hull. Moreover, had they “been guilty of great Excess” by playing football 
which led to trespasses of several closes and the destruction of gates and 
fences. 

These were worrisome incidents for landowners as they showed the poten-
tial for social unrest and riots which was provoked by enclosures. However, a 
potential solution to appease the frustration presented itself in form of patron-
age, that is, the organization and protection of local football customs on the 
private estates of the upper class, albeit only under the precondition that they 
would be carried out in an orderly manner. 

The Theater of Deeds 
In 1835, the same year in which the Highway Act banned football playing 
from public streets, a report in the Perthshire Courier from the 26th of Novem-
ber 1835 indicates a lot of excitement as the reporter happily describes that 
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Lord Stormont had offered to revitalize the annual football game in Scone. 
This game, despite its long tradition, had not been a regular event in those 
days. According to the report, Lord Stormont offered to revitalize it, because 
he regretted “the decay of the ancient Scottish Games.” As a rite of re-initia-
tion, Lord Provost offered to challenge him by leading 49 “true of the Fair 
City” into the field to “meet his lordship with other 49 of the staunch hearts of 
Scone.” The local patriotism is hard to miss and the game itself provided an 
opportunity for its reaffirmation.  

In days of yore the Ball of Scone was famous all over Scotland. This game of 
the football was played annually at Scone under the auspices of the Kings who 
resided at the Palace. Many came from distant quarters to be present at the 
game; and many a wight returned with broken legs and bruised bodies;- but “a’ 
was fair at the ba’ o’ Scone,” which was a common bye-word in conversation 
long after the football ceased to be played. We understand this ancient game is 
again to be established, under the auspices of the Earl of Mansfield and Lord 
Stormont. Arrangements are now making on an extensive scale; and the game 
is to be played in the parks of Scone on the 1st of December. (from the Perth-
shire Advertiser on November 19, 1835) 

This was certainly not the type of game that the moral authorities, which had 
opposed the football games in Derby and elsewhere, wanted to see. But under 
the patronage of the landed nobility and gentry they could be organized pri-
vately on their property.  

In fact, as I read through the reports from first half of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the landed estates were one of football’s primary retreats. As I was col-
lecting my data, I occasionally stumbled over the reports like the following 
from the Stamford Mercury on October 12, 1810, which gives notice of an 
auction in which a freehold estate will be sold that features five lots, one 
which, lot number four, is a Close “of rich ancient inclosed Pasture Land” and 
“called or known by the name of Foot-ball Close.” 

Such estates and the adjacent grounds mainly belonged to the gentry and 
nobility. Traditional upper-class sports such as fox hunting required large 
spaces that were cultivated to host sporting activities. Huggins (2008) portrays 
that between 1780 and 1820 many countryside mansions were surrounded by 
landed estates that were used for typical upper-class field sports.  

Upper-class sports helped to shape rural appearance and ecology. Foxes   were 
imported   or encouraged   to   breed.   Birds   were   deliberately   introduced.   
Poor   soil continued to be cultivated only because pheasants preferred culti-
vated land. (ibid, 373) 

Sporting activities were cultivated by being practiced on cultivated grounds. 
Football, however, was certainly not an upper-class sport at that. It had always 
been the sport of the peasants and the poor and frequently referred to as a 
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rustic game. However, in this transitional period, this rustic game began to 
attract the upper-class. 

On the 29th of January 1816, the Caledonian Mercury reports that “[t]he 
grand football match, which had been long in preparation for the 12th of Jan-
uary […] took place at the time appointed.” But not only that. It is also men-
tioned that “the field of contest, the most delightful road course of 
Kirrouchtree, the property of Sir John Heron Maxwell” had been “previously 
arranged.” The report not only describes the arrangements and the property on 
which the game had been played, it even mentions that 

[t]he gallant Sir William Stewart, the Honourable Montgomery Stewart and 
family, Edward Boyd, Esq. of Mertonhall and family, &c. &c. were also ob-
served to be among the spectators. 

Such forms of publicity read probably familiar to the contemporary sport en-
thusiast who may recognize them not only from football games but also from 
VIP appearances at Wimbledon, Formula 1 races or NBA games. But in the 
nineteenth century and in absence of today’s publicity tools and channels, such 
opportunities of public display, especially in cases where there were “thou-
sands of spectators,” had to be seized by the upper classes. Their landed estates 
could be used as grounds on which sporting events are held and allow them to 
make a public appearance in a favorable light. 

[U]pper classes have always used cultural patronage to demonstrate status, and 
so they provided a significant proportion of the financial sponsorship, support 
and patronage that sustained broader British sporting life. (Huggins 2008, 370) 

The football that was played at those occasions differed just as much as it did 
in greater society. However, on private property the games seem to never turn 
into riots. The aforementioned report describes the game as follows: 

When within a few yards of being hailed to the Blue, the ball was miraculously 
struck by the Orange to a distance of about forty yards, flying over the players. 
It was several times partially turned, but never fairly checked till within the 
Orange flag. Many bets were lost and won upon this game, and it afforded the 
most pleasant diversion to thousands of spectators. 

From a sociological point of view, this retreat into upper-class properties 
speaks to football’s increasing removal from general society. The football 
game in Derby was played across the entire town by virtually all its inhabit-
ants, and even those from neighboring parishes, until it was banned from the 
public streets in 1845, with the support of the new regime as well as Highway, 
Turnpike and Riot Acts. It was, in the words of Foucault (1986, 26), a “heter-
ochrony,” in the sense of an “absolute break with […] traditional time,” a day 
on which regular order was suspended, yet, restored as the game concluded.  
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Of course, football had mostly been a non-ordinary event, especially when 
played in the context of holiday celebrations. But, at the same time, this event 
took place public spaces and was open to everyone. Football’s transition from 
the public to either private mansions and grounds changes its natural environ-
ment into other spaces which, following Foucault (1986), may be referred to 
as heterotopia. Foucault introduces this term in a text about specific places and 
spaces in societies which  

have the curious property of being in relation with all the other sites, but in 
such a way as to suspect, neutralize, or invert the set of relations that they hap-
pen to designate, mirror, or reflect. (ibid, 24) 

The landed estates of the upper classes would be an example of such a space. 
Other than common spaces those estates and the events they hosted  

always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and 
makes them penetrable. In general, the heterotopic site is not freely accessible 
like a public place. (ibid, 26) 

As the following report from the Caledonian Mercury on November 26, 1849, 
shows, did the upper-class carry out such patronage on their estates at least 
until the middle of the nineteenth century. The report describes a football 
game played in Prestonkirk in November 1849 in which 

the inhabitants of the Barony of Tynninghame assembled in a large park ad-
joining the seat of the Earl of Haddington, to enjoy a game at football, and 
engage in a friendly competition in running, leaping, &c. The noble earl, at 
whose instance these games are held, was on entering the field received with 
three hearty cheers, and remained on the ground till the conclusion of the 
sports. His lordship was accompanied by Admiral Percy, at present on a visit 
at Tynninghame. One of the daughters of Sir David Baird was also present, 
with Mr Robert Baird, Sir David’s eldest son. Mr Baird took part in several of 
the matches that were played. 

What becomes clear in these reports is that the entrance fee for those events 
was the tacit agreement to a performance of paternalism, which included the 
promise that the football games would conclude in an orderly fashion and not 
in riots. It also seems as if the report assists the nobility in their performance 
and allowed for a display of paternalism as well as interest in and closeness to 
the people. The events were “calculated occasions of popular patronage 
(Thompson 1991, 45).” The above report finds it equally important to note 
that in the evening a “dance commenced in the ball-room” and was “kept up 
with great spirit till about four in the morning.”  

Such theatrics were not new. In the opening chapters of his study of plebian 
culture, Thompson describes a phenomenon which he calls the “paternalism-
deference equilibrium (1991, 71).” He finds that the plebeians and the upper 
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classes, especially the nobility and gentry, had made – or better: arrived at – a 
tacit agreement which provided a relatively stable social equilibrium of local 
communal life and made sure that the interests of both sides were served. One 
of the outcomes for the upper-class was the opportunity for a theatrical per-
formance of paternalism while the plebeians were given the opportunity to 
continue their customary festivals.  

Initially this equilibrium featured two almost equally powerful actors. The 
gentry was fully aware of the fact that the plebeians could organize bigger 
crowds and mobs to remind them of their duties and had done so quite suc-
cessfully. Thompson, thus, speaks of a “gentry-crowd reciprocity” and claims 
that both parties had been “the prisoners of each other (ibid.).” 

Much of what Thompson describes transpires in the newspaper reports that 
describe a football game which is sponsored by the upper class. Even though 
the timeframe with which this study is concerned covers the stage of transition 
from a feudal to an industrial society, reveals very interesting theatrical per-
formances. As Jeffrey Alexander, one of the strongest proponents of the the-
atrical analysis of the social, maintains, do social events present themselves as 
staged performances and continue to do so even in the seemingly disenchanted 
modern world (Alexander 2017). The football games in Alnwick, north of 
Newcastle, are a particularly interesting case. The costs of football matches 
were significant, not only economically but also politically. In Alnwick the 
dukes of Northumberland had not only been willing to pay for the festivals, 
but also for the damage that the game caused in the town. And as this became 
increasingly unbearable, the duke even arranged a new playing field. 

 
The Alnwick game is illustrative of what is probably the most important factor 
in the survival of any Shrove-game, flexibility. As urban society expanded and 
the pace of commerce accelerated it was vital that Shrove-games accommo-
dated themselves to these new realities, reinventing themselves in a different 
location. (Harvey 2005, 17) 

The following report from the London Courier and Evening Gazette on Feb-
ruary 28, 1828, describes:  

The ancient and invariable custom of the prize foot-ball given by the noble 
owners of Alnwick Castle, to be played for by the inhabitants of Alnwick took 
place this year, as customary, on Tuesday last. The scene of the contest was, 
however, changed from the street, where much damage used to take place in 
the progress of the sport, to the Pasture, a spacious lawn on the north side of 
the Aln, opposite the Castle. 

At the same time, the sponsoring of annual customs on private grounds does 
practically mean that the customs were owned by them as well. The report 
provides indications of that, as it basically describes how the duke gave the 
game to the people.  
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To promote the diversions of the day, his Grace the Duke of Northumberland 
gave a foot-ball for the non-freemen, and also a foot-ball for a regular match 
between the married and unmarried freemen, with a prize of five sovereigns 
for the winning side.  

 
While the performative theatrics are still there, the overall impression of the 
report also speaks to the dependency of the players. According to Thompson, 
the upper-class patrons “met the lower sort of people mainly on their own 
terms, and when these were clients for their favours (1991, 45),” in a form of 
status-maintenance through unreturnable gifts which Marcel Mauss (2001 
[1925]) famously identified in the Potlatch practices of various tribal societies. 
The gift-aspect was, then, also lifted up and emphasized in the reports. 

Kitching (2011a, 836), who has studied the history of Alnwick Shrovetide 
match, found that in the matches played between 1828 and 1849 “[a]lmost 
nothing is reported of the match itself, save that it took place, the winning side 
and (sometimes) its duration,” as can be seen in this report from The Berwick 
Advertiser on March 6, 1830: 

Alnwick Shrovetide Festivities – The usual festivities took place in this bor-
ough on Tuesday week. His Grace the Duke of Northumberland presented the 
freemen with ten pounds and the football, according to ancient custom. The 
match between the married and unmarried freemen terminated in favor of the 
latter. 

Reading into the reports from Alnwick, it becomes indeed clear that the even-
ing banquette must have been at least as important as the actual game. The 
report from two years earlier states:  

The contest for the other prizes lasted three hours, and after its termination the 
freemen proceeded to the Town Hall, when the healths of the Duke, the Duch-
ess, and all the branches of the Percy family, were drunk most enthusiastically. 
(from the London Courier and Evening Gazette on February 28, 1828) 

Two years later the aforementioned report from the The Berwick Advertiser 
provides even deeper insights into the evening ball. First it states that “[i]n the 
evening the ball was numerously attended, and about 10 o’ clock exhibited a 
truly picturesque assemblage.” It also mentions that “the graceful dancing at-
titudes of portly dames and slender maidens were lost in the density of the 
meeting.” The report continues with a very detailed description of how people 
were arranged in the room and other events of anecdotal necessity. Even the 
speeches are being mentioned. Even more interesting is the article that follows 
immediately after this one where it is stated that “[t]heir Graces the Duke and 
the Duchess of Northumberland have determined to enforce a stricter attention 
to etiquette on the part of the nobility and gentry” which in itself is a good 
indicator of the theatrical element and the seriousness in which it is pursued. 
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However, it also speaks to the relative unimportance of the football game 
which is only referred to in recurring phrases and templates.  

While the template character of newspaper reports makes it difficult to as-
sess how the game had been played, Kitching (2011a) also draws awareness 
to the fact that those who had been interested in the game were mostly the 
local population and that even in Newcastle the game was most likely known 
and a detailed description unnecessary.  

The history of the Alnwick Shrove game appears, then, to primarily be a 
good example of how much football depended on the sponsorship of the up-
per-class patron and the fact that it had been played in an area which remained 
rural. The folk football players of Alnwick, moreover, proved to be quite prag-
matic when it comes to their games, willing to adopt to changes and demands 
as long as they would continue playing it.  

Kitching further finds that the game had been paused for nine years be-
tween 1847 and 1856 after the death of the third duke and returned in a much 
more modern form, most importantly, with an emphasis on kicking. He dis-
covers that “the post-match ‘dance’ or ‘ball’ disappeared in 1856, never to 
return (ibid, 838),” which indicates that the new duke was a lover of tradition 
and may have revitalized the game on the ground that he simply liked it. 

At the same time, while the Alnwick game had been alive and well through-
out the 1830s, a letter to the editor of the Carlisle Patriot suggests that in the 
urban industrial centers the customs of the people had struggled for survival 
in nearby areas. In 1830 the annual Easter Amusements, which featured a 
game of football, were, according to the author of the letter that was published 
on April 17, 1830, not adequately supported by the local population and the 
local gentry.  

As to number, however, the increased population of Carlisle, since that distant 
day, to the extent of three-fourths, we believe, ought to turn out a much greater 
throng to support the credit of these meetings on that ground (italics in the 
original). But formerly these sports were in many places, regarded with much 
honour. At Newcastle-on-Tyre, the Mayor, Aldermen, and Sheriff, accompa-
nied by a great number of the burgesses, used to walk in procession to the Forth 
on Easter Monday, with the Mace, Sword, and Cup of Maintenance carried 
before them, and to patronize gambols, dancing, and various other amuse-
ments, in which they did not consider it beneath them even to join themselves! 
But – the times are changed, and they are changed with them.  

This letter reflects the uneven transition towards a new era quite well and 
shows how gradually the support for ancient customs had faded away. The 
italics that assign that ground do speak to the fact that this was a place of local 
symbolic value which should be honored appropriately. Further, the author 
hints at the significant population increase of Carlisle and claims that this 
should result in greater turnout. He also mentions another custom in Newcas-
tle which once had the support of the gentry but who, then, seemed to have 
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withdrawn from it as patrons. Their reluctance in joining those events is fur-
thermore interpreted as saying that they are beneath them. The fact that this 
call for support was published in 1830 would assist Huggins’ (2008, 365) find-
ing that 

[i]n the early nineteenth century landowners were still leading figures in sup-
porting urban plebeian pleasures in their areas of influence, though by the 
1830s there was a withdrawal of patronage, partly due to political changes and 
partly through evangelical disapproval. 

The Derby Shrove football custom, which I outlined in the previous chapter, 
was a good example of the latter. But it had also shown that football games 
contained religious elements such as collective emotional elevation, playful-
ness and the sacralization of objects and places. Similar aspects can be ob-
served in the paternalistic games as well, however, with a clear shift towards 
the sacralization of paternalism rather than football custom itself. 

Playful Paternalism 
The aforementioned patronage reads like a rationally calculated social con-
tract that manifests itself in theatrics. However, one should be careful to as-
sume that, due to the underlying interests, the theatrical performances are au-
tomatically – in Goffman’s terminology (1959, 18) – “cynical”. Bourdieu 
(2006 [1997]) has pointed out that the performance in such social games, par-
ticularly gift-exchanges, has important social functions. They can be under-
stood as an investment in a “collective self-deception” which is  

based on the denial (Verneinung) of interest and calculation, or, more pre-
cisely, on a collective labour devoted to maintaining misrecognition with a 
view to perpetuating a collective faith in the value of the universal (ibid, 192). 

On the one hand, it allows participants to pretend to not know about the actual 
game which is played, thus, creating sincerity. But more importantly, it is ul-
timately a trust-game which produces, reproduces and mutually rewards trust 
in an economy of symbolic goods. In other words, the football players and 
upper-classes were not only entangled through a mutual obligation but also 
positive reaffirmation and the creation of a social spell, an “anti-economic 
economy” (ibid, 192) because it collectively denies the profane interests. 
These non-contractual elements of social contracts had already been identified 
by Durkheim (2014 [1893]), and recent studies in behavioral economics have 
affirmed their importance (Bowles 2011; Bowles 2012). 

It is, then, not surprising that the reports of the games describe various rit-
ualistic practices such as processions to the field to evoke the emotional forces 
which immerses the participants in this illusio which builds on these non-
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contractual moral obligations that are erected on mutual trust. The report from 
the Caledonian Mercury on January 29, 1816, states: 

The weather, which had for a long time been boisterous, and very unfavourable 
for sports of this nature, threw a damp over the spirits of those concerned; but 
upon this memorable day, the air was calm, the morning fine, and at an early 
hour, the band of music of the Wigtonshire local militia paraded the streets, 
playing several loyal and appropriate airs as the signal for assembling. 

Similar practices had been employed in Alnwick: 

The freemen assembled in the Town Hall on Tuesday morning, and marched 
thence in procession, preceded by a large flag and a gilded ball, surrounded by 
the arms of the Percys. The concourse of spectators on the field could not be 
less than 5,000 in number, among whom the most respectable inhabitants min-
gled. (from the London Courier and Evening Gazette on February 28, 1828) 

Such formal rituals are providing emotional elevation by means of a common 
focus but also a common rhythm, one of the most important ingredients of 
social rituals (Collins 2004). In the above cases, the emotional forces that are 
being evoked have, however, been directed not only to the players themselves 
but to the representatives of paternalism.  

The previously mentioned report from the Berwick Advertiser on March 6, 
1830, describes that the game in Alnwick begins, as usual, with a procession 
that “went from the Townhall to the pasture at 8 o’clock, preceded by musi-
cians, banners, and laurels, and returned after the match in the same manner.” 
However, in that year the report describes that “[t]he ball was kicked off by 
Mr. John Thew, of Denwick, a freeman, and a highly respectable tenant of his 
Grace, upwards of ninety years of age.” The symbolism behind this should not 
be overlooked. The upholding of the paternalist image was contingent on the 
delegation of unpopular tasks and the enforcement of unpopular decisions or 
taxation to their tenants. Especially since, as Thompson remarks, “[p]hysically 
they withdrew increasingly from face-to-face relations with the people in vil-
lage and town.” Those who served well in this function would then be re-
warded with the honor of kicking off the game.12  

Being a good tenant, the celebratory context in which he receives the sacred 
object with which he commences the game literally puts him in center of the 
pre-match ceremony. More often, however, the members of upper class them-
selves performed that highly symbolic commencement of the game. 

On Thursday week, a foot-ball match was played in Tynningham Park, betwixt 
the married and unmarried men residing in the barony. The day being fine, a 

 
12 In line with that, Hawkins (2015, 3) stresses that not only national but local and regional 
communities, “in which hierarchy, stratified status, and paternalism were implicit, formed the 
context of public values” in Victorian political culture. 
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godly number of the neighboring gentlemen, with a sprinkling of the fair sex, 
which added to the brilliancy of the scene, resorted to the Park to enjoy a sight 
of the manly game. His lordship, the Earl of Haddington, threw up the ball at 
half-past one. (from the Caledonian Mercury on November 29, 1847) 

This reminded me of an example that Clifford Geertz had used in a chapter 
named Centers, Kings, and Charisma: Reflections on the Symbolics of Power 
in his book Local Knowledge (1983). As the title suggests, this chapter demon-
strates how symbolic practices of the leaders of societies are a means to not 
only maintain but also sacralize power. In the context of this study, his first 
example about the coronation and life of Queen Elizabeth in the sixteenth cen-
tury is the most instructive one. Geertz, first, provides his typical thick de-
scription of the symbolics of the coronation. From the procession itself and 
the order in which it passes through various places where she is met by differ-
ent people with assigned symbolics to the religious acts of the coronation cer-
emony. He further describes the many (symbolic) journeys to other parts of 
the country which followed in the decades after the coronation. In short, he 
describes her transformation and elevation from human being into a “moral 
idea.”  

Her whole public life – or, more exactly, the part of her life the public saw – 
was transformed into a kind of philosophical masque in which everything stood 
for some vast idea and nothing took place unburdened with parable. […] 
Whether you want to call this romanticism or neo-Platonism matters little; 
what matters is that Elizabeth ruled a realm in which beliefs were visible, and 
she but the most conspicuous. (ibid, 129) 

What she became was not a religious object in the theological sense but a 
sacred symbol for the representation of morality. In so doing she stood proxy 
“not for God, but for the virtues he ordained.” Geertz claims that “[i]t was 
allegory that lent her magic, and allegory repeated that sustained it (ibid.).” 
Similar remarks have been made by Georg Simmel in his text on sociability 
which he describes as 

the play-form also for the ethical forces of concrete society. The great problems 
placed before these forces are that the individual has to fit himself into a whole 
system and live for it: that, however, out of this system values and enhance-
ment must flow back to him, that the life of the individual is but a means for 
the ends of the whole, the life of the whole but an instrument for the purposes 
of the individual. Sociability carries the seriousness, indeed the frequent trag-
edy of these requirements, over into its shadow world, in which there is no 
friction, because shadows cannot impinge upon one another. (Simmel 1971, 
137-138) 

Returning to the tenant who has received the honor of kicking-off the annual 
Shrove football game – who now certainly dwarfs in comparison – or the 
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upper-class patrons themselves, a similar observation in much smaller scale 
can be made. Not only in these examples, but in many more which will be 
referenced below, one will find that the commencement of the game, be that 
a kick-off or the throwing-in or only the act of bringing the ball onto the pitch, 
was oftentimes a ritualistic act performed by people which were considered 
worthy of sacralization. More concretely, it was not the people but what they 
stood for, the virtues they represented, which were honored by the occasion. 
In the above example, Elizabeth was “the center of the center” (Geertz 1983, 
129) and, thus, the quasi-Platonic incorporation of the virtues which each and 
every member of the society should aspire to. Durkheim (2008 [1912], 157) 
writes: 

[A]ll parties political, economic, or denominational-deliberately hold periodic 
meetings in which their members may renew their Common faith by some col-
lective demonstration. To reaffirm feelings that might fade if left to them-
selves, it is enough to bring those who share them together into a closer and 
more active relationship. 

