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Although football is the greatest cultural 
phenomenon of our time, reflexive contri-
butions digging into the possible reasons 
why we love football, whether football is 
important, and seemingly threats for the po-
sition of football as a globally loved game, 
are somewhat scarce. Against this back-
drop, in this paper I try to pinpoint some, 
of possibly many, explanatory hypotheses, 
developments and dark clouds on the foot-
ball horizon. In doing so, the distinguishing 
features of present-day football opposed to 
other sports are scrutinised, unfolding The 
Beautiful Game’s nature, not much empha-
sised in the day-to-day football discourse. 
Drawing on the work of Arve Hjelseth, Dag 
Solstad, Jo Nesbø and Richard Giulianot-
ti, I try to provide a synthesis of contem-
porary trends and debates within the field 
of football, outlining disputed topics such 
as Video Assistant Referee (VAR), distinc-
tions in the stand, football spectator types 
and trends of football fandom. The latter in-
volves shedding light on the “Americanisa-
tion vs. supporter” dispute, that is, cultural 
tensions between those who want to utilise 
football as in the big American sports, as 
an entertainment product, and those who 
want to build a European supporter-driv-
en culture. Inspired by the lens of Hjelseth 

especially, football identities and ways of 
belonging, football tourism, and Norwe-
gian and English football for Norwegians 
as competing or complementary interests, 
are also unpacked. Moreover, hyper-com-
mercialisation, sportswashing and the 
failed Super League attempt, is discussed 
highlighting various nations’ footballing 
“souls”, for instance related to football’s 
distinct working-class stamp in various 
countries and contexts. Finally, I point 
out a possible way forward to navigate the 
troubled waters of elite football as a Nor-
wegian enthusiast, arguing for a shifting 
focus, staging the bright sides of The Beau-
tiful Game back at the core of our football 
engagement – the way we fell in love with 
football as kids – but noting the backdrop 
of the persistent unscrupulousness of top 
football. Overall, a critical view of modern 
football development is sketched, however 
not ignoring promising signs of supporters’ 
power and drive for change.

mads skauge is an Assistant Professor at 
The Faculty of Social Sciences, Centre for 
Sports and Society, Nord University, Nor-
way. His research interests are sports, social 
inequality, social capital, and individualis-
ation.



mads skauge

2 idrottsforum.org 2022-02-28

Who is the writer of this article? I am a football-interested sociologist, 
who also has football as one of my research interests. My interest in foot-
ball revolves in contrast to, e.g., Eggen and especially “Drillo’s” scientific 
contributions, not around the game’s structure, group dynamics and var-
ious purely sporting facets, but rather football as a cultural expression, 
as for example in my mentor Arve Hjelseth’s and the Swedish journalist 
phenomenon Erik Niva’s case. To me, football is foremost the greatest 
cultural phenomenon of our time, secondly a sport. The Northern Ireland 
footballer, football coach, football journalist and sports commentator Dan-
ny Blanchflower once said that “The great fallacy is that the game is first 
and last about winning.” Football is so much more than victory and loss. 
For example, I do not have to consume the Premier League and Champi-
ons League on a weekly basis, but I do not want to miss debates about the 
development of football or symbolic power-relations among spectators. 
Thus, I am primarily interested in football culture, which also means that 
I watch a little football, but I read more about football than I consume 
games. Football offers ways of interpreting the world. I am particularly 
interested in football as an expression of identity, belonging and mean-
ing, and the football discourse in general, i.e., how football is talked about 
and understood by different groups, not least football fandom and types 
of spectatorships. Furthermore, I apply football as relaxation (it is immer-
sive; there is no room for other thoughts in my head during a game), and 
a source of “quest for excitement” in the civilized age in line with Norbert 
Elias and Eric Dunning’s thesis, and social capital (networking, and not 
least something to talk about). Football takes me places nothing else can.

