‘What nationality he is doesn't matter a damn!’: International football, mediated identities and conditional cosmopolitanism 

Sport, and, in particular, football, has become an important lens for examining processes of globalisation and, increasingly, cosmopolitanism. In this paper, I explore the ways in which competing national and cosmopolitan discourses are articulated by and through the media’s reporting of football. Analysing coverage of the appointment of three recent managers of the English national team, two foreign, one English, I show how ideas about (national) self, other and place are being scrutinised and negotiated in the contemporary era. However, rather than rendering national modes of thinking obsolete, these debates point to the periodic emergence of conditional forms of cosmopolitanism. 
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Kicking off 

In April 2009, it was widely reported by the London-based press that the then Arsenal footballer, Manuel Almunia, would be eligible to apply for British citizenship on grounds of residency. Given ongoing concerns about the lack of a reliable English-born goalkeeper, journalists wondered whether Almunia might now be considered for the national team
. Their enquiries to the manager of the England football team, at the time, were, however, bluntly dismissed; ‘Almunia, for me, is Spanish. He’s Spanish and plays for the Arsenal team’ (Dart, 2009). This was a particularly telling response given that the manager in question was Fabio Capello, an Italian.

This anecdote, which points to changing notions of citizenship, the mobility of (elite) workers and the de-ethnicization of national symbols (Poli, 2007), demonstrates the degree to which mediated debates around sport can be used to explore fundamental questions around identity, place and belonging in an era defined by increasing global flows. Indeed, it would be fair to argue that sport has become one of the paradigmatic exemplars within the wealth of literature on globalisation (Maguire, 2001, Sandvoss, 2003, Lechner, 2009). 

Moreover, examples from the sporting arena have also been employed by those seeking to show how new modes of identification, organisation and solidarity are beginning to unsettle or challenge established social systems and allegiances, including those associated with nations (Millward, 2007, Brownwell, 2012). In exploring the manner in which sport increasingly draws together participants, audiences and products from a range of socio-cultural backgrounds, these studies often reference the growing literature on cosmopolitanism. While the concept is not always clearly-defined or operationalised (See – reference to author removed – 2011, 2012, for a critique) recent work has begun to investigate both the meaningfulness and variability of these engagements with ‘otherness’ pointing to the importance of wider structural constraints. This approach is perhaps best summed up by the work of Zlatko Skrbis and his colleagues who write;

‘We see cosmopolitanism as a cultural outlook that is deployed and retracted … These dispositions a[re] flexible, and sometimes contradictory. They are discursive, practical resources available to social actors to deal with emergent, everyday global agendas and issues … Yet we do not see cosmopolitan values expressed fully, or at all times and on all issues’ (2007: 735).

In this paper, I look to build on some of these arguments by exploring a particular case study, news reporting around the appointment of three recent England football managers, two foreign-born and one English. It is my contention that by providing a longer-term perspective on an issue that draws in passionate debates around (national) belonging and identification, we can chart the shifting ways in which particular viewpoints are presented and justified by key media institutions, in this case the national press.  

In the next section, I want to examine how the rise of global media-sport has been theorised in general terms, notably in relation to processes of social identification and organisation. Then the focus will shift to the topic of sport, and, in particular, the argument that debates around the mobility of elite sporting figures has ‘become a vehicle of self-reflection and articulation for diverse sections of society’ (Sandvoss, 2003: 49). These discussions will then be used to provide the theoretical grounding for my own empirical research. 

Moving the goalposts

Before sport became increasingly discussed in relation to globalisation, it was often viewed as a key element in the (re)production of national forms of identification and organisation. Scholars pointed to the significance of sporting events in realising nations as unified actors, competing against one another, and transforming sports stars into representatives of the nation (Duke & Crolley, 1996). Players and supporters demonstrated allegiance to the nation through their commitment to the team. This not only involved recognised forms of embodied practice but also a crucial affectual element, whereby emotional attachments were displayed and witnessed. In many cases, these individual and collective performances were critically analysed to the extent that they were seen to embody preferred national values and traits (Alabarces et al, 2001). 

State actors became the primary agents in developing and professionalising sport, with competitions generally reflecting national priorities and organised within national boundaries. The impact of these collective features has grown in tandem with processes of mass mediation (first, newspapers, then radio and, finally, television) and it is interesting to note how arguments concerning the media’s role in nation-building (Anderson, 1991, Billig, 1995) have often mirrored those concerning the nationalisation of sport (Duke & Crolley, 1996) .

