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clevelAnd, Todd – Following the Ball: The Migration of African Soccer Players 
across the Portuguese Colonial Empire, 1949–1975. Athens: Ohio University 
Press, 2017. Pp. 280.

In the context of the late Portuguese Empire, football articulated and reflected the 
ideologies, actions, practical and symbolic disputes, and expectations of different 
individuals and groups. Football, its practitioners, and its agents provide a field for 
reading social and power relations during Portuguese colonialism. It is precisely 
what Todd Cleveland does in a pioneering book on the migration of African football 
players across the Portuguese colonial empire between 1948 and 1975, which 
analyzes how they adopted a series of social, labour, and sporting strategies to face 
their new environment. This is a theme not yet examined by the growing body of 
literature on football in Portugal and former Portuguese colonies.

Divided into five chapters, the book starts with an overview of the Portuguese 
colonial empire and the introduction of football into Portugal’s African empire, 
discussing the role that agents, newspapers, and radio had in the sport’s dissemination. 
It then examines the ways African players began to play the sport and form their 
own clubs and associations. Chapter 3 addresses the colonial regime’s motivations 
for permitting these players to relocate to Portuguese clubs. Chapter 4 examines 
the challenges these players faced in Portugal, separated from their families and 
dealing with the rigours of professional football in Europe. Chapter 5 explores 
how the players navigated the shifting politically charged environments. Finally, 
an epilogue considers the lasting impact and legacies of these players in Portugal.

The book examines in detail the experiences of African football players who 
migrated to Portugal and faced a political charged environment, dominated by 
colonial rule and an authoritarian regime that created a powerful ideology to 
justify Portuguese colonial empire: Lusotropicalism presented a glorifying view 
of Portuguese colonialism and emphasized the feats and virtues of the Portuguese, 
especially their lack of racial prejudice, which was construed as a symbol of their 
national character.

Without ignoring the role of colonial ideology, and the propagandistic value 
of the presence of African football players in Portugal, Cleveland underlines 
the importance of the global sporting processes, thus putting the research in an 
international framework. By looking at football as an international job market, 
and thus valuing the players’ opportunities to play for a top metropolitan club, 
the author avoids both methodological nationalisms and theories of alienation 
that often portray football players as either dupes of ideology or passive victims. 
Instead, Cleveland treats his subjects as engaged in different power relations, which 
produced and shaped their subjectivity.

Even if the author sometimes uses the misleading category of apoliticism, he 
understands power in a relational way, implying a relationship between individuals 
and institutions. Following the Ball succeeds in its goals of seeing football as a 
terrain of struggles and of acknowledging the strategies of football players dealing 
with political conjuncture. Instead of focusing on political forms of contestation, the 
book explores the ways football players adopted European styles and conventions, 
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embraced Portuguese football clubs, and “pragmatically pursued opportunities to 
improve their lives” (p. 10). This choice acknowledges the complexities of the 
sociopolitical context and manages to broaden the scope of historical subjects. 
To highlight the elements of subjectivity that permeate the migratory movements 
of African players, the author could have considered such concepts as Sandro 
Mezzadra’s “(right to) escape” (Ephemera, vol. 4, no. 3 (2004), pp. 267–275), 
which opens the category of migration to other political connotations.

Studies of migrant labour point to the transnational dimensions of migration in 
redefining labour and acknowledge transnational migration as a privileged way to 
produce new subjectivities. Looking at football migrants as subjects challenges a 
victimization approach, especially in a discriminatory colonial context in which it is 
hard to imagine the possibility of producing subjectivities. It expands the notion of 
agency, usually associated with a formal political filiation in the national liberation 
movements that fought colonialism, where being “political” was synonymous with 
insurrectional activities. 

Cleveland problematizes both the narratives of victimization and the 
apprehensions regarding the exodus of African players from their former clubs, 
mentioning that they ignore “the migrants’ aspirations to compete and play with 
the best and, more importantly, to improve their lives and, by extension, the lives 
of family members” (p. 214).