There are at least two main reasons for the popularity of football. The 
first is about elite sports in general and elite football in particular, 
having a function. Much of society is directed. It follows a script 

with a specific sequence of events and a given outcome. Think, for example, 
of how almost everything we consume of, for example, TV series, movies 
and books, follow such a logic. Sports, and especially football, is different. 
The result is not given. In principle, anything can happen. It makes us feel 
that we are living in the present. Football can take you places nothing else 
can.
 Sports thus fill a basic need to get an outlet for excitement, spontaneity 
and emotions. It is better that this is taken out on sports than in other ways. 
Football is also all-consuming. There is little room for other thoughts during 
the game. One can for a while detach oneself from the worries and trivial-
ities of everyday life. Although sports as an arena for such outlets does not 
only apply to football, it is reasonable to assume that football holds a special 
position in this regard, because the tension regarding the outcome of the 
competition is greater in football than in almost all, if not every, other sports.
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Is football important, and why do we love the 
game?

I will return to this, but first it is worth dwelling on whether football is 
important. “No,” you might say. “It is not important because I am not inter-
ested in football.” This is where you are wrong. It is as wrong as saying that 
all the world’s religions are not important because you are not religious. But 
you live in a world of believers. Likewise, football is important for many 
people. In 1950, for example, Brazil lost 1–2 at Maracanã Stadium in front 
of 200.000 spectators. The same night, only in Rio de Janeiro, 14 Brazilians 
committed suicide. Or for example in 1953, when Barcelona bought Alfredo 
di Stéfano, and General Franco interrupted the deal and made it so that di 
Stéfano instead moved to Real Madrid, the fascist regime’s club. Or, for ex-
ample in the 1978 FIFA World Cup in Argentina, when Peru probably inten-
tionally lost to the host nation, and that same night a shipload of corn went 
to Lima while home in Argentina the military regime maintained its power 
because the country went on to win the World Cup. Or, take the young na-
tion Norway, where we may think that the world’s most famous Norwegians 
are Roald Amundsen or Thor Heyerdahl, or maybe Bjørn Dæhlie. This is of 
course wrong. There is only one famous Norwegian. His name is Ole Gun-
nar Solskjær.  He scored a lot of goals for Manchester United, but he also 
spent a lot of time on the bench. In the world’s eyes, it is more important to 
sneak in a goal in overtime in the Champions League final than planting a 
flag on the South Pole. 
 Football has started and stopped wars, chosen and deposited head of 
states, and placed small nations on the map. Yet, I think this is bigger. That 
football is dreaming and playing. Football is joy, excitement, sorrow and 
despair. Football is community, identity and meaning. Football is something 
to talk about. Football is the joy of life for millions of people. Not least, 
football is the beauty of the moment, and the magic moment can happen 
anywhere. There is no other cultural activity that appeals to as many people, 
leads to such great commitment, and is both emotionally and geographically 
identity-creating, as football. On a Saturday afternoon, you can go almost 
anywhere in the city – especially in pubs, of course – and know that you 
meet like-minded people.
 The second reason for football’s position has to do with the peculiarity 
of football. Football appeals to the “man in the street” because, to a greater 
extent than in other sports, one might think (from a spectator perspective) 
that “it could have been me who played”. Football is one of the few, and 
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perhaps the most typical one, sports where people with different physical 
conditions can succeed (reach the top level). Football is so complex that 
there is room for different skills. All kinds of types can succeed in football. 
