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”The true measure of a manʼs worth is his disdain for soccer”  --  Garrett J. Day

Chapter 1, Soccer 0 (OT)
Americans Hate Soccer

Give it up, world.  Youʼve seen our games; weʼve seen yours.  Ours are better.  I know, I 
know, American ideals donʼt take well.  They never have.  Thatʼs why our country is what it 
is.  But you have got to get over this unbelievable obsession with soccer as your main form 
of sport.  Soccer is a boring, puerile, and contradictory waste of time.  As a method of 
deciding the worldʼs greatest athletics, it ranks slightly above the tug-of-war and slightly 
below the “X-Games”.  You mean to tell me that the worldʼs greatest athletic events should 
end in a tie more often than not?  Are you saying that someone who has no arms can 
replicate the worldʼs greatest athletic feats?  Are the worldʼs greatest contests decided with 
what amounts to a free-throw contest?  Sorry, no.  Thatʼs wrong.  World, you would be 
better off pulling for some marijuana-toking rebel riding a wheeled shovel.  At least in the 
“X-Games”, there are a variety of stupid events.  In soccer, thereʼs just one, and it sucks.

The world is wrong

It shouldnʼt come as much surprise to anybody that the world is wrong about soccer.  
Since when has the worldʼs consensus ever been the right one?  The world is wrong about 
many, many things.  The world rarely agrees in elements of genius, but undeniably 
overindulges in the uglier moments of human life, like ethnic cleansing, war, starvation, 
and the movie Titanic.  The vast majority of world participants indulge in bigotry, religious 
fervor, and lack of hygiene.  It only makes sense that the world should choose as its main 
form of entertainment a sport with no merit whatsoever.  Just donʼt bother asking us to join 
in.  We like our war, bigotry, religious fervor, and lack of hygiene just fine as is.  

I put it to you, world my friend:  do you have any idea how much we Americans think this 
sport sucks?  You probably donʼt.  You probably think, “if the Americans just gave it a 
chance, theyʼd see how wonderful this sport is.”   No, no, no, no, no!  We hate it! We hate 
it! We hate it! We hate it! We hate it!  We hate it like McCarthy hated Commies.  We hate it 
like Brando hates a crowd.  We hate it like Gollum hated Bilbo Baggins.  A few of us like it.  
Many of us donʼt think about it at all.  But most of those Americans among us who have 
given the manner some thought cannot stand the game the way Jerry hates Newman.  Let 
me put it this way:  there will, one day, be a woman U.S. president.  There will, one day, be 
a homosexual U.S. president.  There will, one day, be a black woman Jewish right-wing 
homosexual NRA loving U.S. President.  But there will never, ever, be a day when soccer 
is accepted as this countryʼs number one sport.  
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We Americans understand that the world is dying for the United States to embrace soccer.  
You see, as Americans, we are not only the entertainment, political, and economic 
captains of this globe; we also produce the worldʼs best athletes and athletic competitions.  
Anybody who objects to this point can take a long, hard stare at the 20th century; youʼll find 
very few athletic events that have not been absolutely riddled with American influence.  

And, not coincidentally, the world has tried very hard to influence the American love of 
soccer.  The world conspired.  It gave us Pele (Sorry “Pelé”).  Itʼs like the world allowed the 
Brazilian soccer genius to sign a contract with a floundering soccer league in the United 
States just so soccer would officially come to our country.  Pelé did sign in 1975 to play for 
the New York Cosmos, and the demons followed.  Like spies discovering military secrets, 
soccer villains infiltrated our country.  They gave our children free clinics; they taught them 
the soccer basics – passing, shooting, and standing around.  They coined the term “soccer 
mom”.  They encouraged minivan use.   For no known reason, Kyle Rote Jr. became a 
minor, albeit very minor, celebrity and appeared every once in a while on the bottom of a 
box of Ding Dongs.  Soccer was taking off in the United States.  We seemed to love Pelé.

So what the hell happened?  It has been decades since Pelé first signed that contract and 
do you know what soccer has to show for itself in the United States?  The Womenʼs World 
Cup, the co-opted phrase “Hockey Mom” and the guy (Andres Cantor) who screams 
“GOOOOOOOOOLLLLLLLLL!!!”.  The one lasting American soccer memory in history 
(recent or otherwise) is Brandy Chastain taking her shirt off in the 1999 Womenʼs World 
Cup.  Thatʼs it.  Nothing else.  There are no corresponding lasting personalities, or goals or 
saves or passes or great moments in standing around.  There is nothing in the game itself 
that the United States has embraced.  Baseball is our national pastime.  Itʼs not our 
favorite sport anymore, but it still is our national pastime.  What lasting impressions has 
baseball made in these decades?  Not much, except for, lessee, thereʼs the Hank Aaron 
record, the domed stadium, the domed stadium with removable roof, the McGwire-Sosa 
thing, two different sets of Yankee champions, the pine tar game, Ken Griffey, Jr., Bill 
Buckner, Kirk Gibson with big moments in two different World Series, free agency, the first 
$1 Million per year contract, the revelation twenty years later that the average contract was 
over $1 Million per year, two major strikes, stereo sound in every stadium, diamond vision, 
etc., etc., etc.  I could go on for hours and still not hit your personal favorite moment.  What 
long lasting impressions has soccer made in that time?  Brandy Chastain taking her shirt 
off.  What a moment for us all.  We love soccer.

Itʼs pathetic really.  1994 was supposed to be a landmark year for American soccer.  The 
United States hosted the World Cup – soccerʼs one truly important event was going to be 
hosted by the Americans.  The United States is finally going to love this sport.  And, you 
know what?  We made great hosts.  The violence so often associated with soccer was way 
down.  So were the riots and the patriotic [read: bigoted] language associated with the 
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event.  Why?  Because we didnʼt care.  The World Cup means nothing to Americans as a 
whole, and so we were quite easily able to treat the event as an event and not a soul-
searching identity crisis.  To Americans, the World Cup was no greater on the scale of 
importance than a big monster truck rally, a Hootie & the Blowfish concert, or the grand 
opening of Mission: Impossible II.

Itʼs five years later, and we still donʼt care a lick for this inane waste of time.

Itʼs twenty-five years later, and we still donʼt care a lick for this inane waste of time.

It will be five hundred years later, and we still wonʼt care a lick for this inane waste of time.

The Game Itself Isnʼt the Only Turn-Off

Americans arenʼt really keen on soccer fans, either.  Thereʼs nothing more pathetic than a 
player who canʼt seem to remember that itʼs just a game after all.  No, no.  Iʼm wrong, there 
is one thing more pathetic: when fans canʼt seem to distinguish between “game” and 
“something really important”.  Look, I want my team to win, but it isnʼt worth some sort of 
knife-wielding gang brawl.  No, it isnʼt.  The fact that anyone can die as a result of any 
game, especially a game you didnʼt even play in, is unthinkable.  Why?  Why would that 
happen?

In the U.S.-hosted World Cup of 1994, the United States upset Columbia in the qualifying 
round.  A key play in the game came when U.S. forward John Harkes passed a ball deep 
in the Colombian zone that Colombian defender Andres Escobar slid to block, and 
accidentally knocked into his own goal.  A month later, Escobar was murdered outside a 
bar in Columbia.  The murdererʼs message: “thanks for the autogoal”.  Think about that 
one for a moment: someone was actually murdered because of his poor play in a soccer 
match... and in Columbia no less.  Do you know what Americans think of Columbia?  
When youʼre not growing coffee, youʼre growing, cutting, and exporting cocaine.  But let 
me understand this as well as I can: your sense of national identity revolves nowhere near 
the disgusting drug problems associated with your country, but with your ability to compete 
nationally in a game in which a ball is kicked repeatedly.  What a great sense of self.  Is it 
too much to blame one murderer for the national identity of an entire country?  You tell me.  
Before the shooting, Escobar had gone from national celebrity to national pariah.  At the 
time, merely finding Escobar was harder than shooting him.

This murder, this disgusting display, unfortunately, is hardly an isolated case of fans taking 
soccer too seriously.  We are constantly bombarded with reports of international rioting at 
soccer matches.  Do you people have nothing better to do?  Find something else, because 
this is a real turn-off.
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There is no such thing as “baseball hooliganism”; does anyone else find it disgusting that 
soccer fan violence is so common there actually is a term for it?  Entire books have been 
written about soccer hooliganism.  Movies have been made.  Soccerʼs legacy as a sport is 
one of incredible poor sportsmanship.  Why else would you pretend to call it “the Beautiful 
Game”?  This is like when people call a seven-foot man “tiny”.  Actual beautiful games 
donʼt have to call themselves anything at all.

I just have to ask: Can you play a soccer match between an English and Irish team without 
having a riot?  Hell, can you hold a soccer game of importance anywhere in the U.K. 
without getting a Who concert effect?  Can the United States play a soccer match against 
any Middle Eastern opponent without being referred to as some form of Satan?  Itʼs this 
simple folks: when you use a sports contest as some sort of rally for cultural superiority, 
you are emulating Adolf Hitler.  This is what the Nazis did in the 1936 Olympics; this is 
what all those awful Soviet Bloc countries did throughout the Cold War.  The United States 
and its people are neither strangers nor innocents in this endeavor, but compared to the 
rest of the world, we are amateurs.  

You think itʼs pathetic when guys face-paint or go shirtless to football games played in sub-
freezing weather?  You have no idea.  There is no place for gratuitous violence in team 
sport and thereʼs no place in fan behavior as a side show before, during, or after the 
game.  Take it from us guys, root for your team, but know when to quit.  Very few things in 
this world merit a violent reaction.  Youʼll never get U.S. approval without addressing that 
issue.

Soccer as Catch-All

Soccer remains the Beavis and Butthead of sports.  Unlike sports that require skill, soccer 
does have the ability to appeal to all people.  You donʼt need talent to play soccer.  You 
donʼt need imagination to play soccer.  You donʼt need coordination to play soccer.  You 
donʼt need speed to play soccer.  You donʼt need arms to play soccer.  You donʼt even 
need a friend to play soccer.  All you need is a ball.  Sometimes you can substitute for the 
ball.  Soccer is in essence a marginally advanced form of “Kick the Can”.  Now that is 
universal appeal.  Contrary to popular opinion, you can actually go broke appealing to the 
lowest common denominator in this country.  Soccer is living proof.  It does not sell in the 
United States by itself.  The mass appeal of the lowest common denominator never lasts 
long in the United States.  Americans seem to have an annoying habit of becoming bored 
of the base and redundant.  Oh sure, there will always be a small cross-section that 
continues to love “Saved by the Bell”, but after a while, even the connoisseurs will say, 
“Aw, cʼmon Screech, you pulled the same gag last week.”
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Hence, soccerʼs audience in this country may be steady, but limited.  There is already 
baseball and football and basketball and ice hockey and golf and tennis and outdoor 
sports and sailing and swimming and diving and running and so on and so on… We are 
inundated by possibilities for sport and exercise.  Soccer is the least common 
denominator; it could appeal to all.  But if soccer had any true appeal, there would never 
be a need for new sport in the United States, and that just isnʼt the case.  Americans invent 
new sports almost every day.  We call them “X-games”.  We call them “Arena Football”.  
We call them “American Gladiators”.  Why do we do this?  Because soccer bores us silly.  

Have you ever seen non-professional soccer, like just normal guys playing it?  They got all 
dressed up; they got a bunch of friends; theyʼre ready to sweat a little, and theyʼre 
playing… soccer.  Well, no offense, but what a grandiose waste of time.  Itʼs like everybody 
getting all dressed up to go running, except thereʼs no winner at the end of the race.  
Except that itʼs worse: you all wore matching outfits, and you all had some sort of “team 
thing” going that will be unresolved.  Sure, sometimes a soccer game doesnʼt end in a tie, 
but itʼs never exciting.  Oh, donʼt even bother arguing: look, we donʼt find the World Cup 
exciting, and thatʼs as good as soccer gets.  Donʼt try selling us on the excitement of a 
game where hands arenʼt allowed.

Scenes from U.S. Soccer in 1998

You should have seen those guys:  those nutty Iranians.  Itʼs well past midnight in Tehran, 
but theyʼre all partying like theyʼve been oppressed since 999.  Yes, it is June 22, 1998, the 
early morning following Iranʼs lone World Cup victory, a mild upset (2-1) over a team that 
would be labeled the worst 1998 World Cup participant, the United States of America.  Oh, 
how those Iranians danced and shouted and burned U.S. flags; if you didnʼt know better 
youʼd swear it was an average day on the campus of UC Berkeley.  But this moment was 
for Iran.  Iran had just made its biggest mark on the athletic world since the land was 
named Persia.   And the people loved it.  They came in throngs and masses and jumbles 
to taunt and sing in joy and they belittled that “Great Satan” the United States.  And in the 
United States we… didnʼt care.  No, we sure didnʼt.  Despite the political implications of 
such an event, the sporting fans among us were watching golf that Sunday.  Most of the 
rest of us, however, were not quite aware that the World Cup is a soccer tournament 
(much less the “biggest sporting event in the world” at that).