In more recent times, the relationship between sport and nation has come under increasing critical scrutiny as studies point to the emergence of ‘a global sporting culture’ (Barner, 2001: 1). Addressing the full range of debates around this subject is beyond the scope of this paper but it is worth pointing to a few illustrative examples, listed under the broad headings of mobility, mediation and organisation. 

Mobility 

Increasing global connectivity has meant that the purview of sports teams, stars and fans has shifted beyond the local and national level. The top division of English football, the Premier League, now features players from over 60 countries, with around two-thirds foreign born (Williams, 2009). Although the movements of elite competitors are still regulated by both state and international sporting authorities (see below) their movement and settlement has led to the increasing ‘de-ethnicization’ of the (sporting) nation (Polli, 2007: 646). While many sports stars, as in the case of Manuel Almunia, now qualify to play for a particular national team on the basis of residency, others have been actively recruited under what have been labelled as ‘flags of convenience’ (Corrigan, 1995). For instance, in 2003 the Kenyan runner Stephan Cherono agreed to become a Qatari national. In return for representing Qatar at international events, he was rewarded with a handsome remuneration package (Polli, 2007: 653). 

Vastly reduced transport costs have also meant that wealthier sport’s fans have become far more mobile. In Europe, in particular, following one’s team abroad has become an almost routine feature of the sporting calendar for increasing numbers. As Anthony King contends, this allows those who support the most successful teams to engage with other cultures on a regular basis, often leading to the development of new social relations and forms of ‘post-national consciousness’ (2000: 420). 

In more general terms, the mobility of human populations has led to the growth of significant diasporic communities in many of the major global cities, who are now being targeted by sports administrators (backed by media and corporate interests). Brazil, Argentina, Jamaica and Australia have all hosted football matches in London, able to take advantage of the fact that most of their players are now based in Europe and the sizeable diasporas that live in the city (Jackson, 2011). Similarly, the Pakistan cricket team, unable to host matches at home due to security risks, has played matches in neutral venues (with significant South Asian diasporas) in the Middle East and Britain. 

Mediation 

Notwithstanding the importance of these levels of physical mobility, it is perhaps the impact of the media that has been most significant element in broadcasting, promoting and, increasingly, organising sporting endeavours that move beyond local and national contexts. As David Rowe observes, standardised rules in delimited time and space’ and a lack of language restrictions make sport ‘readily amenable to televisualisation’ (2003: 285) and a key resource in attracting sizeable media audiences. As a result, the most successful have become incorporated into an increasingly global entertainment industry, marketed according to ‘the logic of the spectacle’ (Kellner, 2003: 2) by an unholy alliance of media conglomerations, sporting authorities and, above all, corporate sponsors. Of course, within the sporting firmament, local and/or national stars still matter, but the major players are often the ones who can breach local or national affiliations to appeal to global audiences and advertisers. 

The growth in satellite television and other forms of digital media has profoundly impacted on the ways in which sport is now consumed, as audiences around the world, are now able to select from a smorgasbord of live and edited shows from Britain and beyond (Boyle & Haynes, 2004: 16-22). This has meant that the most popular sporting teams (ibid: 83) and stars (Kellner, 2003: 63) have become global phenomena. The emergence of a global fan base has also led to a concomitant shift in the ways in which the teams themselves are marketed, in order to take advantage of (and secure) these trans-national allegiances (Gorman, 2007). 

Organisation 

The mass commercialisation of sport has shifted power from national authorities to the most successful teams and players, backed by corporate interests. In England, the most powerful clubs formed their own breakaway league in 1992 to maximise profits from ongoing television deals and, in recent times, it is European competitions that have become a primary objective because they generate greater revenue streams. Meanwhile, half of the English Premier League clubs are now owned by ‘foreign’ investors, keen to exploit the sport’s global popularity (Glover, 2011). Elsewhere, the influence of commercial backers has moved from sponsorship of events and teams to the organisation of new competitions, devised to meet the needs of television advertisers. Cricket’s Indian Premier League perhaps represents the apotheosis of this trend, so far, creating, from scratch, a series of franchises, populated by players from around the world, who compete in a format that is packaged by and for corporate sponsors (Endewick & Nagar, 2010). 

