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Football and Social Justice: a Conversation 

DEGELE: In our journal “Fußball und Gesellschaft”, we are asking how social jus-
tice relates to the contexts of football. What is the normative idea of playing football, 
and how do social and political structures of football promote or impede social jus-
tice? How does the relationship between professional, amateur and grassroots foot-
ball address ideals of social justice? 

KAUR: The question of social justice, as Sen puts it, “is a bit like oxygen: we only 
take an interest in its presence only when it is absent” (1999, p. 264). In other words, 
when we talk about social justice, we are really searching for forms of injustices. So, 
when you ask me about social justice in the context of football, you are really asking 
me to think through forms of injustices embedded in its structures and/or practices.  

The normative idea that football seems to promote is that it provides a level 
playing field and anyone with talents, grit, and hard work, can succeed – somewhat 
similar to the promises of capitalism. Of course, the reality of, both football and 
capitalism, is more complex. As social scientists, we are not just interested in football 
as a socio-cultural activity, but also in its popularity. It is no exaggeration to say that 
football is the most popular sport in the world. And this alone is the reason to attend 
closely to how football is situated in the global structures of domination, politics, 
power and prestige. At this level of analysis, recent work of David Goldblatt, The 
age of Football (2019), is an excellent reference. Scope of his analysis is global and 
far-reaching, revealing the layers of prospects and problems generated, in part, by 
‘opium of the masses’ that football has become.  

In my opinion, it is the relationship between professional, amateur and grass-
roots football that is likely to shed light on concerns of social in/justice. The profes-
sional football is dominated by a very small number of European clubs. They dictate 
the global economy of football. Were you to only focus on these clubs to interrogate 
concerns of social justice, they are going to come across as champions of fair-play 
and justice. Similarly, at the grassroots level, there are growing number of football-
for-development initiatives, advancing ideas that football can be used to promote 
peace and social justice. Perhaps a group or an organisation may put together a pro-
gramme and commit to intentionally promoting ideals of social justice in the context 
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