Yup.  If you were watching sports on that Sunday, odds are much more likely that you were 
watching the U.S. Open golf tournament.  According to Nielsen, golf fans outnumbered 
these freeway accident onlookers (read: soccer and/or political fans) two-to-one in this 
country that afternoon.  Fill in your own punch line here: _________________________.  
(Honestly, you would think that Americans would have watched the soccer just for the 
political spectacle.  No, we find it that boring.)  Televised golf is a primer for amateur 
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comedians.  You learn televised golf on the first day of stand-up school along with 
rednecks and the original Star Trek.  Nobody runs in golf.  Nothing sudden happens in 
golf.  Television only captures the pure, unadulterated mundanity of the sport.   Youʼd think 
that just out of curiosity weʼd watch the event with huge political overtones.  But then weʼd 
be watching soccer.  And we just canʼt have that.

This really happened, you can look it up.  The United States really did lose a soccer game 
to Iran, and Iran people loved it like they had all been saved.  And while they did that, 
Americans by-and-large did not care.  Let me put it this way – if youʼre reading this, this 
match probably happened in your lifetime.  It was a huge moment for Iran.  Do you 
remember it?

Can you get a countryʼs goat by failing to acknowledge yours has been gotten?

Sorry, Iran, if you really and truly want to humiliate the United States youʼll have to do 
better than that.  Try beating us at basketball or making us invade or something; that will 
make us look bad.  But the soccer stuff?  We just donʼt care.  We hate soccer.

The Pelé experiment has failed.  Americans are never, ever going to feel about this activity 
the way the rest of the world does.  My favorite World Cup moment actually came much 
earlier in the year, March 16, 1998.  The United States was playing a World Cup qualifying 
match against Canada.  The match took place at Stanford University, a scholarly institution 
littered with monuments to wealthy white people.  The match featured the United States 
and Canada, both countries that list “English” as the language of the country (to be fair, 
Canadians also list “French” among national languages).  The match was important; if the 
United States won, it earned a trip to the World Cup; if it lost there would be no such 
guarantee.  This was, arguably, the most important soccer game the United States would 
play in the decade.    

And do you know who televised this most important American soccer match of the 
decade?  Univision.  Or “Canal Catorce” as some of us know it.  And it was only shown in 
Spanish.  The United States soccer fate is on the line; the opponent is as white bread as 
characters in the movie Fargo; the game is at Stanford Stadium and the only TV is the 
Spanish speaking station.  How important is this game?  Why, itʼs so important that we 
wanted to alienate all the English-speaking people of the United States, most of whom 
donʼt even get “Univision” TV.   

To all those people out there who think soccer has got a bright future in this country, to all 
those enchanted folk removed from soccer-playing Mecca in Europe and Central America, 
to all those believers who think soccer will one day replace baseball as Americaʼs national 
pastime, excuse me, but on what do you base your beliefs?  The United States doesnʼt 
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care about the World Cup, which is, by far, the ultimate international definitive soccer goal.  
We hosted the darn thing and we still donʼt care.   

“Womenʼs World Cup!  Womenʼs World Cup!”  Whatʼs that I hear?  Please look to Chapter 
12 to read what I have to say about the Womenʼs World Cup, or “How to make a soccer 
tournament into exactly something which is not soccer.”  Raise hands all those who 
believe the popularity of the WWC in 1999 had anything to do with the popularity of soccer.  
Oooooh, caught you all.  Take one giant step backwards and check out Chapter 12 before 
proceeding.

Foosball
" "
So let me sum up: we arenʼt playing much soccer (as adults anyway).  We arenʼt attending 
the local professional games.  We donʼt care about the World Cup.  Soccerʼs simplicity is a 
turn-off.  Fan violence is a turn-off.  We are not making household names of Tony Meola, 
Cobi Jones, or that guy with the crazy orange hair and goatee thing.  Whether sheʼs being 
upstaged by Michael Jordan or Pert Plus, Mia Hamm is not a household name in this 
country.  No, she isnʼt.  Television wonʼt bother trying to sell this sport to a national 
audience (ESPN televised billiards gets better time slots than soccer).   We are not even 
playing the soccer computer simulations.

Computer simulations can put a great deal of excitement into a sport for kids.  Kids who 
didnʼt play tennis or table tennis played “Pong” out the wazoo when Atari first came up with 
a study in black and white.  Computer simulation has angrily advanced since the Pong 
days.  Now Sony, Nintendo, Microsoft come out with newer, more realistic sports 
simulations every year.  The simulations canʼt get real enough; every new edition seems to 
focus on more detail and sharper images.  We have seen commercials for the Sammy 
Sosa baseball game and all that, “if itʼs in the game, itʼs in the game” crap.  

And in all that time, the best soccer simulation remains “Foosball”.  Tabletop game.  
Stationary “players” attached in rows to long metal rods.  Joey and Chandler had an 
edition in their apartment on “Friends”.  The players donʼt move except for spinning head 
over heels when you turn the rods (or slight movement in unison sideways across a row 
when you push or pull the metal rods).  They line up and sit there until the ball comes that 
way, then you spin ʻem around and hope your “player” knocks the ball in the hole.  Thatʼs 
soccer all right.  No need to perfect it; itʼs already there.  At least in table top hockey, the 
players can move up and down the “ice”; you also have much more puck control in table 
top hockey: players can hold the puck and direct passes.  Foosball has nothing on 
tabletop hockey.  Soccer has nothing on ice hockey, and it isnʼt even in the same venue as 
baseball, football, or basketball.
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Chapter 2: Lights! Camera! Boredom!
Movies and Soccer

Historically, you can take the pulse of almost any culture by its art.  American art is movies.  
As Americans, we produce and invest heavily in cinema, be it masterpieces or dogs.  
Movies often and most consistently represent the best of American culture, which is a 
scary thought.  

So what do our movies say about our culture?  In the 90s, they clearly say we have an 
obsession with creatures that are prehistoric or alien in nature, like dinosaurs, the Star 
Wars gang, the Terminator, those things in Independence Day and Kate Winslet.   

What do our movies say about our sports? Where, cinematically, does soccer stand in this 
country with respect to other sports? 

As of the year 2000, there existed just three major modern (as defined when Pelé first 
became a New York Cosmo) American soccer movies, the Stallone vehicle Victory, a very, 
very poor manʼs The Great Escape, Ladybugs, a movie which taught us that blatant 
cheating is fine as long as Rodney Dangerfield is around and The Big Green a Disney rip-
off of any of its own three Mighty Duck films, which were, in turn, rip-off of the Bad News 
Bears, which was, in turn…[As a side note, The Big Green has the worst movie box of all 
time – it looks like Green Goalie Patrick Renna is giving birth to a soccer ball]  There are 
also two extremely obscure films: Mannyʼs Orphans, a more contemporary Bad News 
Bears rip-off filmed on something resembling Super Eight (there are no reports that 
anybody besides Leonard Maltin has ever seen this film, including the people who made 
it), and Soccer Dog : The Movie which was filmed on either video tape or bathtub residue.

Soccer Dog: The Movie.  Thatʼs right; we might have confused this with Soccer Dog: the 
Throat Lozenge or Soccer Dog: The Contraceptive.  This film is not to be confused with a 
shitty skiing exposé: Hot Dog…The Movie.  Or go ahead and confuse it; I donʼt care, both 
these films suck out loud.  Whatʼs the deal with that whole “The Movie” thing?  If you have 
“Dog” in the title, you have to add a “The Movie” so people will know?  Are we actually 
confused that this is not a real dog, just a figurative one?  Perhaps itʼs for those few stupid 
enough to be excited by either film.  Perhaps if you are, indeed, so lame as to be excited 
by Hot Soccer Dog, you actually do need to be told that itʼs a movie, just to clear up the 
confusion that is lost on the people who managed not to struggle through 3rd grade.  (This 
is practically a Jeff Foxworthy routine: “If you get excited to see either Hot Dog or Soccer 
Dog, but canʼt tell if itʼs a dog or a movie…”)

Soccer Dog is quite bad.  It gives a bad name to B movies.  You will note that this stupid 
pet trick of a film (which aptly has the word “Dog” in the title) doesnʼt compare in popularity 
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or significance to the stupid pet trick of a basketball movie, Air Bud, or itʼs even crappier 
sequel set to a football theme, Air Bud II: Golden Receiver.  Whereas the latter two 
eventually will find their way to prime time network specials (the Buds grossed over $35 
Million combined), the Soccer Dog would be content with the 6 am TBS slot.  

I hate to harp on such an amazingly insignificant film, but Soccer Dog: The Movie starred 
English actress Olivia dʼAbo.  If this rings a bell it should because she also starred in The 
Big Green.  Why dʼAbo?  Why not an American actress?  Athleticism is not a problem for 
American actresses; Demi Moore scared us all as a Navy seal in G.I. Jane; Madonna, 
Rosie OʼDonnell, Geena Davis, Lori Petty and others made reasonable baseball players in 
A League of Their Own; Kathy Ireland kicked field goals in Necessary Roughness; Susan 
Sarandon knocked baseballs around in Bull Durham; Dina Meyer kicked ass in some weird 
football of the future thing in Starship Troopers and Sigourney Weaver did an eerie 
Charles Barkley impression in Alien Resurrection.  However, when youʼve got a soccer 
movie, only one actress will do and she ainʼt American (ironic isnʼt it, since American 
women dominate soccer).  American women know the score, donʼt do soccer; itʼs a worse 
career stigma than Hollywood Squares.

Bend it like Beckham has done absolutely nothing to change this perception, of course.

I also must point out that the Soccer Dog himself was not only allowed to play; he was able 
to advance the ball with his forelegs.  Is this not a violation?  Do you have to have hands 
to commit a “handball”?  If I were the opponent, Iʼd get a horse.  Heʼd stomp on Soccer 
Dog, and then score a goal.  Game over. 

So weʼre left with three major films.  Three lousy films.  And I do mean lousy.  Three.  
Since Pelé arrived, thatʼs close to one a decade.  Gee, thatʼs almost as common as soccer 
scoring.   Being such a small number of films, one would think that perhaps there was 
merit in showing the heart of soccer, some insight into why the world loves this game when 
Americans do not.  Have any of these three films at least shown a love for the game?  
Have they embraced soccer in a way that would capture our hearts?  Victory was the best 
of the three.  It was a WWII POW picture which introduced us to soccer as a come-from-
behind sport.  Itʼs funny how often art imitates surreality.  In Victory, the conglomerate of 
international prisoners actually decided at half time that instead of escaping from Nazi 
Germany, theyʼd rather try to make up a multi-goal deficit against a far superior team.  OK.  
The Nazis werenʼt exactly into the crossover dribble, the squeeze bunt or the prevent 
defense, so this film pretty much had to be about either soccer or track and field.  The Big 
Green was simply the Mighty Ducks on grass and Ladybugs didnʼt even seem to show a 
love for Jackeé, much less soccer.  Three major films, and not one seemed to try to show 
the United States what the World loves about soccer.  The Mighty Ducks, a lousy Disney 
film gave a far greater insight into why ice hockey is cool than any of these three films 
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gave insight about the mystery of soccer.   You people can call it coincidence; my people 
call it “maize”. 

Maybe Iʼm off in terms of number of films.  Maybe three films on soccer in three decades is 
a lot as sport films go.  Letʼs compare it to other sport films in that time: 

Baseball: Field of Dreams, The Natural, The Sandlot, Angels in the Outfield, Major League, 
Major League II, Major League III, The Bad News Bears, Bad News Bears in Breaking 
Training, Bad News Bears in Japan, The Babe, Bull Durham, Cobb, Eight Men Out, The 
Fan, A League of Their Own, Rookie of the Year, Mr. Baseball, Pastime, The Scout, The 
Sluggerʼs Wife, Stealing Home.  Thatʼs over twenty and Iʼm sure I didnʼt get them all.  Itʼs 
fair to say that soccer is not in baseballʼs league among Americans.  Let me add that many 
of these films were quite good, much superior to the Victory yardstick.

Football: Semi-Tough, The Longest Yard, Air Bud: Golden Receiver, Everybodyʼs All-
American, All the Right Moves, Black Sunday, Two Minute Warning, Gus, Jerry Maguire, 
Necessary Roughness, North Dallas Forty, Varsity Blues, Wildcats, The Waterboy.  Thereʼs 
a lesser pool here, but again, some of these films were good and Jerry Maguire was even 
a Best Picture nominee.  Jerry Maguire is not about football you say?  Yes, and Ernest 
Goes to Camp isnʼt about Ernest.