In the same manner, the loyal tenant of Alnwick becomes a symbolic expres-
sion of the values the duke felt worthy of promotion and sacralization as he 
was quite literally the intermediary on which the duke depended in his political 
display of paternalism. Approaching the phenomenon of folk football from 
this angle allows for an illustration of Hans Joas’ critique of the teleological 
conception of human action, against which he argues that human action is 

not simply by the interplay of values and impulses, but by the creative con-
cretization of values as well as the constructive satisfaction of impulses. (Joas 
1996, 163) 

In other words, folk football customs allowed for a direct and highly emotional 
experience of what is deemed desirable and, thereby, contributed to the crea-
tion and reproduction of values in the ways described by Joas (2013 [1999]; 
2008).  

Not rarely does one find the leaders themselves at the center of this process. 
Even in today’s professional football such symbolic kick-offs are used to 
honor heroes of society; and just as much as those heroes are certainly lifted 
up by the occasion and so are their deeds. This is a sociologically richer phe-
nomenon than what is often called being-a-role-model. On the fields of popu-
lar sport, one is not simply an example of desirable virtues but a sacralized 
social object.13 The few studies that have taken this aspect of sport seriously 
have arrived at similar conclusions. In Sport as Ritual, Birrell (1981) – 

 
13 Martin and Lembo (2020) argue that values may be better understood as existing only in such 
concrete forms, that is, as a phenomenological object-relations. This means to question the use-
fulness of a distinction between values and interests. 



 87 

drawing mainly from Goffman’s insights in Interaction Ritual (1972 [1967]) 
as well as Durkheim’s studies on religion (2008 [1912]) – concludes that in 
public sport rituals 

the actor generates character which reflects not only on self but has social sig-
nificance because it reflects the values of the community. Such a situation ex-
ists in sporting contests witnessed by the public. (Birrell 1981, 365) 

But it is not only his virtuous life as a tenant or reliable patron which makes 
them into an important representation of the moral community. In the above 
example, the tenant represents at least three moral qualities: being a good ten-
ant, being old, and being male. The authority of paternalism rests on all three 
of these dimensions.  

In his famous taxonomy on domination, Weber (2010 [1922], 170) treated 
gerontocracy and patriarchalism (which I – together with Thompson – under-
stand to be equivalent to paternalism) as the two primary examples of tradi-
tional domination. According to him, they are often realized at the same time 
within the political context of traditional authority.  

Thompson’s thorough study of plebeian culture, however, leads him to the 
assessment that paternalism was predominantly an ideological frame, a social 
spell rather than a historical reality. He doubts that paternalism may be a useful 
analytical concept and demonstrates this in a comparison between two very 
similar historical descriptions of paternalism, one which describes from the 
great gentry of England and the other slave owners in Colonial Brazil. Yet, 
both of them would work as a description of a paternal eighteenth-century 
landed gentleman in Britain (Thompson 1991, 21). This, he concludes, should 
at least make us cautious of using this term as a description of a distinct his-
torical reality. However, as a performative frame for political theatrics, the 
concept of paternalism provides a valuable heuristic and it does so even with 
regard to the interpretation of folk football customs.  

The various reports about folk football games that were sponsored by the 
upper class clearly employ a normative, paternal frame that “suggests human 
warmth, in a mutually assenting relationship (ibid, 22).” Following this as-
sessment, Weber’s immediate relation to charisma stands out even more 
prominently and allows us to use for paternalism not primarily as a description 
of domination but as a description of a charismatic spell that is cast over feudal 
power relations such as those that had continued to be in existence as a pater-
nalism-deference equilibrium. Weber (2010 [1922]) describes traditional 
domination, which he saw manifested in European feudal societies, as resting 
on a belief about the sacredness of traditions. This definition is interesting, 
because it assigns a charismatic element to it and, thus, adds an emotional 
layer to this form. He further holds that as means of legitimacy traditional 
domination benefits from records that speak to its ancient character. The 
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newspaper reports certainly serve as such a documentation which supports the 
claim to authority on behalf of the duke.14 

Thompson’s analysis confirms this suggestion as he made it clear that the 
term ‘custom’ carried a different meaning and authority in the context of the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century culture. Customs had a similar author-
itative weight as ‘common law’ and the term assigned cultural validity. It was, 
writes Thompson (1991, 6), “the rhetoric of legitimation for almost any usage, 
practice, or demanded right” and the withdrawal from the customs of the ple-
beians could, in this sense, be experienced as a breaking of the common law 
which expressed itself in phrases such as ‘ancient customs from times imme-
morial.’  

The reports about games that had not been patronized by the upper-classes 
as well as the latter continued to legitimize themselves on the basis of a moral 
consensus that was forged in the feudal system with its emphasis on immemo-
rial customs. The privatization and enclosing of common land and the oppo-
sition and ban on beloved customs was, in this context, perceived as an ille-
gitimate act not grounded in the authority-belief of the people and illustrates 
how “economic rationalization nibbled (and had long been nibbling) through 
the bonds of paternalism (ibid, 39).” The previously mentioned instances of 
riotous and violent opposition were an act of defending the moral community 
which they had been accustomed to.15 

Curiously, football historians like Kitching (2011a) appear to be blind to 
this reality. His research about the Alnwick football custom provokes an unu-
sually strong reaction on his side. He concludes his article with the following 
statement (ibid, 847): “‘From time immemorial’? Gimme a break! (And, more 
to the point, give yourselves a break!).” 

It is quite clear to me that Kitching sees the ascription of the term ‘ancient 
custom’ to an, in fact, not so ancient custom as an offense to serious histori-
ography. He appears to believe that the term ‘ancient custom from times im-
memorial’ is meant as a factual statement even though, clearly, this is meant 
to communicate cultural legitimacy and authority. As Hobsbawm (2012, 2) 
writes:  

“Students of peasant movements know that a village’s claim to some common 
land or right ‘by custom from time immemorial’ often expresses not a histori-
cal fact, but the balance of forces in the constant struggle of village against 
lords or against other villages.” 

If Kitching believes that this phrase was used to trick the readers into believing 
a provably wrong factual statement, he reveals more about his views about the 
folk football players than the latter do about themselves. At the same time, he 

 
14 Alnwick has archived the records of its football games. 
15 This was a crucial element in his analysis of “the moral economy of the poor (Thompson 
1991, 188).” 
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confirms the previously stated need for a sociologically informed reading of 
football’s history in the spirit of Thompson or Hobsbawm, which pushes us 
towards a fruitful collaboration between the sociological imagination and his-
toriographic rigor. 
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Chapter Six. The Folk Football illusio 

I have shown above that, throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, 
many football customs had been continuations of the feudal past in the transi-
tional present. I have further argued that the patronage of football games 
should not be understood in mono-motivational terms, that is, motivated by 
pure gift-economic power interests, but also as an occasion for the positive 
reproduction of the moral community through emotional elevation and sym-
bolic representation of worthy objects. On top of that, these customs are not 
only an important social bonding experience but also an act of cultural trans-
mission (Tomasello 2001) and a site of mediated social change (Hobsbawm 
2012). 

A great example of this is the football game that took place in Carter Bar 
in 1815, near the junction of the Ettrick and Yarrow. This game received more 
attention than any other game in my sample. It was reported in The Scots Mag-
azine, the Caledonian Mercury, the London Courier and Evening Gazette, the 
Globe, Star, Hull Packet, Military Register, Morning Chronicle, Royal Corn-
wall Gazette, Sun, Bath Chronicle and Weekly Gazette, Morning Post, North-
ampton Mercury, The Suffolk Chronicle, and even the Bombay Gazette. 

According to the report in the Caledonian Mercury on December 11, 1815, 
this had been “the greatest match at the ball which has taken place for many 
years.” The game itself was played by “the people of the dale of Yarrow 
against those of the parish of Selkirk.” Just as in the above reports, there is 
mentioning of the various nobility and gentry present and in support of the 
match. But in this case, they had even led their constituents onto the field.16 In 
this case “by the Right Honourable the Earl of Home, and the gallant sutors 
by their chief magistrate, Ebenezer Clarkson, Esq.” The article, then, draws a 
pretty straightforward comparison to warfare and evokes memories of a less 
peaceful past. 

Both sides were joined by many volunteers from other parishes, and the ap-
pearance of the various parties marching from their different glens to their 
place of rendezvous, with pipes playing and loud acclamations, carried back 
the coldest imagination to the old times when the foresters assembled with the 
less peacable purpose of invading the English territory, or defending their own. 

 
16 Originally such marching practices had been employed to make sure that soldiers would not 
run away in the face of battle (R. Collins 2017). This shows how strong the emotional force is 
that binds individuals to a collective rhythm and shared focus. 
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The romantic character of the scenery aided the illusion, as well as the perfor-
mance of a feudal ceremony previous to commencing the games. 

This was not the first game in the Scottish borderlands, but – perhaps due to 
being organized shortly after the Napoleonic wars – this one was particularly 
well attended and received national attention. Clearly, the ritualistic practices 
that surrounded it evoked memories of the past. But it is also clear in these 
opening lines that there is an awareness of the feudal enactment and the per-
formative character of the event. The report explicitly states that the ritualistic 
proceedings have “aided the illusion.”  

The usage of this term strikes a familiar sociological chord as it is reminis-
cent of Bourdieu’s illusio-concept, which had played an important role in his 
theorizing early on. Bourdieu uses it to assign a social veil that lies over fields 
of practices. In The Logic of Practice (1990 [1980]), he defines illusio as both 
interest and spell. In so doing, this concept has a lot of relevance in this anal-
ysis because it acknowledges the simultaneous existence of emotional and 
pragmatic interests in one situation. In a chapter from his book Practical Rea-
son (1998), which is entitled Is A Disinterested Act Possible?, he introduces 
this concept by referencing Huizinga’s theory of play. Just like play, the illusio 
is, then, to be considered as a manifestation of being immersed in the game 
and its seriousness by acknowledging “that playing is worth the effort (Bour-
dieu 1998, 77).” Under these conditions, it is, then, not contradictory to as-
sume that the above-mentioned ritualistic performances had been taken seri-
ously, while, at the same time, providing political or ideological gains. This 
resonates with Martin and Lembo’s (2020, 74) proposition to not “oppose 
ideal values to material interests as two classes of motives.” Instead, one might 
take the phenomenological route and assume “that there is a single phenome-
non of relation-to-an-object.” 

Illusions and Institutions 
The illusio is a “a tacit entrance fee (Bourdieu 1998, 78)” which is required 
by games played in a social field or a heterotopia (Foucault 1986). It assigns 
the implicit agreement to accept the rules of the game in their entirety as well 
as the assigned outcomes which one can expect when playing along. In so 
doing, it covers the potentially wide range of interests of all participants. One 
would be hard pressed to claim that in the above case, players and spectators 
did actually believe that they were going to war. However, they enacted this 
quite seriously as part of the illusio of the game and their commitment to it. 
The article further describes various people from the nobility entered the field 
where the  
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ancient banner of the Buccleuch family […] with the word “Bellendaine,” the 
ancient war-cry of the clan of Scott, was then displayed as on former occasions, 
when the chief took the field in person, whether for the purpose of war or sport. 
The banner was delivered by Lady Ann Scott to Master Walter Scott, yr. of 
Abbotsford, who attended, suitably mounted and armed, and riding over the 
field, displayed it to the sound of the war pipes, and amid the acclamations of 
the assembled spectators, who could not be fewer than 2000 in number. (from 
the Caledonian Mercury on December 11, 1815) 

With reference to previous historical research, I have already demonstrated 
how the theatrical element had been a matter of power maintenance through 
gifts, while, at the same time, producing a positive experience of emotional 
elevation that strengthens moral and political commitment. In the above case, 
the demonstration of leadership comes to the forefront. Instead of merely 
sponsoring the game, the upper-class leaders are leading their players onto the 
pitch in a playful military ritual.  

In this specific event, the emotional element is particularly pronounced. In 
The Royal Cornwall Gazette from January 20, 1816, one can find lyrics for 
two “excellent new songs”17 which had been written for this game and from a 
which I want to quote the opening lines:  

 
THE LIFTING OF THE BANNER. 
From the brown crest of Newark its summons extending. 
Our signal is waving in smoke and in flame; 
And each forester blithe from his mountain descending, 
Bounds light o'er the heather to join in the game. 
  
CHORUS. 
Then up with the banner, let forest winds fan her, 
She has blazed over Ettrick eight ages and more; 
In sport we'll attend her in battle defend her, 
With heart and with hand like our fathers before. 
 
When the Southern invader spread waste and disorder, 
And the glance of her crescents he paused and withdrew; 
For around them were marshall’d the pride of the Border, 
The Flowers of the Forest, the Bands of Buccleugh. 

This should demonstrate how the ritualistic practices supported the emotional 
tension to rise. Collins (2004) describes that the acts of collective emotional 
elevation follow a common rhythm and focus and such songs are certainly a 
means of doing so, just as much as the processions with pipes or other instru-
ments like drums which are mentioned at other places.  

 
17 The song had been written by Walter Scott who was also a driving force in the organization 
of the game. The pronounced romantic elements and medieval spirit of this event are, then, not 
surprising. 
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However, rituals do more than emotionally elevate. They are multifaceted 
social phenomena and one of their less noted qualities is their ability to order 
events and to provide adjustments to situations. More concretely, they can be 
used to commence and conclude sporting contests in an orderly manner, 
thereby allowing the sponsor of the event to display leadership and control. In 
the above case, their ordering function shows in the way in which the football 
games turn out to be orderly events in which social order is maintained before 
and after the game.  

The ball was thrown up by the Duke of Buccleuch, and the first game was 
gained after a severe conflict of an hour and a half duration by the Selkirk men. 
The second game was still more severely contested, and after a close and stub-
born struggle of more than three hours, with various fortune, and much display 
of strength and agility on both sides, was at length carried by the Yarrow men. 
(from the Caledonian Mercury on December 11, 1815) 

But even this severe competition ultimately resolved itself in a display of order 
and unity. 

They again returned in the most regular order to the Town-house, where ele-
gant refreshments were again provided. The new year was thus begun with 
such merriment as has never been enjoyed in this part of the country, and all 
without the smallest appearance of disorder. (ibid.) 

Judging from the reports, it was important to emphasize that the upper-class 
leadership provided an overall orderliness of the event. As I outlined before, 
football games regularly turned into riots. But the games which I have men-
tioned recently did not. Instead, the newspaper reports are keen to point out 
how orderly these events unfolded. 

For the players themselves it was impossible to see a finer set of active and 
athletic young fellows than appeared on the field. But what we chiefly admired 
in their conduct was, that though several hundreds in number, exceedingly 
keen for their respective parties, and engaged in so rough and animated a con-
test, they maintained the most perfect good humour, and showed how unnec-
essary it was to discourage manly and athletic exercises among the common 
people, under pretext of maintaining subordination and good order. (ibid.) 

One needs to be careful, of course, when it comes to such descriptions. It is 
very well possible that the newspapers did present a description that was fa-
vorable to the upper-class patrons, as mentioning that the players were in-
debted “to Sir John Maxwell who not only sponsored the game on his property 
but also kept back the crowd” does certainly serve paternal ends.  

At the same time, the crowd’s ability to cause disorder in form of “swift 
evanescent direct action (Thompson 1991, 71)” had originally been the source 
of power of the people in the paternalism-deference equilibrium. According 
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to the historical literature I consulted, it seems as if they still at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century were a powerful enough force to spoil the upper-
class performance of leadership through riots. Notably, the above report does 
not only give credit to the upper-class but also to the players, complimenting 
them on their conduct or rewarding them with a post-game celebration as 
many religious cults do after ritualistic ceremonies. 

On the 29th of November 1847, the Caledonian Mercury describes a foot-
ball game in Tynningham Park:  

The game commenced in earnest, and lasted upwards of two hours, when the 
young outrunning the old, hailed the ball. The game throughout was keenly 
contested by both parties. His lordship, who enjoyed the game, expressed his 
delight and approbation at the orderly manner in which it was finished. The 
barrels were then broached, ale given out in abundance, and health and long 
life to the worthy Earl and Countess was given with hearty cheers. 

This indicates that, despite earnest competition during the game, the event it-
self was not at all destined to lead to disorder and mischievous conduct. In 
fact, more often than not are games reported to be severely contested while 
the event itself concludes in a joyful and orderly manner.  

The rituals that surrounded these games may have been the key here. Even 
though the reports do unfortunately not provide many insights into the ritual 
experiences, previous research about rituals provide solid evidence of their 
ordering function (Bourdieu 1977 [1972]; Boyer 2001; Douglas 2002 [1966]). 
Boyer and Liénard (2006, 597) state that “in many cultural rituals people cre-
ate an orderly environment that is quite different from the one of everyday 
interaction.” The evocation of war practices does in this context not only pro-
vide the performative context for emotional elevation but also adjusts the peo-
ple to appropriate behavior. Just as in real battle, the upper-class leaders lead 
their soldiers into the field and the latter follow them. A similar practice was 
reported in the aforementioned reports from Scone which was another game 
that had been known for its roughness, yet, also for its fairness, as a letter to 
the editor of the Derby Mercury on February 19, 1823, shows: 

In the course of the play says the historian, one might always see some scene 
of violence between the parties; but as proverb of that part of the country ex-
pressed it, ‘all was fair at the Ball of Scone.’ 

The proverb stating that all was fair at the ball of Scone indicates that there is 
an overall agreement regarding appropriate behavior. Fairness points to the 
existence of a consensus. Such awareness of the simultaneity of consensus and 
conflict has been a leitmotif in Georg Simmel’s writings about conflict. 

There must be agreement in order to struggle, and the struggle occurs under 
reciprocal recognition of norms and rules. In the motivation of the whole 
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procedure these unifications, as said above, do not appear, but the whole trans-
action shapes itself under the forms which these explicit or implicit agreements 
furnish. They create the technique. Without this, such a conflict […] would not 
be possible. (Simmel 1904, 507-508) 

However, conflict can easily cross a threshold when it is no longer consensual. 
Randall Collins’ book on Violence (2008) followed his already mentioned In-
teraction Ritual Chains (2004) and, thereby, implicitly addresses the emo-
tional basis of both consensus and conflict that Simmel captured in his writ-
ings on sociability and conflict. Based on the many cross-references that Col-
lins provides in his violence study, he recognized, just as Simmel did, that 
those two phenomena are two sides of the same coin and united in their ability 
to bring about collective effervescence and emotional tension. At the same 
time, sport contests are, for him (2008, 283), “the most highly staged of all 
conflicts,” and bear a unique dramatic potential. 

When persons are close together, face-to-face, locked into the intersubjectivity 
of seeing each other’s eyes and responding to each other’s emotional expres-
sions, anger may be expressed in the build-up of a conflict; but at the moment 
some-one actually becomes violent their expression changes to tension and 
fear. This is confrontational tension: phenomenologically it produces percep-
tual distortions; physiologically it generates a racing heartbeat, an adrenaline 
rush that at high levels results in loss of bodily control. (R. Collins 2017, 2) 

Many of the above examples from Scotland and the Northern parts of England 
do certainly live up to this description. Especially the games between Ettrick 
and Yarrow in the borderlands are a good example of how emotional tension 
is created through rituals among both players and spectators. 

But it is also clear that there was an ever-present risk that games would turn 
into fights between players or even battles. A report in Bell’s Life on April 10, 
1825, describes the “great annual match at foot-ball […] played on the lands 
of Mount Benger, in Ettrick Forest” under the headline “Border Games.” In 
this instance, the game had become integrated in a greater sporting festival 
“with all the rural and athletic sports.” But it nevertheless stood out as the 
game which caused the greatest emotional tension and eventually resulted in 
a battle. 

There were thirty chosen men from Ettrick, and thirty from Yarrow, stripped 
against each other, and after a severe and deadly contest, the men of Ettrick 
won. The second game commenced, and went on for an hour, with unabated 
ardour. The ball was all the while leaning to the men of Yarrow side, but the 
advantage was not great, when behold the foot-ball burst! A shoemaker was 
instantly got to repair it; but in the meantime a quarrel arose between the com-
petitors, and ran so high, that it was evident a battle general was on the eve of 
commencing. lt was therefore rendered expedient to cut the ball in pieces, 
which was done, and the strife ended. Of course Ettrick claims the honours of 
the day. 



 96 

The symbolic cutting of the ball is, in this case, an expression of the tension 
relief. It concludes the game and marks a new and less energetic emotional 
state.  

But there are, of course, also examples of games whose tension is not being 
resolved by such symbolic acts. Football games did and do sometimes evoke 
a lot of emotional tension which can turn into actual battles or violence of a 
more serious nature. Bell's Life in London on February 19, 1826, reports a fist 
fight that ensued in the middle of a football game that had been played in the 
south of London: “Last Tuesday, while the villagers of Cobham were enjoying 
the pleasant game of foot-ball, a row was kicked up between a fighting Snob, 
and an Iron-founder […].” The Stamford Mercury reports on the 10th of Au-
gust 1810:  

Amongst the most dexterous at the late foot-ball play between Hedon and Pres-
ton, which always takes place on the Sunday before Magdalen fair, were two 
Aldermen of Hedon, and two Churchwardens: one of the Aldermen fought a 
battle, and gave his antagonist a sound drubbing; the other was so eager to keep 
up with the ball, that he suffered the loss of his hat and wig rather than give up 
the pursuit. 