The book considers new and illuminating source material, notably popular 
media sources and Cleveland’s interviews with the players, which offer important 
testimonies about the anxieties, desires, expectations, fears, and experiences 
of migrating to Portugal. As Cleveland writes, “By listening to these migrant 
footballers’ motivations and objectives, by considering their social origins, and by 
examining their strategic actions, it’s clear that their experiences not only reflected 
but also actively shaped colonial and metropolitan interactions and policies” (p. 15). 
The outcome is a complex picture that combines the motivations of social mobility 
with players’ reactions to troubled political times.

The life and career of Eusebio is an example of the social mobility that 
informs those imagining the possibility of a better future. Born and raised in a 
poor neighbourhood of Mozambique, Eusebio was one of the first African-born 
worldwide football stars. The book discusses the case of Eusebio’s transfer to and 
arrival in Portugal, because it underscores the control that Portuguese clubs had 
over African players and the challenges they had to face in Portugal. It would have 
been interesting if the author had discussed the political constraints of the time, 
mentioning, for example, how the official propaganda used Eusebio’s notoriety to 
consolidate colonial ideology and trivialize the Colonial War. It did so, as I discuss 
in an article in the International Journal of the History of Sport, by instrumentalizing 
Eusebio’s enrolment in the Portuguese army to publicize the army’s multiracial 
composition and to record messages of support for soldiers fighting in the African 
colonies (vol. 35, no. 4 [2018], pp. 374–388).

This exclusion does not prevent the author from discussing racial discrimination 
in football in detail. In interviews, the players said that they did not personally 
experience racism in the metropole, in contrast to their experiences in the colonies. 
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Eusebio, for example, states that he never experienced racial discrimination in 
Portugal. The fact that there was allegedly no racism may be related to the superstar 
status that many African players enjoyed: they were prominent figures in their 
clubs and on the Portuguese national team, and in a sense were consumed as good 
football spectacle. Cleveland rightly adds that it is difficult to extrapolate from 
players not experiencing racism to this being true for other racial minorities living 
in Portugal. Such an extrapolation could naturalize the image of racial harmony and 
successful integration reproduced by colonial ideology. A lack of studies on how 
racism manifests itself on the playing field, which would require an ethnography 
of fans’ behaviour at football matches, prevents us from knowing if there was 
racist abuse. Despite the belief that sport is a place free from the corrosive effects 
of racism, reality presents a more complex and troubling picture. 

By examining the international space of football in a single analytic field 
and simultaneously considering Portuguese football’s constituent settings, the 
experiences of African football players, and the specificities of the political 
conjuncture, Following the Ball is a vital examination of Portuguese football during 
colonialism and constitutes an indispensable source for further historical studies 
on football. 

Marcos Cardão
Universidade Lisboa

cole, Joshua – Lethal Provocation: The Constantine Murders and the Politics of 
French Algeria. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2019. Pp. 317.

On August 3 and 5, 1934, in the city of Constantine in French Algeria, riots left 
28 people dead, a figure which included 25 Jews, making this the bloodiest episode 
of anti-Semitic violence on French territory in peacetime. Officials blamed the 
riots on the ostensible religious fanaticism of the Muslim population, while also 
suggesting that Jews had somehow provoked the anger of Muslims. This explanation 
obscured more than it revealed, and in Joshua Cole’s fascinating new book, he 
uncovers how the uprising was deliberately inflamed by a shadowy group of right-
wing French nationalists whose “lethal provocations” were covered up by officials 
desperate to downplay any hint of a broader conspiracy that could also point to 
their own complicity in the affair. Utilizing provocation as a heuristic is its own 
provocative act, and it is a testament to the author’s considerable skill that he has 
assembled a wealth of archival evidence that connects “as many as twenty of the 
twenty-five” (p. 5) Jewish deaths not to Muslim mobs, but to the machinations of 
anti-Semitic agitators who wished to exacerbate tensions between the two groups 
and forestall “the possibility that both Muslims and Jews might be included in the 
French polity on equal terms” (p. 4). 

The book is divided into four sections: the first two examine Muslim-Jewish 
relations, before narrowing to the local political context in the third, and concluding 


