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What We
Think About
When We R |
Think About
Football

With another month of agony,
ecstasy and hyperactive national
pride upon us, MH takes an
atypically cerebral view of the
beautiful game and asks why the
World Cup means so much to us
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How ks feotball poetic?
The shapes, the movement and the
organisation of the team - the dynamics
of ir. 1 find a beaury there. even when I'm
weatehing it on TV. What's not poetic are
the commercials, the Champions League
muskc, the pundiiry at half-time. But these
all fall sway when the game kicks in. I'm
not much of a yelper at live matches. but
watching my teamon TV,
out of my seat and punch the ai
afist pump. It's extremely embarrassing.
I'd never do that in pulblic.

And your team [s?
My family is from Liverpool. My dad ased
to tradn at Anficld Inthe 1950, when
Liverpoo! were inthe second division.
Everon were the big team then, but | was
ratsed tobe a Liverpool fan

- and it became a very good
time to beone. 1t all waned for
mee a bit in the 1980, when

[ was a student, as liking
locthall waen't cool ke it

is now. But | secretly kept
watching v Liverpoo] games
are i sowrce of fear and ardety
for me, but [ enjoy other games
because | can just watch the
spectacle. There's something
about the sound of a game that
hypnotises me

You write that football generates a
anique Iype of ecitasy in fans. How so?
You can get a similar feeling when you're last, and thas’s really sad

in lowve, bt there I8 something about the

sober immersion IA football that s unlike But fa’t it good that football brings
amything else. The bdea of warc! people together?

while drunk never makes senoe to

113
ith peopie

want 1o watch a game and experience the
quist ecitasy | creates. It goes well, vou
can have a drink afterwands.

“Seniate ecetagy”, as ] call bt s not and patternd of moral behavious. Football

the ecstasy of intoxication. Yoad Oofmes oul of 8 very ofdina déd of social
outol your mind. Instead, you're very life. Teams began as social clubs, boys”
much there, actending to something that clubs, related 1o churches or pubs. Those
you're watching unfold very carefully. were grounded In traditions. What we
The ecstasy you feel i5 almost analytical harve now has lossa [ the substance
You can havve it with other expericnces
but there's a special kind of 360-degres Can youoffer an example of foothall
feeling when you're watching foothall. dolng something with substance?

Well, agreat thing aboun it ks thar you can
Aren't you indanger of over-cgging it? get o know people very quickly through
When I'm with mry Liverpool-fan friends, a kind of code. Football is one of the few 6 Thy Bl pirier 5 Bobény
W Jan ﬁﬁmkjf.s about what happened i ums thaough which we e FibCale Pele
in the previous game. But then we go with strangers. When you're watchinga S
deeper. [ think a lot of people do that. game, you have this thing in common and b
People feel almost ashamed that football you can end up in ondfkely but in i Tl S I Tt g
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listened to, even by those withadeep
commitment toa particular ream.,
Listening toanother point of view can
lead you to change your mind.

It happens all the time, at beast in my
experience. For example, a 10-year-old
fan of a rival team can say something |
hadn't considered before, and Il ke it
on board. There is something about the
rationality of foothall discussions that is
very interesting. AL the same time, [ know
= i g all surely know - that it's stupld.

Some people complain that football
iis now swamped intoo much
information. Do you think that's fair?
First., let's look at the sport objectively.
Increasingly. there's the idea that we

can understand the game better with
data: the number of completed passes,
assists, and s0 on, These are relatively
new phenomena that I think explain very
litthe. Then there's the subjective side: the
post-match interview in which plavers ans
asked what they were thinking when they
scored a goal. The realiry ks that they were
not thinking. They were reacting. and
that's what's important.

Football takes place in what | call the
“middle kingdom” between sublect and
object. When the game is happening.
everything feels alive. In ancient religions,
there is an idea that all things, not
jus humans, are alive. Now, we know
schentifically that this is not the case,

But in foatball, it feels a8 i the whole
experience bs alive: there ane no dead
objects. The game is vibrating between
you and the things out there. That's what
I mean by the middie kingdom.

Is there a middie kingdom on a wet
Wednesday night in EFL League Two?
[ used to goto watch Colchester United,
because they were the peam closest to
whene [ lived at the time. When my son
was fivve, T took him o his first game

at their ground, At the lower kevels of
football, there's an extraordinary dignity
among the fans: people who tum out
wieek after week, with thelr rituals, thelr
programmes and their badges. The
spectache of the Premier League is. of

40f 4
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course, terrific. but what's going on in the
lower leagues is much morne herodc. My
nephew has been to every ground inthe
four divisions. He's a Luton Town fan, so
e kniows about suffering.

Don'twe all suffer when England

20 to the World Cup?

With England, it's one long anxiety
dream. It's the strangest thing. When
they played Italy at the 2014 World Cup,
somewhere in the middle of the Amazon,
England suddenly decided that the best
way 1o play [taly wasto play ke Italy,

It was extraondinary. That k. until the
point when Italy declded to play like Italy.
Andrea Pirlodid a dummy and then it was
1-0. 15 ir fate that we feel?

it not fate, what is it?

Formost pecple who watch England, their
relationship with the team s powerfully
ambivalent. It's always been club above
country for me. [ admit that sometimes
I'want another national team towin a
tournamenst because of [ts players at my
club, But there is always a part of me that
longs for England to do well. You just
know they won T, because the players

are oo tired from playing all year, while
other national teams have been resting
and playing fewer games. Or maybe it's
altitude - whatever the reason. | hope the
Inevitable won't happen this summer, but
1 fear it will. 1 try to repress that fear.

15 It harder o relate to players now
because they are aloof and so athletic?
You can still look at the players and
imagine how a body does what it does,
then relate it to your own experiences of
playing the game. I'd be curious to know
whit kind of commentary ls unning
through young people’s heads when
they re playing now. I'm sure they are
emulating the great players.

Today's players ane faster and fitter
and can spend longer a1 the top, which
just didn't used 1o happen. Great players
used to have a peak of five or six years.
Cristiano Ronaldo, through hisintensely
narcissistic physical perfectionism, has
been able 1o malntaln his abllity. Onthe
other hand, players don't seem 25 much
fun as they used 1o be. They e on message
all of the time - almast scripted. | would
love to know what they really think. @
Simon Critchleys What We Think About
When We Think About Football (Profife)
e out mow in paperback
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