The fast, the strong, the tactical, “the warrior”, the passing skilled, the free-
kick specialist, the penalty shoot executor, the throw-in expert, the dribbler, 
the ball winner, the header, etc. It is not like for example in volleyball, where 
you have to be at least 1.90 cm tall to reach the top level. Thus, football suits 
many. Everyone can dream of success.
 The game of football is also better than many other sports at creating and 
reproducing mythologies people can relate to. Although today’s top players, 
in most cases, are top-trained athletes, it is not so long ago that, for exam-
ple, the English top division consisted of many alcoholics and other misfits, 
who still performed at a high level. 35 years ago, the alcohol consumption 
among English top players was enormous, and yet they mostly won all that 
there was of European Cups, etc. When Liverpool beat Rome in the Euro-
pean Cup final in 1984, they had two weeks from the last league match to 
the final. The first week they used for partying in Israel, and the last week 
for training. It would not work today, but they were after all the best in the 
world. There are thus many dimensions in addition to the elite sports di-
mension in football, which means that there is something recognisable and 
appealing for the audience.
 Another distinguishing feature of football is that the world’s best players 
can fail on basically simple things such as a penalty kick, which 90 percent 
of the audience would have had the opportunity to manage. This is rarely or 
never the case in any other sports or entertainment business. More general-
ly, football’s idolatry contributes to football stars being viewed in a certain 
way, which probably makes it easier for them to get away with bad behav-
iour and crime than most people. Messi and Ronaldo have been arrested for 
tax evasions, and Ronaldinho was jailed for ID forgery. Yet, they are adored. 
When Maradona was in Oslo in 2006, crying men stood outside his hotel. 
Those who have been present at board meetings, etc., in football, say that 
even business leaders who are used to hanging out with celebrities, put cof-
fee in their throats, start sweating and lose their concepts in a meeting with 
the aura of football icons.
 The most important dimension of football’s uniqueness in this context, is 
that few goals are scored. In the World Cup book from 1990, the Norwegian 
novelist, short-story writer and dramatist Dag Solstad doubts whether foot-
ball will survive in the modern entertainment industry. He notes that almost 
everything that is popular in contemporary society is action-packed; some-
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thing is supposed to happen all the time and there should be no room for 
boredom or hopeful waiting. Solstad points out that football is an untimely 
and slow game where almost nothing happens. The basic mood of football 
is to wait for something to happen. Often nothing happens. 90 uneventful 
minutes to end. Solstad writes that “The modern man is free already, and 
there is no reason for him to sit and wait for 90 minutes for a breakthrough 
that never comes.” Elsewhere he says, “A football match is full of unful-
filled expectations. That is not how a modern man wants to spend his spare 
time.” But the prophecy failed. Football is the world’s most popular sport 
and cultural phenomenon, more popular than ever. The question is why.
 Football is not popular despite the fact that few goals are scored, but be-
cause few goals are scored. On average, about 2.7 goals are scored per game 
in most top divisions. This makes the outcome less given than in goal-rich 
sports, partly because luck and bad luck play a bigger role. Football is the 
sport where the underdog (David) most often beats the bookmakers (odds) 
favourite (Goliath), and this has to do with that few goals are scored. In 
handball and basketball, for example, it is no tragedy for the pre-favourite if 
they waste a scoring chance, because they get many opportunities to correct 
the mistake. A goal in football can determine the outcome of the match. In 
handball, there is also no reason to go nuts after a goal, because there will 
probably be a new one within the next minute. Football is the magic of the 
moment.