Games without frontiers? 

These examples point to some of the ways in which the organisation, representation and embodiment of sport has begun to shift as a result of the intensification of global flows. However, as the most sophisticated analyses of these complex processes have suggested we cannot simply operate in terms of a rather simplistic (and often teleological) transformation from a national to a global paradigm, whether in relation to sport or otherwise. 

The first problem with this approach is that it often overlooks the degree to which processes of nationalisation were rejected and resisted even in what has been labelled as the era of ‘national modernity’ (Beck, 2006: 133). The second is that it tends to underplay the ongoing significance of nationals forms of identification and organisation in the contemporary era. For instance, the presence of increasing numbers of ‘foreign’ player within the English Premier League has been passionately debated and critiqued, with a key argument being that it stifles the development of young English players and, consequently, undermines the success of the national team (Bowden, 2007). 

Likewise, both the European and worldwide governing bodies of football (UEFA and FIFA) have both made proposals to limit the number of foreign-born players in national leagues, fearful that the prestige of their tournaments will be damaged by the increasing power of - and support for – the major club sides. To this end, the former president of UEFA, Lennart Johansson, spoke of the need to preserve ‘traditional values, such as the pride in the jersey, national or regional identity … that are not financially related’ (quoted in Poli, 2007: 650). 

Rather than dismissing these types of controversies as inconsequential because they revolve around sport, it is suggested that they can be used engage with some of the wider debates around cosmopolitanism. Writing on cosmopolitanism in the social sciences has exploded in recent years and has offered an important platform for theorizing the impact of wider global flows on human populations. Of particular interest has been their (potential) significance in enabling new forms of solidarity, organisation and politics as increasing numbers come into contact with ‘other’ cultural groups, customs, products and ideas. Earlier macro theories of social and political change have been complemented by a range of empirical studies that have looked to ground the concept in everyday lives. These studies have emphasised the complex and often contradictory aspects of these encounters with ‘otherness’ and, in particular, the degree to which they are marked by access to different economic, cultural and political resources and, hence, relations of power (Skribis & Woodward, 2007, Kothari, 2008, Weenink, 2008). In doing so, they have begun to map the concept with greater precision, acknowledging that people shift between subject positions as they encounter different forms of ‘otherness’ in their everyday lives. This paper seeks to build on the work of those who have emphasised such variability in order to address two key issues. The first concerns the ways in which individuals strategically utilise different discursive frameworks to justify particular viewpoints (whether ‘cosmopolitan’ or otherwise). In this case, we are dealing with the views of professional journalists who, in writing for the mainstream press, are able to draw on a range of socio-economic and cultural resources. 

The second examines the varying commitments individuals may have to ‘other’ cultures and people.  In other words, paying attention to those moments when individuals adopt a more open outlook to particular ‘others’ or engage in debates that extend beyond the local, regional or national is of paramount important. So is acknowledging those periods when largely taken-for-granted or common sense discourses inform the ways in which we imagine ourselves as part of a more exclusive social group. 

Here, my approach echoes that of Peter Millward (2007) who tracked football fans’ responses to foreign player over time. He found that skills were emphasised over and above nationality unless the team started losing. Then diatribes against the foreign ‘other(s)’ moved to the fore. Indeed, this seems to represent a telling example of what has been labelled elsewhere as a form of pragmatic (Weenink, 2008) or instrumental (Giulianotti and Robertson, 2007) cosmopolitanism. That is, an acceptance of the ‘other’ that is predicated on their ability to fulfil a particular role, in this case, ensuring that a sporting team is successful. 

This is not to dismiss such attitudes or engagements as insignificant or to deny the potential for ‘thicker’ forms to emerge over time. Instead, it draws attention to the contexts in which these forms of openness arise and, above all, introduces a temporal dimension into our analyses (reference to author removed, 2011). It is my contention that the controversies over the appointments of three recent England football managers can provide us with a further  ‘strategic lens’ (Sassen, 2000) with which to study these processes. 

Football and the English context

Within English football circles, it is a common cliché that the second most important job in the country is that of the prime minister, with the first being the England football manager (Barnes, 2007): 106)
. Britain’s asymmetrical historical development, largely driven by the majority English, has meant that there are few established symbols of English identity beyond the sporting realm
. In a post-devolution era
, where symbols of Britain are becoming increasingly called into question, the English national football team has become one of the primary symbols of a new wave of English cultural nationalism. Since the late 1990’s, support for the activities of English sporting teams has become increasingly visible, generally marked by the widespread display of national flags and co-ordinated public activities
. 