Basketball: One on One, Air Bud, The Air Up There, The Fish that Saved Pittsburgh, Blue 
Chips, Celtic Pride, Eddie, Forget Paris, Hoop Dreams, He Got Game, Hoosiers, The Sixth 
Man, Space Jam, Sunset Park, White Men Canʼt Jump.  Again, you might just be blown 
away by sheer volume.  Basketball is a very tough game to put on film because 1) Itʼs hard 
to recreate basketball drama and 2) Scoring a basket is not nearly as difficult a task as 
scoring a goal or a touchdown (especially when you see films like Space Jam in which 
every single shot is a dunk).  And yet, Hoosiers and Hoop Dreams are considered classic 
films.

Again, there films I am missing, or ones where the sport was featured but not central to the 
plot like Ace Ventura: Pet Detective and Basketball Diaries.   Also of note is many of these 
films are quite good.  You wonʼt find many people in the world who will praise the virtues of 
Victory, Ladybugs or the The Big Green, but you will find thousands who can talk at length 
about Hoop Dreams, The Natural, Bull Durham, The Longest Yard, Hoosiers, Jerry 
Maguire and Field of Dreams.  The bottom line is that soccer isnʼt replacing baseball, 
basketball or football in American hearts any time soon.

Hockey:  The Mighty Ducks, D2, D3, Slap Shot, Youngblood, Touch and Go, Sudden 
Death. Hockey is the #4 professional sport in this country (and itʼs not especially close to 
#3) and yet hockey still far, far outdistances soccer in popularity among United States 
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citizens.  You can tell exactly how large the disparity is by the receipts: The Mighty Ducks 
grossed $50 Million.  Itʼs sequel, D2 grossed $45 Million, Itʼs next sequel, D3, grossed $23 
Million.  The Big Green is basically the same film made by the same people (Disney) with 
a soccer theme.  It grossed $17.7 Million.  Thatʼs gotta keep American soccer fans up 
nights, huh?  Soccer is played by, quite literally, millions of American children.  Ice hockey 
is not.  But the kids know what they like, and soccer ainʼt it. American audiences would 
rather see the same stupid ice hockey film three times over than consider watching the 
soccer version.  Do your kids a favor; they obviously care nothing for soccer itself.  If you 
have to get them out of the house and doing something, let it be something else.

Go back in time a little.  Ice hockey was essentially a Northern or Canadian sport on this 
continent until Wayne Gretzky.  Wayneʼs impact cannot possibly be underrated.  Wayne 
introduced hockey popularity to people who never see snow.  In 1999, the Stanley Cup 
went to Dallas.  Dallas!  Dallas, quite a hockey hotbed, huh?  Name me an episode of the 
TV soap “Dallas” that mentions ice hockey.  Oh yeah, J.R. and Bobby would sit around 
Southfork and talk for hours about power plays and crosschecking.  Those of us who 
watched “dallas” know that it did mention football on several occasions.  Wayne Gretzky 
first made big headlines in the 80s. Pelé, Wayneʼs soccer equivalent, pre-dates him by 
quite a few years; Peléʼs introduction to North America pre-dates Wayneʼs coming out 
party by at least half a decade, and yet Americans identified with Wayne Gretzky.  Was it a 
racial thing?  Given that Wayneʼs rise mirrored Magic Johnsonʼs such canʼt be true.  Was it 
a nationality thing?  Wayne is Canadian, Pele is Brazialian.  There might be something 
there, but most citizens of the United States donʼt care about either country much.  Was it 
a language thing?  Hard to believe as Peléʼs English isnʼt bad, and he certainly has charm 
(charm enough to give him an acting role in Victory).  Yet ice hockey had an impact here 
that soccer never achieved.  Why?  Ice hockey is a better game.  It is that simple.  Ice 
hockey is far, far more interesting to play and view than soccer ever will be. 

Golf:  Tin Cup, Caddyshack, Caddyshack II, Happy Gilmore.  Not a large selection, but the 
films here are clearly better than the soccer pool.  Caddyshack is generally considered 
among the funniest films ever made (made AFIʼs top 100 Comedies List).   I personally find 
it Caddyshack mixed bag, but Iʼd watch Caddyshack II, its terrible sequel, fifty times over 
before Iʼd see Ladybugs again. 

Boxing: Rocky, Rocky II, Rocky III, Rocky IV, Rocky V, Raging Bull, Diggstown, The Great 
White Hype, Every Which Way But Loose, Any Which Way You Can, The Main Event.  
Even accounting for five Rocky films, soccer is no challenge to boxing for American 
appeal.

More movies, in general, have been made about boxing than any other sport.  This is 
hardly surprising: as a fictional topic, boxing makes a perfect metaphor for life.  In the 
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boxing ring, our hero can do physical battle with all of his non-human problems in the 
convenient form of a skilled, aggressive human opponent and then become defined by the 
experience (”winner”, “loser”, “champion”, “tough luck fighter”, “battler”, “glass-jaw”, etc.)   
The irony of this of course is that professional boxing in the present generation seems only 
to be a metaphor for Don Kingʼs hair (if you didnʼt see it, you wouldnʼt believe it).

Sylvester Stallone all by himself used boxing to defeat five different non-human 
opponents:  the deception of image (Rocky), yourself as your own worst enemy (Rocky II), 
complacency (Rocky III), the Cold War Soviet Union !?! (Rocky IV) and the frailty of aging 
(Rocky V).  Despite the different metaphors Sly presented us, all of these movies were 
essentially the same.  Hence American audiences preferred going to the same 
increasingly lame boxing film time after time after time long before asking Sylvester 
(”Signor Sequel”) Stallone to reprise his role as soccer goalie in Victory.

Horse Racing: The Black Stallion, The Black Stallion Returns, Caseyʼs Shadow, Hot to 
Trot, Let It Ride.  Thereʼs volume here without any appeal.  It still beats soccer by sheer 
numbers, especially when you consider all the movies that have scenes at a race track, 
like The Grifters, Popeye, A View to a Kill, On the Right Track and Who Is Harry Crumb?  
Of course, aside from The Grifters, none of those movies were any good, either.  (FWIW, 
in this century the movie Seabiscuit is considered a classic.  We still have yet to view the 
classic American soccer film.)

Auto Racing:  Cannonball Run, Cannonball Run II, Days of Thunder, Death Race 2000 
(another Stallone!), Greased Lightning, Gumball Rally, Six Pack.  Soccer has a challenge 
here.  Most of these films were made in the 70s, and none of them are any good at all 
(yeah, yeah, I hear you Gumball Rally and Greased Lightning fans).  Thatʼs comparable to 
our soccer pool.  Congratulations, soccer, you are as popular in artistic form to Americans 
as watching films about cars moving fast.  Man, thatʼs excitement.  I might have to lie 
down.  I think for an encore Iʼll watch that Blue Chips stock footage of Shaq dunking on 
actors.  Oooooh.   Too bad no one ever made a film about a homemade Hot Wheels track; 
it could compete with The Big Green.

You want to know where soccer stands with respect to auto racing?  Just look at Will 
Ferrell.  In 2005, he makes a lame comedy about being a soccer coach entitled Kicking 
and Screaming.  Itʼs a big dog and was forgotten easily.  The following year, he makes a 
lame comedy about being a race car driver:  Talladega Nights, the Legend of Ricky Bobby.  
If youʼre American, you know this film pretty well.  Odds are youʼve seen it.  As 
demonstrated by the popularity Talladega and Pixarʼs Cars, it would seem Americans are 
into car racing right now.  Whatʼs so great about auto racing?  Not much, but it does have 
one wonderful thing going for it – it isnʼt soccer.
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Soccer rates about even with another boring sport, cycling: American Flyers, Quicksilver, 
Breaking Away.  Now look, donʼt bother arguing here, even people who run, swim and bike 
finding afternoons watching such boring.  Itʼs OK.  Competing at a sport or even exercising 
has a much greater potential for interest than watching the sport itself.  Just because you 
cycle doesnʼt make you boring, but it sure as hell doesnʼt make cycling interesting to those 
who “just arenʼt doing it”.  These three cycling pictures are, by the way, much better films 
than the soccer pool as well.  Breaking Away is one of the best small American films ever 
made, and if you disagree with that statement, you probably havenʼt seen it.  Quicksilver 
and American Flyers were not good films, but they were Citizen Kane and Schindlerʼs List 
compared to the soccer pool.  

Thanks to two recent Prefontaine movies and Michael Douglasʼ Running, soccer also rates 
even with running.  Oh, youʼre in good company now, soccer.  Americans donʼt seem to 
care whether or not youʼre kicking a ball when youʼre running; theyʼll ignore your film just 
the same.

Soccer rates even with Chess!: Searching for Bobby Fischer, Fresh, Knight Moves.  Thatʼs 
good, isnʼt it?  “Chess fever, Catch It!”  “Chess: I still love this game!”  “Chess: the coolest 
sport on Earth played in the park by social outcastes.”  Chess isnʼt even a sport; 
Americans have no special love for chess and yet have invested as much in “chess as art” 
as “soccer as art”.   Soccer, as boring as watching chess?  You decide.

Soccer does indeed beat out: Professional Wrestling (No Holds Barred), although since 
the sport is fiction anyway, any movie would be redundant.  However, with the tremendous 
surge in Prime Time rasslinʼ on UPN, USA and TNT networks compared to the big zero of 
Prime Time soccer, itʼs fairly clear that Americans are now much more enchanted with 
professional wrestling right now than soccer (I just donʼt see Mia Hamm giving someone 
an eye rake on Prime Time no matter how much people pretended to enjoy the WWC).   
Soccer beats out: Volleyball (Side Out), X-Games (Gleaming the Cube and countless other 
insignificant skateboard and rollerblading movies), Ice Skating (The Cutting Edge), 
Bobsledding (Cool Runnings), Body Building (Pumping Iron, Pumping Iron II).  Soccer also 
managed to edge out in popularity sports that donʼt exist (Rollerball, BASEketball).  

Well congratulations soccer, while you clearly are not as popular in the United States as 
Baseball, Basketball, Golf, Football, Hockey or Boxing, you are equally as exciting as 
chess and/or watching the morning commute (Auto Racing, Cycling, Running); you also 
continue to be more popular, for the time being, than any sport which currently does not 
exist.  But give it time; Americans will take to Rollerball.   Itʼs definitely a comer.
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Chapter 3: Change the Channel, now!  
Things Americans Cannot Stand About Watching Soccer.

Snooooooooorrrrrre!

You canʼt begin to describe what Americans hate about this soccer without starting with the 
pace of the game.  Will something happen now, please?

You know this crap is boring.  Why not just admit it?  Have you ever seen an international 
crowd at a soccer game?  They sing, they dance, they party, they talk, they fight.  They do 
pretty much anything except watch the game thatʼs being played.  Why?  Because even 
they know itʼs boring.  Oh, Iʼm so sorry, I went to see the Baltimore Orioles play the other 
day and I forgot to bring my flag.  Youʼve got to believe that anybody who shows up to a 
sporting contest toting a musical instrument does not anticipate satisfaction with the 
entertainment value of the game.

Soccer is slow moving.  Soccer players stand around a lot.  They even mill sometimes.  
Soccer highlights are thin and nothing you havenʼt seen before.  Members of the general 
public can replicate soccer highlights with regularity.  Yeah, letʼs just see you do that alley-
oop dunk with your homie; letʼs see that 500 foot tape-measure home run; letʼs see that 
95-mph slap shot top shelf; letʼs see you hit the pin from 250 yards with a seven iron.  No, 
soccer is almost entirely unique in that any five-year old can replicate “kick the ball into the 
goal”.  No need for SportsCenter, Iʼve got a kickball and a garage.  

To be fair, studies have shown that when forced to watch soccer, Americans will more-
often-than-not prefer the slow moving non-green part of the screen.  This means, of 
course, that soccer is actually more interesting than watching grass grow, but not by much.  
Why does Andres Cantor have to scream “Gooooooooooolllll”?  To wake up the television 
audience, of course.  If you remind people that something happened, they may just show a 
mild amusement before flipping to “Pop-up Videos”.

