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Major 
League 
Soccer

Major League Soccer (MLS) officially began in 1995. The 
league’s 10 original teams played their first games in 

April 1996. However, the MLS actually had its start eight years 
before that on July 4, 1988. That is the day that the Federation 
Internationale de Football (FIFA) announced that the United 
States would host the 1994 World Cup.

In most countries, soccer is called football. The Federation 
Internationale de Football is an international private 
association. The association provides guidelines for soccer 
clubs all over the world. FIFA organizes major international 
tournaments. The most famous of the tournaments is the 
World Cup. It takes place every four years. Teams from 211 
national associations take part in qualifying for the World Cup. 
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The U.S. national team members may come from any 
professional soccer club. They do not have to be members of an 
American soccer team. They only have to be American citizens. 
An American who plays for a European team may be called up to 
play on the U.S. National Team. The same is true of international 
players who play for American soccer clubs. They may be called 
up to play for their home country’s national team.

FIFA took a big risk when the organization 
picked the United States to host the 1994 
World Cup Finals. Soccer was not 
nearly as popular in the United 
States as in other countries. 
Football and baseball games 
attracted the crowds. Several 
professional soccer leagues 
existed in the United States in 
the twentieth century. 
However, none had 
succeeded in making enough 
money to survive. The latest 
professional league had 
folded in 1984. 



When FIFA awarded the 1994 World Cup Finals to the 
United States, they made one condition. The United States 
must create another professional soccer league. If possible, 
FIFA wanted the league started before the World Cup.

Work began on the hard task of forming a new professional 
soccer league. However, it was not possible to get the new 
league up and running before the 1994 World Cup. Major 
League Soccer started in 1995. The first games took place in 
April 1996. FIFA does not control MLS, but many of the 
national team players come from MLS teams.

Major League Soccer began with 10 teams divided into two 
conferences. Today there are 22 teams divided into Eastern 
and Western Conferences. Nineteen teams come from the 
United States while Canada has three teams. League investors 
own and control the teams. Investor-operators run their teams 
like owners do in other sports leagues. However, MLS is in 
charge rather than the individual team owners. 
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