Elsewhere, the footballing authorities in England (commonly labelled the FA not the English FA) have tended to adopt an isolationist stance even as their global influence has waned in the post-Second World War era. Often clinging to the old adage that England gave football the world (Associated Press, 2012), any sort of foreign influence (from coaching and tactics to building regional alliances) was largely eschewed at the organisational level
. 

Given these features, it is perhaps not a surprise to learn that the appointment of Sven Goran Eriksson as the first, foreign-born English football manager generated a great deal of controversy. However, rather than examining the debates around Eriksson’s appointment in isolation, what I want to do is provide a slightly longer term perspective by comparing the press coverage of three of the most recent managerial appointments, starting with Eriksson. This is because they involved individuals, from widely differing backgrounds, and, as a result, prompted a range of popular discussions concerning their suitability for the job.

Briefly, Eriksson’s successor, Steve McClaren was a relatively inexperienced English-born manager, whose appointment, in 2006, was met with a lukewarm response, at best. After England’s failure to qualify for the 2008 European Championships, McClaren was sacked and replaced with the highly-rated Fabio Capello, an Italian. As we will see, these ongoing (and, often, shifting) debates not only focused on the individual’s nationality but also their experience and achievements as well as the contrast they offered to the previous incumbent.

Research project

As part of the research, I carried out a basic content analysis of all British national newspapers during the week of the announcement of the new manager’s appointment. The following categories were analysed; 

· Mention of the manager / assistant / backroom staff’s nationality and, if so, was it flagged as a problem

· Comparison between the new manager and his predecessor(s), in terms of nationality / talent and experience 

· Note of previous achievements (winning trophies as a player and/or manager, international awards) 

· Overall attitude towards the appointment (positive, negative, mixed) 

Using LexisNexis software, I generated all reports featuring major mentions of the individual manager and then randomly choose 20% of the total number, for the analysis. It’s worth noting that the number of reports concerning the appointment of Capello (522) were substantially greater than those for Eriksson and McClaren (182 and 228 respectively)
. There are a number of reasons for this. First, we should note the increasing importance of football as a vehicle for selling newspapers in a declining market and the gradual shift of the sport, and its major international stars, from the back to front pages. Second, is the growing interest in the exploits of the English national team in a post-devolution era, which led to a huge outcry after they failed to qualify for the 2008 European Championships. The interest in Capello’s appointment was, then, partly a response to this failure and partly a result of his standing in the global game, as a manager who had won countless honours with some of the most high profile domestic teams in Europe. As Simon Barnes wrote at the time, ‘The national team matters more than anything else in football … A new manager for any of the top four clubs would win a lot of newspaper space, but yesterday's Times carried seven pages on Capello. Nor were we alone, nor was the response disproportionate. This is something people care about deeply’ (Barnes, 2007: 106).

Data was collated using SPSS and then analysed in order to produce a descriptive overview of the British press’ attitudes towards the appointments
. A 10% sample of the randomly-selected reports were also second coded to ensure the validity of the coding process. In order to explore some of the reporting in greater detail, I analysed a number of articles that represented some of the key arguments both for and against the appointment from a range of different newspapers. In this way, it was possible to track how each manager was evaluated, notably in relation to their immediate predecessor, and the manner in which particular individuals tried to justify their views. 

Managerial appointments 

Perhaps the first thing to note is how similar the press’ overall attitude towards the appointment of each manager was (Figure 1). 

Figure 1
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While this seems to indicate a degree of parity in the press’ coverage of each individual, underlying these headline figures are a number of features that are worth analysing in more detail. The first of these relates to the managerial record of the individual in question, where there was a particular focus on honours won, managerial experience and whether the individual had been successful in different national leagues (See Figure 2). 