On October 26, 1771, the Kentish Gazette reports the following tragic inci-
dent: 

Last Monday a foot-ball match was played upon Heath Common, betwixt the 
gentlemen of Sharlton, and the gentlemen of Crofton, two neighboring vil-
lages, near Wakefield in Yorkshire, for forty guineas a side. After they had 
played full two hours, in which time there was a great many smart falls and ill 
bruises given on both sides, the gentlemen of Sharlton got the fifth goal. On 
beginning a second time, two of the gentlemen of opposite parties met together 
at the ball with such violence, that one of them had his leg broke, and the other 
his shoulder dislocated. The mob immediately rushed in, in such a manner, that 
they were obliged to give out, and it cannot be decided until the two gentlemen 
get found again, as neither of the parties were willing to yield, There was some 
damage sustained by the rudeness of the mob. A fine boy about eight years of 
age, was thrown down among them, and unfortunately trod to death. 

Such tragic incidents do show that football was indeed a game that evoked 
tensions which could turn into “incompetent” violence (Collins 2017: 2). The 
above incident, however, should also demonstrate that, as Collins (2017; 
2008) argues, emotional happenings like outbursts of violence must always be 
understood in the dynamic of the situation, not in terms of the motives or char-
acter of the people involved. 

Moreover, in many games which are being described in the football reports, 
there seems to be a tacit understanding of that fact and safety mechanisms 
appear to have been implemented to counteract the unhealthy tensions. In 
those sporting events which featured many different games and contests, I 
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frequently read about games which would probably be seen as children’s 
games from a contemporary perspective. On the 26th of November 1849, the 
Caledonian Mercury describes such an event: 

The sport began by a game of foot-ball between 28 picked men a-side. The 
party headed by Richard Inglis, under-gamekeeper to Lord Haddington, was 
victorious. This was succeeded by a foot race of 100 yards, for which seven 
competitors started. This race was gained in gallant style by Peter Williams, 
groom to Lord Haddington. Then succeeded the running high leap, when Wil-
liams again bore off the palm, having cleared a height of five feet. Then came 
a most amusing scene – a sack race: six started, but only, William Hibbs and 
Peter Williams, reached the goal, and these so close together that the prize was 
divided between them. Certainly, Hibbs’ head was first past the winning post, 
but, in jockey phrase, his feet were distanced. Then followed a race of 400 
yards, again taken by the victorious Williams; then another match of picked 
men, fourteen a-side, at foot-ball; and then putting the heavy ball succeeded, 
which was gained by Robert Kerr, Knows-mill. The whole concluded by the 
most important features of the day, a match at foot-ball between the married 
men and single; but owing to the approach of night the game was not con-
cluded. All left the ground in good humour and glee. 

The above report does indicate that one cannot simply decouple the respective 
games from the greater figuration (cf. Elias 2014 [1970]; 1997 [1939]). At 
least in the way in which it is presented, the sack race did fulfill a function for 
the event as a whole, which is to mark the overall spirit as playful, humorous 
and joyful. In being constitutive for defining the situation (Goffman 1959) as 
predominantly joyful, it did affect even those games that had been more seri-
ously contested. The sack race was a reminder that the competitive spirit must 
not be dominant and that everybody should remember that all of this is ‘just a 
game.’ In so doing, it assisted in upholding an emphasis on the sociability 
aspect. 

In his sport-historical classic From Ritual to Record, Guttman (2004 
[1978]) begins his analysis with a definition of sport games from which he 
excludes children’s games. He defines games as the intersection of two sets, 
namely play and contest. Not everything that is play is a game and neither is 
every contest a game. However, every game is both playful and a contest. As 
children’s games usually lack the element of contest they must be included 
from the game-set. This definition sounds intuitive, but it comes at a cost when 
one analyzes culturally distant phenomena where we find that the people who 
play these games are not drawing such distinctions or continuously move in 
and out of this frame within a single game or event.  

Each game might have its own character, and as we will see in other reports, 
varying degrees of competitiveness. But in an event, such as the above, these 
games are not being played for themselves, as enclosed enclaves. Reports like 
the above reveal that football’s adoption by the old regime depended on the 
maintenance of an overall playfulness and the inclusion of children’s games 
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that would hardly be played in a severe manner and, thereby, can serve as a 
security mechanism to avoid too much antagonistic energy. The reports, then, 
are able to describe an orderly event with innocent amusements, even if one 
of them happened to be the rustic game of football. 

Some reports even display a notorious order-fetish. On the 21st of August 
1851, the Caledonian Mercury publishes a report entitled “Festivities at Os-
borne – Prince Albert’s Birthday,” which is described as an “annual fete given 
by Her Majesty and Prince Albert in honour of His Royal Highness’s birthday 
[…] on the lawn near the mansion.” The report eagerly describes the arrange-
ments that had been made for this festivity, from the erection of a “large tent, 
of great length” to decorations (“branches of laurel and flags”) to the fact that  

[t]he royal hospitality on this occasion, in addition to the labourers and work-
people employed at Osborne, was extended even to the seamen, boys, and 
Royal Marines of the royal yacht, the men forming the coastguard, and a de-
tachment of the 36th Regiment, at present doing duty at East Cowes. 

This was not so much a celebration for the Prince, but a celebration for many 
of the most important fractions of society. As mentioned before, Durkheim 
(2008 [1912]) had insisted that the commitment to social order must con-
stantly be refreshed by collective events which bring about states of emotional 
effervescence which can be directed towards a greater commitment to the so-
cial order. This is yet another example. 

The extended invitation of the royal family was supposedly answered by 
an extended joyful emotional experience across the assigned and proper posi-
tionings of status that was maintained in the physical arrangement of the fes-
tival. Moreover, this event follows a clearly assigned categorical order, from 
the royal entrance to the tent to the band playing a folk song and then national 
anthem, whereby the latter was played to welcome the royal family. This to 
make sure that both the national and local element find their expression. The 
proper arrangement of the party “in their proper place” appears to be worthy 
of notice as well, probably not only as a reference to the event but also in its 
function of making sure that this was an orderly event. All in all, one gets the 
feeling that everything on that day was appropriate and orderly. If there is way 
to communicate a social equilibrium, this would be a good example. 

However, few people are emotionally elevated by the sheer sight of order. 
Thus, the spiritual elevation through emotional energy had to come from else-
where and, in this case, most likely from the “rural sports” of the people which 
had been played after the dinner. The sports of the day had been “cricket, foot-
ball, [and] various other amusements and rustic sports” which are said to have 
been 

carried on with great vigour and a thorough heartiness of enjoyment for some 
hours, and apparently with a very grateful sense of the kind feeling manifested 
by their gracious Sovereign and mistress. 
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This balance between the rustic sport that are played with vigor in combination 
with an overall orderliness appears to be the desired state of such events. In 
an orderly figuration football had not only been a game to played at royal 
birthdays but, supposedly, even at the coronation of Queen Victoria in 1837 
(Brown 2013).  

Notably, the above reports from were published between 1848 and 1851 at 
which time the political transformation of England had already gained stem 
and even the royals had to find political allies to maintain power.  

Osterhammel (2017, 61) states that “[u]ntil 1832, aristocratic magnates 
ruled Britain unchallenged,” but around the middle of the century they needed 
to attach themselves to an increasingly national political system. The above 
report explicitly mentions that the band played local songs and the national 
anthem which can be seen as a demonstration of how local and national iden-
tity could peacefully coexist. However, even these highly emotional events 
were not meant to cross a certain threshold of competitiveness and antago-
nism.  

The previous report that described the fight between the Ettrick and Yarrow 
men, in consequence of which the ball was cut in pieces, the football game 
was luckily not the last game of the day. 

The great game of the hard ball closed the sports of the day. The balls were a 
mile and a half separate; the number of players about 500, and after a hard 
contested game, the Ettrick men won. The bail was thrown up a second time, 
and after a terrible contest, which lasted until the dusk of the evening, the Yar-
row men won the game; and there not being light to play more, the honours in 
this case were equally divided between the sister streams. 

This last phrase provides a good opportunity to conclude this chapter. The 
above reports show that football playing, because of its inherent quality of 
evoking emotional energy and tension, was a great expression of the peaceful 
coexistence of antagonistic forces that prevail at all times in society. Ulti-
mately all these games, even those that had been fiercely contested, came back 
to a state of harmony and sociability. A sense of fairness and equality appears 
to be stronger than the most competitive desires as the game reported in the 
Caledonian Mercury on December 11, 1815, shows. After the first two games 
had been played the report states: 

The ball should then have been thrown up a third time, but considerable diffi-
culty occurred in arranging the voluntary auxiliaries from other parishes, so as 
to make the match equal; and, as the day began to close, it was found impossi-
ble to bring the strife to an issue, by playing a decisive game. Both parties, 
therefore, parted with equal honours, but, before they left the ground, the Sher-
iff threw up his hat, and in Lord Dalkeith’s name and his own, challenged the 
Yarrow men, on the part of the Sutors, to a match to be played upon the first 
convenient opportunity, with 100 picked men only on each side. 
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There is no doubt that for the time the contest lasted it was carried out seri-
ously. But there can also be no doubt that winning was not everything and that 
ultimately these games served as bonding experience as well. The mentioning 
of the “equal honors” which resulted from the agreement to not play a game 
without even numbers resonates with Simmel’s (1904, 507-508) claim that 
wargames display “such nice sense of honor, that unities of a corporate order 
can seldom in these respects compare with it.”  

In the previous report from Bell’s Life on April 10, 1825, a game of hard 
ball was played after the football battle ended and resulted in a tie. Considering 
that the previous football game went out of hand, this tie was certainly helpful 
to provide a harmonious end. Accordingly, the conclusion reads as follows: 

The sport was excellent, and conjured up many pleasing images of “the days 
o' lan syne;" and there being tents on the field, and plenty of the good things of 
this life going, all was life, joy, and hilarity. Upon the whole, the prizes have 
rather leaned towards the Border this year, to the no small regret of the Flowers 
of the Forest. 

Football games like those can be seen as almost perfect means to such ends as 
they communicate unity in difference and even conflict which is ultimately 
dependent on common ground. Football games can only be played on the basis 
of consensus and the opposing party is as integral a part as one’s own team. 
The emotional elevation that can turn into violence and aggression is as much 
a force of love as it is a force of division. In so doing, Simmel’s claim that at 
such occasions “people actually "play" "society (1971, 134)" appears to be 
justified. As Collins (2008, 294) states: 

Sports are real life, and this makes them engrossing; but real life at its most 
deliberately and artificially organized and controlled. It is larger than life, con-
flict in its purified forms, better focused and therefore more dramatically sat-
isfying than in ordinary events. 

As seen in this chapter, the previous reports often mention which parish had 
won more games, indicating that there was, indeed, local pride and honor at 
stake. The report from Bell’s Life on April 10, 1825, states that “[t]he day 
being fine, there was a good turnout of honest men and bonnie lassies,” show-
ing that the local coloration of the sporting event matters even in national 
newspapers; and so do the local bragging rights which are to be won. How-
ever, the struggles for these bragging rights also manifests the local belonging 
and common bond between the rivals. 
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Wargame Sociability  
I have already demonstrated the potential of Simmel’s theories for the socio-
logical of folk football. This chapter has, so far, made the case that football 
games were played under an ever-lurking threat of antagonism turning into 
battle. The above-mentioned balance between serious competition on the basis 
of consensus and the simultaneous maintenance of sociability corresponds to 
a social form described by him as ‘wargame’ in his Sociology of Conflict 
(1904). Initially, he points to the fact that wargames are contests which are 
primarily played for the pleasure of competition itself. 

I know in fact only a single case in which the stimulus of struggle and of vic-
tory in itself constitutes the exclusive motive, namely, the war game, and only 
in the case that no further gain is to arise than is included in the outcome of the 
game itself. In this case the pure sociological attraction of self-assertion and 
predominance over another in a struggle of skill is combined with purely indi-
vidual pleasure in the exercise of purposeful and successful activity, together 
with the excitement of taking risks with the hazard of fortune which stimulates 
us with a sense of mystic harmony of relationship to powers beyond the indi-
vidual as well as the social occurrences. (ibid, 507) 

The wargame describes a state in which competition is held to a level which 
does not turn the game into a sincerely antagonistic battle. The battle that en-
sued in the previously mentioned football games between Yarrow and Ettrick 
is an undesired state. There are, then, two ways which can counteract the ap-
parently intense competitive forces which football games seem to have a 
greater chance to evoke. The first was already observed above and refers to 
the greater figuration of the event. The spirit of the football was not contained 
in the game itself but by the configuration of the entire event and the games 
which it entailed. In the above instances, one could see how the third game, 
which was basically a children’s game, had cut through the more serious ath-
letic contests. This was a chance to counteract the potential frustration and 
overall competitiveness that had existed at this point and reminded everyone 
that this was primarily a joyful event, not a serious competition.  

Following Luhmann, one can describe this as a process of autopoiesis 
which is central to his systems theory (Luhmann 2012 [1987]). In a recently 
translated lecture series, he introduces this concept alongside the principle of 
self-organization (Luhmann 2013). The latter describes a process by which a 
system produces particular structures out of its own capacity, that is, its inher-
ent means which it has at its disposal. Autopoesis relates to this process by 
assigning the relative closure and autonomy of the system which forces it into 
self-organization on the basis of its available inherent resources. The whole 
sporting event can be seen as an operationally closed and relatively autono-
mous system which organizes and tempers itself through the available means 
such as sack-races, football games or other competitions. 
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Throughout the various reports of folk football games there have been clear 
indicators that the football playing was allowed to be carried out seriously and 
with a competitive edge. For as much as one desires an orderly event, the 
complete absence of competition does hardly evoke the emotional energy 
which is needed to create a collective emotional elevation.  

As Collins (2004; 2008) keeps pointing out, it is the situation which evokes 
emotional states that provide an energetic reaffirmation of bonds as well as 
the potential for violent outbursts. However, it is not only the spontaneous and 
unpredictable dynamics that bring about and define the situational forces, but 
also institutionalized practices. As demonstrated above, one can identify such 
institutionalized measures, which make the evocation of emotional states and 
tensions more or less likely, in many newspaper reports. On top of that, one 
can identify additional institutions for self-organization which manifest the 
sociable wargame character of the folk football games. A few characteristics 
of the wargame as a sociological form have already materialized in the above 
reports, such as the emphasis of equal honors despite competition. Ultimately, 
the forces of competition are meant to arouse emotional energy which mani-
fests a social bond. 

One of the very important measures that I have discovered is the best-of-
three mode in which many games had been played. Playing an uneven number 
of matches does indicate that a decision regarding the winner is institutional-
ized. Not all reports do provide specifics regarding the number of games to be 
played but there are numerous examples in which it becomes clear that three 
games had been played. One report from Alnwick, for example, states that 

[t]he first game lasted about an hour, and was gained by the married men; the 
two succeeding games were gained by the single men, who were declared the 
victors. (from the London Courier and Evening Gazette on February 28, 1828) 

Other reports do not only mention that three games had been played, but fur-
ther indicate that the games become increasingly more competitive with the 
last one being the most contested one. The previously mentioned report from 
the Caledonian Mercury on the 29th of January 1816, states that “the first game 
was well contested and hardly gained by the Blue.” But then the second one 
was even stronger contested and “continued for a long time uncertain.” 

The third game, which was to decide the fate of the day, was still more keenly 
contested, but at last declared in favour of the Blue; and the day being far ad-
vanced; the signal for returning was given, by the colours being placed in the 
centre. Blue taking the right, and marched to the Town-house, where every-
thing comfortable awaited them.” 

Everybody who has participated in a sports contest may recognize the increas-
ing competitiveness that emerges as games enter into their decisive period, the 
last minutes, the last quarter, the last match. 
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Nowadays, professional Association football tournaments are usually not 
played in this mode, but many US sport leagues use a best-of-five or best-of-
seven system it in their knockout rounds. The NBA playoffs and finals are, for 
example, played as best-of-seven series. While the above report is not describ-
ing a tournament in such a sense, it does nevertheless show that there were 
formal ways to make sure that sporting activities were continued. 

The Orange not being satisfied with the results of this day, offered high bets 
for the best of three games, to meet at the same hour the next day, which was 
readily accepted by the Blue. 

The losing team was not happy with the result and challenged the winners, 
again, indicating that losing and winning was not a matter of total indifference.  

At the hour appointed, they again assembled, and marched to the course the 
same as on the preceding day. – The game soon commenced, and the sports of 
this day were by far the most interesting. The play upon each side was the most 
determined, but the Blue was again victorious; this decided the bets. A third 
game was then played for the love of the game only; this exceeded everything, 
and almost baffles description; the exertions used on every side were astonish-
ing, and it was one of the keenest and longest contested games ever played in 
this part of the country, and afforded the best sport to the spectators. A fourth 
and last game was then played, and after a short contest, won by the Orange.  

The report describes that after the second game had been decided in favor of 
the same team, the third game was played solely for pleasure and thereby 
turned out to be the most stunning of all. The tension being relieved, it seems 
that the previous serious contests had not threatened the overall pleasure of 
playing while also not denying the competitive edge. Even a fourth game com-
menced which apparently did not cause greater excitement. What this shows 
is that the tension of the game did not suddenly erupt and culminate at a certain 
point but increased and vanished gradually. The emotional energy flows as a 
longer and flatter curve.  

This should make clear that there are institutionalized practices which in-
stitutionalize both competition as well as sociability and manifest the war-
game-character of those games. Aside from the rituals before and after the 
game, the inclusion of less serious or even children’s games or the symbolic 
cutting of the ball to break the spell and release the tension.  

Furthermore, the formal challenge provides an interesting organizational 
element. It was not uncommon in the context of football games, especially 
those games which were played between different villages or parishes, to play 
them as a consequence of a formal challenge. Newspapers would even make 
announcements of such fixtures. The Caledonian Mercury, for example, an-
nounces on the 25th of December 1815 that “[t]he parish of Traquair, we un-
derstand, has challenged the parish of Innerleithen, for a game at foot-ball, to 
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be played on the leases adjoining Innerleithen.” But more commonly did the 
challenges feature in the actual match reports. The Stamford Mercury reports 
on the 2nd of March 1810 that  

in consequence of a challenge sent by the young men of Londonthorpe to the 
Welby lads, a match of Foot-ball was played on Monday last, and won by the 
latter; who were afterwards challenged by a party from Grantham, when six 
more of the Welby lads went in, and played for one guinea each game. – The 
latter match also terminated in favour of the Welby heroes. 

Similar instances can be found further south and literally in the centre of Eng-
land. The Coventry Herald informs its readers on the 13th of March 1829 that  

[o]n Tuesday week, in consequence of a challenge from Maxstock, a football 
match of three goals, was played between seven men of the Parish of Fil-
longley, and seven of the Parishes of Maxstock and Exhall, in a field belonging 
to Mr. Hammerton, of Fillongley aforesaid; and was cleverly won by Fil-
longley getting the two first goals. 

Even in this report, the formal challenge is clearly the initiator of football 
games. But not only that, the challenge appears to be a means of keeping the 
sporting games alive. The ritualistic challenges which seem to always be ac-
cepted are creating a continuous informal tournament without the need of a 
formal organizing body.  

At the same time, the above reports indicate that winning is an important 
element of the game. Football playing involves not only money but the win-
ners are also assigned the status of heroes as they accepted and persisted 
through two challenges.  

In 1791, the bachelors of the villages of Osbournby and Billingborough in 
Lincolnshire faced up for “a severe contest of six hours, wherein several feats 
of agility were shown” (from the Stamford Mercury on May 6, 1791). The 
match was decided “in favour of the youths of Billingboro’; on which occasion 
they wore favours of blue ribband, as a mark of their distinction.” This latter 
remark shows that winning was even symbolized by means of a blue ribband 
which served as a marker of distinction.  

The Leeds Intelligencer on May 26, 1778, reports that a match had been 
played for twenty guineas in a best-of-three mode between two teams consist-
ing of ten players each. However, the leading player of the winning team had 
due to an accident on the previous day not been able to play, which leads the 
report to assign an even greater honor to the winners.  

The Warwick and Warwickshire Advertiser reports on March 6, 1824, that 
a football game had been played between twelve a side for six sovereigns and 
that the game was won after three hours and twenty minutes “in grand style.”  

These smaller local derbies obviously attracted significant numbers of 
spectators. Forty years after the above report, a similar local derby, this time 
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between Osbournby and Aunsby, again reads like a more recognizable form 
of football playing from a contemporary point of view as it is played between 
smaller teams with equal numbers of players:  

A football match was played at Osbournby on Shrove Tuesday, between six 
single men of Aunsby and six of Osbournby, for one souvereign a side, which 
was won by the former, after four hours and a half’s excellent playing, the 
Osbourny men not kicking the ball once between the sticks. The day being 
fine, and the match having been long talked of, a large concourse of people 
assembled, supposed to be upwards of five hundred. (from the Stamford Mer-
cury on February 29, 1828) 

When Joseph Strutt published his Sports and Pastimes in 1801, it was most 
likely games like the above that he referred to in his description of football.  

Football is so called because the ball is driven about with the feet instead of 
the hands. […] When a match at football is made, two parties, each containing 
an equal number of competitors, take the field, and stand between two goals, 
placed at the distance of eighty or a hundred yards the one from the other. The 
goal is usually made with two sticks driven into the ground, about two or three 
feet apart. The ball, which is commonly made of a blown bladder, and cased 
with leather, is delivered in the midst of the ground, and the object of each 
party is to drive it through the goal of their antagonists, which being achieved 
the game is won. The abilities of the performers are best displayed in attacking 
and defending the goals; and hence the pastime was more frequently called a 
goal at football than a game at football. When the exercise becomes exceeding 
violent, the players kick each other's shins without the least ceremony, and 
some of them are overthrown at the hazard of their limbs. (Strutt 1903 [1801], 
93-94) 

Strutt’s description is very interesting because it appears to refer not so much 
to the Shrovetide mob games as to the more formalized versions described 
above. But it is, furthermore, notable that Strutt did also refer to the potential 
for violence. However, in his case the violence is clearly related to the char-
acter of the game rather than people. The game he describes appears to be a 
sudden-death version in which the first goal decides the odds.  

Again, those who have played in such a contest where the first goal decides 
the winner certainly know how this affects the seriousness and competitive-
ness of the playing. Even more than a best-of-three form the game is from the 
outset lost by the first goal concession and can, thereby, turn into a fierce con-
test. Moreover, there are examples that show that football playing was not 
intended to cross a certain threshold of competitiveness. The Stamford Mer-
cury informs on January 7, 1831, that  

a match of football took place between the parishes of Ruskington and Walcot, 
ten men on each side, for ten sovereigns. There was some fine play: the game 
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was decidedly in favour of the Walcot men, but owing to a general battle en-
suing, the prize was not awarded. It is supposed that 500 people were present. 