Bill Graff, the coordinating producer of the Womenʼs World Cup on television, recently said 
in support of soccer as an exciting sport:  “We need to convince [American] people why 
[soccer] is so popular around the world.  A 1-nil game might have 15 scoring chances.  
Weʼve got to make people realize how close those scoring chances were.”  Thatʼs it?  Boy, 
did you blow your chance.  This country may never again pay attention to you for any 
reason and this is best you have to say about your sport, a defensive take that in itself 
points out exactly why Americans hate soccer.  You remind me of Roger Avery, who used 
his lone moment of public glory in accepting his Pulp Fiction writing Oscar with the 
immortal “I gotta go take a piss.”  Thanks, Roger.  Hereʼs rooting you never get to the 
podium again, and youʼre well on your way.  First of all, 1-0 (an extremely common soccer 
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final) is a bad final score in any sport.  Itʼs extremely unsatisfactory, even from the victorʼs 
point of view.  The day had exactly one highlight.  If you rooted for the losing team, you 
wasted your day; it had no highlights. 1-0 is why baseball invented the designated hitter.  
Donʼt give me that “saves are highlights” crap.  Ice hockey has highlight saves.  Soccer 
has “oh, the goalie was there” saves.  Then you point out that such a game could have as 
many as fifteen (15!), thatʼs fifteen whole scoring chances.  Tell me, whatʼs more 
interesting, 15 scoring chances or 15 actual scores?  There are ninety minutes in a soccer 
match.  Thatʼs one “scoring chance” for every six full minutes of play.  Thatʼs boring.  Canʼt 
you see that, Bill?  Six minutes for one lousy chance either way.  And thatʼs assuming the 
chance was good enough to recognize as a chance, or that you had as many as fifteen 
chances.  (How good could the chances be if only one goal was scored in the game?)  
Can you imagine waiting six minutes of real time for something even mildly exciting to 
happen?  Sorry, but thatʼs a lame argument.  

Do people get bored at baseball games?  Of course they do.  Thatʼs how “the wave” got 
invented.  But in baseball, as soon as something happens, the wave dies often never to 
return.  Soccer fans never cease making up their own entertainment during the game.  
They have to, otherwise they have to sit and watch and watch and watch….

[An aside on the wave:  people – stop doing the wave.  It is over; it is done; it is way passé 
with a capital “É”.  Like David Spadeʼs career, it was mildly amusing at first and gets more 
annoying with each new appearance.  Remember when they had “the wave” going in the 
late 80s at Wimbledon?  That was our own private joke, you know.  You see, not only had 
trite American culture leaked its way into the snottiest major sporting event on Earth, but 
you Brits were going along with something which had already grown tiresome across the 
pond, govʼnor.  

That was over a decade ago.  “The Wave” is now almost 20 years old and never got any 
better, cleverer or more fascinating.  Weʼve seen it.    Do you know what it says about you 
when you participate in the wave?  “I have the attention span of a five-year-old.  I canʼt 
wait for the overpowering sound system or the shiny diamond vision lights to amuse me 
after out number three.  I canʼt even hold up a conversation for more than three seconds 
without being bored of my own personality.  Hey, letʼs all do “The Wave”!  Then Iʼll be 
juiced!  Iʼll have something to crow about for the rest of the evening.”  As of this moment in 
time, “The Wave” demonstrates exactly one thing – its participants donʼt care about the 
sport being played.  Itʼs time to invent some new way to amuse yourself if youʼre bored.]

Look, I love baseball, but neither I nor anybody I know is going to insist that baseball is 
fast paced or a-thrill-a-minute, but when ball and bat make contact, the game does get 
interesting.  That is the main problem with soccer: the ball is constantly in play, and the 
action is no more interesting than the commercials at half time.  Many people find baseball 
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deathly boring, but you canʼt just take every positive aspect of baseball and assume that it 
applies to soccer for the same reason.  

Have you ever hears a soccer aficionado blowhard sound off when you call his sport 
boring?  Itʼs practically Shakespearean: Methinks the fan protests way too much.  Look, 
you know itʼs boring or you wouldnʼt get so hot under the collar.  Itʼs like when the 
government points out how efficiently it spends your tax dollar or when school 
administrators try to tell you that academic standards have not fallen, or when the NRA 
tells you that guns are not out of control in this country: the more you hear it, the more you 
think that even they donʼt believe it anymore.  Every time I got a lecture on my failure to 
understand the subtleties and intricacies of this boring pile-of-horse-manure sport, I would 
notice that the soccer fan in question was much more interesting in defending his point of 
view than doing anything else.

You might try actually watching the game.  You know what, if I were forced to go to a 
soccer game, Iʼd probably bring a musical instrument, too.

Guys Standing Around

You have got to wonder about the integrity of a sport in which there is walking while the 
ball is in play.  Standing can be a part of sport.  You have to hold a position.  You have to 
clear out for your top scorer to go one-on- one.  But you donʼt end up standing for long 
while the ball is in play.  Walking, however, has no part in team sport.  Thereʼs never a time 
in any other sport in which walking is acceptable.  You can jog to a position, but walk 
during a live ball in football, baseball or basketball and you will find your way to the bench 
quite soon.  In soccer, the ball is almost always in play, yet there remains plenty of 
standing and even more walking.  This is where the sport loses most people:  if soccer is 
exciting, why donʼt the people move constantly?  If soccer is tiring, why doesnʼt the game 
allow for more substitutions?  Even during the rare goal scoring times in soccer there is 
standing and walking going on.  As a fan of sport, I canʼt believe soccer allows so much 
standing and walking.  Hell, I can do that. Call me crazy, but when I pay for a ticket to a 
sporting event, I want to see things I canʼt do.  

Oh, My Leg.  I Think Itʼs Broken.  Oops.  My Mistake.  Sorry.

There are embarrassing moments in all sports.  There are things in every sport that only 
serve to detract from the integrity of the game.  There are times when you ask yourself, 
“Why isnʼt my sport more popular?”, you turn directly to these things.  In baseball, thereʼs 
the beanball.  In football, itʼs the unnecessary roughness penalty, in basketball, itʼs the 
flagrant foul, and in ice hockey itʼs the hockey fight.  All of these things are turn-offs.  They 
donʼt belong in sport, and -with the possible exception of the hockey fight- they only serve 
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to detract from your fan base.  Itʼs easy to see what all of these have in common: they all 
involve intent to injure another player.  Nobody wants that.

Thereʼs a twist to the ugly side of soccer: the egregious part of soccer is the fake injury, a 
moment that is worse than any of the above-mentioned embarrassments.  Often in soccer, 
a player will take a dive, especially at a critical point in the game. Soccer players are 
constantly writhing on the ground in “agony” only to get up and run around right after the 
penalty has or hasnʼt been called.  Why?  If the referee calls the foul on the opposing 
player, he gets a yellow card and the “injured” player gets free kick.  If an offending player 
gets two yellow cards, that player gets sent from a game without replacement and the 
team will play with a shorter number of players for the rest of the game.  Clearly, you can 
see the advantages to drawing a yellow card, right?  You can take your free kick and may 
even get an opponent thrown out of the game.  

So soccer players fake injuries just sparingly, right?  Just at key moments of the game?  
Not by a long shot.  There are at least a handful of dive nʼ writhes every game, especially if 
the game is important.  Some players will fake more than one injury during a game.  If you 
have multiple divers on both sides, you can have between ten and twenty fake injury 
acting jobs in a single game.  And, oh my, is the acting bad.  And you know itʼs bad 
because few humans actually injured in any sporting contest will wince and writhe.  If I can 
tell the guy is faking, you know the people on the field can tell.  Either that or you have to 
conclude that soccer players are the biggest wimps in sport.  Football players get injured 
every game – have you ever seen one grab where it hurts then wiggle around and groan?  
This happens a lot in soccer.  Every single soccer game has this moment of ugliness at 
least once.  If a football player (or rugby player for that matter) did this, it would be 
considered embarrassing; in soccer itʼs strategy.  

The spirit of poor sportsmanship can offer nothing as ugly as the soccer dive.  This 
particular game?  Not anywhere close to “Beautiful”.  And somewhere you have to ask 
yourself how hard is it to play defense in soccer when one side can constantly afford to 
lose a player to acting.  Take a player off the ice, the court, the football field and I 
guarantee a professional team will exploit that weakness instantly.  As terrible as the 
beanball, the flagrant foul or the hockey fight is, nothing is worse than the dive.  In the heat 
of battle and conflict in other sports, players do get injured.  Part of any contact sport is the 
understanding that you can get injured when you play.  Itʼs part of the game.  Amateur 
thespian drama is not part of sport.  It never should be.  Just imagine if sport were ruled by  
acting instead of aggression, athleticism and intelligence.  You can hear it now at the water 
cooler the day following a big game: instead of, “Oh, Hernandez got hurt yesterday, thatʼs 
really gonnaʼ hurt the team”, one would complain “Oh, Hernandez got that Juliard 
scholarship as a result of yesterdayʼs game, thatʼs really going to hurt the team.”  
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Do you know what the difference between practice and rehearsal is?  Practice is for 
athletes, rehearsal for actors.  When your sporting match ceases looking like an intense 
practice and starts looking like a dress rehearsal, you cross that fine line between real 
sport and professional wrestling.

Football actually has a penalty for bad acting.  When a kicker pretends that he has been 
hit on a play and tries to draw a call, the umpire may just issue an “unsportsmanlike 
conduct” penalty.  Fifteen yards.  Take that!  No one wants to see fake groaning even from 
the smallest player on the field.

You can actually sum up the American feelings on taking a dive in one lousy movie, The 
Mighty Ducks.  Early in to the film, Coach Emilio Estevez has his Ducks taking dives to 
draw penalties.  The result?  The opponents didnʼt like it; the players didnʼt like it; the fans 
didnʼt like it; the refs didnʼt like; the playerʼs parents didnʼt like it.  As silly as The Mighty 
Ducks is; that scene was a fair representation of our attitude towards the dive.  Americans 
would rather see a loss with some dignity than any gain made by such means.

“Aw, Come On.  I Was Too Fouled”

Thereʼs a great deal of whining in soccer.  Whining goes hand in hand with the “dive nʼ 
writhe”.  I donʼt like whining in any form.  I donʼt even like discussing it.  Suffice to say if 
you play soccer, look at the way athletes react in other team sports.  You will find a dearth 
of ref bating in comparison.  The referee is supposed be outside the action, not the central 
figure.  Why hasnʼt soccer learned that?

On this point I just have to know from you soccer fans out there: if you won a game 
essentially because of a blown call incited by cheating in the form of whining or a dive, 
would that satisfy you?  In other words, if you gained advantage through something that 
was entirely outside the realm of the actual game and that particular gain meant the 
difference between winning and not winning, would that satisfy you?  I have a real problem 
with this.  Personally, I could never feel satisfaction from an underhanded victory.  What 
the hell does that prove?  Why would you embrace such a cheapened victory?

Lack of Variety

Soccer has less variety than a GOP convention.  Kick, walk, whine, kick, walk, whine.  
Hey, hey, thereʼs something new!  Oh, my mistake, it was just the ball going out of bounds.  
Do you ever try to appeal to Americans?  We get bored with the NBA slam-dunk contest, 
you think soccer is going to keep our attention? 
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Soccer Lacks for Cool Moments

A three-pointer is cool.  A slam-dunk is cool (even cooler if slammed over somebody else).  
Most goals in ice hockey are cool.  A home run is cool.  A run back for a TD is cool.  Where 
are soccerʼs cool moments?  A goal?  Gimme a break.  Oh, look, the goalie is beaten; oh 
look the ball dribbled in.  Yippee.  Itʼs kind of funny really.  You can have a typical 
anticlimactic soccer goal, then take the same play in an ice hockey forum and on ice, with 
a stick, cramming that small piece of rubber past an armored guy who takes up 80% to 
90% of the visible goal, that same goal is really cool.  The penalty kick?  Please.  Penalty 
kicks would be cool were they not such crapshoots.  I.e. if the goal were smaller, or if the 
starting point was much further back, that might be cool.  

Actually, soccer has one and only one cool moment; and if youʼre a big fan and lucky, 
youʼll see it about once a decade: itʼs the backwards bicycle kick for a goal.  That is cool.  
But even then, if you knew it was coming and saw it live, the vast majority of you would still 
say, “Iʼd rather see Mark McGwire hit one 500 feet.”

The “Crotch Cover”

I leave the chapter on things Americans donʼt enjoy about watching soccer with the least 
ingratiating of them all, the crotch cover.  Is there an actual term for this?  Iʼm not quite 
sure, never having had the gumption myself to ask.  You know what Iʼm talking about, 
though.  When a foul is committed, the foulees get to have a free kick where the ball is 
placed at the spot of the foul and the offending team gets to go to town on defense.  If this 
free kick is anywhere near the goal, the opposing team lines all itʼs superfluous guys in 
between the ball and the goal to block a would be shot on goal.  As defenders it does them 
no good to stand back to the ball when the free kick happens, so they stand in a compact 
line shoulder to shoulder facing the ball and grabbing their crotches.  (I have not seen 
such a free kick in the womenʼs game; I should hope the ladies are less forward, to coin a 
phrase.)  

