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Major 
League 
Soccer

Soccer is an old sport. The Chinese played a game called Tsu’ 
Chu approximately 2,000 years ago. The Romans, Greeks, 

and Japanese played a form of soccer, too. So did people in 
Central America and young women in ancient Egypt. Images of 
the sport are depicted in an Egyptian tomb. In Alaska and 
Canada, native Eskimos played a version of soccer on ice in 1600. 
They kicked a ball made of grass, caribou hair, and moss.

The modern version of soccer began in England. London teams 
played their first game in 1863. The term “soccer” also originated 
in England. It’s a nickname for the word “association.”

In most countries outside of the United States, soccer is called 
football. It is the world’s most popular sport. More than 265 
million people play soccer in more than 200 countries. And 30 
million of those soccer players are females. Women began playing 
soccer around the same time as men. Today, women’s soccer 
matches attract millions of fans. In 2015, more than 400 million 
viewers watched the Women’s World Cup.
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Soccer is popular for many reasons. One reason is almost anyone can play 
soccer anywhere. All players need is a good soccer ball. The game is also easy 
to play and follow. It is as simple as a player getting a ball into a net without 
using his or her hands.

Professional soccer leagues began in Europe more than a 100 years ago. 
England formed its first league in 1888. It became known as the Football 
League. Twelve clubs made up this newly created League.

Starting in 1894, clubs attempted to establish a national soccer league in the 
United States. The American League of Professional Football Clubs was 
established in 1894 but lasted only three months. It was not until 1995  
that a league called Major League Soccer began in the United States.

The groundwork for Major League Soccer started in 1988. This is  
the year the United States won a chance to host the 1994 FIFA World  
Cup. FIFA stands for Fédération Internationale de Football  
Association. It governs international soccer and  
began in 1904. As a condition of winning the  
FIFA bid, the United States agreed to create a professional  
soccer league. This league became known as Major  
League Soccer (MLS). Today, it  
is the top league in  
the United States  
and Canada.



Major League Soccer’s first season was in 1996. 
There were ten teams with two conferences. Today 

there are 23 teams divided into East and West 
Conferences. Twenty teams are in the 

United States. Three teams are located in 
Canada. MLS is a single company. 

League investors own and control  
the teams.

Major League Soccer has many 
rules. It gives each team a certain 
amount of money to pay players. 

And it has rules on acquiring and 
paying players. For example, the 

minimum player salary was $65,000 for 
most players in 2017. The maximum 

salary was $480,625. The salary cap prevents 
individual teams from spending too much money 

to attract better players. This could lead to unfair 
competition among teams. 

There are ways to get around the salary cap, 
however. Teams can sign up a limited number of 
designated players. Called DPs, these players can 
earn more than the salary cap. Teams attract star 
players by paying them more. 
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