In other words, even though football games like the above had been played 
under the presumption that winning was to be desired, it was also not meant 
to be winning at all costs. There was a sense of the game being dishonored 
when the threshold of acceptable competitiveness was crossed. The mild pun-
ishment of not awarding prizes marks the threshold of competitiveness.  

While the above reports mention prizes as an incentive, there is also fre-
quent mentioning of honor which can be gained not only through winning, but 
also by maintaining order and fair play. Already in the reports about games 
between Ettrick and Yarrow, one could sense that the ascription of honor 
played a big role in the reports. This honor is directly related to the display of 
fairness on behalf of the players. In one instance, the players refused to play a 
third game because one team had been running out of players which would 
make teams of even numbers impossible. This is in itself a strong marker of 
the importance of fair play and the games’ function as a bonding event. How-
ever, what the report also mentions is that instead of playing the third game, 
one team challenged the other for a game played on another day.  

These challenges are also directly related to the sense of honor which tran-
spired in the refusal to play against a team with less players. Honor is just as 
much a prize as the other symbolic or money-prizes are. However, it is a prize 
which could be won irrespective of the winning of the game. Similarly, a game 
that was dishonored through inappropriate behavior or lack of fairness dishon-
ored both teams, even the potential winners. Bourdieu remarked in his studies 
on Kabylia: 

To make someone a challenge is to credit him with the dignity of a man of 
honour, since the challenge, as such, requires a riposte and therefore is ad-
dressed to a man deemed capable of playing the game of honour, and of playing 
it well. (Bourdieu 1977, 11) 

Such a game of honor which he outlined in the Kabyle society appears to be 
played in the above instances as well. Many reports provide descriptions 
which correspond to Bourdieu’s findings and indicate a relation between 
honor and fair-play as a symbolic prize that could be won jointly by both par-
ties and irrespective of the game’s result. Honor is the currency of sociability 
and a symbolic prize which had been won by means of a fair competition.  

As I have started out this chapter with the introduction of Bourdieu’s illusio 
concept, these last remarks lead directly back to it. From a sociological point 
of view, competing fairly is both its basic underlying agreement as well as its 
most prestigious prize.  

In game theory, the good player is the one who always supposes his opponent 
will discern the best strategy and who directs his own play accordingly; 
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similarly, in the game of honour, challenge and riposte alike imply that each 
player chooses to play the game as well as he can while assuming that his ad-
versary is capable of making the same choice. (ibid, 12) 

This, again, points to the importance of trust and the need for a pre-established 
moral community which provided it. As the prize of honor was to be won only 
jointly with the opposing party, the agreement to struggle in a game of football 
was a recognition of the social worthiness and an implicit communication of 
trust. This mutual dependence, furthermore, creates a situation in which, irre-
spective of the result, there is no symbolic domination. Because the symbolic 
prize, on which all other symbolic distinctions depend, can only be won 
through a collective effort that brackets the antagonistic game. Bourdieu 
(2006, 166) writes:  

Symbolic capital enables forms of domination which imply dependence on 
those who can be dominated by it, since it only exists through the esteem, 
recognition, belief, credit, confidence of others, and can only be perpetuated 
so long as it succeeds in obtaining belief in its existence. 

As we have seen above, as soon as the game is dishonored by one or both 
teams, the illusio, that is, the social spell providing the pre-reflexive system of 
belief, is broken. This is sometimes marked symbolically (by means of cutting 
the ball into pieces) and leads to the immediate devaluation of all other prizes.  

In sum, then, we can see that the struggles in folk football were always 
struggles for symbolic capital. Its currency is social recognition not only in 
form of bragging rights but also in form of mutual respect for players and 
opponents. Simmel’s statement that human beings play society in sociability-
games applies to the folk football practices described in this chapter. Interest-
ingly, they play society in a way that is accurately described by the early Pierre 
Bourdieu. 



 108 

Chapter Seven. Football’s Total 
Institutionalization 

I have argued in previous chapters, that the ban on football playing in towns 
and villages as well as the enclosing and privatization of common ground was 
a decisive step in football’s history insofar as it assigned grounds to practices 
and created heterotopias with borders and entrance fees (illusio). Rather than 
reinterpreting space for a certain period of time through the football players 
consciousness, grounds were erected and defined as places for football activ-
ities in the upper-class mansions on the countryside.  

This process continued in urban spaces, where various proposals had been 
made in favor of the erection of grounds for supposedly healthy and rational 
sporting and leisure activities. On October 15,1824, the Liverpool Mercury 
reacts with a few lines of concern to an increase in “the ruffian practice of 
prize fighting” in Liverpool. As a response the newspaper requests that a spe-
cific “piece of ground” should be assigned to the people of Liverpool, “ex-
pressly for the amusement of their leisure hours, which might be devoted to 
quoits, prison-bars, foot-ball, or cricket.” As a consequence, these “manly and 
athletic sports” can be played “more innocently and rationally”. The newspa-
per further reveals a class-stance in the matter, as they claim that a Bourgeois 
Common Council would provide public funds for such an endeavor. 

Industrial urban society demanded a different work ethic and discipline. 
The rise of independent labor that replaced client- with a money-relationships 
afforded a qualitatively different form of discipline as it was “weakening […] 
old means of social discipline (Thompson 1991, 42).” The rhythm of daily 
leisure and factory life was monotonously defined by the rhythm of the clock 
which made life categorical and rigid. In industrial culture arose a demand for 
objectivity and definition. It was important to be definitive and clear in all 
areas of life. The methodological lifestyle that Weber described was erected 
on measurement and calculation.  

This extended to the ways in which spaces were defined and created. A 
letter to the Caledonian Mercury on April 3, 1856, claims that “[t]oo much 
confidence is placed in intellectual culture as the first grand step for the im-
provement of the people.” The author proposes that a park for the people must 
be built “by purchase, gift, lease, or otherwise” in order to provide the lower 
classes with spaces in which they can educate and improve themselves. In this 
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proposed park, “a level portion be allocated for athletic and manly amuse-
ments, such as archery, golf, quoting, football, bowling, &c.” 

Around this park should be one or more cheaply constructed buildings set apart 
for bath-rooms, reading-rooms and smoking-rooms; libraries, billiards, baga-
telle, draughts, chess, &c. That the public bands connected with the town al-
ternately visit the grounds in summer after six o’clock each evening and dis-
course music; that in one of the larger rooms there be readings from entertain-
ing and instructive works; that the higher classes, especially clergymen and 
employers, mix with their poorer brethren in their amusements, as to their hon-
our they do on the curling pond, and there teach them by example how to con-
duct themselves, and win their esteem by condescension and kindness, which 
is by no means incompatible with dignity. Then these poor people will become 
better members of society – they will have more self-respect – their lives will 
not be one scene of unvaried toil – kindly feelings will be generated between 
class and class – the rich will take a warmer interest in the welfare of those 
with whom they occasionally enjoy themselves – the people will then have a 
proper resort for their leisure hours, and gradually be brought to improve them-
selves, their families, and their homes. 

One can sense that this comment was meant to be empathetic to the lower 
classes. It addresses issues of self-respect and even accuses the upper classes 
of showing a condescending attitude towards them. It does also appear to be 
very much in line with the utilitarian spirit of the time as expressed by Jeremy 
Bentham in his panopticon letters (Bentham 1995 [1787]) which had linked 
architecture to moral education and character improvement.  

But while the above suggestions for the creation of rational spaces for ra-
tional leisure were relatively new, football had also begun to be taken up at 
already existing total institutions (Goffman 1991 [1961]) where it had previ-
ously been frowned upon. The two most prominent examples are military bar-
racks and public schools. Such institutions have, according to Goffman (ibid, 
15-16), “encompassing tendencies” that are “symbolized by the barrier to so-
cial intercourse with the outside and to departure that is often built right into 
the physical plant, such as locked doors, high walls, barbed wire, cliffs, water, 
forests, or moors.” 

Dodo-Games and Barracks 
The history of football has created a number of myths regarding the relation 
of military drill and casern asceticism. The world-cup-winning teams of West-
Germany in 1954 and 1974 both referred to the ‘Spirit of Malente’ which had 
been evoked during their training camp. Franz Beckenbauer, the captain of the 
1974 team, initially complained about the casern-like conditions in which the 
team had to prepare itself for the tournament. But later, they uniformly stated 
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that it was exactly this ascetic environment which created a team spirit which 
would carry them to the title.  

The relation between asceticism and spiritual experiences is, of course, not 
only known to football players. Most religions appear to practice negative rites 
in order to evoke transcendental experiences. Durkheim (2008 [1912], 231) 
states that “there is no prohibition whose observance is not ascetic to some 
degree.” Interestingly, already in the first half of the nineteenth century, dec-
ades before football’s codification, football had been seen as an important ac-
tivity to create a group spirit among soldiers.  

Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, one can find numerous 
reports about football games being played in barracks of the military where it 
is said to serve the spirit de corps. The Naval & Military Gazette and Weekly 
Chronicle of the United Service writes on July 29, 1837: 

The drill being over, there are hundreds of pastimes which both officers and 
men would enter into with spirit, and without incurring the slightest expense, 
all tending to inspire that good feeling in the ranks which ought to be so much 
encouraged and so much approved of – engendering an esprit de corps, which, 
once obtained, scarcely ever leaves a battalion. […] in the winter, running, 
quoits, and football are all good and healthy pastimes; and, if possible, all bar-
racks ought to be provided with a ground for some of these exercises. 

This excerpt is interesting because it, first, defines football as a healthy pas-
time and dispersion. Football and other sports are seen as a useful means to 
create the necessary group spirit for a battalion. What is more is that the article 
wants the military institutions to provide grounds for such activities which 
continuous the aforementioned processes of spatial institutionalization which 
had been observed in urban and rural areas as well. Goffman (1961, 15) states 
that some total institutions “provide a place for associations felt to be elective 
and unserious, calling for a contribution of time left over from more serious 
demands.” 

The above report further hints at the ascetic nature of life in the barracks 
and indicates that the sports relieved the monotony. Likewise, the Dublin 
Morning Register from Tuesday the 29th of November 1831 (quoting the Lim-
erick Chronicle), informs about a sickness in Sunderland that spread around 
this time of the year which is responsible for the fact that “soldiers in the gar-
rison have had no communication with the town.” However, as an alternative 
for being forced to stay in the barracks “the men amuse themselves with foot-
ball, jumping, racing […].” But according to most reports, catharsis is only 
one and possibly not even their most important function.  

We are glad to perceive that amusements of this description are of such fre-
quent occurrence among our military brethern, and we are convinced that there 
is nothing more calculated to raise the character of the soldier, to inspire him 
with love and respect for his officers, and good feeling and friendship towards 



 111 

his comrades, than a recurrence of such healthy, athletic and rational sources 
of amusement.” (from the Caledonian Mercury on August 13, 1846) 

With this conclusion, this report does check a lot of boxes which had been 
observed before in reports depicting paternal patronage which were published 
around the middle of the nineteenth century. What becomes clear is that foot-
ball towards the middle of the nineteenth century has not merely been a nui-
sance but had turned into a healthy, rational exercise that had even been 
adopted for military purposes. Most importantly, it connects emotional needs 
to a healthy, athletic and rational amusement which will manifest the bond and 
commitment to both one’s comrades and superiors. This is indeed a dramatic 
shift given how much it was frowned upon by leaders and authorities for most 
of its history. But it also a shift that was contingent on significant adaptations 
in the ways in which football was played.  

The style of football that appears desirable is not the antagonistic and com-
petitive rivalry, but rather the sociable version. It is under the assumption that 
football is played in this communal spirit that it gains its ascription of being 
healthy and rational as an article that was printed in various newspapers all 
over Britain shows (here quoted from The Scotsman on April 2, 1828):  

Military Gymnastics and Rural Sports – For three Saturdays past the public 
have been highly amused by the 92d regiment practicing athletic excercises. 
They have been marched to Bruntsfield. Links without arms or accoutrements, 
in their drill dress. A large oblong square being formed, leaping, running, foot-
ball, not forgetting the dance, then took place free from all interruption, to the 
high gratification of the spectators. – The young officers mix in these healthy 
excercises, and, under proper caution, it will no doubt tend to gain the esteem 
of the men. Besides the above games, they have raced blindfold and in sacks, 
which afford infinite diversion. We understand these amusements will con-
tinue weekly. 

Here it becomes clear, that football was not only a bodily but also socially 
healthy activity for soldiers which marks a clear shift away from previous 
ideas that saw football as useless and dangerous, clearly inferior to sports like 
archery which served a military purpose. However, it is also explicitly men-
tioned, that such exercises need to take place “under proper caution” and “free 
from all interruption.” In other words, football’s perception as being a healthy 
exercise is conditioned on the ways in which it is played; and the following 
reports indicate that it was supposed to be played in a similar fashion in which 
the paternal games had been played, emphasizing the sociability element. 

During the continuance of which the soldiers of the garrison were confined to 
barracks, and, by the kind of assistance of the officers, a number of athletic 
sports were got up to relieve the monotony inseparable from such confinement. 
On Thursday, the sports commenced with a hurdle race on foot, which for 
fleetness and activity, we have seldom seen surpassed – other races followed, 
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accompanied by the games of quoits, fives, wheelbarrow racing, jumping, 
throwing the sledge, putting the stone, &c., for all of which suitable prizes were 
distributed, and which were contested with great spirit and emulation. The 
days’ amusements concluded with an animated game of foot-ball, after which, 
having given three cheers for the Queen and three for the officers of the garri-
son, the men separated much gratified with the sports of the day. (from the 
Caledonian Mercury on August 13, 1846) 

This report describes not only that football was played as one of many games 
many of which appear to be either less serious or, at least, less physically con-
frontative. At the same time, it also mentions that suitable prizes were given 
to winners which, in this case, most likely describes prizes which would not 
explicitly incentivize winning.  

Intuitively, prizes are thought of as rewards for winners and can thereby 
work as a form of uncertainty reduction (Aspers 2018), for example, by creat-
ing order through rankings. But in the present case, the indication is that prizes 
are used as a way of controlling passions and communicating the relative un-
importance of winning compared to the pure act of competing. Incentivizing 
healthy competition allows football games to become a “safety-valve institu-
tion” (Coser 1964 [1956], 44) which allows for an acceptable expression of 
antagonism in a predominantly playful context.  

The competitive aspect is enclosed and controlled through suitable prizes. 
This to make sure that the playful element will not give way to an unhealthy 
degree of competitiveness which is eventually also manifested by the hearty 
cheers that were given to the Queen and officers. Such hearty cheers are to be 
found in many of the above reports as well. This latter element reminded me 
very much of similar hearty cheers I had to give when I was playing football 
as a child. Irrespective of how the game went and who lost it, we were sup-
posed to respond to the umpire’s “Auf die Sportkameradschaft ein dreifaches 
hipp hipp” with a hearty “hurra.” I also vividly remember that these cheers 
were not always quite as hearty as one wanted them to be. Especially after a 
tough loss the cheering was, at best, cynical surface acting.  

The reported cheers and suitable prizes communicate an important mes-
sage, namely that competitive games and the corresponding tensions between 
the opponents must not necessarily be divisive forces. A lack of competition 
was not desirable as it limited the emotional tension and, thus, the emotional 
outcome with regard to the manifestation of social bonds between ranks. It 
appears that the barracks would not want to take any risks and, instead of 
prizes that signal distinction, they distributed suitable prizes. Likewise, the 
duke of Northumberland and other upper-class patrons have usually presented 
gifts to all participants and even if there was a prize for the winner, these prizes 
were either not creating enough envy to be seriously competed for. 

In other words, the above games are again examples of the wargame as 
defined by Georg Simmel. However, in a very peculiar form. In his text on 
sociability, Simmel has pointed out that in pure forms of association 
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“sociability attains its most sovereign expression but at the same time verges 
on caricature (1971, 139).” In other words, there are games which technically 
are being played as contests, however, with the play-element being empha-
sized so much that it barely evokes competition. The quasi-children’s-games 
which had been played often after football matches to balance and calm down 
the potentially harmful competitiveness are one example of this. In many 
ways, the military barracks had been particularly careful to not make football 
turn into wargames that verged on caricature. 

In one of the chapters of Lewis Carroll’s Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, 
one finds an ironic take on political Caucus-races, which are supposed to be a 
competition, but, in Carroll’s view, really are not. After Alice and her animal-
companions almost drowned in the pool of tears they are still soaking wet. In 
order to dry themselves, the Dodo bird proposes a Caucus race (1998 [1865], 
26): 

“What is a Caucus-race?” said Alice; 

Dodo: “The best way to explain it is to do it.” 

First it marked out a race-course, in a sort of circle, (“the exact shape doesn’t 
matter,” it said,) and then all the party were placed along the course, here and 
there. There was no “One, two, three, and away,” but they began running when 
they liked, and left off when they liked, so that it was not easy to know when 
the race was over. However, when they had been running half an hour or so, 
and were quite dry again, the Dodo suddenly called out “The race is over!” and 
they all crowded round it, panting, and asking, “But who has won?” 

This question the Dodo could not answer without a great deal of thought, and 
it sat for a long time with one finger pressed upon its forehead, while the rest 
waited in silence.  

At last the Dodo said, “Everybody has won, and all must have prizes.” 

This satirical description of Caucus races is meant to point to the absurdity of 
pretending that there was a competition when there really was not but it pretty 
accurately expresses the type of competition which I have found in the barrack 
football games. 

What the above reports maintain is that rationality meant a higher degree 
of indifference towards competition and winning and a lower tolerance to 
emotional tension in antagonistic games. This was very much in line with the 
“new vision of moral order” which urged human beings to become “rational, 
sociable agents who are meant to collaborate in peace to their mutual benefit 
(Taylor 2002, 92).” 

Rational amusements are those that create sociability and lead to a collec-
tive bonding experience which may be spoiled if the spirits of competition are 
taking over. However, a complete absence of competitiveness does not appear 
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to be desirable either. Suitable prizes are, nevertheless, prizes that are given 
to winners, albeit without calling forth an unbearable desire to win. 

Playing and Pecking in England’s Public Schools 
As one leaves the total institutions of the military, one finds others with a 
higher tolerance for competition and emotional tension. This includes the most 
famous and influential total institution with regard to football’s history, Eng-
land’s public schools.  

Public schools are nowadays known as elite educational institutions for the 
upper and middle classes. However, initially they had been founded as schools 
for unprivileged children in the sixteenth century to then be gradually over-
taken by the gentry from the countryside. At the end of the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century they were known as being chaotic and violent places 
over which the schoolmasters had not been able to exert any meaningful form 
of control.  

Famously, in 1797, a revolt in Rugby made it necessary to call the troops, 
and at Winchester the military was called with bayonettes at hand in 1818 
(Goldblatt 2008; Murray 1994). The power in the schools was mainly held by 
the senior students and the headmasters and other authorities were compara-
tively weak in their influence (Walvin 1994). This “Lord of the Flies environ-
ment” (Sanders 2009, 25) led to a tyranny of the older students that included 
bullying and all other sorts of psychological and physical abuse. A prefect-
fagging system allowed the older students to run the institution and having 
that power enabled them to organize football games for the students (Harvey 
2005). According to Walvin (1994 [1975], 32), football was an “ideal game” 
as it “mirrored the hierarchical and physical, and sometimes violent nature of 
school society in general.” This was an unbearable situation and public-school 
headmasters and students had to find arrangements to make the schools work.  

At the beginning of the 19th century, educational reformists had decided 
that physical exercise would be a matter of moral education. They found their 
point of reference in the successful reformation of Rugby, where Thomas Ar-
nold, headmaster of Rugby between 1828 and 1842, is generally seen as the 
central figure in enforcing the integration of sport in the educational system 
and was, therefore, held in the highest regards by Pierre Coubertin – the re-
inventor of the Olympic Games – who enthusiastically and wrongly saw him 
as the inventor of physical moralism. In his time as a headmaster in Rugby, 
Arnold “revolutionized the moral education of nation’s wealthy youth (Giuli-
anotti 1999, 3)” and his efforts to make sports a means of physical and moral 
education are still seen as a major influence in the development of sports. 
However, Arnold’s relation to sport in education was much more ambivalent 
and it is questionable if he initially agreed that sport games were an adequate 
tool for moral education (cf. McIntosh 1979).  
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Football historians tend to agree that Arnold was not so much a sport en-
thusiast but a pragmatic headmaster who was desperate to regain control over 
its school. Sporting activities and especially team games revealed themselves 
as a powerful tool to do so. Football games were initially a continuation of the 
survival-of-the-fittest-mentality that had run through the entire school life. But 
throughout the first half of the nineteenth century they were cultivated by mas-
ters and students. The ideological vehicle for this cultivation were new ideo-
logical inputs which resulted in a concept of morality and character develop-
ment which became known as ‘muscular Christian’ since the 1850s.  

This ideological concept expressed the presumed connection between 
moral and physical strength and discipline and institutionalized values that 
have prevailed in sports until this day (Parker and Weir 2012). 

It was in the Public Schools during the second half of the century that two basic 
new theories were developed. The first was that competitive sport, especially 
team games, had an ethical basis, and the second was that training in moral 
behavior on the playing field was transferable to the world beyond. The new 
philosophy was frequently referred to as ‘muscular Christianity’ and was also 
manifest in the common use of terms and phrases from sport to approve or 
condemn behavior on moral grounds. (McIntosh 1979, 27) 

The school’s authorities realized that games that enforced so much violent and 
masculine energy were eventually also a chance to reestablish order. If the 
games were organized under the command of the schools, they could regain 
at least some of their authority. Not only did they allow football games to be 
organized, they even began to sponsor tournaments for which they donated 
prizes. This is reminiscent of the practices employed by the upper-class pa-
trons in previous chapters. The schoolmasters had to some extent adopted this 
practice of patronage that had already served the upper-classes well in order 
to regain control and channel emotions. 

All public schools that are of relevance for football’s history had imple-
mented a school house system that divided the schools formally and physically 
into several houses. Within these houses the older students to a large extent 
held the authority whereas the school authorities and masters had focused their 
efforts on keeping the entire system together and running. In other words, this 
system effectively utilized the pecking orders that had emerged as a conse-
quence of a lack of leadership and control on behalf of the school authorities 
and embedded them in a partially formal and partially tacit power arrange-
ment. The teachers would be in charge for the hours the students actually spent 
in class whereas after the lessons the control was given to the oldest students 
(Dishon 2017). The abusive exploitation of power was, however, not disap-
pearing and rather expressed in a more formally authorized manner and used 
to create a more desirable form of social order in the public schools.  