Apparently, the deal is that any opponent may just choose -instead of lining up a good shot 
on goal- to say, “screw it” and go for the opponentʼs collective family jewels.  The 
opponents donʼt seem especially concerned about the penalty that may occur should a 
defender actually be successful in protecting his crotch, although it does give new 
meaning to the term “hand ball”.  Now, Iʼm not sure of the rules on this, either, because it 
seems to me that if I had the free kick, I would keep aiming for the Johnson, inducing the 
hand ball penalty and moving towards the goal another ten feet or so.  There must be a 
rule saying in this unlikely event that the defender regains control because I have never 
actually seen the situation I have described occurring.
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In any case, itʼs sick-to-your-stomach ugly.  Americans tolerate, but donʼt like the crotch 
grabbing in baseball.  We donʼt like cup adjustments in other sports.  We barely tolerate 
them in stand up comedy routines.  If soccer could please do something about this we 
would be ever so grateful.  Thank you.
  

Chapter 4: Are You Joking with Me? 
Soccer Rules That Suck

Why the Rules of Soccer Suck 

Americans love rules.  This is ironic in that Americans think they donʼt love rules, because 
they do.  Lots of ʻem, the more the better.  Why?  Three reasons: 1) Rules empower 2) 
Rules promote equality and 3) Every American somewhere deep down likes to pretend 
heʼs Perry Mason.  Rules give strength to the weak.  Rules give benefits to those who 
have nothing.  The more rules, the more power gets donated to the people, the players.  
Think about it: what societies have the greatest problems with balance of power?  Ones 
with few (or one) rule(s): “what I say goes” (or something to that effect).  Even unfair rules 
promote power and equality because they give rise to the inadequacy of the present rule.  
Who hasnʼt seen a protest in the United States?  In this country, people can protest about 
anything, and I do mean anything.  Around the Bay Area, there were kids last autumn 
protesting the lack of scholastic standards in the community.  These were real kids; 
grammar school children aged 8 to 14 years old or so.  When you were a kid, did you give 
a damn what the teaching curriculum was?  Of course not; you just hated that there was 
one.  But in this country, kids now can protest it.  

In the United States, you will even find that there are some protests that donʼt end in 
violence.  Some cultures would find that amazing.  “You mean people argued in the streets 
over rights and rules and nobody was beaten, arrested, shot, etc.?  Whatʼs up with that?”  
Heated point of views?  Check.  Violently opposing opinions?  Check.  Young people in the 
streets?  Check.  Whatʼs the deal, do Americans have some modicum of decorum that the 
world lacks?  Of course not.  Simply put, we as Americans protest and argue so much as a 
people, we have learned to do so without it always ending in a fistfight, brawl or melee.  

Americans love to argue.  Itʼs no wonder that the United States leads the world in 
production, use and employment of lawyers.    We will argue about handgun law 
enforcement, illegal aliens and OJʼs defense.  Everybodyʼs got an opinion.  Everybody 
argues the rules.  The only thing better than arguing rules is making more rules to add to 
the potential for future argument.  Only the United States could have coined the phrase 
“ignorance of the law is no excuse”.  Only a society that has too many rules can tell its 
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individuals, “it doesnʼt matter whether or not you know the rules; you still have to abide by 
them.”

Our sports reflect our addiction to rules.  Have you ever seen a baseball rulebook?  Those 
things can come thicker than “the Unabridged Complete Works of Charles Dickens”.  The 
balk is about as obscure as baseball rules get.   There are, however, literally dozens of 
ways to commit a balk.  Umpires go to umpire school for years, then have years on the job 
training and, you know what?  A baseball umpire will still miss a rule from time to time, not 
misinterpret, not miss a call, just flat out miss a rule of play.  There are just too many of 
them.  The abundance of rules in baseball is similar to that in other American pastimes, 
like football and basketball and golf.

Golf !?!  Yes, golf.  Ever seen a golf rules handbook?  They can come an inch thick.  It 
seems amazing, doesnʼt it?  I bet I can get basic golf rules down to three sentences:

1. Using a regulation set of tools (”clubs”), starting at a set point, you whack at a 
stationary regulation ball (the whack is called a “stroke”) repeatedly using only the 
clubs until it goes into a hole (”cup”) marked by a flag some arbitrary distance away.

2. You may only hit a ball while it is stationary and in the field of play, which can vary in 
length, width, depth, ground cover and can be obstacle-laden; if your ball goes out of 
bounds, set it back in play where it went out, add a stroke and move on.

3. When your ball goes in the hole, count the strokes it took to get there, pick it up and 
place it at the starting point for hole #2; repeat the process until your ball has gone in 
eighteen (18) different cups.

Now I cheated a little with use of compound sentences, and there are many variations on 
the rules of out-of-bounds play, but you get the point.  There is no way that a golf rules 
book should be more than a pamphlet, but it is.  There are advanced, in-depth rules 
involving scoring, the signing of the scorecard, hazards, equipment, clothing(!), 
replacement pins !?!  There are actually rules about what with and how you have to 
replace your ball when getting it out of some other playerʼs way.  Why?  Because if there 
were not, we wouldnʼt have anything to argue about, and that just wonʼt do.

You have to understand that Americans believe that the strong, the swift or the tall should 
not always decide the contest.  We all believe that intelligence, used properly, is a sporting 
skill.  Manipulation of rules is an amazing equalizer.  The more rules you have, the better a 
chance is given to the guy who knows them all.  Strategy is at the heart of team sport.  
Manipulation of rules is at the heart of strategy.  Without rules, youʼve given the contest to 
people who donʼt have to think much on the field of play and you know what?  That blows.
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Which brings us back to soccer: youʼve got maybe seven rules in this sport and all of them 
suck.  Donʼt you see?  Americans need more rules like Clinton needs interns.  If youʼre not 
going to have peripheral appeal, the least you could do is throw in something for 
Americans to think about: like suppose there was a penalty for excess celebration of a 
goal, or suppose the goal does count if you donʼt go over a capture that corner flag fast 
enough, or suppose you outlawed ridiculous haircuts on the field of play.  Give us an 
argument, please.  Aw, forget it; letʼs discuss the few crummy rules soccer does have.

No hands allowed.

Look ma, no action.  It bothers me that this doesnʼt bother the world.  You actually 
compete in a sport that can be played just as well by somebody who doesnʼt have arms 
and you dare call such the “Worldʼs greatest sport”.   

The hands are manʼs most evolved muscular weapons.  Hands are intricate tools.  Hands 
are used in sport to push, throw, toss, pitch, pull, tag, hit, catch, block, punch, slide, lift, 
support, bend and a variety of other actions.  Soccer allows none of these.  Sports are 
generally based on hand-eye coordination as much as they are based on anything else.  
This one isnʼt.  Well, guess what?  Itʼs lame.  Literally.  Playing a sport without hands is like 
drinking water without a glass.  Itʼs like motorcycling without a helmet.  Itʼs like seeing a 
prostitute without a condom.  It might feel right for a little while, but if you think about it, itʼs 
just plain stupid.  

Every major American sport requires advanced hand use and abuse.  The most popular 
American hand sports are baseball, basketball and football, all of which require hand use 
as plants require sunlight.  After that comes hockey and golf and maybe tennis:  sports in 
which the weapon of choice is an extension of the hand.   Baseball, our national pastime, 
requires normal bare hand use, gloved hand use and extended hand use.  Americans also 
love boxing, auto racing, horse racing, wrestling and a ton of other arm and hand 
dominated sports.  It is very fair to say that Americans donʼt have a natural feel for games 
that severely restrict use of arm, hands and fingers. 

The Soccer Offsides Rule

This is the single worst rule in all of organized sport.  My hatred for this rule runs so deep 
that I cannot possibly cover it without giving the soccer offsides rule its own section.  See 
Chapter 6.
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Injury Time

When the clock is up, the game is over…or is it?  Why, no.  No weʼve turned a bad sport 
into a bad mystery.  Whereʼs the Goddamn Scooby Doo gang to find out how much time is 
left?  Oh, dang it, itʼs just Old Man Soccer masquerading in a “sports” suit.  And he would 
have gotten away with it, too, if it hadnʼt been for those meddling kids.

No, the clock never signals a gameʼs end in soccer.  Then we play a little thing I like to call 
“injury time”.  This is where the head referee thinks about how much time idiots spent 
pantomiming injury in the last forty-five minutes, and then he tacks that amount of time 
onto the game clock.  The trick is, nobody knows exactly how much time this represents 
except for this referee, and heʼs not about to tell anybody.  Is there even an argument here 
that this isnʼt stupid?  Do you really like not knowing how much time is left in the game?

Every, and I mean, every American team sport tries, in vain, to minimize the role of the 
official.  “Let ʻem play”.  Does that phrase ring a bell?  It means we prefer, and we much 
prefer at that, for the game to be decided by the participants, not the officials.  THE GAME, 
WHATEVER GAME, OUGHT TO BE DECIDED BY THE PARTICIPANTS.  When a game 
is decided by officiating, it cheapens the victory.  This isnʼt just a philosophy of mine; every 
American believes this.  This is why the NFL has “Instant Replay” rulings.  This is why 
more sports will adopt camera usage – minimizing the role of the referee is one of the 
most important equalizers a sport can strive for.  So, here we are with soccer, which 
blithely ignores convention and says, “not only are we going the give the referee entire 
power over the clock, we are going to give it to him at the most critical time in the game”.  
Do you see what idiocy this is?  Clock management is key strategy in any sport that 
requires a clock and here we are with a sport that has denied that exact piece of strategy 
at the most critical time of the game.  

Look, soccer fans, doesnʼt that embarrass you just a little bit?

Lack of Time-outs

Another critical part of clock management strategy is ability to stop the clock, which you 
canʼt do in soccer.  You canʼt stop it, and you canʼt rethink your plan as a team at any other 
time other than half-time.  I kid that soccer is for the feeble-minded, but come on.  Are you 
telling me you would rather play a sport where you canʼt sit down as a team and discuss 
strategy at a key point in the game?  Yes, yes, Iʼm quite sure that you soccer players are 
just soooooo smart that you donʼt need the time-out.  You all just naturally see the flow of 
the game and move to compensate as you see fit as a team.  Thatʼs just so very likely.  
And Iʼm quite sure that you all just immediately switch in unison to a different offensive or 
defensive strategy at a momentʼs notice to fool the other team.
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Do you know what Americans see?  The status quo in any soccer match is no scoring.  No 
matter what you do, the likelihood of scoring is still incredibly poor, so thereʼs no point in 
calling time-out, hence this sport may as well not have any.  Either that or youʼre all just 
trying to cover the fact that this sport is damn boring by never having a break in the 
“action”.  Weʼre not fooled.  And we need a bathroom/refrigerator break.  Now!  Hell with it, 
Iʼm switching to a sport which does have commercials.

The time out is an important piece of sporting strategy.  When you take the ability to call a 
time out away, you take strategy away.  Hence, you decrease the integrity of the sport.  Iʼm 
surprised soccer doesnʼt understand that.

Limited Substitutes

In all competitive soccer there is a limitation on the number of substitutes you can have 
during a game, usually its three maximum, but if you ever see an international game where 
a team uses more than one, you will stand a take notice.  

Is this a team game or isnʼt it?  Substitutions, too, are a key part of most every team sport.  
Most every team sport that is except soccer, apparently.  I suppose tug-of-war has limited 
substitutions.  Congratulations, soccer; youʼve beaten tog-of-war on the complexity scale.  
Again, this strikes at the heart of strategy.  Team sport means using all of your personnel.  
Soccer means using only the guys that were there at the start.  

Truth is, I donʼt think limited substitutioning such a horrible rule except for the implications.  
I mean there is something to be said for a sport in which you go start to finish without a 
break and youʼre there for the duration with the same guys that were there at the 
beginning.  Letʼs, however, look at those implications: 1) Soccer isnʼt complicated enough 
to want for strategies involving bench personnel and specialists, 2) Soccer isnʼt demanding 
enough physically to require constant substitutions and 3) the skills in soccer are not 
varied enough to demand specialists.  

Specialism is hardly an American concept.  It is a mere acceptance of human behavior: 
there are some things youʼre good at and there are some things Iʼm good at.  When used 
in combination, one boss, hopefully, can get the most out of both of us.  In the very least, 
even if you didnʼt believe in specialism, you might think soccer should allow substitution to 
speed up its God-awful slow pace.  Thatʼs why ice hockey is so impressive; if you left the 
same six out there for an hour, the game would get damn slow, and pretty boring.  Goalies 
would rule.  Having no concept of bench play or contribution from sidelined players 
whatsoever, again, takes away from team strategy.  Conclusion, again, is that the integrity 
of the game is compromised.
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If a baseball team finishes with the same nine as it started with, youʼre going to guess that 
either it was an easy victory, or the coach was just stupid.  A basketball team that plays 
only five clearly has no bench.  No hockey or football team would dare play the same guys 
all the time.  In soccer a lack of substitution is part of the game.  What are the rest of us to 
think?  Iʼve said it already: the game ainʼt advanced enough to demand subs.    