Dark clouds on the football horizon

What about developments, trends and threats for the position of football? 
What characterises the development of football is that the changes that take 
place are marginal. Almost all other sports have been radically changed to 
adapt to the TV market. For Norwegians, cross-country skiing is a relevant 
example. Cross-country skiing is structured in a completely different way 
than a couple of generations ago. This is due to the idea that if the TV view-
ers are not entertained, it will go to hell. Football is conservative. The very 
game on the pitch, is very similar to how it was played about 100 years ago. 
The last radical change in the football rules took place in 1925, when the 
offside rule was changed. Later changes imply that now it is not offside if 
you are in line with the last defender (before you had to be behind), you have 
the rule on the number of substitutes, the back-pass rule, etc., but the chang-
es are modest, and has not disturbed the moods and structures of the game.
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 Video Assistant Referee (VAR), however, has changed elite football 
somewhat drastically. In general, I think VAR has so many unintended neg-
ative outcomes, that it in total damages football instead of making it better 
and fairer. Fewer refereeing errors and more justice immediately sounds 
good, but it is not given that the one leads to the other, and the effect is at 
best marginal anyway. Refereeing decisions have always been controver-
sial. The difference with VAR is that decisions get more attention and take 
longer, without increased justice. 93 percent of so-called “decisive” referee 
decisions were correct before VAR. VAR has been introduced on the basis of 
a report claiming that video refereeing might make football fairer because a 
few percentage points more decisive referee decisions may be correct. Un-
believably, the report does not discuss or analyse how VAR affects football 
beyond this (e.g., thoughts of players and staff, how it effects the TV expe-
rience, etc., and most notably how VAR’s by-product affects the stadium 
atmosphere, including alienation of the supporters). It is thus a very narrow 
approach to the football field that is represented in the report that forms the 
basis for the VAR introduction. This in itself is problematic, especially be-
cause VAR implies partly major changes to the world’s most popular game. 
This is risky, and one is tempted to ask; If VAR is the answer, what exactly 
is the question?
 My general complaint is that football is the game of the moment, where 
the basic mood or logic – as mentioned – is to wait for something to happen, 
and then, in a split second, react emotionally and spontaneously if some-
thing first happens. With VAR, such reactions come with reservations since 
you bear in mind that VAR may intervene. In addition, VAR has logical 
flaws. First, VAR is intended to correct “clear and obvious” decisive referee 
errors, but there is no objective limit (cut-off) to what is clear and obvi-
ous and what is not. Football has therefore hardly become fairer with VAR, 
rather the contrary, because VAR represents a subjective grading of errors: 
whether a referee mistake is obvious enough. When VAR only intervenes 
in some refereeing errors, injustice can increase. In other words, it is an un-
der-communicated point that it is far from certain that justice will increase 
with VAR. Some referee errors (situations) are taken while others are not 
considered large enough mistakes, and it is impossible to objectively distin-
guish the situations from each other. 
 Second, VAR decisions are based on replays in slow motion. Research 
reveal that slow motion makes offenses look worse. Third, football has an 
“everything is connected to everything” logic, where one situation slips into 
and affects the next. It is not a natural cut-off to set the “limit” in the series 
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of situations. At its most comical, this has shown itself when a team call 
for a penalty kick, but instead the opponent is awarded a penalty kick for 
a situation that happened several minutes ago. A misjudged throw-in can 
ultimately be decisive for the outcome of the match, but VAR only takes 
situations related to goals, penalties, direct red cards and if the referee books 
the wrong player.
 Unlike goal line technology, VAR does not represent indisputable and 
quick decision-making, but this is not my main objection anyway. My main 
argument against VAR is that it is far from certain that it increases justice, 
and a possible positive effect here is anyway marginal and with so many 
latent side effects that it is not worth the trouble. I will not even go into 
additional problems such as that VAR helps to enforce an already incom-
prehensible rule of thumb regarding handball, that video technology in elite 
football further separates the elite from the amateurs (the initial closeness 
– amateur and elite football have the similar rules and logics – that can also 
be one reason for football’s dominating popularity) or the problematic use of 
time that reduces its already limited effective playing time further. For each 
problem VAR is intended to solve, at least two new ones arise. VAR is not 
the death of football, but a sign of illness which violates the very uniqueness 
of the game, namely the magic of the moment, setting football apart from 
other sports. VAR involves one of several steps towards making football 
less engaging. VAR makes football a little harder to understand and a little 
less spontaneous. VAR’s advocates will sacrifice the peculiarity of football 
on what they believe is the altar of justice. Although research into VAR in 
football is in its infancy, it seems reasonable to assume that these enthusiasts 
are wrong in every way.

Shifting spectatorship and football fandom 
identities: from supporters to flaneurs?