At the same time, the internal house tournaments were responsible for the 
rough playing style that the schools developed and which made them into “a 
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reliable antidote to the great triangular fear of the Victorian public schools: 
masturbation, effeminacy, and homosexuality (T. Collins 2019, 18).” 

That also means, that many rites of initiation where not primarily geared 
towards the school as whole but towards the respective houses which created 
additional sub-identities and rivalries. 

While some athletic rituals of unity and identity embraced the whole body of 
the school, curiously, communal solidarity was achieved by deliberately cre-
ated internal diversity so that opposing groups of pupils met frequently on 
playing fields throughout the year. The instrument of this calculated segrega-
tion was the house system with its repetitious, fiercely contested house 
matches. (Mangan 2000 [1981], 146) 

This may at first glance seem as contradiction and a socially unhealthy situa-
tion. But the emotional forces evoked by those intra-house rivalries did not 
threaten the emotional commitment to the school. In fact, they may have even 
strengthened this bond and made it more meaningful. Mangan holds that such 
“consensual rituals bound together the whole group as a moral community” 
(ibid, 143) in these total institutions while also maintaining that they were a 
“filter of social experience determining the nature of social reality by sur-
rounding certain relationships with powerful emotional feelings” and “defined 
social position.” This resonates with Goffman’s (1961, 15) claim that some 
total institutions “provide the place for activities from which the individual is 
felt to draw his social status.” 

The erection of communal bonds through quasi-religious practices exists 
simultaneous to between-house rivalries. However, it seems as if both dimen-
sions have contributed to the erection of a lifelong emotional commitment to 
the respective public-school. 

Public schools were mystical, almost magical clubs, deliberately incomprehen-
sible and exclusive. Sports were an important part of this mystique, and the 
memory of school sports exerted a powerful emotional grip on old boys 
throughout their lives. (Sanders 2009, 35-36) 

One is, again, referred to the sociology of conflict, and in particular its Sim-
melian branch which emphasizes the simultaneity of agonistic and uniting 
forces. Lewis Coser, who developed Simmel’s thoughts further in The Func-
tions of Social Conflict (1964 [1956], 31), maintains: 

Groups require disharmony as well as harmony, dissociation as well as associ-
ation; and conflicts within them are by no means altogether disruptive factors. 
Group formation is the result of both types of processes. The belief that one 
process tears down what the other builds up, so that what finally remains is the 
result of subtracting the one from the other, is based on a misconception. On 
the contrary, both "positive" and "negative" factors build group relations, Con-
flict as well as co-operation has social functions. Far from being necessarily 
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dysfunctional, a certain degree of conflict is an essential element in group for-
mation and the persistence of group life. 

Being a public-school boy was not a temporary but a continuous self and one 
was not only expected to carry this identity along throughout one’s life but 
also to defend it; and it was not the public-school as an institution but the 
concrete public-school one had attended that was sacralized in those games 
between the houses on the schoolgrounds. In the words of Mangan (2000 
[1981], 145, italics in the original): “what the public-school boy did was to 
take his school world and its symbolic actions and trappings with him into the 
outside world.” 

Following this line of reasoning it can hardly be a surprise that the former 
students established old-boys-teams which allowed them to return and refresh 
this emotional grip in the way Durkheim had laid out. On page three of Bell's 
Life on November 10, 1861, the reader is informed about a number of different 
football matches which had been played at Harrow, Eton, Rugby, Uppingham, 
Marlborough, and Charterhouse respectively, many between former (old 
boys) and current students.  

What immediately stands out is how different these football forms actually 
were. In Harrow they scored bases instead of goals, in Eton they fought for 
goals and rogues, in Rugby they punted and caught the ball and attempted to 
kick it over the posts, in Uppingham they were looking for goals and bullies, 
and in Marlborough and Charterhouse it was only goals that mattered. Inter-
estingly enough both Harrow and Eton football contained elements that are 
completely alien to the contemporary football fan, such as rogues or bases, 
whereas Uppingham, Marlborough and Charterhouse would at least sound 
more comprehensible. Starting with Harrow, Eton, and Rugby, the newspaper 
gives primacy to those schools that are seen as most significant in the history 
of football.  

Public-School Football 
Just as in the case of folk football, knowledge how to play football in a certain 
public school was acquired as tacit knowledge in the freshman year.  

Once established in these relatively closed institutions, informal rules and 
modes of playing were, like school slang and rites of initiation, developed and 
handed down from seniors to juniors. (Goldblatt 2008, 25) 

The older students were responsible to transmit what practice theorists refer 
to as tacit knowledge and embodied habitus. Total institutions like public 
schools were, then, sites of learning how to behave and getting a feel for the 
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game via mentoring as well as ritualistic acts of inauguration performed by 
senior students. Bourdieu notes (1978, 823): 

The school, the site of skhole, leisure, is the place where practices endowed 
with social functions and integrated into the collective calendar are converted 
into bodily exercises, activities which are an end in themselves, a sort of phys-
ical art for art’s sake, governed by specific rules, increasingly irreducible to 
any functional necessity, and inserted into a specific calendar.  

Thomas Hughes’ famous novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays, that was published 
in 1859, provided one of the first publicly available insights into this world of 
the public school and helped boosting their image and moral ideology. Despite 
the fact that the book is a fiction novel, it is frequently used and cited by his-
torians to describe and illustrate the situation in public schools like Rugby and 
the game of football as it was played there in the 1830s. Hughes was himself 
a Rugby boy and had witnessed the football games and all the other aspects of 
Rugby life which means that he had acquired the tacit knowledge of how to 
play football at Rugby. 

There is much debate around the usefulness of fiction literature in histori-
ography. With regard to sports history, Day and Vamplew (2015) point out 
that whereas postmodernists would be more willing to accept novels as data, 
more traditional historians would find it unreliable. However, especially with 
regard to the history of football in the nineteenth century, fiction literature 
should not go entirely unnoticed.  

In the middle of the eighteenth century, the school story genre in literature 
received its first boost in popularity. Primarily responsible was Tom Brown’s 
School Days which contains interesting and illustrative descriptions of public-
school life including descriptions of football games that were played in these 
public schools. Its popularity introduced public-school life and its (football) 
games to a wider audience. Historians have ever since used it as an important 
look into this exclusive world.  

Researchers are, of course, not arguing that such fictional texts are to be 
treated as proper ethnographic material. At the same time, and in acknowledg-
ment of the specific situation where an entire genre is dedicated to a relatively 
inaccessible aspect of the research interest, fiction novels are a valid source of 
information when treated carefully:  

Literary texts can add colour and give insights into matters, in particular the 
role of sport in everyday life, about which conventional sources are opaque 
(Day and Vamplew 2015, 1718). 

Andy Harvey (2013) concludes that, in the wake of the postmodern critique, 
skepticism towards literary texts seems to be gradually replaced by the ac-
knowledgment that they can indeed serve as a valuable historical source. 
Checked against other (archival) material literary texts help us to get a feel for 
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the lifeworld. In a letter to the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette on December 
14, 1866, for example, a reader who claims to be a former public-school boy, 
wonders if the implicit knowledge that students acquire at public schools to 
regulate the games (particularly the amount of violence) is now too soft and 
superficial to fulfil its purpose. Such references reappear in a number of let-
ters. However, the concrete content of this obscure implicit knowledge is not 
spelled out (maybe on purpose to hide it from the public). Yet, it speaks to the 
fact that the introduction to football in public schools might have been a non-
codified rite of initiation.18 

As the importance of this book for football’s historiography shows, the 
general absence of written codes in the first decades of the nineteenth century 
meant that the rules and norms were only incorporated as tacit and practical 
knowledge in a socialization process. 

Difference and uniqueness were the very essence of public schools. Each had 
grown organically from its own particular point of origin and, over the centu-
ries, developed institutions, customs and even language unique to itself. (Sand-
ers 2009, 35-36) 

When Tom Brown, the protagonist of the book, arrives at Rugby school, the 
student East, who is acquainted to his family, becomes his mentor. But Tom’s 
attention is caught as soon as he mentions the game of football that is going 
to be played on that day: 

“Oh, but do show me where they play. And tell me about it. I love football so, 
and have played all my life. Won't Brooke let me play?" 

"Not he," said East, with some indignation. "Why, you don't know the rules; 
you'll be a month learning them. And then it's no joke playing-up in a match, I 
can tell you—quite another thing from your private school games. Why, there's 
been two collar-bones broken this half, and a dozen fellows lamed. And last 
year a fellow had his leg broken." 

He leads him through the building, introduces him to people and the school 
hierarchy, teaches him to behave as a public-school boy. Eventually, he intro-
duces him to the famous Rugby football game. 

Tom listened with the profoundest respect to this chapter of accidents, and fol-
lowed East across the level ground till they came to a sort of gigantic gallows 
of two poles, eighteen feet high, fixed upright in the ground some fourteen feet 

 
18 Another important reality-check in this regard are, according to Andy Harvey (2013), book-
reviews that had been published in the aftermath of a book’s initial release. Such reviews may 
indicate how truthful or fictional the content is. In the case of Tom Brown’s Schooldays, argu-
ably the most famous novel of the genre, such reviews have been used to trace and show the 
impact that the novel had on the perception of public schools. 
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apart, with a cross-bar running from one to the other at the height of ten feet or 
thereabouts. 

"This is one of the goals," said East, "and you see the other, across there, right 
opposite, under the Doctor's wall. Well, the match is for the best of three goals; 
whichever side kicks two goals wins: and it won't do, you see, just to kick the 
ball through these posts—it must go over the cross-bar; any height'll do, so 
long as it's between the posts. You'll have to stay in goal to touch the ball when 
it rolls behind the posts, because if the other side touch it they have a try at 
goal. Then we fellows in quarters, we play just about in front of goal here, and 
have to turn the ball and kick it back before the big fellows on the other side 
can follow it up. And in front of us all the big fellows play, and that's where 
the scrummages are mostly." 

Tom's respect increased as he struggled to make out his friend's technicalities, 
and the other set to work to explain the mysteries of "off your side," "drop-
kicks," "punts," "places," and the other intricacies of the great science of foot-
ball. 

"But how do you keep the ball between the goals?" said he; "I can't see why it 
mightn't go right down to the chapel." 

"Why; that's out of play," answered East. "You see this gravel-walk running 
down all along this side of the playing-ground, and the line of elms opposite 
on the other? Well, they're the bounds. As soon as the ball gets past them, it's 
in touch, and out of play. And then whoever first touches it has to knock it 
straight out amongst the players-up, who make two lines with a space between 
them, every fellow going on his own side. Ain't there just fine scrummages 
then! And the three trees you see there which come out into the play, that's a 
tremendous place when the ball hangs there, for you get thrown against the 
trees, and that's worse than any hack." 

This is a vivid description of how Tom is introduced to the game and its rules 
by his mentor who tells him that he needs one month to learn the rules which 
are obviously not yet to be found in a written code and only passed on through 
socialization and active participation and observation. 

The schools’ “ideal of self-government offered the possibility of consider-
able abuse and the offer was certainly accepted (Mangan 2000 [1981], 148).” 
Seen before that background, the fact that the public-school games were no 
less and possibly even more violent than the folk games does not come as a 
surprise. Football was yet another means of the older boys to show their dom-
inance in this environment. Sanders (2009, 27) states that “[w]ith its roots in 
this brutal, repressive social system, the game that evolved was, if anything, 
more violent than that played by the common people.” Still on the 2nd of No-
vember 1871, the Pall Mall Gazette reports that the 

Hon. S. Herbert, who is stated to be one of the best football players in the public 
schools, received yesterday a most dangerous kick on the right eye while 
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engaged in a match “on the field,” played at Eton College. There is some fear 
of Mr. Herbert losing the sight of the injured eye. 

Likewise, Bell's Life reports on the 12th of November 1848: 

A game of football was played at Harrow on Thursday last, between the Rev 
J. N. Simpkinson’s and the Rev R. Middlemint’s houses, and although the 
game was not quite finished, as far as it went it was decidedly in favor of the 
former house. The play of the Hon Mr Waldegrave and Mr Jervoise, on Mr 
Simpkinson’s side was very superior, they carrying all before them. On the 
other side Mr Hodgson and Mr Green particularly distinguished themselves, 
though they were not able to make any stand against their opponents. There 
were a good many “spills” and not a few were seen to limp on their way home. 

This report does show that the games took their toll on the players bodies. 
Nevertheless, Edward Craven Hawtrey, schoolmaster at Eton between 1834 
and 1853 after having served as assistant master from 1814, defended football 
on the ground of health benefits:  

The manly game of football continues to be played at Eton as it always has 
been played, and I have received no intimation from any person capable of 
forming an opinion than it was other than beneficial to the health of my schol-
ars. I have every other reason to think so; for I have never known so little gen-
eral illness in the school as there is at the present moment. (from Bell's Life – 
on the 13th of November 1842) 

The football styles that emerged in the various public schools were unsurpris-
ingly quite different. Each school began to develop its own version as early as 
by the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th century and decades later 
added the previously mentioned flavors of morality. The most visible differ-
ence-maker in these early games was the prevalence of an either kicking or 
dribbling oriented version that did not allow handling as in Eton or Harrow, 
or the prevalence of ball handling and running as in Rugby.  And even within 
these two camps there were notable differences: 

At Harrow the game was played with an extraordinary ball shaped like a church 
cassock. The rules on handling were the opposite of Eton – you couldn’t stop 
the ball with your hand, but you could attempt a clean catch, which would 
entitle you to a free kick, and the players wore white string gloves to give them 
better grip. Winchester’s game was played on a small, narrow pitch where, 
uniquely, dribbling was banned and shots on goal had to remain below shoul-
der-height unless they were taken on the volley. Rugby’s game, of course, was 
the most distinctive of all. (Sanders 2009, 33) 

Walvin (1994 [1975], 33-35) describes that “[t]he peculiarities of the local 
environment dictated what could be played and how games evolved.” 
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At Charterhouse […] football was played within the cloisters of the old Car-
thusian monastery. Space was limited and a game developed which depended 
on ‘dribbling’, since the ball could not be kicked high or punted long distances 
[…]. 

Harrow […] did not have such physical and geographical limitations, and boys 
there had a large playing field at their disposal. But the location of the field 
made drainage difficult and the field was regularly and swiftly reduced to a 
quagmire. Consequently, Harrovian football demanded a heavy ball, and the 
rules which emerged were designed to encourage movement and to avoid the 
static scrimmages of other schools. 

The game played at Winchester […| on a pitch of eighty by twenty-five yards, 
encouraged ‘accurate kicking and dashing play’ and skill in scrimmage. 

But among the public schools, it was Eton and Rugby that particularly stood 
out. Sanders (2009, 29) notes that the Eton Wall Game, that is still played 
today, was 

played along the length of a high wall in the school grounds. The pitch was just 
five or six yards wide and the goals were formed at one end by a doorway, and 
at the other by a goal of exactly the same size chalked on to an old elm tree. It 
was notoriously difficult to score. By one calculation there were just three 
goals a century, although players were entitled to a ‘shy’ goal under certain, 
complex circumstances. 

Rugby was the first public school to acquire large playing fields, in 1816, and, 
significantly, it was the only school at this time to develop a more expansive 
game which allowed players to run while holding the ball. 

This direct relation between the schools’ playgrounds and the emergence of 
their distinct playing style supports Schatzki’s (2010, 129) assessment that 
“human coexistence inherently transpires as part of nexuses of practices and 
material arrangements.” This expands the view on the role of materiality for 
social life significantly. In Schatzki’s (ibid, 141) view, materiality  

is not interwoven with social life but, stronger, a dimension of it. Society is not 
just inevitably and ubiquitously linked to materiality and nature: the latter is a 
dimension of the former. 

Accordingly, for him (ibid, 130) the practice of playing football is just as much 
defined “through the layouts of pitches and stadiums” as it is through rules. 
The creative entanglement of materiality with the practical consciousness of 
the body, consequently, supports Schmidt’s (2012) conclusion that the prac-
tice turn is also a body and material turn. 

Harvey (2005) finds that Charterhouse was probably the most outgoing 
football culture and the only school whose football captain attended the first 
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meetings of the Football Association. They also seem to have benefitted from 
a levelling of their playing field in the 1840s after which the game shaped up 
in closer resemblance to association football. Eton, on the other hand, knew 
different football forms, but the two most famous ones were the wall and the 
field game. Harvey (2005: 26) notes that the term “Cocks of College” had 
gone into use roughly from that time on and in the wake of Eton’s organized 
football tournaments. Geertz’s (2017 [1973], 441) assertion that in Bali the 
“language of everyday moralism is shot through, on the male side of it, with 
roosterfish imagery” appears to apply here as well. More importantly, how-
ever, this tournament marks a shift towards greater competitiveness and indi-
cates that the games had – similar to Geertz’s observations about the Balinese 
cockfight – a greater social significance. 

Aside from Eton, Rugby has received much attention, not only because of 
how the history of football would eventually shape up, but also because its 
then headmaster Thomas Arnold has oftentimes – and probably wrongly – 
been seen as the central figure in the reformative efforts in moral education 
which assigned sports a central role. What we do know, however, is that 
Rugby was quite late in reaching out to the greater public and kept his game 
behind its doors for longer than most other schools. It did, nevertheless, de-
velop written codes just as the rest did. However, it was not before the end of 
the 1850s that public school football could be called organized across the 
board. 

Shrewsbury was a football late bloomer and appears to be less rigid with 
its rules. Harvey (2005) outlines that it had oftentimes not even cared about 
equal sides and some team divisions did cut through the house system and 
instead used the alphabet. In Winchester, football games had usually been 
played spontaneously and the game itself was perhaps the roughest of all the 
public schools, featuring a hard ball that inflicted pain on everyone who got 
hit by it.  

All schools seem to have printed their first codes around the 1840s and 
around the same time there seems to be an increased effort in organizing tour-
naments. Most of these initiatives came from students and not the headmasters 
who only later began to promote and supervise the games, or, as I mentioned 
above, even sponsored prizes. Harrow, however, had encouraged sports al-
ready since the 1820s and founded a house tournament that has inspired its 
former student C.W. Alcock in his foundation of the FA Cup in 1871. All of 
this resulted in the fact that  

[t]he game which, since the fourteenth century at least, had been frowned upon 
by men in authority, the game which had been consistently stigmatized as so-
cially inferior and regularly outlawed – the people’s game of football – came 
to the assistance of the groups which had traditionally done their best to prevent 
the playing of football. In the process, and for the first time, the plebeian game 
of football acquired an unaccustomed respectability. (Walvin 1994 [1975], 21) 
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However, whereas public-schools and their football was initially a realm of 
the old regime, the eighteenth century witnessed a new economic social force 
rising to power and becoming an additional factor that contributed to social 
progress. To some extent, public school life had increasingly become a socio-
logical battleground for social superiority between the representatives of the 
old regime and the new middle class (Dishon 2017; Goldblatt 2008). 

The public schools mirrored what was happening in urban and industrial-
ized areas of society where a state of gentlemanly anomie had surfaced as the 
old elites and upper classes faced a challenge for social superiority by the new 
economic middle classes. Especially the concept of the gentleman was under 
negotiation. Clark (1962, 253) elaborates that due to an “uncertainty of social 
definition” it became difficult to know “[w]ho were the gentlefolk and who 
were not?”  

The gentleman was no longer only defined by standards of birth and family 
background and the socialization attached to it. Instead, education became an-
other and an almost standardized measurement for gentility which carried with 
it the tautological assumption that “someone who had had the education of a 
gentleman was likely to be a gentleman (ibid, 255).” Clark states: 

It was a conception that was going to be of very great importance in the nine-
teenth century and its development and consolidation was much assisted by the 
fact that an increasing number of people were receiving what could be consid-
ered to be the education of a gentleman, that it came to be increasingly clear 
where that education could be received and that there constantly developed 
more and more facilities for it. In fact, the conception hardened into a belief 
that the education of a gentleman was likely to have been received at a certain 
type of school and at one of the older universities. 

As the new economic middle class became more powerful in society, they also 
made their presence felt in the formerly exclusive public schools. The latter 
continued to be the elite educational institutions but now they had to navigate 
two classes, the traditional upper-class and the Bourgeoisie. As already Weber 
(2010 [1920]) had pointed out, the latter questioned the usefulness of a classi-
cal humanistic educational institution and demanded a focus on what they per-
ceived to be more useful subjects such as law and economics that would help 
their pursuit of a methodological and rational lifestyle (Münch 1978). Latin, 
Greek, or Theology seemed to be comparatively useless subjects for students 
that were meant to be prepared for this lifestyle (Goldblatt 2008).  

Sports and football were at the center of this debate and not only questioned 
with regard to their usefulness but also because of the toll they took on the 
students’ health. In a letter to the editor of the Pall Mall Gazette on the 12th of 
December 1866, the author writes:  
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I have three boys at school. I sent them there with the usual complement of 
legs and arms, but how many they will retain to go to college with I am begin-
ning anxiously to consider. 

He continues to mention how many school boys “from one of our chief public 
schools” have suffered serious injuries through “footballing”, from broken 
arms and legs to strained muscles, claiming that this was not common in his 
times. He accuses the new educational approach of playing a big part in this 
and wonders: 

[D]oes the extravagant and childish stimulus now given to “muscular develop-
ment” lash their spirit of emulation to violence and recklessness? […] Seri-
ously, I think it is high time, on many accounts, to put some check upon the 
exaggerated licence and encouragement to school games, and to establish a 
juster balance between work and play. 

These statements are, on the one hand, showing how the transformation that 
was brought about by the new middle class and their striving towards ration-
ality was perceived as an unjustifiably strong desire to make people mature. 