The Yellow Road of Destruction

Yellow card today, yellow card tomorrow; you canʼt play the next game after that.  What the 
hell kind of rule is that?

Congratulations, youʼve managed to penalize the player for behaving poorly in such a 
manner that 1) no immediate lesson is learned and 2) an arbitrary opponent (and not 
either of the first two opponents he actually fouled) is rewarded.  

If you are serious about the yellow card violation, letʼs put some real weight behind it, 
hmmmm?

The Penalty Kick Championship

We now come to the crown jewel of bad soccer rules.  I personally think the offsides rule is 
much worse, but the penalty kick solution is the definitive, quintessential, undeniable, 
universal, horseʼs-ass epitome of sports idiocy.  And you know what?  Almost everybody in 
the world thinks so, too, including those who play soccer.  

For the uninitiated, when an important soccer game ends tied  (gee, that never happens), 
the winner is settled upon by a series of penalty kicks in which five players from each side 
take turns kicking the ball into the goal from an unbelievably close distance past an often 
helpless goalie.  Unlike hockey, in which the goalie stands a fighting chance, the odds of 
scoring on a penalty shot in soccer are amazingly good because the goal is the size of 
Mount Everest compared to the size of the goalie.  

Anybody who has ever seen the penalty kick competition will note that the goalie dives 
randomly to the right or left when the ball is kicked, demonstrating exactly how absurd this 
ritual is as a conflict resolution for a sport that involves any kind of skill.  Most people who 
have seen this pariah will even note that there exist a few places in the goal target area 
that the goalie simply cannot reach in between the time you kick and the time the ball 
crosses the goal line.  This means, in turn, that no matter where a goalie dives to reach for 
the ball, there will always be goal areas out of reach.  If you play this sport for a living, you 
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should be able to find these spots (especially the upper right and left hand corners of the 
goal box) on a regular basis.  

How much of a crapshoot is the penalty kick?  There was a story shortly after the World 
Cup last year that Prince Charles in a charity event netted a penalty kick at the hands of 
one of Englandʼs best goaltenders.  Prince Charles?  Perhaps the most astonishing bit 
was that this wasnʼt news.  Think about that: Prince Charles beats his countryʼs best in a 
sport England takes pride in and nobody makes a big deal of it.  You canʼt even find this 
story on the net.  Can you imagine Bill Clinton … no, thatʼs not fair; Bill got to be where he 
is by election, not birthright.  I need another comparison subject – some awkward, goofy 
looking American whose absurd but waning popularity is owed almost entirely to who bore 
him and not any personal talent.  I know: Pauly Shore.  Can you imagine Pauly Shore 
hitting a Roger Clemens fastball?  Completing a pass against the Denver Broncos 
secondary?  Scoring on Shaquille OʼNeal?  Faking out Mike Richter?  Screw that, can you 
imagine Pauly Shore hitting above .100 at any minor league level or running the option 
against a small college football team?  Of course not, the idea is ridiculous; our sports 
require skill.  

Many sportswriters have compared the penalty kick shootout as dispute resolution with 
settling the World Series with a home run contest or settling the NBA finals with a free 
throw contest.  I think the writers are being kind; at least those actions require a bit of skill.  
Clearly, anybody on the planet who can wobble forward on his or her own two feet stands 
a chance of beating any goaltender with a penalty kick.  This is no slight on international 
soccer goaltenders; itʼs a slight on the ridiculous nature of the penalty kick.

MLS fans hatred of the shootout led to a ban on the penalty kick resolution for the 2000 
season.  Of course, these fans prefer the “tie” ending.  There is no accounting for taste.

Warning: Numbers Ahead

Quite frankly, I canʼt believe any pro ever misses a penalty kick.  This ainʼt a free throw.  
The diameter of a basketball rim is 18”, the diameter of a basketball is 9”; this means that 
the surface area of the largest basketball cross-section is 1/4th the surface area of the rim.  
The diameter of a soccer ball is about 8.8”, the dimensions of the soccer goal frame are 
eight feet by twenty-four feet.  Taking the largest cross-section of a soccer ball, itʼs still 
1/460th the size of the soccer goal.  1/4th vs. 1/460th ?  A free throw looks like a parlor trick 
compared to that.  Yeah, thereʼs a guy in the way, but I defy that guy to cover even as 
much as 35% of the goal in the time it takes to kick a penalty shot.  A penalty shot is kicked 
from a distance of thirty-six feet, or just over half the distance between the mound and 
home plate in a baseball game.  A pitched major league baseball takes less than one-half 
second to reach its destination.  Being larger and filled with air, a soccer ball is obviously 
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going to travel slower, but it has a much shorter distance to go; this is a conservative 
estimate, but letʼs say it takes one-half second from kick to goal line penetration.  Now letʼs 
say the goaltender is the fastest man on Earth, traveling as fast as humans can travel 
without vehicles.  Whatʼs the fastest man can go?  About 10 meters per second, right?  
(Whatʼs the Worldʼs best in the hundred-meter dash, approximately 10 seconds, right?)  
That means in one-half second a sprinter of this type can travel five meters or roughly 
sixteen feet.  Take this sixteen feet times the manʼs height –roughly six feet – for two-
dimensional goal coverage and you get 96 square feet of area covered in one-half second.  
The area of the plane of the goal is 192 square feet.  So, roughly, the fastest man on 
Earth, traveling as fast as men travel, can only cover 50% (96/192) of the goal in that time 
span.  And thatʼs being damn generous.  You think that guy is going to get a ball placed 
where he was at .1 seconds? .2 seconds?  What sprinter stops on a dime?

There are spots no goalie can reach in a goalie box in such a short period of time.  If the 
worldʼs fastest man canʼt get ʻem all, how do you expect a normal goalie to do so? How do 
you even expect an expert goalie to do so?  No goalie will ever be able to cover the 
corners, especially up in the goal box on a penalty kick.  It is physically impossible starting 
from the center position.  Now I know what youʼre thinking, “Itʼs damn difficult placing a ball 
in the upper right or upper left corners.”  Damn right.  It sure is.  I bet itʼs a serious bitch.  
But, you know, I donʼt play soccer for a living.  I donʼt play soccer and certainly donʼt get 
paid for playing that game.  But you better believe that if all I did was play soccer for a 
living, and I played it a lot, for money, and benefitted talent-wise as an adult from the 
egregious amount of time Iʼd spent playing it as a youth, Iʼd get pretty damn good at 
finding those corners with a stationary ball.  Think golf.  Think ice hockey.  Ice hockey 
players get to a point where they can place a puck in any corner of the goal from a 
distance.  Theyʼve become experts at their sport.  What does soccer lead me to believe?  
There are no professionals?  You donʼt care about your sport enough to learn the finer 
points of ball placement.  Thatʼs just silly.

Some guys, even in big competitions, miss the goal entirely on the penalty shot.  Oh my 
God is that feeble!  (See: Baggio, Italy)  Iʼm not sure I can adequately describe how lame 
that is, but Iʼll try.  Almost every World Cup team is a soccer-loving nation.  Of that nation, 
of every man, child, drone and assorted other folk, of all the hoards of soccer playing fools 
around, only about twenty are chosen to represent the country for their soccer skills.  Of 
those twenty or so, only five (presumably the best five) will ever be asked to take penalty 
kicks against an international team.  We are talking about men for whom soccer is life; 
soccer is their art, their devotion, their calling.  These are men who are expected to be on 
the soccer field at every moment they donʼt spend eating or sleeping.  These guys should 
be practicing penalty kicks every day; in their dreams, in their mirages.  They spend hours 
and hours of practice time daily honing their skills.  But here we have guys who miss the 
box, all 192 square feet, 460 times as big as the ball, entirely.  This is like going to the 
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NBA all-star game, picking out the five best free-throw shooters, and having one airball his 
attempt.  Pathetic.

In Los Angeles in 1994, the World Cup was indeed settled by penalty kicks.  I canʼt think of 
a more depressing way to end a sporting tournament of any kind.

The Scoreless World Cup Champion

Among the greater absurdities on the planet is that a country can take home the World 
Cup without actually providing any offense.  Thatʼs right, a team need never have to 
advance the ball beyond midfield during the entire tournament and still win the most 
coveted sporting trophy on the planet.  Now thatʼs stupid.

How do you do this, you ask?

Step one is qualifying for the World Cup.  Albeit, this takes some doing, especially in 
Europe, where every country is soccer crazy for no known reason.  

Once qualified for the World Cup tournament, you need three things to make this possible:  
1.  An outstanding defense.  2.  Five (5) automatic penalty kick strikers and 3.  A little luck 
in your Group draw.

One and two above arenʼt nearly as difficult to achieve as it sounds.  If defense is all you 
care about; soccer is the most generous sport on the planet in that arena.  For World Cup 
standards, you take a good defense and then you tell all of your players to play defense 
for the entire game.  If you sacrifice offense entirely, there is almost no way an opponent 
can score; itʼs hard enough to score when youʼve got a man or two man advantage.  

Towards the achievement of the second objective, all you have to do is find the five best 
people in the country at penalty kicks, and simply drag them out when itʼs time to break a 
tie.  Any country on the planet can find five guys who can score penalty kicks at will; it is 
not a difficult enough skill so that it couldnʼt be perfected by a ton of people who donʼt 
actually play soccer very well.  You run, you kick, you score.  The only difficult part is 
reading the goalie well enough to put it past him (but as stated already – there are places 
in the goal no goalie can cover starting from a set position; if your entire life is penalty 
kicks, finding these spots on a regular basis should become childʼs play).  In this country 
alone, there are many more than 100 different people who have hit 100 or more 
consecutive free throws in gyms or garages.  You probably know one.  Perfecting one skill 
of this nature is not nearly as difficult as finding the people who have perfected the skill.
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After that, all you need is luck.  Your group draw has to contain one dominant team, your 
team and two lesser but equal-with-each other teams.  As so many draw can be described 
this way, that part doesnʼt even sound so difficult.  Hereʼs how it works:  letʼs call the 
dominant team A, your team is B, and the two remaining are C and D.  In the round robin 
to get to the playoffs: your team pulls a 0-0 tie against everybody else.  Team A beats team 
C and team D head-to-head, assuring their spot in Round #2.  If team C and team D tie 
each other, then team B, your team, advances on the basis of three points (all ties) to two 
points for both team C and team D (two ties each).  The World Cup always allows for two 
playoff qualifiers out of each Group of four teams.  

The next part is simple.  You have four consecutive playoff games; you tie each game 0-0 
and advance on penalty kicks (in the final, you win with penalty kicks).  There you have it.  
You didnʼt score any goals in the context of the game of soccer; you might not have even 
played offense and you win the World Cup.

This is absurd, you say?  This is a mockery of World Cup rules, you say?  How absurd is 
it?  Could this ever really happen?  Of course it could.  We have already seen teams 
advance to the second round of the World Cup without winning a game.  We have already 
seen a team win the final of the World Cup without scoring in regulation or overtime.  We 
have seen plenty of World Cup playoff games in which the winner took the contest on 
penalty kicks following a scoreless tie.  In 1998, eventual champion France barely beat 
sorry-ass Ecuador in a first round playoff.  Those guys were in scoreless tie-land five 
minutes away from penalty kicks to decide who advances.  The strategy above simply 
combines elements that we have already seen.  Scoreless ties happen all the time in 
soccer, especially at the World Cup level.

And you know what?  This will happen, eventually.  Itʼs just a matter of time before a team 
perfects this cynical strategy.  The only thing that discourages it are the qualifying rounds 
to get to the World Cup require you to score a goal at some point (only because no 
qualifying round accepts top 50%). I have not so much described a situation as predicted 
the future assuming no changes in World Cup rules.  In fact, were the World Cup played 
yearly, this scenario would have already taken place.  The only reason it hasnʼt is small 
sample size.  You get enough tournaments and you find a team or two relying entirely on a 
very good D.  The scenario is far more likely than any which sees a team win each playoff 
by three or more goals.  Now that never happens.

Could you imagine winning the World Series without ever reaching first base? or the 
Stanley Cup without ever scoring a goal?  You can win the Superbowl without advancing 
the ball offensively; but you still have to come up with points somewhere.  That game will 
never be decided by field goals; no American would ever want to see that.
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In June of 2000, in the Gold Cup, a womenʼs soccer match between the United States and 
Brazil ended in a tie.  This match needed a victor to determine playoff brackets.  Instead of 
going to penalty kicks or overtime, the match was actually settled with –get this—a coin 
flip.  As asinine as this gesture was (no sporting event of any kind, not even a division IV 
JV High School basketball game, should ever be decided by a flip of the coin), I admire its 
integrity.  The penalty kick conclusion actually has the pretense that pure soccer skill or 
something besides random chance decides the victor.  Thereʼs a brutal honesty in a coin 
flip; it says, “this is just as likely a method of determining the better team as any other.”  I 
agree, now if we could only get important soccer matches to go on indefinitely until thereʼs 
a winner in the context of the actual game. 

