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Abstract

This article studies the ways in which the Marxist theorist Terry Eagleton has addressed the cur-
rent fascination with football as a phenomenon symptomatic of the late capitalist economy. The 
article further investigates Eagleton’s critique of the social and cultural significance of football as 
a textual strategy assisting him in building a persuasive line of argument in favour of traditional 
philosophical categories, which he is trying to recover from deconstructionist and poststructural-
ist assaults. The article therefore reads Eagleton’s writings on football in the context of his larger 
project of writing against postmodernism and its cultural and political complacency. 

Keywords: Eagleton, Frankfurt School, football, capitalism, morality

The publication of this article is supported by SGS/12/206, FPF SU, Opava.

What happens when a leading literary theorist addresses some uncomfortable issues sur-
rounding the most popular game of our times?  After all, at least at first sight, the world of 
football would seem to have very little to do with the world of literature. Each is thought 
to have a fundamentally different fan base, as affection for these two distinct pastimes 
is considered to stem from entirely different psychological make-ups. In other words, a 
person who unconditionally embraces the aesthetics of a ball hitting the net will probably 
be less willing to appreciate the aesthetics of a softly toned poem. Not to mention the 
assumption that the exquisitely nuanced response from a reader to a literary text appears 
to be at loggerheads with a stadium crowd’s crude and guttural response to a situation on 
the pitch. However, the difference in the actual reception of a literary text as opposed to 
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the reception of a sporting event is in fact not that dissimilar to how, as early as 1935, in 
his seminal essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction”, Walter Ben-
jamin described the difference in the reception of “auratic” art, embedded in tradition, and 
designed for introverted contemplation, and the “distracted,” mass reception of art in the 
age of mechanical reproduction. Ever the dialectician, Benjamin was not entirely critical 
of such a distracted mode of reception of art – particularly film but also sports – and he 
attempted to highlight its potentially democratizing properties by claiming that “it is inher-
ent in the technique of the film as well as that of sports that everybody who witnesses its 
accomplishments is somewhat of an expert” (231). Whether cheering from the stands, or 
from in front of the TV screen, football audiences find themselves inscribed into the game 
itself.

Indeed, for the literary theorist Terry Eagleton, it is sports, and football in particu-
lar, that in the current era enables ordinary people, including the underprivileged and the 
uneducated, to bask in the glory of expertise. In his 2010 Guardian article called “Football: 
a dear friend to capitalism,” he states the following:

Men and women whose jobs make no intellectual demands can display astonishing 
erudition when recalling the game’s history or dissecting individual skills. Learned 
disputes worthy of the ancient Greek forum fill the stands and pubs. Like Bertolt 
Brecht’s theatre, the game turns ordinary people into experts.

It would be wrong, though, to assume that Eagleton actually endorses the promise of 
football’s emancipating potential. The passage above is rather misleading in this sense. In 
the full context of Eagleton’s thought-system, football all but epitomizes the worst aspects 
of the current socio-political order. 

In his somewhat immodestly entitled 2007 book Meaning of Life, Eagleton speaks 
of capitalist modernity as a situation where “culture was largely a matter of how to keep 
people harmlessly distracted when they were not working” (22). It is therefore hardly sur-
prising that “in our own time, one of the most popular, influential branches of the culture 
industry is unquestionably sport” (26). Naturally for a theorist with Western-Marxist lean-
ings, Eagleton uses the term “culture industry” negatively, in a vein established by critical 
theorists of the Frankfurt School, particularly Theodor Adorno and Max Horheimer, whose 
collaborative study Dialectic of Enlightenment, first published in 1944, claimed that the 
culture industry was a force synonymous with mass deception, resulting in the homog-
enization, neutralization and stultification of the consumers’ cognition and perception. By 
calling what the culture industry actually produces “aesthetic barbarism” (104), Adorno 
and Horkheimer were clearly charging it with the active promotion of fascism. Taking 
this cue, Eagleton also points to the ways in which football, this most prominent branch 
of the culture industry, appeals to the spectator’s basest, blood-related and therefore easily 
manipulated instincts and desires:

If you were to ask what provides some meaning in life nowadays for a great many 
people, especially men, you could do worse than reply ‘Football’. […] In Britain in 
particular, [football] stands in for all those noble causes – religious faith, national 
sovereignty, personal honour, ethnic identity – for which, over the centuries, people 
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have been prepared to go to their deaths. [It] involves tribal loyalties and rivalries, 
symbolic rituals, fabulous legends, iconic heroes, epic battles, aesthetic beauty, phys-
ical fulfilment, intellectual satisfaction, sublime spectaculars, and a profound sense 
of belonging. (Meaning 26)