In an editorial article in Pall Mall Gazette on the 16th of August 1866 titled 
“Our Manliness,” the author first mentions how the public-schools in their 
reformative times are being seen by their supporters: 

Look, again, at our great schools, where that model being, the true English 
gentleman, acquires the superhuman vigour which is the envy of surrounding 
nations. Wonderful to relate, the boys being hearty, healthy, and well fed and 
washed, are fond of cricket, boating, football, hockey, and swimming. The 
hearts of all true Britons melt with admiration. They repeat with delight the 
sentiment, truly or mythically ascribed to the Duke of Wellington, that the bat-
tle of Waterloo was won in the playing-fields of Eton. They rebuke those who 
dare to question the character of the system, and to remark that the boys are 
hardly made to work at all, and that if they are they are taught nothing worth 
working at, by pointing to the results. 

The reference to the Duke of Wellington who had supposedly said that the 
battle of Waterloo had been won on the playing fields of Eton, had become a 
widely used proverb in British society (Dishon 2017), though likely not a his-
torical fact. But as a rhetorical tool it helped to build an ideological claim into 
the system of common sense (Geertz 1983). The letter continues: 

We do look at the grown-up English gentleman and the nation which he gov-
erns, and which is more or less made in his likeness, and what do we see? Much 
that is agreeable, much that is admirable, an unlimited supply of what the most 
dissatisfied and sourest critic would describe as the finest raw material in the 
world; but what do we not see, at least in our public affairs, is precisely that 
quality on which the English nation is most apt to compliment itself – namely, 
manliness and vigour in its highest form. We do not see laborious, persevering, 
hard labour systematically and successfully applied to great ends. All our 
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business is done in a self-indulgent, jolly, impulsive, irregular way, which is 
not the spirit in which great and enduring things can be done. 

Despite the fact that the military had implemented games like football as a 
useful tool for healthy dispersion and the creation of a group spirit, the author 
is reaffirming the idea that these characters of games must be connected to 
useful and appropriate ends.  

In sum, one finds that, even though the public schools had existed in some 
distance to general society and created their own cultures and rites. Yet, the 
affordances of the social transformation and its idea of rationality did also be-
come visible there. In some respect, public-school football remained similar 
to folk football customs in their sociological character. But, at the same time, 
it responded very differently to the challenges posed by moral rationalism. 
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Chapter Eight. Association Football 

The above chapters have shown that football had gradually become institu-
tionalized and rationalized. Within the context of the social transition that took 
place in the first half of the nineteenth century, football’s sociability functions 
were emphasized in total institutions such as a caserns and public schools.  

However, especially in the public schools there was still a sense that foot-
ball was a sacred artifact which would only be available and shared among 
insiders. In the process of making football a useful exercise, the public schools 
began to draft their first written codes, many of which are lost to history. Those 
who survived are exhibited in the school’s own museums and archives as al-
most sacred objects.  

In Rugby and elsewhere, students received rules in small books which they 
could take with them to the game. As those rules were often complicated and 
open to interpretation, they could be taken out and discussed as soon as con-
flicts over their interpretation ensued. Many even included a rule that defined 
how disagreements about rules and their interpretations should be settled.  

At the same time, these codes did not do a lot for spreading the public-
school football variants in the broader society and they were, most certainly, 
also not meant to do so. The journalist D. Cartwright was unable to understand 
Eton’s rules as late as 1861 “although he had studied them for some time (Har-
vey 2001, 58).” Even though codes had been printed in form of rule books, 
these games were still largely and deliberately incomprehensible to outsiders. 

Clearly, if there was an attempt to create a common set of rules for football, 
it was unlikely to emerge in the public-schools or be directly initiated by their 
efforts. 

The Struggles of the Football Association 
In the late 1850s, various sporting newspapers which had been founded since 
the beginning of the nineteenth century had begun to publish letters from read-
ers who argued for and against efforts to create a common code for football. 
Bell's Life, which had by that time already become a nationwide read news-
paper, had printed various contributions to this debate.  

The problem with the various codes and the question of creating one code 
for all was far from being settled, as even the counter-position had many pro-
ponents. On January 9, 1859, for example, two letters from sceptics are 



 128 

printed. The first letter, though, appears to generally favor the idea of a com-
mon code: “I am delighted to see that the subject of football matches between 
public schools is at least under the consideration of the public.” The other let-
ter holds  

that it will be better for the Schools not to play together. For apart from the 
consideration of shinning and jealousy, I think it would be almost impossible 
to draw up universal rules, as in cricket; and that if drawn up there would be 
no end to the dispute as to their meaning. 

George Forrest, a former schoolmaster and active voice in the football debates, 
argues in Every Boy’s Magazine in February 1862: 

At present, the rules seem to be entirely arbitrary, depending on the local reg-
ulations of the spot where the game is played. Considerable inconvenience is 
caused by this irregularity, as a match between two schools or two counties is 
almost impracticable, while the regulations are so loose and diverse, that hardly 
any two of the players may adhere to the same system. 

On top of that, many codes were also seen as too complex and unintelligible, 
as he describes that  

[s]ome places, led by the Rugby system, employ a set of rules remarkable for 
their number and complexity, employing more technical terms, and even more 
difficult to comprehend, than the rules of billiards. 

Finding a common denominator was a highly ambitious and, as it turned out, 
an impossible endeavor. On page three of Bell's Life, on the 10th of November 
1861, a short letter to the editor states: 

The various public schools play this game according to their respective rules. 
These differ so much as to render it impossible for many of the schools to play 
matches with each other. Why should not football, like cricket, have one code 
of laws, which all should be bound to observe? This might be settled by a 
meeting of captains of the football elevens of the several schools, previous to 
which perhaps they would communicate through your … the rules observed 
by their schools on those points in their game on which the greatest difference 
exists, such as holding and running with the ball, hitting the ball with the fist, 
&e. 

The first attempts at drafting a common set of rules emanated from Cam-
bridge, where in 1846 a few Old Salopians and Old Etonians tried to find an 
agreeable set of rules.  However, it was in 1848 that a first successful synthetic 
set of rules had been negotiated and pinned at the doors of Cambridge Univer-
sity. John Charles Thring and Henry de Winton, two former pupils from 
Shrewsbury, had been key figures in this process and had already founded a 
Cambridge Football club in 1846 together with some Etonians. The club was 



 129 

dissolved after only four games, but its rules were the point of reference for a 
revitalization of football in Cambridge in 1848. More importantly, in 1856 a 
revised version of the rules was drafted, which can still be visited in the library 
of Shrewsbury, the school that both de Winston and Thring attended before 
they went to Cambridge. This is the code that was actually requested by other 
footballers, including the Football Association, when they created their rules. 
In this sense, it must by all means count as a significant contribution to modern 
football. 

The efforts of Thring were not exhausted with the Cambridge rule set of 
1856. Being an assistant master in Uppingham, he was one the most prolific 
and important proponents of a simple code. In 1862, he developed a corpus of 
rules that he named ‘The Simplest Game’.  

Thring was in favor of making football simple and accessible which, to 
him, means that it should be a kicking game. Up to this day, football is, as 
Goldblatt (2008, xiv) states, essentially “available to anyone who can make a 
rag ball and find another pair of feet to pass to,” and its unbroken appeal may 
owe much to this fact. Thring even claimed that the kicking of the ball was the 
most natural – hence more intelligible and intuitive – form of playing football. 

That kicking through the goal is the most natural game seems proved by the 
fact […] that, until Rugby arose and invented a new game, it was the universal 
custom. Perhaps the term “natural” is of somewhat doubtful meaning; it may 
mean what any person in a state of nature or uncultivated intelligence would 
do, or what is found on mature thought to be most consonant to natural laws. 
(from the Sporting Gazette on December 5, 1883) 

We may likely never know what the motivations behind these efforts were, 
but we do know that these efforts of creating a common code were undertaken 
at Cambridge. It is plausible to think of this as a practical matter as long as 
one accepts the presumption that there was a desire on behalf of the players 
and clubs to play against each other. Clearly, the public schools had not felt 
such a desire. But as soon as its former students went on to Oxford and Cam-
bridge where they needed to arrange games between students from different 
school-backgrounds, this desire may have been evoked. But I am not aware of 
a study that was able to establish this plausible assumption on convincing em-
pirical grounds.  

Another potential contribution could have been the simultaneous experi-
ences from cricket and other sports which already had been codified in the 
eighteenth century (Holt 1989; Szymanski 2008). It is almost certain that a 
gentleman who played football in the winter, did play cricket in the summer 
and that the experiences of the latter informed the opinions and possible efforts 
to align both sports in their institutional gestalt.  

Other historical sociologists have extended this alignment argument and 
argued alongside greater structural contexts. For Curry (2003, 73) “[t]his 
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move towards uniformity seems to have been part of an ongoing social pro-
cess” that made such efforts intuitively reasonable. As the rest of society be-
came more and more unified by means of railways or national newspapers, 
this provided a blueprint for similar efforts in football. In other words, it was 
an emergent phenomenon of the time.  

Irrespective of reasons and motives, this debate incited a process which 
resulted in a consequential meeting of the captains of different football clubs 
in London’s Freemason’s Tavern on the 26th of October. The meeting was 
called by Ebenezer Cobb Morley, captain of the Barnes FC, “for the purpose 
of forming an association with the object of establishing a definite code of 
rules for the regulation of the game of football.”  

A common code, The Sun (27 October 1863) claimed, “was greatly to be 
desired”, though they are not stating why. By the time of the meeting, numer-
ous clubs had already been founded in London since the 1850s. The very first 
football club that had been founded and presented a written code outside of 
the public-school context was Surrey FC in 1849. The founders of the club 
had not been public-school students but came, interestingly, from the north of 
England, as a newspaper excerpt from London’s Bell’s Life from October 7 in 
1849 shows. Surrey was mainly known as a cricket club, but the article states 
that “there was another healthful vigorous game for which certain parts of 
Surrey had in bygone days been somewhat celebrated – namely, football.” 
Already in the eighteenth century “gentlemen who were natives of West-
moreland and Cumberland” founded a gymnastic society to cultivate “their 
favourite sports wrestling and foot-ball.” Previous reports have shown that 
many of the football reports came from exactly these regions. Despite the fact 
that the gymnastic society was dissolved after the northerners had moved 
away, its members founded a dedicated football club in 1849.  

But this should not obstruct the fact that, compared to other regions in Eng-
land, especially in the north, the organized football activity in and around Lon-
don was still quite low with about 25 teams in 1863. Yet, what made London’s 
football culture stand out was the fact that many of its clubs were dominated 
by former public-school boys (Goldblatt 2008). Consequently, their respective 
codes resembled the codes of the respective public schools they had attended.  

It also shows in the fact that the public schools themselves had been invited 
to send representatives to the FA’s inaugural meeting. However, their interest 
was the maintenance of their independence, including the integrity of their 
football culture which they were not willing to compromise. The public 
schools did not send representatives to any of the six initial meetings. Harrow, 
for example, replied: “We cling to our present rules, and should be very sorry 
to alter them in any respect.” The exception was Charterhouse which did send 
their captain as a representative who, according to The Sun (27 October 1863), 
informed the meeting that Charterhouse would be willing to coalesce “if other 
public schools would do the same” which was understood to be highly un-
likely.  
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The Football Association was not intended to be a direct continuation of 
any of the previously established forms of football. It was supposed be the 
beginning of something new, rather than the final stage of something existent. 
In this process, conflicts were inevitable, due to the fact that codes were of-
tentimes mutually exclusive or contained peculiarities that the respective 
teams were not willing to sacrifice as easily.  

The Cambridge rules in 1863 which had been drafted in the same year, 
served as one of the FA’s main sources of inspiration. However, the codes that 
had been developed in Uppingham and by the Sheffield Football Club were 
consulted as well.  

The first FA code was, above all, a commitment to football being a kicking 
game. The story about this commitment to dribbling is one of the better anec-
dotes in football’s history. Harvey (2005; 2001) has shown that the founders 
of the FA were quite strategic about it and were intentionally pushing the FA 
towards this commitment from the very beginning. It started with its secretary 
Morley drafting a first rule set to be discussed at the first meetings, which was 
strongly influenced by the Cambridge code that itself already committed itself 
quite strongly to the dribbling and kicking game. Furthermore, two of the cen-
tral components of Rugby football were explicitly outlawed: running while 
carrying the ball and hacking. Outlawing these two peculiarities of Rugby was 
not primarily a commitment to dribbling, but an intentional rejection of 
Rugby. Curry (2003, 74) notes that  

Rugby players believed the act of ‘hacking’ – kicking an opponent with some 
force – to be a manly deed, while Etonians thought the practice to be barbaric 
and ungentlemanly. 

During the first meetings the Rugby supporters had prevented hacking and 
carrying the ball from being taken out of the rule book. The Blackheath club 
appears to be one of the strongest defenders of this playing style. But on De-
cember 1st in 1863, Blackheath lacked the support of other teams that were 
also in favor of hacking, which had been absent on that specific day. At the 
same time the Forest School Club that was against hacking and carrying made 
its first appearance at the FA which resulted in a strong majority for the favor-
ers of dribbling. Morley together with the chairmen and first FA president 
Arthur Pember, who was not a public-school boy, as well as Charles Alcock, 
who was a former Harrow boy, took advantage of this situation and outlawed 
hacking and the carrying of the ball immediately (Harvey 2001).  

The reaction on the side of the Rugby supporters was, not surprisingly, that 
clubs like Blackheath withdrew from the FA caused its first crisis. Since the 
FA lacked members and authority without its Rugby clubs, it was struggling 
for acceptance from the moment it printed its first laws. Even though they had 
managed to codify football as a dribbling game, they lacked the support of 
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many of the big clubs in London. The consequence being that their code re-
mained almost unused in the first years. 

The FA appeared to be mostly concerned with creating a definite set of 
rules for a kicking game rather than the creation of an inclusive football cul-
ture. Tony Collins (2019, 4) claims that “[i]n the history of sport, few organi-
sations have begun so unsuccessfully as the Football Association” and de-
scribes its attempts at creating a common code for all clubs as “a complete 
failure.” But as we know, the FA did turn the corner and did become one of 
the most influential associations in the history of sport. In order to understand 
why, many historians after the turn of the century had turned their attention to 
the considerably more successful football culture that had emerged in Shef-
field in the 1850s.  

The Impact of Sheffield FC 
The importance of the Sheffield Football Club has long been underestimated 
in the classical narrative of the history of football. Thanks to the efforts of 
revisionist historians like Adrian Harvey, this blind spot in football’s history 
had been filled with studies and facts that provide a more comprehensive pic-
ture of football’s transitional phase. In his widely acclaimed study Football: 
The First Hundred Years (2005, 92) Harvey states: 

It is a strange fact that the most important football culture that existed in the 
entire world during the 1850s and the 1860s, a time when the two varieties of 
the game, soccer and rugby, began to take on a distinctly modern appearance, 
has been largely ignored by historians. 

The football club in Sheffield was founded in 1857 as one of the first clubs to 
be founded outside the public schools in the working-class region of Sheffield 
by Nathaniel Creswick and William Prest, who in contrast “were regarded as 
representing the elite of the middle class (Harvey 2001, 60),” and so were the 
members of the club. Sanders (2009, 50) notes, that they were called “the aris-
tocrats of the local game” or simply “the gentlemen.” Collins (2019, 24) states 
that  

[a]lthough none of its leading members had attended a public school, they had 
been educated in local private schools and the club saw itself as a socially elite 
institution.19 

 
19 Swain (2017) makes a similar observation with regard to club formations in Lancashire. He 
finds that dedicated football clubs had been founded by members of the new industrial elite – 
prime examples of Veblen’s (2007 [1899]) leisure class – who also “became the conspicuous 
consumers of leisure and sport (Swain 2017, 510).” See also the edited volume on middle-class 
reformers by Mangan (2002). 
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This supremacy was utilized most significantly in the enforcement of the Shef-
field code for other clubs in the region which created a large regional con-
formity in Yorkshire and, eventually, transformed Sheffield into the biggest 
football club in England in the 1850s (Collins 2019; Harvey 2005; Harvey 
2001).  

What stands out with regard to Sheffield, and in contrast to the FA, is that 
they had been quite pragmatic when it comes to their rules. Not only did they 
draw inspiration from different existing rules, among them those drafted in 
public schools, but also demonstrated a willingness to change and adapt to 
other rules when necessary (Harvey 2001; Harvey 2005).  

Their 1858 code is partially comparable to those drafted in public schools 
and universities with their emphasis on kicking. This can be explained by the 
fact that Prest’s brother was a former Eton boy and Cambridge student, thus, 
acquainted with the kicking variant. However, Sheffield’s founders requested 
copies of many different public schools in order to create their own (Brown 
2013). However, these codes were not easy to understand when one was not 
socialized in the public schools so that the impact of the Etonian brother 
providing insights into the tacit knowledge that only Eton students were able 
to acquire.  

This shows eventually in the fact that the Sheffield game resembled the 
public-school game of Eton, that from the beginning had a stronger emphasis 
on kicking and dribbling than, for example, Rugby. At the same time, the only 
public-school member of Sheffield FC was in fact from Rugby which may 
have had an impact on Sheffield’s willingness to compromise. In any case, 
Sheffield FC attempted to be more integrative than differentiating while still 
maintaining a kicking focus. Later versions of the Sheffield code even saw the 
implementation of even more public-school ideas like the ‘rogue’, the form of 
scoring that was developed at Eton: 

[A] rouge was obtained is probably best described as a cross between a corner-
kick and a rugby try. It was included in the Sheffield Rules from around 1860 
in an effort to reduce the number of drawn games. A rouge was obtained when 
the ball was kicked wide of the goalposts and touched down by the attacking 
team. A goal outweighed any number of rouges, and it was only where a match 
finished level on goals that it would be decided on rouges. (Brown 2013: 28) 

This demonstrates Sheffield’s rather pragmatic attitude towards their codes. 
The rogue was Eton’s most Rugbean element and its implementation an ap-
peal to both. Instead of distinction, the Sheffield codes where meant to be in-
clusive and able to be accepted by as many different football players and clubs 
as possible. For the early years of Sheffield FC there are no less than four 
different versions available. But in 1858, Sheffield FC created the code which 
was used as a means of promoting the club. Their interest was to attract as 
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many teams and players as possible rather than forming a unique identity as 
the public schools had done (Harvey 2005). 

Their home games were always played at the Bramall Lane cricket ground 
(today a football and Rugby stadium and home to Sheffield United). The num-
ber of players could vary greatly; even between opponents the number of play-
ers sometimes differed. The Sheffield Daily Telegraph reports on the 28th of 
November 1861, that twelve players from Sheffield played a match against 18 
players from the Norton Football Club. Despite the uneven number of players 
Sheffield won the match 3:0 “after an exciting struggle of two hours.” In the 
same report it is stated that a rematch would take place between three from 
Sheffield and six from Norton. This match would certainly be a very different 
form of football considering the low number of players. But it shows to which 
lengths Sheffield went to promote their club and rules which they defined as 
openly as possible without sacrificing the kicking focus. Compared to the FA, 
they had been more integrative and willing to change their code to make the 
club more successful.  

At the same time, Sheffield became the FA’s only northern member in De-
cember 1863, shortly after the FA was founded. But still refused to play by 
their rules. The question why Sheffield, despite its success, decided to join a 
less successful organization in London deserves more attention and has, so 
far, not been answered. But what is clear is that the crucial uniting event took 
place in 1866 when Sheffield’s secretary Chesterman suggested a game be-
tween the two.  

The challenge was accepted, and it was agreed that the contest would take place 
at Battersea Park on 31 March 1866. In deference to the home team, the match 
would be played under London rules. […] The match duration was fixed at 90 
minutes, and the ball chosen was the Lillywhites No 5. It was the first recorded 
instance of either being specified – and 90-minute games and the No 5 ball 
would subsequently become football fundamentals. (Brown 2013: 48) 

The FA, who consisted of representatives of various London clubs, won the 
first game. But more games were to follow. In 1867, when Morley suggested 
that the FA should dissolve, Sheffield announced that they were paying much 
attention to the FA’s development and that they were looking forward to a re-
match in Sheffield (Harvey 2001) and its commitment to the FA meant a boost 
of between 1000 and 1200 members, which was far greater than the number 
of members in the FA. Harvey (2008, 74) concludes that 

Sheffield, representing as it did the most vibrant football culture in the world, 
was a significant morale booster to the Football Association at its lowest ebb 
and probably decisive in ensuring its continuance. The support, and indeed ex-
ample, of Sheffield almost certainly had a significant practical impact on the 
FA. 
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In the following months and years significant changes took place. The FA 
nuanced some aspects of its rule set, most notably added an offside rule, to 
create a greater harmony with the London based public schools of Westmin-
ster and Charterhouse and to attract their clubs and supporters. In addition, the 
FA started to promote itself much more aggressively, something that they had 
not done before. They played and supervised games in the countryside to teach 
players their rules and sent information to clubs to promote their code. All of 
these efforts resulted in a growing membership of the FA even though it was 
not until the middle of the 1870s that the FA code was actually dominant in 
Association football. A benchmark was certainly the year 1877 when Shef-
field finally accepted the FA code as its sole code.  

While Harvey (2001; 2005; 2008) is convinced that Sheffield’s support 
greatly contributed to the FA’s survival and establishment as the dominant 
football body, Collins (2019) is more careful and points out that the FA itself 
appears to be much more indifferent to its northern counterpart. He also states 
that the football game of the north was basically Rugby-style football which 
would not appeal to the FA.  

However, one thing that the FA appeared to have learned from Sheffield 
was that organized cup tournaments were an excellent way to spread their 
code. This Cup was played for the first time between November 1871 and 
March 1872 with the Wanderers being its first winner. The cup was given the 
name ‘FA Cup’ and became “the most famous and long-running club compe-
tition in the world” that helped the FA to maintain their status as “the arbitrator 
of English football (Sanders 2009, 44-47).”  In line with DiMaggio and Powell 
(1983, 151) we can understand this as a “mimetic process” in which one or-
ganization models itself on another organization. Up to this day the FA Cup 
is considered to be one of England’s most prestigious club competitions. 

By that time, the FA had changed its code on multiple occasions, partially 
because some rules proved to be not as practical or successful as planned, 
partially because they had understood the importance of relating to other codes 
that had been used by football clubs. For the purposes of this study, however, 
I am particularly interested in how these codes that had been drafted by the 
FA as well as those that inspired it relate to football’s folk versions. What I 
am going to provide is an assessment of the extent to which the first FA code 
as well as those that inspired it oppose and align themselves with football’s 
folk form.  