The simple truth is:  Soccer always gets more conservative as the games get more 
important.  The more conservative the play, the more likely the game will be settled by an 
artificial tie-breaker which entirely defeats the purpose of having played the game in the 
first place.   And you want to sell this garbage to the American mentality?  Good luck.

Chapter 5: Do You Want Americans to Hate this Sport? 
How soccer fails to jive with our culture

No scoring.

Please see the chapter entitled: “if two teams donʼt score in an empty stadium, was the 
game actually played?”

Ties

Humorist Abe Martin once quipped, “a tie is like kissing your sister”.  Soccer is like making 
out with her, then feeling her up. 

There are more ties in soccer than in any other team sport.  And itʼs a God-awful boatload 
more as well.  Ice hockey had more ties (although never in games of any importance) than 
any other non-soccer sport before it adopted its lame sfhoot-out rules.   Basketball and 
baseball never, ever end in ties, of course.  But a tie is about four times as likely in soccer 
as it was in hockey even before the shoot-out rules.  Ugh.

I canʼt believe there are cultures that are truly fond of ties.  At the end of the day, a tie 
leaves you nowhere; you neither gained nor lost ground.  You have no victory to show for 
your effort, and you have less incentive to work harder the next time.  If you were the 
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better team coming in, you are disappointed, if you were the underdog, you are happy but 
left with an empty feeling of how close you came to pulling off the upset.

Let me describe the people who like ties:  they refer to jail as a “learning experience”, they 
appear on Wheel of Fortune, misread “teletubbies” as “telecubbies” and still praise their 
consolation prize of the year supply of Rice-A-Roni; they get yelled at by Judge Judy and 
say, “hey, at least I got on TV”.  I am not among them.  Most Americans are not among 
them.  Baseball is our national pastime for many good reasons and among them is one of 
the most important: no ties, youʼre playing until this thing ends.

Does soccer fear resolution?  Does it fear that the game will never end if left to play until 
there is natural resolution?  I think thereʼs something to that thought: it is quite evident that 
the soccer goalie is way underworked; perhaps soccer fears that the longer a game goes 
on, the less likely it is to have resolution.  After all, the goalie remains strong while the rest 
of the players tire.  But at the end of the day, how could you be satisfied with a tie?  Billions 
of people who are not Americans have no trouble sleeping on it.  That disturbs me.  A lot.

A tie simply misses the American attitude.  We have a real need in this country to separate 
“winners” from “losers”.  That might well be a flaw in who we are as a people.  But failure 
to understand it is sickening.   Our national hatred of the tie is not going to change until the 
micro-personnel evaluation philosophy of the United States changes.  [Hint: itʼs not going 
to happen in your lifetime.]

Endurance

Endurance.  Americans donʼt care a lick about it.  Soccer is clearly based on it.  Soccer 
has limited substitutions, no time outs, continuous play, long draughts of inactivity between 
games, etc.  This sport was clearly meant to be about endurance.  Well, thatʼs fine, but 
youʼll never sell it to Americans.

As members of the United States, we donʼt care at all how long youʼve been playing 
whatever youʼre playing unless you break a record, like Cal Ripken, Jr.  Endurance means 
nothing to us.  Length of continuity means even less.  Americans flip stations during a 100-
meter dash.  Some folks call it “short attention spans”; I prefer to think of Americans as 
“highly discerning information diluting machines”.  An American male can determine within 
a split second whether or not a show is worth watching.  So youʼd better show us our 
sports in sound bites, because we arenʼt going to put up with a production number.

Donʼt believe me?  What are the classic endurance sports of the world?  The marathon, 
the 10,000 meters, the Tour de France, the Americaʼs Cup.  As an American, do you give a 
shit about any of these sports?  Really?  Of course not.  Theyʼre repetitive.  Theyʼre slow.  

Soccer Sucks by Jim McManus                                                                                                                                       33



They take hours to end without breaks.  If youʼre an average American, you canʼt even 
name somebody who has competed in any Olympic 10,000 meter event.  Ever.  Do you 
know who Frank Shorter is?  He won gold medals in consecutive Olympic Games in the 
marathon.  Gold medals in consecutive Olympics .  Thatʼs damn impressive.  And youʼve 
never heard of him.  Do you know who Kirt Manwaring is?  “Yeah, a catcher, bounces 
around a lot; I think heʼs with the Rockies.”   There is no reason that you should know Kirt 
Manwaring ahead of Frank Shorter.  Thereʼs no reason you should know Kirt Manwearing 
ahead of anyone on the planet Earth unless you married the guy, or heʼs your father.  On 
the list of Americans of accomplished athletic achievement, Kirt is just about 100,000 spots 
below Frank.  But youʼve heard the name, why?  Frank is a marathoner; Kirt plays 
baseball.  

Even a slow baseball player can circumnavigate the bases in fewer than twelve seconds.  
We want action, now, then a break.  We love our sports like that, in twelve-second or less 
sound bites.  Football is perfect for Americans: one play, then stop, think about it, and do 
another play.  Baseball, of course, is like that, too.  Basketball is continuous, but the lull of 
the point guard dribbling the ball up court in between possessions is like your break 
between 12-second moments.  Ice hockey is continuous; gee, guess whatʼs number four 
(or lower) on our collective preferred reader list?  Soccer, of course, is continuous play, 
with almost no sound bites.  You probably couldnʼt appeal less to Americans on that score 
alone.

Statistics

I donʼt even have to explain this one.  Americans love ʻem and soccer ainʼt got none.  Oh, 
sorry, I really get juiced retaining information on Yellow Card offenses.  I just love knowing 
the number of “caps” a guy has.  Football bothers many Americans because most of the 
guys on the team donʼt collect any statistics.  So you know what we do?  We make 
statistical stuff up for football.  We do this especially for players that donʼt have garden 
variety statistical information, like linemen; we talk about height and weight and how fast 
they run the 40 and how many “pancakes” theyʼve had this year (number of times a 
blocker has put his opponent on the turf in the course of a play).  After that, we actually do 
count the number of pancakes a lineman has eaten this year.

Baseball is nothing but statistics:  how many and how fast and what percentage and how 
long and how young and such.  The whole sport is a daunting, mind-numbing mountain of 
compiled statistical information.  Even statisticians have said “enough!” to baseball from 
time to time.  In Major League Baseball, anything that can be counted, boxed, studied, 
compiled is actually counted, boxed, studied and complied by somebody with a really 
lousy job.  Iʼm not going to go into detail here, because if youʼre reading this book and 
donʼt know what I mean, you really should get your head out of a box.  
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Love of statistical information is part of the American experience.  Soccer has, at present, 
no way to penetrate that love.

Means to an End Concept of American Sport

This one is subtle.  If you look carefully, youʼll notice that all of the team sports Americans 
love are means-to-an-end kind of sports.  There are few do-overs; there are few wasted 
efforts.  There are few moments that are done without distinct purpose.  A player dribbles 
and passes to get his team a better shot.  The batter hits always in an effort to drive a run 
in.  The quarterback always tries to drive the team downfield with every play.  Even in 
hockey, every pass is made to get a better shot on goal.

And then thereʼs soccer.  Man this sport sucks.  In soccer, we have all sorts of marginal 
efforts; passes and moves made just to be made with no goal in mind.  Why the hell do 
you make a pass just to make a pass?  Why play ʻkeep awayʼ?  What is the point of that?  
Most of soccer looks like advanced loitering.  If you just shortened the halves to maybe 
twenty minutes, youʼd get all the action, with a minimum of idiocy.    

The problem is the satisfaction of a tie.  Soccer ends in so many ties, because a tie is, 
apparently, an ideal fallback position, and itʼs just so darn easy to attain.  You see, if youʼre 
satisfied with a tie, the energetic exertion that resulted in failure to achieve victory really is 
failure, itʼs wasted energy.  Soccer is unique in this convoluted belief that a tie, which is the 
easiest achievement in the game, is worthwhile.  With that in mind, any ambitious mindset 
can easily be turned towards the commonplace.  This would all end if you made soccer a 
play-until-someone-wins sport.  Then you would see the means to an end of which I 
speak.  

All or Nothing Concept of American Sports

Americans love a sport in which you are either out or safe, in bounds or out of bounds, the 
run went for a gain or a loss, the shot was good or it was not.  Americans especially love a 
gameʼs outcome, win or lose, hanging on one play.  How many times have we seen this 
theme in the movies, where the big game is riding win or loss on the very last pitch, batter, 
play, etc.?  The Natural, Little Big League, Hoosiers, Major League, Major League II, The 
Longest Yard, countless others.  Americans donʼt wish to see movies with ambiguous 
outcomes.   Americans donʼt wish to see sporting contests or plays within them with 
ambiguous outcomes.  Americans want the win or loss finale; they distinctly donʼt wanna 
see a game whose outcome rides on a win or a tie. 
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Contradictory Nature of the Sport

If soccer is about endurance, why end the game to settle an even score with a tie-breaker?  
Listen, if even a small part of what makes a soccer player great is endurance, then letʼs 
see who lasts the longest.  Play these damn things until somebodyʼs legs fall off.  Soccer 
matches are –generally- once a week.  Thatʼs not too long to recover from quadruple 
overtime.  Ask NHL players; in the playoffs, they might have to do that with only one day 
rest.

Fan Violence

I am convinced that people just donʼt know how to riot properly in the United States.  Did 
you know that you actually have to do research on international soccer fan violence, 
because it is such a turn-off in the US that newspaper writers rarely bother covering it 
much anymore?  Did you know that idiot soccer fans were arrested daily just for being 
drunken violent louts during the World Cup of 1998?  The United States hosted the World 
Cup in 1994, where were all the drunken riotous idiots then?  As Americans we must face 
the possibility that we are doing something seriously wrong by treating sports as amusing 
diversions instead of turf wars.

Soccer Televises Poorly

If you want to sell it to the American public, you actually do have to sell it to the American 
public.  We need advertisement, we need timeouts, and we need to see more players on 
the screen during action.  

Itʼs not just that Americans need their bathroom breaks.  We need a break in the action 
allows you to discuss the game, who has played well, who has been outplayed, what 
strategies are working and so on.  Do you know what message it sends to Americans 
when your sport has no timeouts?  “Your sport has no strategy” and “there is never a 
reason to talk something over with your team.”  Honestly, you either have to take the tack 
that soccer is played by the worldʼs smartest people, who as a unit can shift strategy on 
the fly at a momentʼs notice, or you must concede that there really isnʼt much to this game 
because there, apparently, is never a reason to get everybody on the same page of the 
playbook.   

As for the former opinion, oh yeah, Diego Maradona is a freakinʼ genius; heʼs serious 
Mensa material, that guy.  Soccer is obviously ruled by the big brained.  Thatʼs not fair to 
Diego – how is he really all that different from any other athletic superstar?  Nobody is 
going to convince me that Pelé is any smarter than Michael Jordan, nor than any of Peléʼs 
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Brazilian teammates is any smarter than Michaelʼs Chicago Bulls.  And yes, I include 
Dennis Rodman when I say that.

Lack of Marketable Stars

Speaking of Diego Maradona…

Hey, why is it that soccer is the most popular world sport and yet no soccer player in the 
world is half as big as either Michael Jordan or Tiger Woods?  Yeah, Iʼm sure itʼs all Nike.  
Look, Iʼm sure Bebeto or Romario or Pokemon or Tostito are the talk of Brazil, but in this 
country their popularity lags far behind guys who never fulfilled their potential: Brian 
Bosworth, Bo Jackson, etc.

Padding

Thereʼs a simple rule to pads:  all or nothing.  You go all out, get some sort of body armor 
because your sport calls for it, or you donʼt.  Thereʼs no in-between.   Thereʼs no call for 
“just shin pads”.  Itʼs a terrible fashion statement and it makes soccer look one-dimensional 
and wimpy.

Americans actually have a great deal of respect for rugby.  Lot of contact in that-there 
rugby.  And no pads.  That is manʼs man sport.  You lose us, however, when start talking 
about football players as wimps because they wear all the pads.  American football (or 
“gridiron”) is a much different game.  American football is the following: imagine the 
biggest, meanest, fastest, angriest, most aggressive man you have ever met in your 
lifetime making it his sole business in life to break whatever piece of you he can get a hold 
of.  And then a whistle blows, and then he and ten of his muscular aggressive friends get 
to rest and do it all over again and again for three hours and change.  The “rest” part is the 
key.  Thereʼs no rest in rugby; thereʼs no incentive for especially aggressive play in rugby, 
youʼll plain just wear yourself out.  In football, you have to wear the pads.  In every single 
game strong, tough, fast, built mean guys wear the pads and get injured anyway.  Now 
that is a manʼs man sport, too.