Figure 2 
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Of the three Capello was portrayed as the most successful in terms of his past achievements, while supporters of Eriksson noted that he had won honours in a number of European countries. The following examples are illustrative;

‘[Eriksson] … has gained a wealth of experience with Gothenberg, Benfica, Roma, Fiorentina, Sampdoria and Lazio. Along the way he has won a UEFA Cup, reached a European Cup Final and won titles and cups in each country he has worked in … In Sven Goran Eriksson I think we've got the answer to our problems - if we only give him a chance (Custis, 2000)

‘There isn't an England manager out there whose credentials stand comparison with Capello's. What nationality he is doesn't matter a damn!’ (Bowden, 2007: 62)

These views are particularly noteworthy given earlier discussions of the ‘de-ethnicization’ of sport (Polli, 2007: 646). In both cases, we see a pragmatic approach that places a value on merit and tangible success, rather than birthplace, cultural background or affiliations. This ties in rather well with Beck’s arguments concerning the role of sport as vehicle for everyday cosmopolitanism in practice (2002: 28).

Elsewhere, advocates for McClaren pointed to his relative success at a small English club, Middlesbrough as well as his achievements whilst a coach at Manchester United. However, in analysing how each manager was compared with his predecessor, it was noticeable that McClaren’s relative inexperience as a manager was seen to count against him. As Figure 3 shows, over 20% of reports argued that Capello’s record was superior to his predecessor, while 14% portrayed Eriksson as more qualified than the man he replaced (the Englishman, Kevin Keegan). Conversely, McClaren’s achievements were rarely seen as comparable and his lack of experience was mentioned in one in five reports (See Figure 4). 

Figure 3 

Comparison of achievements with previous manager 





Eriksson
McClaren
Capello

Advantage


14%

2%

22%

Disadvantage


0

4%

0

Figure 4 – Lack of experience
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Furthermore, where the individual’s achievements were mentioned, then the overall tone of the report was more likely to be positive. 

Figure 5

Achievements and overall attitude
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Overall, then, these figures show that much of the press coverage placed a premium on the individual merits of each manager, emphasising what they had achieved in their careers, and evaluating their suitability for the job, accordingly. In the next section, we will examine specific examples in order to demonstrate how these types of arguments were formulated and justified. 

It’s time to embrace the future

Interestingly, the move to draw on foreign talent in the sporting arena was seen as part of a wider global trend, what the Telegraph’s Paul Hayward labelled as ‘a product of the modern free trade in ingenuity’ (2000: 44). In this view, a past based on narrow parochial interests was contrasted unfavourably with a new era of openness to ‘others’, tied to more pragmatic objectives;

‘The world is shrinking, with international barriers tumbling. There is nothing to be frightened of in foreigners or the imagined threats they hold’ (Daily Mirror Editorial, 2000: 6) 

‘The appointment of a Swede as manager marks the end of an era of underachievement. Instead of lamenting its passing, it is time to embrace the future’ (Holt, 2000: 57)

Those putting forward such a view drew a sharp contrast between themselves and the parochial ‘Little Englanders’ who bemoaned the appointment of a foreigner. By adopting a more enlightened position, and positioning themselves as rational and objective, they were able to dismiss counter-arguments as backward and prejudiced (Billig et al, 1988: 100-106). 

‘People … believe that his place of birth makes him "unfit" for the job ... What insulting nonsense.

This is the kind of rabid, backward thinking that has dogged the British for decades. Maybe it's an age thing? British twenty- and thirty-somethings seem less xenophobic and happier to accept outside influences than older generations. We realise boundaries are becoming blurred.

"Times have changed," said Arsene Wenger. And he's right. What a shame some of us can't change with them’ (Kelly, 2000: 65) 

There are a number of points worth examining in relation to this passage. First, there is again a distinction drawn between the past, as a backward era of prejudice and xenophobia, and a more open and tolerant present. Second, the deictic terms ‘we’ and ‘us’ are being used to undertake some interesting discursive work. The ‘we’ places the author in the category of those who are able to move with the times and accept the value of ‘outside influences’. Just as importantly, the ‘us’ constructs himself as part of the national ‘in-group’. As a result, Kelly carefully positions himself as an insider thereby allowing him to make a normative judgement about how the in-group category should be defined - as open and tolerant rather than in-ward looking and/or prejudiced towards others. 

Third, a reference to Arsene Wenger
, the highly successful, foreign-born manager of Arsenal football club, is used to bolster the (presumed) link between openness to ‘others’ and success. Indeed, Wenger, nicknamed the ‘Professor’, has often stood as the prime sporting exemplar of the triumph of rationality over emotion (‘rabid, backward thinking), and, in particular, how ‘outside influences’ can be used to achieve particular objectives. Finally, in relation to this passage we can see how the categories of English and British are largely conflated so that the question of who manages the English national team is used to reflect on the category of Britishness. 