The Spirit of Association Football 
The differences between folk football and the association form are stark and 
many of them rather obvious. Association football objectifies and formalizes 
many rules of the game, while the folk versions relied more on tacit and em-
bodied knowledge. Formerly implicit rules transitioned from being 
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embodiments of practical consciousness and tacit knowledge into printed text, 
making them available to literate outsiders who understood their terminology.  

These acts of formal rationalization did not only change the ontology of the 
game but also its spirit. One of the most common assertions in this regard is 
its systematic outlawing of typical Rugby practices like hacking or shinning 
which had been framed as leftovers of football’s barbarian past. Various pre-
association rule-sets had explicitly addressed this part of the game. At the 
same time, the rules generally extended the ban on overly physical practices 
and added additional instructions to make the game cleaner and less physical. 
Rule number five of the Thring’s simplestgame states that “[n]o tripping up 
or heel kicking allowed” and is followed up by a rule stating: “Kicks must be 
aimed only at the ball.” Sheffield’s rules from 1858 stated that “[p]ushing with 
the hands is allowed but no hacking or tripping up is fair under any circum-
stances whatever” and that “no player may be held or pulled over.” It also 
states: 

Charging is fair in case of a place kick (with the exception of a kick off as soon 
as a player offers to kick) but he may always draw back unless he has actually 
touched the ball with his foot. 

The Cambridge Rules from 1856 insist:  

In no case is holding a player, pushing with the hands or tripping up al-lowed. 
Any player may prevent another from getting to the ball by any means con-
sistent with this rule. 

Their 1863 version defined that “[a]ll charging is fair; but holding, pushing 
with the hands, tripping up and shinning are forbidden.” One should empha-
size that these rules which appear to outlaw violent practices did have multiple 
consequences for football playing. On an organizational level, it could be seen 
as a direct opposition to the Rugby game and was, apparently, read in this way 
by Rugbeans. But even on the pitch, it did not only affect the perceived vio-
lence, but also the dynamics of the game.  

Former and present Rugby students had frequently argued that hacking was 
never a practice which was meant to institutionalize violence, but rather a 
practice which would allow the game to be dynamic. Especially the Rugby 
games which had been played on large pitches and among hundreds of stu-
dents could easily get stuck in scrimmages. In order to break this stasis, hack-
ing was an effective means to get the game going again and the Rugby players 
insisted that this was hacking’s primary purpose and that no player would use 
that technique for the pure sake of being violent.  

In a letter to the editor of The Sporting Gazette (26th of December 1883), a 
former Rugby student is very displeased with the fact that hacking has been 
ruled out, mainly because this would indicate that hacking was done for the 
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sake of violence. He claims that such application of hacking is at best only 
found at bad imitations of Rugby. He, then, goes on to criticize the offside rule 
which various codes have developed in slightly different ways for the same 
reason. This was initially the only rule that contained a form of punishment as 
an offside position puts the player “out of play” and does not allow him to 
participate in any way until either the ball has been played or he is back onside 
(depending on the code). The author of the letter insists that a gentleman 
would never be consciously offside claiming that “for a player to place himself 
offside […] would be quite contrary to all Rugbean ideas of fair play.” In other 
words, a gentleman would never willfully do any of the things that the codes 
punish him for under the implicit assumption that they would be done con-
sciously. Such a code with such underlying assumptions was seen as an of-
fence. 

Offside rules were, however, generally speaking the most complex rules 
that were added to the different codes of football. On top of that they came in 
a variety of forms. The code from Uppingham drafted in 1862 as ‘The Sim-
plest Game’ described:  

A player is out of play immediately he is in front of the ball and must return 
behind the ball as soon as possible. If the ball is kicked by his own side past a 
player, he may not touch it, or advance, until one of the other side has first 
kicked it, or one of his own side, having followed it up, has been able, when in 
front of him, to kick it. 

No charging is allowed when a player is out of play - i.e. immediately the ball 
is behind him. 

The FA did, of course, also add an offside rule to its corpus and theirs was 
particularly strict:  

When a player has kicked the ball any one of the same side who is nearer to 
the opponent's goal line is out of play and may not touch the ball himself nor 
in any way whatever prevent any other player from doing so until the ball has 
been played; but no player is out of play when the ball is kicked from behind 
the goal line. 

The Cambridge code of 1856 was in some sense less strict and less rigid in its 
offside rule that it defines as follows: 

If the ball has passed a player and has come from the direction of his own goal, 
he may not touch it till the other side have kicked it, unless there are more than 
three of the other side before him. No player is allowed to loiter between the 
ball and the adversaries' goal.  
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The language is quite indicative here. The rule states that players should not 
loiter between the ball and the goal indicating that this would be a form of 
laziness and characterless play on behalf of the player if he did so.  

Aside from offside rules, some codes had contained rules about fair 
catches. The 1858 Sheffield code defines a fair catch as “a catch from any 
player provided the ball has not touched the ground or has not been thrown 
from touch and is entitled to a free-kick.” It further adds that “[c]harging is 
fair in case of a place kick (with the exception of a kick off as soon as a player 
offers to kick) but he may always draw back unless he has actually touched 
the ball with his foot.” It was only the FA code that had included fair catches 
as well:  

If a player makes a fair catch he shall be entitled to a free kick, provided he 
claims it by making a mark with his heel at once; and in order to take such a 
kick he may go back as far as he pleases, and no player on the opposite side 
shall advance beyond his mark until he has kicked. 

Taking all of these elements together, one can conclude that each code in its 
own way cleaned up the game by outlawing supposedly dirty forms of playing 
and institutionalized others that would make the game cleaner and fairer from 
the gentleman’s point of view. It also clear that the FA code from 1863 is 
closer in spirit to the Cambridge and Uppingham code but nevertheless con-
tains elements which are important in Sheffield, for example, the fair catch. 
At the same time did Sheffield not contain an offside rule which, according to 
Harvey (2008, 533), is “the most compelling evidence demonstrating that the 
public schools exerted no distinctive influence on Sheffield’s initial code (ital-
ics in the original).” However, given the many other similarities between these 
codes, this does not provide convincing evidence to exclude public-school im-
pact and rather speaks to the hybrid character of Sheffield’s code which had 
one foot in the people’s game that was played in the regions north of London. 

What further unites the different rule sets is the fact that they made football 
playing decisively less ambiguous and oftentimes provided very concrete in-
structions as to how various situations that occurred throughout a typical game 
should be handled. A central element in this process was to define the use of 
hands and feet. The Cambridge code of 1856 defines: 

At the commencement of play, the ball shall be kicked off from the middle of 
the ground; after every goal there shall be a kick-off in the same way or man-
ner. 

When a player catches the ball directly from the foot, he may kick it as he can 
without running with it. In no other case may the ball be touched with the 
hands, except to stop it. 
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The FA code does provide a definitive rule as to how the games should com-
mence, thereby also committing themselves to kicking:  

The winner of the toss shall have the choice of goals. The game shall be com-
menced by a place kick from the centre of the ground by the side losing the 
toss, the other side shall not approach within 10 yards of the ball until it is 
kicked off. 

Sheffield’s code is not quite as detailed when it comes to the use of hands, but 
very strictly states that “[i]t is not lawful to take the ball off the ground (except 
in touch) for any purpose whatever.” This is followed up by a rule stating that  

[t]he ball may be pushed or hit with the hand, but holding the ball except in the 
case of a free kick is altogether disallowed” and that “[t]he kick from the mid-
dle must be a place kick. 

Whereas the other early codes clearly emphasized kicking as well, such rigor-
ous statements with regard to handling the ball are rarely included. The Cam-
bridge code of 1856 states:  

When a player catches the ball directly from the foot, he may kick it as he can 
without running with it. In no other case may the ball be touched with the 
hands, except to stop it. 

In 1863 it the strongest commitment to kicking reads: “The ball, when in play 
may be stopped by any part of the body, but it may not be held or hit by the 
hands, arms or shoulders.” The FA, however, made it clear in their ninth rule 
that: “No player shall carry the ball.” 

But the rules went even further and not only defined when and how han-
dling the ball would be acceptable or outlawed what they perceived to be dirty 
and uncivilized practices. They also introduced rules which had to be imple-
mented in order to create an orderly proceeding of the game. The Cambridge 
code of 1856 defines: 

After a goal, the losing side shall kick off; the sides changing goals unless a 
previous arrangement be made to the contrary. 

The ball is out when it has passed the line of the flag-post on either side of the 
ground, in which case it shall be thrown in straight. 

The ball is "behind" when it has passed the goal on either side of it. 

When the ball is behind, it shall be brought forward at the place where it left 
the ground not more than ten paces, and kicked off. 

Thring’s simplest game defines: 
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Whenever a ball is kicked beyond the side flags, it must be returned by the 
player who kicked it, from the spot it passed the flag-line in a straight line 
towards the middle of the ground. 

When a ball is kicked behind the line of goal, it shall be kicked off from that 
line by one of the side whose goal it is. 

The FA code from 1863, again, provides much detail in many of its rules: 

After a goal is won the losing side shall kick off and the goals shall be changed. 

In case the ball goes behind the goal line, if a player on the side to whom the 
goal belongs first touches the ball, one of his side shall be entitled to a free kick 
from the goal line at the point opposite the place where the ball shall be 
touched. If a player of the opposite side first touches the ball, one of his side 
shall be entitled to a free kick (but at the goal only) from a point 15 yards from 
the goal line opposite the place where the ball is touched. The opposing side 
shall stand behind their goal line until he has had his kick. 

Compared to the Cambridge rules from same year, one can see that the FA 
rules are significantly more concrete. The Cambridge set held:  

When the ball goes out of the ground by crossing the side lines, it is out of play 
and shall be kicked straight into the ground again from the point where it first 
stopped. 

When the ball goes out of the ground by crossing the side lines, it is out of play 
and shall be kicked straight into the ground again from the point where it first 
stopped. 

If the ball is touched down behind the goal line and beyond the line of the side-
posts, the free kick shall be from the 25 yds. post. 

When a player has a free-kick, no-one of his own side may be between him 
and his opponents' goal line and no one of the opposing side may stand within 
10 yds. of him. 

Reading through each of these rules, it should become clear how much codi-
fied football emphasizes unambiguity and defines clear rules for situations in 
which the ball is out of play. This need for unambiguity and definitiveness 
finds its clearest expression when it comes to the defining the shape of the 
pitch and the goals.  

Interestingly, the first points to be debated in the first meeting of the FA, 
according to their minute book, concerned the measurements of the pitch and 
the goals and by which measures a goal should be won (Harvey 2001, 64). 
The Cambridge rules from 1856 defined: “Goal is when the ball is kicked 
through the flag-posts and under the string.” A similar definition can be found 
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in Thring’s simplest game: “A goal is scored whenever the ball is forced 
through the goal and under the bar, except it be thrown by the hand.” 

The fact that goal areas are clearly marked by posts on all sides demon-
strates how important it was to clearly be able to tell when a goal was scored. 
Compared to other football practices where goals were scored if the ball was 
scored between sticks at any height, this would leave no doubt if the ball ac-
tually was crossing the right area or not. Interestingly, the Cambridge as well 
as the FA rules from 1863 do exactly that:  

A goal is obtained when the ball goes out of the ground by passing between 
the poles or in such a manner that it would have passed between them had they 
been of sufficient height. 

This demonstrates that the rule process was not straightforward but a constant 
re-negotiation as it takes back the idea that goals can only be scored when the 
ball passes under the post and makes goal scoring more ambiguous. The first 
FA rules in 1863 adopted this openness:  

A goal shall be won when the ball passes between the goal posts or over the 
space between the goal posts (at whatever height), not being thrown, knocked 
on, or carried. 

However, in the process of splitting Association and Rugby Football the FA 
added the crossbar in 1866. At the same time were both the Cambridge and 
FA codes of 1863 very concrete when it comes to defining the size of the 
playing field and its goals. Cambridge’s version reads: 

The length of the ground shall not be more than 150 yds. and the breadth not 
more than 100 yds. The ground shall be marked out by posts and two posts 
shall be placed on each side-line at distances of 25 yds. from each goal line. 

The goals shall consist of two upright poles at a distance of 15 ft. from each 
other. 

The FA code of 1863 changes these measurements and defined: 

The maximum length of the ground shall be 200 yards, the maximum breadth 
shall be 100 yards, the length and breadth shall be marked off with flags; and 
the goals shall be defined by two upright posts, eight yards apart, without any 
tape or bar across them. 

With regard to folk football, these attempts at defining an unambiguous space 
with clearly defined boundaries is to some extent the logical continuation of 
the same processes which had led to the enclosing of common land and the 
assignment of sporting grounds in enclosed mansions as well as the proposed 
erection of sporting grounds in towns, caserns and schools. All of these had, 
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metaphorically speaking, erected iron cages for football on assigned and 
clearly marked grounds with definite boundaries; in the case of the FA and 
Cambridge codes these grounds were even predefined in their measurements. 
All of this speaks to the process of rationalization which Weber had captured 
in his works on capitalism, bureaucracy and religion. According to Ritzer 
(2015, 31), Weber had 

anticipated a society of people locked into a series of rational structures, who 
could move only from one rational system to another from rationalized educa-
tional institutions to rationalized workplaces, from rationalized recreational 
settings to rationalized homes. Society would eventually become nothing more 
than a seamless web of rationalized structures; there would be no escape. 

The FA codes had to a significant extent been concerned with the erection of 
such rational structures which provided formal order and increasing unambi-
guity through concrete instructions for clean playing, but also (with the excep-
tion of Sheffield) with surprisingly concrete definitions and measures for 
pitches and goals.  

Another element which speaks to the need for unambiguity in codified foot-
ball is the fact that both Sheffield FC as well as the other clubs within the 
Football Association have been known for having their assigned football jer-
seys. Reporting a game between Sheffield FC and Hallam FC, the Sheffield 
Daily Telegraph mentions that “the uniform of the men contrasting with each 
other and the pure snow had a most picturesque appearance.” It furthermore 
states that Sheffield played in “their usual scarlet and white garments,” indi-
cating that this was their usual outfit. Sheffield’s 1858 code even states: “Each 
player must provide himself with a red and dark blue flannel cap, one colour 
to be worn by each side.” 

Interestingly, a similar observation can be made with regard to public-
school football. In his previously mentioned study about athleticism in public 
schools, Mangan (2000 [1981]) observes that even aesthetically the public-
school teams did develop a stricter and more orderly etiquette. Not only did 
they put a lot effort in their optical appearance, particularly the color of their 
clothes and badges, but also do they assign colors to houses, and grounds to 
sports. Still in 1896 

a correspondent from of the Uppingham magazine with a predilection for both 
symmetry and the aesthetic urged the extension of the house ‘colour’ system 
of caps, ribands and belts to ordinary cricket matches on the Upper, Middle 
and Lower Ground pitches, so that each ground would have its characteristic 
cap and belt. (Mangan 2000 [1981], 165) 

The above institutionalizations of unambiguity are directly related to order. 
Public-school, Sheffield and association football prefer unambiguity and sym-
metry. Not only are the playing fields and the goals defined in their size and 
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shape. But, furthermore, is football being played on a field of equally divided 
squares and level grounds (some public-school had even levelled their football 
fields). The first FA code insists that after each goal the losing side shall kick 
off and goals must be changed, which speaks to its symmetrical outline. Fur-
thermore, did the FA as well as the public-school games assume that the games 
were played between teams with equal numbers of players. This was never 
formulated explicitly in those early years, but, judging from the newspaper 
reports, it appears to have gone without saying that football games are played 
between an even number of players. 

Another thing which struck me in Mangan’s study of public-school athlet-
icism (ibid, 166-167) was his inclusion of four pictures of the Harrow eleven 
(from 1863, 1877, 1889 and 1912) which he added to his text. This pictures 
clearly show a steady move towards greater symmetry in the ways that players 
arrange themselves in the picture. This move towards greater symmetry is not 
explicitly mentioned by Mangan himself, but he acknowledges that in 1877 
there is “still an air of casualness and the equipment is far from clean. It might 
almost be a village team.” In 1889, however, the team is already “more digni-
fied in pose” and in 1912 “immaculately and expensively attired” as they 
“pose in the full glory of caps, scarves, blazers and spotless flannels symbol-
ising the high point of ante-bellum athleticism.”  

 In other words, not only the symmetry but also the body posture gets in-
creasingly stricter and firmer and gradually removes any markers of casualty, 
disorder or boyish playfulness. This should help to exemplify what can be 
called a greater move towards strictness, order, symmetry and cleanliness in 
the public-school sporting culture. Already in the late 1820s, the overall ap-
pearance and character of the students changed, as an article in The Atlas on 
the 1st of October 1826 (also published in the Westmorland Gazette on October 
the 7 as well as the Belfast Commercial Chronicle on October 21) titled The 
Old School and the New claims: 

A marked changed has taken place, within a few years, in the manners of our 
school-boys. Formerly boys used rather to pique themselves on being slovenly 
in their habits, indifferent to dress, and inattentive to cleanliness. They thought 
of nothing but their sports, and held all things in contempt, a care for which 
would embarrass them when engaged in their rough recreations. In our time, a 
boy who kept his hands and face clean, his hair in form, his linen smooth, and 
his clothes in nice order, would have been the scoff of all his companions; a 
negligence respecting all these matters being considered as a mark of manli-
ness. It was supposed that a boy who minded his clothes and his person could 
not enter with sufficient abandonment into the rougher sports; he was, there-
fore, despised as a milksop. 

The article further claims that “the school-boys of the present day are all dan-
dies.” Not only do they dress like adults at an early age with good clothes that 
earlier students would not have worn. On top of that, they use water and 
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sponges to clean them instead of spitting at them and they wear their hair long 
risking that it will be pulled by their opponents. Whereas previous generations 
had been much more immature and boys in the real sense of the word, the 
students are now public-school men already at an early age. This complaint 
that was uttered already in 1826 indicates that, beyond its nostalgia, there was 
a transformation happening, and the concrete statements that are made even 
point to the fact that this transformation had something to do with the way in 
which maturity and boyishness were perceived.  

In other words, while every football culture and their codes developed dif-
ferently and contained unique elements – or the unique combination of ele-
ments – they nevertheless point into a similar direction with regard to their 
overall gestalt which is characterized by definitiveness and unambiguity, sym-
metry and order as well as their physicality. 

In sum, then, a phenomenological reading of football’s codes reveals a 
common spirit despite singular differences, all of which taken together come 
to define the character of what eventually became the dominant form of foot-
ball supervised by the initially unsuccessful Football Association.  

Sheffield appears to be particularly focused on emphasizing the kicking 
element, but relatively vague when it comes to the measurements of pitches 
and goals. Thring’s simplest game is joining Sheffield’s efforts to emphasize 
kicking, but more importantly, clearly positions itself against too much phys-
icality as well as other practices which would indicate a lack of self-control. 
One of the most interesting and awkward rules which I have found in all codes 
stems from this corpus and states: “A player may not kick the ball whilst in 
the air.” This, to me, signals that Thring wanted a controlled type of football 
where playful impulses and emotional spontaneity should be forbidden. Rule 
number eight, furthermore, indicates that player should keep distance when-
ever possible: “No player may stand within six places of the kicker when he 
is kicking off.” From an athletic point of view, all of these codes bring football 
closer to the already established forms of amateur pedestrianism which had 
developed parallel to football and under similar influences (Scambler 2005). 
The original rules of the Amateur Athletic Association (AAA), for example, 
included the following: 

No attendant to accompany a competitor on the scratch, or in the race. 

Willfully jostling, or running across, or obstructing another, so as to impede 
his progress, to disqualify the offender. 

These rules appear be very similar in spirit to those that Thring had developed 
for his simplest game. They emphasize an individualistic element in sporting 
activities and make sure that participants in those activities are performing the 
sports individualistically and for themselves and with a focus on the goal (line) 
rather than other players. Collins’ theory of emotions (2004) would treat such 
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efforts as a prevention of the charging of bodies with emotional energy which 
would speak to the overall efforts of the time to give primacy to the supposedly 
reasonable mind instead of the passionate body, and prevent emotional conta-
gion.  

Of course, not every desired form of playing is made equally explicit and 
formally codified. Aesthetic predispositions and preferences, for example, of-
tentimes remain implicit and are expected to be followed by every gentleman 
through the embodied habitus and corresponding body techniques (Mauss 
1973 [1935]).  

However, especially the offside rule and its various changes throughout the 
years have been interpreted as a way of enforcing a gentlemanly playing style. 
Interestingly, the Sheffield code did not have an offside rule implemented 
which speaks to the claim that their code was significantly less influenced by 
public-school codes. Together with the institutionalized emphasis on winning, 
the Sheffield code appears to be closer to the plebeian folk roots than the pub-
lic school and FA type was. 

Likewise do many rule sets address the importance and significance of win-
ning. Sheffield, for example, adopted and introduced the Etonian rogue as an-
other means to decide games and to prevent ties (Harvey 2001, 61) while the 
FA did not take similar measures and appears to be more comfortable with 
undecided games. Based on findings from previous chapters this would speak 
to a football preference that emphasizes the sociability element and tends to 
honor both parties rather than the winner. 

Accordingly, the first recorded match that was played under association 
rules was an apparently boring 0-0 between Barnes and Richmond on Decem-
ber 19, 1863, judging from the report published in the Sporting Gazette on the 
26th of December 1863. The report criticizes Barnes “for their slowness and 
want of condition.” On the positive side the newspaper acknowledges that 
“[v]ery little difficulty was experienced […] in playing the new rules, - their 
simplicity preventing disputes arising.” In this sense, Thring must have been 
pleased with this game as it both prevented emotional arousal, yet, supported 
his efforts to make the game simple and intelligible. In this context it is im-
portant to note that conflicts over rules and their interpretation where quite 
common in the middle of the century, especially in public-school matches. 
This was a practical but also ideological problem considering that such dis-
cussions where not particularly gentlemanly, another hint at why a common 
rule set had been discussed to begin with. Such disputes were problematic not 
only because they spoke to an undesirable level of ambiguity, but also because 
they may have increased the emotional tension. 

In another well-attended match arranged one week later between teams 
chosen by the president and secretary, a report in Sporting Life (on January 6, 
1864) provides a more appreciative account as it points to “some very spirited 
play” and states that all players were great with no need to single anyone out. 
The evening of the matchday concluded in gentlemanly fashion with “a capital 
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dinner with some excellent wines” where everyone expressed their satisfac-
tion with the day.  