There are at least two moments in the passage which merit further comment. One is 
Eagleton’s inclusion of “religious faith” in the list of the supposedly noble causes pro-
vided by football. There is no doubt that especially in the secularized West, football has 
assumed the role of an ersatz religion, answering the need for an underlying meaning in 
people’s otherwise hopelessly commodified lives. But what Eagleton is probably telling 
us here is that having assumed this role, football has become yet another symptom of the 
problem rather than its solution. In order to see just what the problem might be, it may 
prove useful to consult the work of yet another theorist related to the Frankfurt School, 
Erich Fromm. In his 1977 book To Have or to Be?, Fromm speaks of a new religion, “the 
religion of industrialism and the cybernetic era” (117). According to Fromm, this religion 
goes unacknowledged as such, partly because its distinctive features run counter to the 
founding principles of Christianity – these features being, among others, “self-interest, 
mutual antagonism, property, profit, power” (119). In fact, it goes unacknowledged as 
religion because it is really a new form of paganism, something that Fromm fittingly calls 
“Western paganism” (117). What makes Fromm’s observations particularly relevant as a 
supplement to Eagleton’s characterization of contemporary football is that when looking 
for a clear demonstration of this new paganism in full force, Fromm comes up with what 
else but a disturbing critique of the biggest sporting event imaginable, the contemporary 
Olympic Games:

Consider the frenzied nationalism of people watching the contemporary Olympic 
Games, which allegedly serve the cause of peace. Indeed, the popularity of the Olym-
pic Games is in itself a symbolic expression of Western paganism. They celebrate the 
pagan hero: the winner, the strongest, the most self-assertive, while overlooking the 
dirty mixture of business and publicity that characterizes the contemporary imitation 
of the Greek Olympic Games. (117)  

The contemporary Olympic Games emerge from this scathing analysis as an event 
where “Western paganism” literally flexes its muscles built on the worship of self-interest, 
profit and unbridled competition. However, this analysis would seem not only to lend cred-
ibility to Eagleton’s critical account of football, but also to introduce a more conciliatory 
note to the debate, because it subtly suggests that it is the commodification of the Olym-
pics, their appropriation by the entrepreneurial forces of capitalism, that is the real culprit 
here, and that uncorrupted by these influences, the Olympics would be just fine – and so, 
by definition, would football. 

The other item on Eagleton’s list of “blessings” provided by football that deserves 
closer attention is the “sublime spectaculars.” For by mentioning this, Eagleton is clearly 
referring to another prominent, and undoubtedly pathological, trait of the current era: our 
obsession with “spectacle.” While Walter Benjamin may still have been partially appre-
ciative of the “shock effects” exercised upon the spectators by “massified,” mechanically 
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reproduced forms of art (Benjamin 238), for the French situationist Guy Debord, there was 
nothing whatsoever to be praised about the “society of the spectacle,” which is also the 
title of his influential study of an entirely commodified and alienated social reality. Writ-
ing in 1967, Debord speaks of the debilitating effects of the supreme rule of appearances 
and images – or spectacle – and describes a social reality that tends to reduce everything 
– from public events to the most intimate private affairs – to the level of an exciting sport-
ing match. Viewed in this way, reality is translated into ready-made images that make the 
world readily eligible, and hence intensify its alienated status. In effect, Debord describes 
the spectacle as the inner logic of advanced capitalism:

The spectacle grasped in its totality is both the result and the project of the existing 
mode of production. It is not a supplement to the real world, an additional decora-
tion. It is the heart of the unrealism of the real society. In all its specific forms, as 
information or propaganda, as advertisement or direct entertainment consumption, 
the spectacle is the present model of socially dominant life. (444)

If, as the passage above indicates, the spectacle is the actual mode of current social life, 
it would also need to provide a sense of social coherence to hold the existing social set-up 
together. A crowd’s enjoyment of a sporting spectacle would then function as an obvious 
instance of such a socially cohesive force. According to Debord, though, spectacle can 
only provide a pseudo-sense of social unity because it really originates in and is sustained 
by separation:

The spectacle originates in the loss of the unity of the world, and the gigantic expan-
sion of the modern spectacle expresses the totality of this loss. … In the spectacle, 
one part of the world represents itself to the world and is superior to it. The spectacle 
in nothing more than the common language of this separation. What binds the specta-
tors together is no more than an irreversible relation at the very centre which main-
tains their isolation. The spectacle reunites the separate, but reunites it as separate. 
(533)

A routinized way of tackling this prevailing sense of separateness and alienation is for 
the spectators to over-identify with the hero of the spectacle, the celebrity. The problem 
with this move is that by projecting their unrealized dreams, unfulfilled desires and unlived 
lives onto the image of a celebrity, the spectators can only ever succeed at entrenching 
themselves in the same isolation and alienation they so desperately wish to overcome. In 
Debord’s own words: “Being a star means specializing in the seemingly lived; the star is 
the object of identification with the shallow seeming life that has to compensate for the 
fragmented productive specializations which are actually lived” (674). No wonder that, 
having become objectified in this way by the steady gaze of alienated spectators, the celeb-
rities’ actual lives so often unravel, under, if the oxymoron can be pardoned, the burden 
of their own weightless simulacra. A case in point here is the downward trajectory of one 
of football’s most outstanding acts, the legendary Manchester United winger George Best. 
A Belfast-born prodigy, George “Bestie” Best starred for the Reds for ten years between 
1963 and 1974, before the dark side of fame, namely alcoholism and depression, cut his 
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stellar career short. At one point in 1998, some fourteen years after his official retirement 
from the game, Best was so low as to become suicidal: “I’d had enough of people telling 
me what to do, to stay off the drink, to look after myself properly, to do this and that, so I 
decided that I would have one last month of doing all the things I loved and then just put 
an end to my life” (Best 377). George Best did not actually commit suicide, but died seven 
years later, aged 59, of multiple organ failure, his body utterly exhausted by years of hard-
partying and booze. 

