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With the International Monetary Fund providing the backdrop, Franklin Foer, author of How Soccer Explains the World: An Unlikely Theory of Globalization, spoke to members and guests of the World Affairs Council, Washington DC about his book and inspiration. 

Opening remarks were provided, first, by David Hawley, Chief of Media Relations for the International Monetary Fund. This event, he said, was the first time that the IMF – with 184 member countries from around the globe – had played host to the World Affairs Council of Washington DC. Explaining his own, personal history with the sport and his consequent enthusiasm for the book, and the content supporting it, he welcomed Mr. Foer to the podium. 

Ryan Nelson, Captain of DC United and the New Zealand National Soccer Team, accompanied Kevin Payne, President and Chief Executive Officer of DC United, as Mr. Foer took to the podium to present his book. 

Soccer, Mr. Foer explained, has been a passion of his since childhood. At the age of eight, he began playing soccer locally at Rockville Potomac in Bethesda. In the early 1980s, he described how difficult it had been to accumulate knowledge about soccer as an American since the MLS (Major League Soccer) had yet to take shape, and inspiration was provided by other, inter-regional soccer leagues around the world. In the 1990s, though, that all had begun to change with the internet, providing team information, statistics, and game footage, of the European, South American, and African soccer leagues. Citing Fox Sports World as “God’s gift to the United States soccer fans”, Mr. Foer highlighted the progression of soccer as an interest – with the integration of technological advancements – to the American public. 

Globalization, which he coined to be an “extremely personal experience”, is nevermore apparent than in the sport of soccer. Using the integration of many different ethnic and cultural backgrounds between players, coaching staff and fans, Mr. Foer prescribed the “world getting smaller” theory of globalization, to the ever-expanding popularity of the sport. Describing globalization as having two theories, he proceeded to outline them for those present. The first, an optimistic approach credited to Thomas Friedman, is an inevitable march to a better future. In the end, he says, business would trump the will to make war, and further the march to democratization around the globe. He added that in short, market economies would become the accepted norm, and with them, political liberalization would soon follow. The second theory of globalization is often perceived as making the world smaller, and – cynically – heralded as the spread of a homogenized, colorless future. The latter, he said, often culminates with blaming the shift of power away from countries to multi-national corporations. 

Soccer, however, which he describes as a “repository of traditions”, is a break in both theories. The draw, he explained, is that a spectator can look into the stands and see sincere passion for the sport, one that – with its natural, and “organic” progression – supercedes cultural, ethnic and even religious barriers. Using regional soccer clubs such as Manchester United and Real Madrid as examples, Mr. Foer remarked on the enormous holdings and profits that both are capable of drawing in. Crediting them as being multi-national corporations within themselves – due to the progression of the sport world-wide – the holdings of these teams allow them to, increasingly, import players from around the globe. In effect, they serve as a “microcosm to study the effects of globalization”, Mr. Foer explained. 

In describing the importance of the sport in the lives of so many, Mr. Foer expounded on his experiences in Scotland and Belgrade, where the bonds of religion, culture and ethnicity are often, potently, mobilized behind the banner of a soccer club. Pointing to the example of Red Star Belgrade, he related that while they were winning the European championships in 1991, they were also forming paramilitary groups that would, not long after, help create so much chaos in the region. Blaming this frightening trend not only on tribalism, but gangsterism, Mr. Foer expressed his concern of both in the spread of globalization. In the end, he said, “globalization is a trend that can do tremendous good and tremendous harm”. 

After thanking those present, Mr. Payne of DC United stepped up to the podium to offer his own insight. Crediting soccer as the most global sport, he used DC United as an example of this with the team having had players representing over 20 countries around the world. In reference to Mr. Hawley’s earlier remark of the International Monetary Fund having 184 member countries, Mr. Payne was careful to point out that FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association), the international soccer league, is host to 205. Representing more countries than the International Monetary Fund, and the United Nations, Mr. Payne described FIFA as “probably the most global organization”. The challenge, he said, is not in finding players, but curbing those soccer clubs – such as Manchester United, and Real Madrid – that had become so internationally recognized, and financially powerful, that they had become capable of recruiting the best players around the world. The popularity of the sport, and the increasingly diminishing barriers between these member countries, has allowed for it – just another example of the strength of globalization. 

Thanking those present, Catherine Wilkens, President of the World Affairs Council of Washington, DC invited the audience to join Mr. Foer and Mr. Nelson of DC United in the foyer for autographs. 