Changes outside the football game and the playing field (the pitch), have 
also often been marginal, for example in terms of fandom identity, rela-
tionships and forms of affiliation. In the academic literature, a distinction 
is made between various types of spectators and people in the stands, espe-
cially fans and supporters. Fans have a more market-oriented identity and 
are more willing to take advantage of commercial offers than supporters. 
Followers, a third category, are those who behave relatively calmly during 
the match, and who have a relatively effortless relationship with the result. 
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Flaneurs, the fourth spectator-identity in the typology, are less attached to 
specific clubs. They are appealed by the best players and the biggest games 
(occasions). Occasionally, different types of spectators reflexively distance 
themselves from each other, such as the Manchester United supporters cul-
tivating Roy Keane over the flaneurs’ David Beckham.
 One hypothesis, although scarcely scientifically covered, is that future 
football enthusiasts will follow individual players over teams, but it is un-
certain whether this represents something new. If so, the proportion of flan-
eurs increases at the expense of fans and, especially, supporters. This may 
have to do with football players’ self-presentation on social media and the 
accessibility to games all over the world on TV/Internet. When, for example, 
Beckham left United for Real Madrid, many United people had an eye on 
the Spanish side, watching more of their games than they otherwise would 
have done. Even in 1977, Liverpool supporters followed Hamburger Sport-
verein because Kevin Keegan played there. As a result of the short attention 
span among contemporary youth caused by social media and Internet logic, 
what may be new is that some young people watch highlights on YouTube 
rather than attending or consuming entire matches, especially live and from 
the stands. Another likely change is probably the age composition (demo-
graphics) in the stands. From 2004–2014, the average age of Newcastle’s 
season ticket holders increased by ten years, that is an increase of ten years 
in ten years. This means that it is the same people who go to the games and 
that it has not been any recruitment.

The “Americanisation vs. supporter” dispute: 
Football as entertainment or fandom-driven 
culture?

Another aspect is the cultural tensions between those who want to use foot-
ball as in the big American sports, i.e., football as an entertainment prod-
uct, often within the framework of family gatherings with popcorn and two 
hours of relaxation, and those who want to build a European-like supporter 
culture. The US is a kind of social experiment in terms of football culture. Is 
the supporter culture able to penetrate the US as well? It seems to be going 
in that direction. Solstad says it was a nightmare to be in the US during the 
World Cup in 1994. The audience was the worst he had seen. When there 
was a goal kick, there was cheering in the stands, because then the ball went 
high up in the air, and the cheers fell while the ball fell. Solstad feared the 
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Americanisation of football; from sports to shows, with corps music and 
cheerleading before games, and entertainment during the half-time break. 
But neither this Solstad prophecy, as the football-in-the-modern-entertain-
ment-culture hypothesis, failed to materialise, even though it is expressed 
now and then (at irregular intervals). In 1999, the Norwegian politicians 
Thorbjørn Jagland and Kjell Magne Bondevik competed in suitcase throw-
ing during the break at Lerkendal. In the Norwegian football discourse, the 
“wave” (“bølgen” in Norwegian) has been at the forefront lately. Originally, 
the wave is Coca-Cola’s sponsor gimmick. It became world-famous dur-
ing the Mexico World Cup in 1986. The highly disputed wave among the 
spectators have long traditions in Norwegian sports, especially among the 
cross-country and biathlon audiences, and has somehow been transferred to 
the field of football, most evident in the games of the national team (remem-
ber that the audience of national teams in football often differ from that of 
clubs in most countries). The wave irritates the supporters who understand 
themselves as authentic, because they dislike being directed (orchestrated 
and told what to do) by outsiders, especially stakeholders.
 Another thing that offends “real” supporters is football tourism, or more 
precisely the consequences of football tourism. Most local supporters of a 
Premier League club, for example, probably agree that it is basically good 
that, for example, Norwegians come visit to watch English football. But 
everything has a limit. The atmosphere paradox occurs when most foot-
ball tourists travel to experience the atmosphere, but the more people who 
travel, the less atmosphere there is to experience. Someone has to create the 
atmosphere. That said, there are many, especially Scandinavians and most 
of all Norwegians, who do not see themselves as tourists, but who tries to 
familiarise with the local supporter culture.