These examples point to the ways in which self, other and place are being increasingly scrutinised and negotiated in the contemporary era. In the sporting arena, the presence of foreign-born ‘others’ is not only becoming common-place, part of the way the world is, but is increasingly viewed as the means by which on-field success can be generated. In this way openness towards ‘others’ is often linked to instrumental goals.  

Therefore, rather than rendering national modes of thinking obsolete, these debates often point to the periodic emergence of situated and pragmatic forms of cosmopolitanism in practice. This is a key argument that I want to pick up in the next part of the paper. 

‘England’s humiliation knows no end’

The first key point to raise here is the difference in the way the nationality of the foreign and English-born managers was reported. The nationality of Eriksson and Capello was mentioned in the majority of reports (over 75%), while McClaren’s was noted in only 22% of cases. This might seem unremarkable, even obvious, but we need to be alert to the discursive work that these banal flaggings of nationhood undertake, notably in underpinning a ‘a whole series of assumptions about nationhood, the world and ‘our’ place in that world’ (Billig, 1995:93). In this case, there is a more or less taken-for-granted assumption that the English-based press will discuss the activities and interests of English people, unless otherwise stated.  

The majority of these reports stand, then, as a useful example of the way in which the nation is still used as a routine framing device through which to understand the significance of key actors. However, what also needs to be acknowledged is the degree to which this framework is then employed to evaluate and make judgements about an individual’s suitability for a given role or activity. As we can see from Figure 2, in the case of Eriksson and Capello, almost a third of the reports not only mentioned their nationality but also raised it as a problem. 

Figure 6
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Furthermore, as one might expect, there was an overall link between framing of nationality as an issue (or not) and the overall attitude of the report as Figure 7 shows. 

Figure 7

Overall Attitude

Positive
Negative
Mixed

Nationality

Mention / problem

13%

34%

53%

Mention / not problem
64%

9%

27%

As for the discussions of achievements (above), it’s probably worth examining one or two examples in more detail, in order to investigate the types of arguments that were made.

‘So, the mother country of football, birthplace of the greatest game, has finally gone from the cradle to the shame. England's humiliation knows no end … In their trendy eagerness to appoint a designer foreigner did [the English Football Association] … consider the depth of this insult to our national pride?’ (Powell, 2000: 93)

‘I think it's a disgrace that the FA have appointed another foreign manager. The Premier League is dominated by foreign coaches and players and until something is done about that there is no chance of us being successful at international level’ (quoted in Bowden, 2007) 

What distinguishes these arguments from those that played down the importance of nationality is that they appeal to the emotions. The terms ‘humiliation’, ‘insult’ and ‘disgrace’ all coalesce around feelings of shame and, as the psychologist Thomas Scheff (2000) has argued, this is a particularly powerful emotion because it is so closely associated with a threat to the social bond. In this case, long-standing myths concerning English power and prestige in the sporting arena are (seen to be) threatened by the decision to choose a ‘trendy’ foreigner to manage the national side. As we have seen, this view can be readily critiqued by drawing on the distinction between rationality and emotion, where the former operates as a normative trump card. However, we should also be wary of simply dismissing such emotional appeals out of hand, given their power to mobilise particular groups. 

A second, arguably more widespread, feature of the debates around nationality was the way in which the need to draw on ‘external influences’ was portrayed as a temporary measure, necessary for short-term gain or until the national order of things could be restored. 

If they had to go foreign … 

Relatively few of the reports gave as much focus to the nationality of the manager’s assistant (See Figure 8) but one interesting finding concerns the ways in which the nationality of Capello’s backroom staff was reported (See Figure 9) and, more importantly, the longer-term perspective that these reports provide. 

Figure 8
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Figure 9
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The identity of Capello’s backroom staff (all Italian) was often used to focus on whether or not Capello was going to allow younger English coaches to be part of his set-up so they could learn from his know-how and experience. 