Quite amazingly, in his 2003 book After Theory, Eagleton not only incorporates George 
Best into his anti-postmodernist argument in favour of traditional philosophical categories 
such as truth, virtue and objectivity; he also does so – even more astonishingly – with the 
aid of the most outrageous of stories about George Best, a story that has by now reached 
a semi-legendary status and become public currency. The standard version of the tale, 
retold for instance by the sports journalist Bobby McMahon in his 2012 article in Forbes 
magazine, but actually favoured and often told by the chief protagonist himself, holds that 
one day, already an ex-footballer, Best was enjoying himself in a five-star hotel room with 
caviar, champagne and a half-naked former Miss World on a bed covered with banknotes, 
when a hotel porter intruded upon the amorous scene, bringing in yet more expensive items 
and commenting on what he saw with the words: “George, where did it all go wrong?” 
Terry Eagleton picks up on the irony of the situation to put forth his ethical argument that 
in the given context, Best “was certainly enjoying himself […] but he was not flourishing” 
(After Theory 114) and that “his life might have been happy in the sense of being opulent, 
contented and enjoyable, but it was not going anywhere” (After Theory 114). Cunningly, 
Eagleton then proceeds to deconstruct his own words by suggesting that life is not, after 
all, designed to be going anywhere in particular, that a certain purposelessness of action 
is inscribed into human nature, and that humans often tend to prosper, or indeed, flourish, 
when “allowed to do what we do just for the sake of it” (After Theory 115). It is while fol-
lowing this line of thought that Eagleton summons up his most positive evaluation of foot-
ball to date. Contrasting George Best’s lavish ex-footballing lifestyle with his relatively 
short-lived footballing genius, he states the following:

How Best might genuinely have enjoyed himself would have been by carrying on 
playing football. It would not have been pleasant all the time, and there would no 
doubt have been times when he felt discontent; but it would have been how he could 
best thrive. Playing football would have been the moral thing to do. (After Theory 
115)

To hear Eagleton praise football as the “moral thing to do” seems almost bizarre in 
light of his otherwise notoriously negative view of the game, but again – it would seem 
that by referencing George Best, he is targeting not so much the actual game of football, 
but rather its probably irreversible subsumption under the corporate framework. Seen from 
this angle, Best’s ability and determination to play football for the simple delight of it 
would have in fact challenged the corporate obsessions and fantasies that had long been 
parasitical on the game. It would, indeed, have been the moral thing to do. 
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Unfortunately, the repeated use of past participle structures in the above-quoted text is 
indicative of the hypothetical status of the argument. The reality, Eagleton realizes, is a lot 
bleaker, as becomes apparent when he writes the following:

Perhaps what helped to bring Best down was the fact that he was not able to play 
football just for its own sake. No footballer can, in a sports industry which is about 
shareholders rather than players, artistry or spectators. It would be like a hard-pressed 
commercial designer imagining that he could live like Michelangelo. … Best was no 
longer able to play just for the delight of it, and turned instead from delight to pleas-
ure. His hedonism was just the other side of the instrumentalism he chafed at. (115)  

It might be said in conclusion that Eagleton’s overall view of football is deeply ambigu-
ous. To date, he has predominantly taken a critical stance toward it, warning against its 
dehumanizing tendencies arising from its inscription into an increasingly corporatist, mon-
etary and consumerist framework. He has, however, occasionally demonstrated a readi-
ness to make room in his thought for football’s liberating, and even moral, potential. To 
what extent these positive evaluations are mere rhetorical devices used by Eagleton to 
underscore his otherwise scathing critique of the game, or genuine, autonomous units pro-
viding for a more dialectical approach to the problem, remains an unsolved, and probably 
insoluble, conundrum. Nevertheless, the fact that a sweeping summarizing statement on 
Eagleton’s attitude to football cannot possibly be made is quite symptomatic of football’s 
ambiguous position in the public mind. Associated equally with artistry and philistinism, 
elevation of the spirit and drunken bigotry, football fits in well with the current corporatist 
framework and its many contradictions and fault lines. It is such fault lines that Eagle-
ton opens up in his readers’ awareness, making them question and question again the 
far-reaching implications of “one of the most popular, influential branches of the culture 
industry.”   
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