Norwegian and English football: competing or 
complementary interests?

When many Norwegians got an English favourite team in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s, it was because English football was the only thing you could 
watch on TV. This laid the foundation for Norwegian 52-year-olds, etc., who 
support Derby, Stoke and so on. If you did not live near an Norwegian Pre-
mier League stadium, English football was the football you had the opportu-
nity to see, because no Norwegian football was broadcast, except for the cup 
final. It was not until 2005 that all Norwegian Premier League matches were 
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shown on TV. This is why English football holds a strong position in Nor-
way. But sometimes Anglophile patriotism becomes comical. When Bodø/
Glimt played one of the clubs biggest matches ever, against Milan at the 
San Siro in 2020, the local football pub in Bodø made sure to set aside some 
screens for Liverpool’s league cup match against an obscure opponent.
 I think that the idea that Norwegians’ interest in English football comes 
at the expense of their commitment to Norwegian football is exaggerated. 
You can have two thoughts in your head at the same time. In the mid nough-
ties, when Norwegian football had a historic upswing caused by a “perfect 
storm” of circumstances involving TV coverage, clubs’ finances and quality
wise, it was, with respect to interest,  in vogue to identify with a Norwegian 
team, regardless of whether or not one had a foreign favourite club. I am 
from Halden (south-east of Oslo, near the Swedish border), a city without 
much elite football history, even though Kvik Halden won the cup in 1918, 
after beating Brann 4–0. Even in Halden, it was a certain status assigned to 
wearing a Norwegian Premier League side jersey in the school yard.
 A striking aspect of Norwegian supporters of English clubs, is the need 
to signal who they are, for example through a jersey or scarf. The clubs 
know how to take advantage of this need. A scouser (person from Liverpool) 
or a Mancunian (Manchester), for example, does not have to communicate 
through external artefacts who he is. His passion for Liverpool or Everton, 
or United or City, is embodied. Colleague and mentor Arve Hjelseth, some-
times referred to as a “football sociologist”, says that “If you see a section 
of The Kop at Anfield, and five young men wearing this year’s jersey, there 
is a 90 percent chance that they are Norwegians.” In football pubs in Nor-
way, you can find fans of English clubs singing in English to the television 
screen, although there are only Norwegians present. This may be an expres-
sion of the same thing as wearing a jersey: wanting to mark identity. In the 
ultras environment, it is seen as unstylish or unacceptable to wear the club 
jersey, because you uncritically make yourself an advertising poster for the 
club’s sponsors. Ultras culture, especially in puritanical England, is different 
from the carnivalistic Germany or the Netherlands, the latter with its orange 
colours. Hjelseth once said that he met a guy who was originally Dutch, but 
lived in the US, who said that Dutch people cannot be more than four people 
together without dressing up.
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Hyper-commercialisation, sportswashing and 
The Super League 