Capello, 61, has already appointed four Italian coaches but … he has told the FA he is prepared to include two English assistants on his staff. He said … ‘It is very important to me that we have English coaches working with the team. I want a winning England team’ (Ridley, 2007: 103) 

What these types of discussions point to is the extent to which Capello, and to a lesser degree Eriksson (See, Harris, 2000: 40-1), were portrayed as interim appointments, people whose talent and experience might be used to fulfil an immediate objective, but whose nationality continued to mark them out as an exception to the norm. Interestingly, this was also major feature of many of the mixed reports, where an acknowledgement of Eriksson or Capello achievements was tempered with a rather grudging acceptance of their appointment on a ‘needs must’ basis. The following is a typical example;

England fans feel that, if the FA had to go foreign, then Sven Goran Eriksson is undoubtedly the right man for the job. Ideally, most fans would have preferred an Englishman, but in the absence of any suitable home-grown candidates they are satisfied with the Swede's credentials (McNally, 2000: 70) 

Given the extent to which national football team has become a marker of English national identity in the past two decades, the acceptance of foreigner on the basis of his ‘credentials’ should not be under-estimated. However, simply labelling it, alongside other countless practices under the banner term ‘cosmopolitan, doesn’t really take us very far in understanding their significance. 

Instead, what I want to suggest is that we need to adopt a more grounded approach when analysing these encounters, paying attention to the motivations of and consequences for those involved, and incorporating a temporal dimension that can track changes over time. In the former case, this means acknowledging the particular contexts in which engagements with the ‘other’ take place, the resources and constraints that individuals are operating with or under and the types of arguments that are made to both justify and make sense of them. In the second, we need to pay much more attention to the moments or periods when people build bridges with or, alternatively, erect barriers against ‘others’. In this case, what we seem to be witnessing is a form of conditional cosmopolitanism that is designed to achieve a particular objective. It also involves two very specific ‘others’. Both Eriksson and Capello are talented professionals who had achieved a great degree of success working in a high-profile sporting environment. They also come from familiar European countries and speak English
. These attributes might be seen as forms of ‘cosmopolitan capital’ (Weenink, 2009) that provides them with a greater chance of acceptance and success in this particular context. 

By looking to differentiate between varying forms of cosmopolitan practice (reference to author remove, 2011), and the types of groups and individual involved, we are in a much better position to assess whether these encounters are generating novel forms of sociability and community that are both meaningful and durable.

‘He is, at least, an Englishman’

There is one final point worth flagging up in relation to nationality and that concerns the reporting of McClaren, the English-born candidate. Just as the appointments of Eriksson and Capello were often framed in pragmatic terms as the choice of necessity, so was McClaren also viewed as a ‘compromise candidate’ (Howard, 2006: 92). In this case, however, it was his nationality that was, often grudgingly, used to bolster McClaren’s credentials, in the face of some fairly fierce criticism of his managerial record. 

‘The only reason people are backing him is because he is English’ (Fricker, 2006: 4) 

‘He may have been second choice for England manager but he isn’t a second-class boss and he is at least an Englishman’ (Shanahan, 2006)

Furthermore, while, McClaren’s nationality was mentioned as an advantage over his predecessor, Eriksson, who was foreign born, in 10% of cases, many of these reports often relied on quotes from past players or managers, as the following examples demonstrate;

‘Taylor [England U-21 coach] admits he is delighted the FA have opted for an Englishman … Every English manager and coach is bound to be delighted with it’ (quoted in Little, 2006) 

‘It is right and proper that an Englishman has the chance to manage his national team’ (Warnock, 2006: 73) 

‘As long as the job goes to an Englishman, I will be happy, [Allardyce] said. I’ve always thought that’ (Ladyman, 2006: 79)

While, such statements might be viewed as coming from experienced and respected figures within the English game, there is also a danger that they are simply seen as the self-interested remarks of people who have an obvious stake in wanting the English manager’s job reserved for English nationals. Put simply, it may be difficult for these individuals to justify their views as objective or disinterested in the face of counter-arguments (see above) concerning the need to pick the most able candidate, whether from England or beyond. 

Conclusion 

At first sight, arguments concerning the importance of judging individuals on merit rather than in relation to their national background or affiliations would seem to be a classic example of cosmopolitan openness. This would seem to be particularly true in the case of the appointment of a foreigner to the totemic position of the manager of the national football team. In analysing the press coverage of the appointment of the last three England football managers, this paper has shown that such arguments are becoming increasingly prevalent, making reference to the presence of foreign players and coaches, and their achievements within the domestic game. 