Various FA clubs like Richmond did, furthermore, continue to also play 
games with public school rules, even Rugby rules as Sporting Life writes on 
the 3rd of February 1864. The reports continue to put emphasis on the overall 
character of the games (spirited, well-contested, beautiful). A crucial aspect is 
the fact that individual performances were singled out. In yet another game 
report from the same newspaper one can read that in a game played between 
Barnes and N.N. (No Name), Mr. Morley from Barnes showed “some very 
pretty play.” A few other players were “warmly applauded” one “especially 
for his dribbling.” The audience itself is throughout all reports presented as 
applauding during the game for any good play irrespective of the team or 
player who showed it. This, again, speaks to the sociability element of the 
game. One characteristic of many famous Shrove games such as those in 
Derby was partisanship among the spectators which may likely have increased 
the emotional tension of the game. The first matches of the FA appear to not 
be played before a partisan audience and thereby prevent the emotional ten-
sion to rise as high. At the same time, the FA games are showing a significant 
degree of individualism even in the reports which single out players that dis-
tinguish themselves through their playing which matched the utilitarian zeit-
geist of the Victorian era where people were more and more concerned with 
individual improvement of health and character. This is clearly visible in the 
spirit of association football, giving credence to Walvin’s (1994 [1975], 7)  
claim that 

[t]ime and again, sociologists have regarded sports as a lens they can hold up 
to particular societies and see in it a refraction of deeper social patterns.  

The Victorians had come to see a strong connection between mental and bod-
ily health as well as physicality and morality (Goldblatt 2008; Renson 2009). 
This included the incorporation of ideas and norms about masculinity.  

To pass the ball to a man in a forward position was considered positively un-
manly and was known at Eton as ‘sneaking’. Scrums (variously called ‘hots’, 
‘scrimmages’ and ‘squashes’ as well as ‘bullies’) were a key element and drib-
bling highly prized. (Sanders 2009, 28) 

Even playing styles were normatively laden. The muscular Christian was not 
supposed to shy away from a duel and pass the ball like a coward. Instead he 
was supposed to face his opponents with the ball at his feet or in his hands.  

Interplay among forwards, if it happened at all, was rudimentary, and from that 
sprouted certain fundamentals that would shape the aesthetics of English foot-
ball until the late 19th century: the game was about dribbling; passing, coop-
eration, and defending were perceived as somehow inferior. (Wilson 2013, 2) 
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This individualistic playing style is further supported through the practices of 
singling out and emphasizing individual players in the game reports. In most 
reports, irrespective of the public school, players who according to the reporter 
stood out through their individual playing efforts are being mentioned. 

This adds the above assertions regarding the prevention of physical contact 
and speaks to the utilitarian spirit of the game. Going back to Bentham’s pan-
opticon writings, one notices a similar hostility towards interaction and com-
munalism: He starts his outline of what he perceives to be the ideal and most 
rational prison by stating that “cells are divided from each other, and the pris-
oners by that means secluded from all communication with each other.” This 
anti-communal thrust has been pointed out by Foucault (1977 [1975], 201) as 
well: 

The crowd, a compact mass, a locus of multiple exchanges, individualities 
merging together, a collective effect, is abolished and replaced by a collection 
of separated individuals. 

In creating such a space, the panopticon minimizes the “danger of contagion” 
in a similar way in which the rules of association football attempted to do so. 
Moreover, the quite literally defined each football player’s space of possibles: 

This space of possibles impresses itself on all those who have interiorized the 
logic and necessity of the field as a sort of historical transcendental, a system 
of (social) categories of perception and appreciation, of social conditions of 
possibility and legitimacy which, like the concepts of genres, schools, manners 
and forms, define and delimit the universe of the thinkable and the unthinkable, 
that is to say, both the finite universe of potentialities capable of being thought 
and realized at a given moment - freedom - and the system of constraints inside 
which is determined what is to be done and to be thought - necessity. A veri-
table ars obligatoria, as the Scholastics put it, it acts like a grammar in defining 
the space of what is possible or conceivable within the limits of a certain field, 
constituting each of the 'choices' taken […] as a grammatically consistent op-
tion […]; but it is also an ars inveniendi which allows the invention of a diver-
sity of acceptable solutions within the limits of grammaticality. (Bourdieu 
1996, 236). 

The logic and necessity of the field, here, confronts the players directly and 
materially in form of the shape and aesthetics of the playing field on which 
they act and which presents a strictly symmetric and clearly marked area with 
definite boundaries and distances. In his text on Social Morphology, Durkheim 
(1982, 241) claims that “social life rests upon a substratum determinate in both 
size and form.” This substratum includes everything that is coined by sociality 
and materialized in the social space. It thus differs in accordance to the specific 
social configuration that yields it:  
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this substratum directly or indirectly affects all social phenomena, just as all 
psychological phenomena are linked either obliquely or immediately to the 
condition of the brain. (ibid.) 

The Victorian brain was shaped in rational symmetric environments with clear 
boundaries, be it prisons, schools, barracks or other total institutions as well 
as its sporting grounds. In short, the rules are not only a means of sharing the 
game of football with general society by means of a common code, they are 
also a means to educate the public in the moral spirit and cognitive affordances 
of the era. The FA rules institutionalized a spirit of the game which defined 
football playing as a rational, reasonable, individualistic and unambiguous 
practice and, thereby, mirrored the Victorian minds and morals.   
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Chapter Nine. Conclusion 

In this chapter, I am going to conclude this study about the (un)making of 
football in the first seven decades of the nineteenth century. First, I am going 
to summarize my findings and discuss them with regard to my research ques-
tions. Secondly, I am going to propose a narrative frame that synthesizes my 
findings and summarizes my sociological contribution. 

Summary of my Findings 
From a historical point of view, this study finds that the emergence of what is 
considered to be modern football has to be understood as a complex transfor-
mation brought about by a variety of social forces, many of which have not 
been sufficiently accounted for by football historians and sociologists. While 
the relations between association football and public schools as well as the 
importance of Sheffield FC have been studied rather thoroughly, the same 
cannot be said for the arguably complex relations between association and folk 
football. The huge variety of folk football games appears to have invited a 
dismissive attitude regarding their potential connections. 

However, I can now argue that this lack of trying has distorted our under-
standing of folk football and to some extent naturalized association football as 
the “real” football. In so doing, many historians treated folk football as the 
abnormal and weird predecessor of the matured version instead of analyzing 
it the other way around. A change of perspective that treats association foot-
ball as the pathological form proved to not only be historically more accurate 
and but also as analytically fruitful. 

Forms and Contexts 
The first question that I sought to address in this study was a very general one 
that asked: how has football been played in the decades leading up to the foun-
dation and establishment of the Football Association in 1863?  

The evidence that I have provided allows for the painting of a picture of 
folk football beyond chaos, mayhem and violence. First, there are many in-
stances which show that football games were much more structured and for-
malized than many early historians would have it. This has been known for a 
while and pointed out by revisionists like Harvey as well. However, as I have 
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argued in chapter six, the degree of formalization goes beyond equal and small 
numbers of players. I found various institutionalized measures in football 
games which had made sure that football games would maintain their formal 
character as wargames (Simmel 1904). From the inclusion of children’s games 
in events that featured football playing to the usage of suitable prizes, chal-
lenges and ordering rituals, football games had been played under certain pre-
cautions aimed at ensuring their sociable character in the face of ever-present 
antagonistic forces and emotional tension. If “the possibility of making new 
distinctions is one the defining characteristics of qualitative research (Aspers 
and Corte 2019, 150),” I am confident that this study meets this requirement. 

Secondly, symbolic acts related to ritual practices had been used to not only 
emotionally elevate the players and spectators, but also to provide them with 
the correct attitude to the game. In cases where the games would get out of 
hand, symbolic acts like cutting the ball would serve as a breaking of the spell 
– Bourdieu’s collectively erected illusio – that releases the tension. Likewise, 
not awarding prizes to the winners in games which had been too competitive 
or resulted in battles would signal punishment and dishonor all players that 
were involved, including the winners.  

Aside from the identification of formal elements in folk football which 
have either been overlooked or underplayed in previous studies, I also demon-
strated that the question regarding how football was played can be interpreted 
much broader than is usually suggested. It not only addresses the social forms 
and institutions of play as well as the body techniques and ritual practices 
which are employed, but also the ways in which football playing is embedded 
in a moral community. It was in this context, that I have described football 
playing as an act of self-determination and collective re-affirmation through 
emotional elevation. This became visible mostly when this function was de-
nied as was the case in Derby. By connecting the emotional content to the 
historical experience, I have provided an example of how emotions can be 
historicized in a fruitful manner (Scheer 2012). 

From Custom to Code 
The second question that guided this study investigated the similarities and 
patterns in football’s folk and association form which would allow for more 
thorough understanding of their relation and mutual experience. 

This was arguably the trickier question, but also one that would allow this 
study to be a major contribution in the field and a demonstration of the strength 
and importance of the sociological imagination in the study of historical phe-
nomena. I am confident that this study has delivered on this front as well.  

Whereas the opposition to folk football had cut the ties of trust between 
football players and authorities, association football eliminated the necessity 
of reciprocal trust which had been organically grown into the local football 
games and replaced them with formal codes. These codes did, of course, not 
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fully eliminate non-formal codes just as formal contracts do not eliminate non-
contractual elements (Durkheim 2014 [1893]). But it became, nevertheless, 
clear that the first codes of football that had been written outside of the public-
schools had institutionalized and emphasized many developments that had be-
gun to transform football in the decades leading up to their creation.  

Chapter eight shows that the codes continue to emphasize and institution-
alize what I have identified as the sociability-element in football. This meant 
that the rules codified an institutionalized opposition towards football’s seem-
ingly irrational elements, most importantly, the emotional collective efferves-
cence and antagonistic tension. Association football was an attempt to avoid 
the emotional charging of players which was perceived as inferior and unciv-
ilized. In accordance to that, the codes of the FA communicated distrust to 
football styles which had been perceived as overtly violent and physical, most 
clearly in the case of Rugby whose football style the FA directly opposed.  

This also speaks to a general distrust in the undisciplined body, which is 
seen as the site of spontaneous and irrational passions and desires. The re-
peated connection between rationality and health is erected on a conception 
which holds the body responsible for immature affects and behaviors while 
the rational mind provides the desirable rational role-model after which prac-
tices and bodies should be modelled.  

The FA code systematically took away those elements of folk football 
which create emotional arousal, from the uplifting rituals and the evocation of 
competitive (warfare) forces to spectator partisanship or a symbolic distinc-
tion of winning. Ironically, these elements had been reintroduced to some ex-
tent as association football transitioned from its amateur into its professional 
era by the end of the nineteenth century. However, the spirit of folk football 
as a function of the social rather than the rational can be considered to have 
died in the transition towards association football. 

Rational, Civilized, Apollonian 
All in all, the evidence which is provided by my newspaper data as well as the 
substantial previous research from football historians shows that the overall 
direction that association football proposed led towards a type of game which 
was meant to be – in the terminology of the time – scientific and rational rather 
than passionate and playful. Football games were meant to be yet another 
arena of emotional self-restraint and self-control. While this has been a central 
argument of Elias and Dunning (1986), I argue that neither their civilization 
thesis nor the Weber-inspired rationalization claims can fully capture this de-
velopment as it presents itself empirically in the match reports.  

Both approaches emphasize some important elements, but do so on the ex-
pense of others. This is why I will conclude this study with a discussion and 



 152 

proposition of how to capture football’s development into its association form 
more fully. 

As I outlined in the beginning, the two most famous grand narratives in the 
historical sociology of football have been and still are the Weberian rationali-
zation thesis which has been supported by, for example, Allen Guttman (2004 
[1978]) and Pierre Bourdieu (1978) as well as the civilizing process proposed 
by Norbert Elias and Eric Dunning (1986) which has found a few disciples in 
the historical sociology of football. To be clear, most contemporary and revi-
sionist football historians as well as many football sociologists have turned 
away from such grand narratives in their writing and analyses, but those two 
mentioned here are those that still stick around. 

I have discussed and critiqued Guttman’s seminal work at various places in 
this study. To remind the reader, Guttman (2004 [1978]) proposes a charac-
terization of modern sports in seven distinct dimensions: secularism, equality 
in competition, specialization of roles, rationalization, bureaucratic organiza-
tion, quantification, and a quest for records. All of these elements can be iden-
tified in contemporary football, though they emerged at different historical 
stages within the last one and a half decades. Similarly, Bourdieu claims that 
the autonomization of sports  

is also accompanied by a process of rationalization intended, as Weber ex-
presses it, to ensure predictability and calculability, beyond local differences 
and particularisms. (Bourdieu 1978, 824) 

The empirical validity of the rationalization-model makes it a powerful tool 
which is to this day used by sociologists and historians of sport. Guttman’s 
propositions – still being “devoured by scholars” and equipped with an “ex-
tensive citation impact (Tomlinson and Young 2010a, 6)” – have been and 
continue to be discussed with regard to its respective dimensions and their 
empirical validity (Giulianotti 2005; Carter and Krüger 1990). Given its age 
and persistence, it is fair to consider this model to be one of the most success-
ful theoretical contributions in the scholarly history of sports. Yet, there are 
reasons why I am hesitant to fully adopt this model for the theoretical conclu-
sion of this study. 

Aside from my criticism regarding Guttman’s definition of contests and the 
systematic exclusion of predominantly playful games as well as his blindness 
to (quasi-)religious elements which I have addressed in the respective chapters 
of this study, I take issue with his equation of rationality with Weber’s Zweck-
rationalität, that is, means-end-rationality (Guttman 2004 [1978], 40). When 
Guttman’s speaks of rationalization, he does so seemingly under the presump-
tion that this rationalization is expressed in a more instrumental approach to 
competing and winning, that is, a constant attempt to improve one’s chances 
to win. Schatzki (1996, 89) describes those practices as a way of “learning 
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how or improving one’s ability to do something by repeatedly working at and 
carrying it out.” 

However, the way in which rationality is used in the newspaper reports 
indicates that this concept entailed more than the systematic perfection of 
techniques to increase chances of winning. This development only gradually 
entered the field, because, initially, winning was not even considered to be the 
most important aspect of sporting contests in association football, at least in 
the first two decades of its existence. Rational exercises were, first and fore-
most, orderly activities with health benefits for not only the individual but also 
the social body, most clearly expressed in the espirit de corps of the barrack 
regiments. This form of rationalization is directly related to the emphasis of 
sociability instead of competition which has been formally institutionalized in 
the first codes of the FA. These aspects of rationalization are captured more 
explicitly in the Durkheimian and pragmatist branch of sociology and, in par-
ticular, those who have studied the positive functions religious practices and 
rituals rather than their irrationality. 

In other words, it is true that association football was more rational than its 
earlier folk versions, however, in a much broader sense than the Weberian 
diagnostics would frame it.  In fact, the most explicitly utilitarian rationaliza-
tion processes stem from the aforementioned efforts to institutionalize indi-
vidualism and to enclose football playing on assigned grounds and privately-
owned mansions as well as its transition into total institutions (Goffman 1961) 
in what Deleuze (1992) calls “societies of control.” 

Norbert Elias’ (1997 [1939]) theory of the civilizing process is the second 
major theoretical tradition in the sociological historiography of football and 
the biggest chunk of his own contribution was published in his collaborative 
work with Eric Dunning under the title Quest for Excitement (1986). Yet, de-
spite being a great source of inspiration, it does not fully satisfy my needs 
either. First of all, many of their empirical claims on which their theoretical 
conclusions rest – especially with regarding folk football – have been con-
vincingly debunked in recent decades and in my material. I addressed those 
issues in the respective chapters. 

Moreover, even though they are paying much more attention to bodies, 
practices and historical figurations, their emphasis on the development of vi-
olence as a crucial turning point in football’s history, reveals a historically 
contingent understanding of what violence is. Put differently, they are at least 
careless in applying the distinction between violence and non-violence from 
the point of view of the post-war twentieth century. Furthermore, they often 
tend to blend violence with emotions and bodily arousal. With regard to the 
latter has sociology come to terms with the fact that emotions are not only a 
much more productive social force but also a much more complex and multi-
faceted variable of social life than Elias and Dunning (1986) acknowledge. 

However, both of these shortcomings are representative of their era of so-
ciological thinking and, if anything, Elias might even be considered to have 
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been ahead of his time. But that does not change the fact that sports like foot-
ball are possibly the prime example to demonstrate the contextual nature of 
emotions and violence and their moral evaluation, which recent contributions 
by, for example, Randall Collins (2004; 2008) have made clear.  

Furthermore, there were numerous reports which had clearly indicated that 
roughness was not be considered as unfair. The football game in Scone even 
expressed this fact in a well-known proverb that stated that ‘all was fair at the 
ball of Scone.’  

On the contrary, the acceptance of rough and physical playing might even 
be seen as an indicator of trust and the strength of the social bond among the 
members of the local community. After all, allowing emotions and tensions to 
rise to such a high level without fearing them to endanger the interpersonal 
solidarity and empathy, should at least be considered to be such an indicator. 

The strength and weaknesses of the two dominant theoretical approaches 
to football and sports history have led me to look for a theoretical conceptual-
ization which accounts for their strengths and improves on their weaknesses. 
As of now, it appears to me that the distinction between the Apollonian and 
Dionysian which had been proposed by Friedrich Nietzsche in the Birth of 
Tragedy (2008 [1872]) and since then further developed by philosophers and 
scientists, would satisfy these needs. 

The strength of this characterization is that it is a phenomenological and 
holistic description of the spirit or gestalt of a phenomenon rather than a pos-
itivistic checklist. It also self-reflective in that it emerges in the same cultural 
context which it describes.  

In simplified terms, the distinction relies on the distinctive characters of the 
Greek gods Apollo and Dionysus which have been ascribed with distinct per-
sonality traits which are seen to symbolize a deep-rooted distinction between 
reason and passion in Western culture. Apollo, the only Olympian who got to 
keep his name after their transition into Roman culture, is generally seen as a 
representation of reason, logic and purity. Dionysus, on the other hand, is pas-
sionate, unrestrained and ecstatic and so were the Greek festivals which wor-
shipped him. 

Dionysiac worship tumbles into carnival and carnival inverts, temporarily, the 
norms and practices of aristocratic society. While these inversions may provide 
a temporary venting mechanism and thereby help stabilize repressive regimes, 
in the longer run they can have quite a different effect. They make it possible 
to think about an alternative community, one open to all, where status differen-
tiations can be limited or eliminated, and where speech can be truly free. It is 
a society that can imagine Dionysiac equality and freedom. (Connor 1996, 222) 

It should already hear become clear how this distinction between these two 
divine characters becomes meaningful in the context of football’s transition 
from its folk into its association form that Wilson (2013, 1) describes as “vio-
lent, unruly, and anarchic.” In chapter four I have outlined the football custom 
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in Derby which shows striking similarities with description of the Dionysia in 
ancient Greece.  

On the 20th of February 1862, the Newcastle Journal dedicates a larger sec-
tion to the reintroduction of the annual football game in Alnwick. Not only is 
football described as the “ancient game once so popular at the borders” but 
also is the game played on that day praised for restoring football to its “prim-
itive vitality and vigour” which speaks to its Dionysian spirit. Bellah (2011, 
351) reminds us that, while  

[t]he myth of Dionysus is complex and ambiguous […], one of its foci is that 
of the outsider god who comes into a city and turns it upside down, leading to 
the destruction of those who oppose him but to a new solidarity among those 
who accept him. He is transgressive, to use a term common in current dis-
course, a boundary-crosser to be sure, but also integrative, the symbol of new 
community. 

In this sense, Dionysus is the god of communal play, erecting an illusio in 
which spaces become ambiguous, boundaries blurry and emotions collectively 
aroused. The folk football customs of the people, just like the Dionysian fes-
tival “not only made possible the idea of a different social reality than the one 
existing, but helped to actualize it as well (ibid, 352).”  

A distinctive element in both folk football and Dionysian festivals was the 
collective emotional effervescence. In Britain, this aspect was directly op-
posed by moral and political authorities who deemed it irrational and poten-
tially dangerous. There was a shift in attitude towards activities which evoked 
passions in form of emotional tension and contagion. On its way to becoming 
the recognizable modern association game, football was faced with a moral 
recalibration brought about by the rigid ideologies of Puritanism and utilitari-
anism which were highly suspicious of passions and emotional contagion 
(Taylor 1989).  

Instead, they favored control, boundaries, symmetry and unambiguity, all 
of which are usually seen as qualities of Apollo and speak to the Apollonia 
spirit of that time. As a consequence, “[t]he turbulence of football, its common 
indiscipline and the passions it provoked left many others uneasy (Walvin 
1994 [1975], 23).” 

But this unease was mutual. The old farmer which I have cited in chapter 
five makes this unmistakably clear as he recalls former times in which “the 
obnoxious game laws were not generally enforced to restrain the peasantry 
from this hardy amusement.” He concludes: 

Some of these amusements were rather childish, perhaps, and fit only for a 
rude state of society; yet, with all our modern improvements, (and we have 
certainty made mighty advances in many important respects), I am inclined to 
consider it at least doubtful, if all that has been abandoned of our former man-
ners has been equally well replaced – and whether some part of our present 
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knowledge and refinement has not been purchased by the sacrifice of qualities 
still more valuable. 

What excerpts like these speak to is the need to retrieve experiences of histor-
ical developments from more than one perspective in order to get a fuller pic-
ture. This sounds evident, but in practice, it is not always achieved or even 
attempted. This is certainly also due to the fact that certain experiences are 
harder to record than others. History tends to benefit those who have control 
over cultural transmission, that is, those who can write and archive. However, 
even the sheer attempt at getting the other side of the story is worthwhile and 
rigorous even if it must, at times, remain sketchy. 

I argued in chapter two that the historians of football, sociologists or not, 
have systematically favored the Apollonian experience in their historiography. 
This is not only a matter of available material but a result of the scientific 
attitude which has emerged in the context of European rationalism (Habermas 
1981; McGilchrist 2019 [2009]; Schluchter 2008; Taylor 2002; 1989). The 
rational experience is easier to spot than the embodied custom and creates a 
feedback loop in favor of the former. Yet, I hope that this study makes us more 
cautious in our scientific approaches to customary practices which appear to 
be at odds with our narrow idea of rationality. And I hope that this caution 
extends not only to those practices which have mostly died out today, but also 
to those that are still practiced with great dexterity. 
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