Other changes or threats to football’s position are hyper-commercialisa-
tion and sportswashing, and how to deal with this as a Norwegian football 
lover. Sportswashing is the practice of an individual group, corporation or 
nation-state using a major or prestigious international sport to improve its 
reputation, through hosting a sporting (mega-)event, the purchase or spon-
sorship of sporting teams, or by participating in the sport itself. In other 
words, sportswashing is using sport as a means of diverting attention away 
from unwanted media coverage, such as human rights violations. The at-
tempt to establish The European Super League last year can be seen in a 
commercialisation and sportswashing perspective. The initiators wanted to 
protect their club against relegation to make income more predictable. This 
contradicts football’s “soul”. There are certain aspects of football, such as 
the football ritual and the football culture, that are not for sale and that you 
do not mess with. This can be as fair competition as possible, the history of 
football and clubs, stadiums, club colours, logos, etc., and not least the clubs 
as an integral part of the local community, often associated with working 
class affiliation.
 Football was created by British upper-class youth in public schools from 
around 1850, and football’s first set of rules was established in 1863. Football 
was an upper-class sport until some enterprising businessmen in the North 
of England, especially in the Lancashire area, discovered that the sport was 
so popular to watch that it was tempting to pay people to play. Only when 
football became professional, did it become a working-class sport (“the 
people’s game”). They recruited the best players, who often came from the 
working class, and not least, they built grandstands so that one could watch 
for pin money. When football became a mass phenomenon, where one stood 
close together in the stands, it was not interesting for the upper classes who 
want to avoid bodily contact and popular culture.
 Football has different souls in different cultures. English supporters are 
probably more likely to protest against plans like The Super League, than 
Spaniards, Italians, Germans and Frenchmen. This probably has to do with 
the fact that football has a more evident working-class stamp in England. 
The protests against the idea of a Super League revealed that football has a 
soul. That a spontaneous organisation of protests among supporters reverses 
a decision made by some of the world’s most powerful and richest actors 
could not have happened in another sport. What the future holds is hard 
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to predict. It seems difficult to reverse the tradition that English clubs are 
privately owned and listed companies, as opposed to, for example, German 
clubs, but this is being discussed. When even Boris Johnson sees the prob-
lem, it is at least understood to be a problem.

Navigating the troubled water of elite football 
as a Norwegian enthusiast

How to relate to this as a Norwegian? One can ignore the stubborn rotten 
climate (hyper-commercialisation, corruption, sportswashing, etc.) of elite 
football and still cultivate the passion, but then one has at least taken a stand, 
positioned oneself in the debate. Speaking for myself, my interest in interna-
tional elite football, and especially my Manchester United childhood infat-
uation, has declined or even vanished, although it gained momentum when 
Solskjær became manager (only to be withering over time), and is compen-
sated with a greater passion for Norwegian football, preferably local. I am 
lucky to live in Bodø for the moment, and the matchday against Rome at 
home (at Aspmyr, ending 6–1) was probably the greatest in my life, leav-
ing an indelible impression. Not only because I am passionate about Bodø/
Glimt, but because the occasion, the game and the party afterwards turned 
out legendary. It is said that the nightclubs in Bodø have never sold more 
alcohol in one night, despite it being a cold Thursday in late October. There 
was a kind of collective awareness in the population that this was a historic 
moment that had to be grasped and taken full advantage of, something we 
will talk about for decades and remember for the rest of our lives. Most local 
people agreed that this will probably be the biggest football moment of our 
lifetime. However, two weeks later, I experienced (lucky enough to be pres-
ent in the stand) an almost equally memorable football happening, as Bodø/
Glimt managed 2–2 in Rome.
 Against this backdrop, one can ask whether Norway is a small football na-
tion. Apart from nations without a particular football culture such as Belarus, 
and some micro-nations, Norway is the only European country that has not 
been in a men’s football championship since the turn of the millennium. On 
the other hand, we are the world’s best elite sports nation, based on World 
Cup and Olympic medals in many sports. We are also elected the world’s 
“most football-crazy” nation, based on the number of registered players, the 
number of spectators in football’s top division and the number of TV viewers 
during the World Cup – all per capita, of course. We have one of the world’s 
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best men’s players in Haaland. We have one of the world’s best women 
players in Hegerberg. We had the coach of Manchester United in Solskjær. 
We have a team from a fishing village in the North, which was responsible 
for detonating a bomb that resonated throughout the football world against 
Rome. Mourinho is one of the world’s most merited active managers, known 
for his cynicism, tactical skills and defensively well-structured teams hardly 
possible to break down. Mourinho has been a manager at the top level for 
decades, leading his teams in a total of more than 1.000 games. Never has 
a Mourinho-side lost as much as against Bodø/Glimt (6–1). Norway was 
also number two on the FIFA ranking for a while (in the late 1990s, in the 
academification years of Norwegian football, led by national coach “Drillo” 
and Rosenborg manager Nils Arne Eggen). But regardless of all this, we 
must also try to embrace our own national football. After all, it is ours.