Notwithstanding, these significant processes, what has also been emphasised is the extent to which these forms of openness are designed to achieve particular goals or objectives in the short term. It is in this sense that the appointment of Sven Goran Eriksson and Fabio Capello might be categorised as conditional form of cosmopolitanism, designed with a particular objective in mind. In the words of a key member of the English Football Association; "We must suck out the experience and quality that Fabio has to help us develop English coaches and players (Bates & Piecha, 2007: 59). In this case, a national framework still operates as the default position against which individuals are evaluated
. Where their credentials can offer ‘us’ something, then there is the possibility for acceptance.

This, often, grudging acceptance of the ‘other’ (‘if we must go foreign’) also needs to be foregrounded and theorised. For instance, this paper has backed up Millward’s (2007: 616) argument that national differences are rarely forgotten when evaluating difference in the sporting arena. Rather, at particular moments or periods, they cease to be as relevant and we need to understand when and why particular categories are utilised, or rejected, and the practices that follow from this. 

In terms of the literature on cosmopolitanism, this means building on the work of those who have emphasised the messy, contradictory nature of social life, where at one moment individuals will engage with ‘other’s on equal terms without a second thought and, at another, lambast ‘them’ for a perceived slight or challenge. This perspective also applies to the role of the media, which has often been seen as offering increasing possibilities for virtual mobility and engagements with the perspective of the ‘other’. Again, what this paper has demonstrated is that these mediated narratives are far from one-dimensional, featuring contradictory perspectives that are carefully justified in relation to (potential) counter-arguments. We also need to investigate how different audiences engage with such narratives and this would be a key objective for any future research in this area.  
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� There is no international football team that represents Britain. Instead the three constituent nations of Britain, England, Scotland and Wales, all have their own separate teams. This is primarily due to the early influence of their national sporting organisations during the formation of the European and, subsequently, global football associations, UEFA and FIFA (Moorhouse, 1995). 


� The prime minister is, of course, British, another poignant example of the ways in which the categories of British and English are often conflated by English people, including those working in the media. 


� And even here the picture is complicated. There are English football and rugby teams, an England and Wales cricket team and a British athletics team. 


� The British Labour government granted partial devolution to Scotland and Wales in 1999. There is no equivalent form of political representation for the English and relatively little clamour for it, either, although some narratives of victimisation are beginning to emerge (reference to author removed, 2012). 


� Beyond the sporting realm, it’s worth noting that wider socio-economic and political processes, including the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, the terrorist attacks in New York, London and Madrid, EU enlargement and the wave of migratory movements it precipitated and the global financial collapse, have all contributed to increasingly contentious debates around identity and belonging in England. 


� The catastrophic campaign to host the 2018 world cup was the most recent example of this failure to engage as the English FA secured only two votes from a possible 22 as the global federation, FIFA, looked to new markets in Russia and the Middle East.


�These figures were generated after repeat articles from different versions of the same newspaper were discarded prior to the sampling process.


� It’s worth noting that I had originally planned to analyse differences across newspapers primarily based on whether they were broadsheet (part of the ‘quality’ press) or tabloid (more populist in tone). I had expected to find major differences between the two types but to my surprise there was very little statistically significant variation. The major difference was actually between different journalists writing on the same newspaper. In other words, there didn’t seem to be any editorial line that the journalists working on a given paper had to adopt. So, while the Daily Mail may have foregrounded Jeff Powell’s infamous attacks against the FA after the appointment of Eriksson, it also featured more balanced assessments from, for example, Martin Lipton and John Greechan.


� Wenger’s star has since waned and there is now a great deal of mediated talk about how an over-reliance on foreign players led to seven trophy-less years at Arsenal. 


� Although, one of the criticisms directed at Capello throughout his tenure was his English language skills. 


� For example, Eriksson was often portrayed as a cool, calculating and emotionally distant during his tenure as England manager (See O’Donnell, 1994 for a typology of national sporting stereotypes, including those associated with Scandinavia and Southern Europe). Initially, this was seen a positive trait but when England lost he was often lambasted for being unable to motivate the players. Similarly, at the time of Capello’s appointment, his Italian background was viewed positively, the assumption being that his ‘fiery’ temperament would cause England’s ‘pampered failures [to] put the sport before sex and clubbing’ (Mansey & Beauchamp, 2007: 11). Subsequently, he was castigated for his inability to effectively communicate with and understand the needs of the players!      
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