Uncompetitive 

Nothing turns off the United States like a failure to corner the market, and thatʼs certainly 
the case here.  Note, however, that the United States is not uncompetitive because it has 
not the ability to be competitive; the United States pours all of its energy into sports that 
are not soccer.  This isnʼt propaganda.  You know itʼs true:  the United States produces the 
best athletes in the world by any standard which youʼd bother judging athletes.  If we arenʼt 
competitive at soccer, you better believe something else is going on.  And it is, constantly.   
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Read more in Chapter 11.

The World Cup is Olympic in Nature

You would think that being Olympic in nature would be a good thing, hmm?  Especially if 
you wish to appeal to an American crowd.  We kick ass at the Olympics.  We have for 
almost a century now.  The funny part about it is that as successful as American have 
been at the Olympics, we donʼt really care about them. 

Seems an amazing statement, doesnʼt it?  Let me put it this way: if a track and field event 
were on TV opposite the Lakers-Rockets, which event would you watch?  Swimming, 
diving, biking, skiing, speed skating, running…all classic Olympic themes.  Do you care 
about any of these sports when the Olympics are not around?

I know, I know.  I havenʼt addressed the argument.  Of course we care about the Olympics, 
sure, when theyʼre on.  In the mean time, we care much more about Olympic scandal than 
Olympic competition.  And when the Olympics are on, all we really care about are the 
United States medals.  Now before you foreigners get all high and mighty, youʼre even 
worse.  Try seeing the Dream Team in Denmark when Danish pride takes the form of a 
lone chance for a bronze in the two-man kayaking semifinal.   It will be a DenMarky Mark 
Kayak Festival, you can believe it.
  
Why donʼt we care about the Olympics?  Because theyʼre too damn far apart.  Four years 
is not too long to wait for a lot of things:  political upheaval, racial harmony, cures for 
disease, other things that will affect generations of humans down the road.  Four years is 
just about the right amount of time for a higher degree of learning or a presidential 
election.  But four years is way too long to wait for any sporting event.  So you have to do 
what the Olympics does: you disguise the sporting package as a whole lot of smaller 
contests, none of which you would care about individually, like that Robert Altman movie 
Short Cuts.  Then you see if your audience will stay with you.  

In the World Cup, we all waited four years and then you have just a bunch of soccer.  I 
would love to know if the citizens of the world are truly fans of this set up.  Tell me, 
Germans, Brits, Argentinians…suppose you could keep the exact same amount of soccer 
in your life without compromise.  i.e. the Euro Cup, English League, other silliness would 
go on just as usual, not losing any of the talent it would lose normally, but every summer 
youʼd get a month break to play the World Cup.  Would that not be an improvement over 
the present system?  Your collective national identities are wrapped so heavily in this one 
arbitrary set of games so often decided by luck…what if instead you evened out the breaks 
by playing the damn thing yearly; would that not be an improvement?
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Soccer Grooming

What is with the soccer hair?  Why is it the objective for star soccer players to resemble a 
wimpy Fabio?  Is skinny Fabio look really a hit with the chicks?  International matches are 
teeming with big hair players.  Every time I see one, I am reminded of that Richard Marx 
video, Take This Heart, in which Richard dons a baseball uniform, takes that crazy wild 
hair and a lame duck swing and “hits a homer” against former Aʼs star reliever Dennis 
Eckersley.  Fittingly, as the video is a World Series fantasy, Richard is wearing a Chicago 
Cubs uniform.

I think if I were one of the worldʼs greatest athletes (or at least thought I was), the very last 
thing I would want people to notice about me is my hair.

Why Does the Goalie Get a Separate Uniform?

Ice hockey goalies wear the team uniform.  Lacrosse goalies wear the same uniform. Why 
do you make a soccer goalie wear a different jersey, nay, a different outfit than his 
teammates?  You know what that says to Americans?  “Youʼre not really part of the team.”  
True or not, thatʼs what it looks like to us.

I donʼt quite get it, are you afraid we wonʼt know which one is the goalie?  Iʼll give you a 
hint: heʼs the only one who is allowed to touch the ball with his hands.  If you need a 
bigger hint, go back to school; get an education.

Chapter 6: The Worst Rule in the History of Team Sports

“The offside rule generally provides that a pass cannot legally be made to an
off-ball attacker who is ahead of the ball and in the attacking half unless
there are at least two defenders (one of whom may be the goalkeeper)
between him and the goal when the ball is passed to him by a teammate…

“The basics of the offside rule are pretty easy. The attacker has to be in an
offside position (OSP) and interfere with play, or an opponent, or gain an
advantage from being in that position.”*

! ! ! *Taken from an anonymous source on the internet.

I love the second part of the offside explanation; it is up to the refereeʼs discretion to 
determine whether an offsides player is actually gaining advantage from that position.  
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Well, what the hell do you think heʼs doing there, hailing a taxi? Asking for directions? 
Camping out for Star Wars tickets?  

Hereʼs the deal: unless you have the ball or are behind the ball, thereʼs got to be two 
defensive players between you and the goal.  Now one is the goalie, so itʼs as if he doesnʼt 
really count, but the other part of this explanation provides that soccer will never allow, by 
rule, a player to get free behind the defense.  Now, on paper this might sound like a smart 
idea; after all, you donʼt want to have a game where somebodyʼs lunching in the offensive 
end all the time; thatʼs bunk.  At that point, you just have ultimate frisbee, which also needs 
better rules.  But, honestly, to penalize a player for being quicker than his opponent unless 
he has the ball – that is garbage.  Pure garbage.  Anytime a defender is in trouble, all he 
has to do is move towards the other goal and catch his man offsides.  The talent required 
to do that is a joke.  Imagine if football were played such that every time a receiver got 
behind the defense, he was offsides.  The game would be silly.  It would just be college 
football when entire conferences forgot the forward pass was a possibility – in certain 
geographic regions of the country, school upon school would employ wishbone-option crap 
offense in 100% of plays.  Nobody wants that all the time.  Not even SWC people.

There is no limit to my contempt for the soccer offsides rule.  The offsides infraction is a 
part of many sports, like football and ice hockey.   But getting beaten on defense is a part 
of many more sports, like football and ice hockey and basketball and lacrosse and even 
ultimate frisbee.  When you get to the professional level of sport, you will find almost 
without variation or exception, that the prevention of scoring becomes much more 
important than the creation of scoring.  “Offense sells tickets, but defense wins the game”.  
Does that phrase ring a bell?  Defense becomes increasingly important in sporting strategy  
as the level of play rises.  Hence, there becomes a direct relationship between your ability 
to play defense and your employability as an athlete.

It is a basic premise of every single match-up sport on Earth that as a defender you have 
to stick with your guy, because if he doesnʼt have the ball now, heʼs going to get it real 
soon if he loses you.

And then, again, we have soccer.  “Canʼt play defense?”  “Donʼt worry, weʼll let the rules 
play defense for you!”  “Get beaten a lot on D do you?”   “Just make sure your guy doesnʼt 
have the ball when he loses you.”  In soccer the player without the ball always has to be 
behind the guy with the ball, or itʼs offsides.  Passing ahead can only take place when you 
start from behind the guy passing.  That isnʼt sport.  That isnʼt even a good game.

Whatever fun there was in soccer gets the life sucked out of it in this rule.   Letʼs look at 
the negatives this rule promotes, shall we?
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It Discourages Scoring

Most fans of sport are fans of scoring; this rule takes away one of the basic ways to score 
in any sport, get behind the defense and wait for the ball.  If you take that threat away, the 
defensive job gets quite a bit easier.  Suddenly, the defense only has to concentrate on 
whatʼs ahead of them instead of whatʼs behind them.  The result is a snowball effect in 
which a goalie can go twenty minutes at a time without ever being challenged.  Thatʼs an 
entire half of college basketball.  Why would you want that?

It Discourages Offensive Schemes 

Hmmm, youʼve taken away the forward pass.  Well, that pretty much takes away most 
basketball offenses, unless of course, the defense is already set.  The basketball fast 
break would be pretty much out of the question, too.  You canʼt ever pass the ball 
backwards once in the offensive zone, either.  The second you do, the defense advances, 
and –Presto!--youʼre offsides.  You are left with only advancing the ball singularly unless 
the defense is set to play.   And the defense knows it.  

Soccer becomes a game in which you throw the ball ahead to a spot and then race to get 
it before the defense does.  Thatʼs dogshit strategy.  There is nothing redeeming in that 
look.  That reminds me of those peewee football games in which a player passes the 
football forward to himself because he doesnʼt trust his teammates to catch it.  The only 
improvement in soccer is that the recipient might not be yourself.  

You may ask, “doesnʼt offense become more of a challenge? Donʼt you stretch your mind 
for more innovative and creative ways to score because the rules are so limiting?”  
Challenge, yes.  Creative, no.  Sport only becomes more creative when you are allowed to 
do more things, not fewer.  Planning offensive strategy from basketball or ice hockey to 
soccer is like going from finding the factors for 72 to finding the factors for 17.

Just stop and think about this for a second – in soccer, the attacking player always has to 
have the ball or itʼs offsides.  Imagine if this rule were employed in other sports:  In 
basketball, there would be no low post, defender would simply step up, and *poof*  
offsides.  In ice hockey, no player could ever block the goalieʼs vision.  Heck, no player 
could ever enter the crease or get anywhere near it.  Any player ahead of the puck *poof* 
offsides.  You would also completely eliminate play behind the net.  The second the puck 
goes the other, you guessed it *poof* offsides.  Youʼd have to reconfigure the entire game 
playing area.  In football, there would be no zone defense.  There would be no need for 
anybody playing more than ten feet beyond the line of scrimmage.  Once any non-ball 
carrier got behind the defense *poof* offsides.     
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It Discourages Team Play

Yes it does, and Iʼll tell you how.  Think of any sport in which you are ahead of the field with 
the ball or puck.  How often are you going to pass it off?  In football, never; youʼre going for 
the goal.  In basketball, rarely, generally, youʼre going to the hoop unless you know where 
a teammate is.  In ice hockey, rarely and only if you know your guy is along side with a 
better shot.  Soccer is the same way.  Thereʼs no mystery here.  If youʼre ahead of the 
pack, youʼre taking the shot, even if youʼve got a man on you.  You certainly arenʼt passing 
the ball backwards.  Thatʼs offsides.  Iʼd venture to guess the likelihood of a man with the 
ball ahead of his team and in scoring range in soccer takes the shot is 85% to 90% of the 
time.  The thing is, that being ahead of the field with the puck/ball is rare in each of those 
other team sports – it relies on a breakdown of the defense.  In soccer, the guy attacking 
with the ball has to be the one ahead of the field or itʼs offsides.  Team sport?!?  Oh, you 
must be joking.

It Encourages Lazy Defense

Soccer is the cure for lazy defenders.  Defense in soccer is easier to play than in any other 
sport.  Seems outrageous doesnʼt it?  A premium on scoring makes defense all the more 
difficult, right?  Wrong.  Just the opposite, actually.  Defense is the toughest in sports 
where points are easy, like basketball.  Yeah, yeah, I canʼt possibly guard soccer greats 
like Baggio or Geppetto or Adagio, but thatʼs hardly the point.  I canʼt guard Dwyane Wade, 
either.  Compare Michael Jordan and Diego Maradona (again) for a moment.  When on his 
game, Michael could score on anybody at will.  Even at the peak of Diegoʼs game, Diego 
would be more than content to settle for one goal a half per game.  One goal.  Did that 
make him a bad player? No, he was the best in the world.  Was he unstoppable?  No.  
Average World Cup defenders still got the better of him a great deal more often than not.  
Do you attribute this to great defense?   Of course not.  The explanation is defense in 
soccer is easy.   Michael Jordan ought to be able to score on anybody at will; heʼs the best 
in the world.  To me it seems absurd to argue otherwise.  It ought to take a monumental 
effort, including several players, to diffuse the best scorer in your game.  

There are a handful of NBA guys that nobody can consistently defend one-on-one:  Kobe 
Bryant, LeBron James, Kevin Durant, Carmelo Anthony and maybe a few others.  There is 
no soccer player in the world who can consistently beat every defender he faces.  If there 
were, the scores would be much higher.  To me, this makes basketball more interesting: 
when you have a guy that you canʼt stop, you have to double-team him.  That leaves 
another guy open.  See, itʼs already more interesting.  Without that consistent threat in 
soccer, you rarely have a guy open, and if you do, I guarantee heʼs not ahead of the ball.  
Thatʼs the rules.  
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Soccer plays right into it.  If you get consistently burned on defense, your team simply 
makes sure you arenʼt the last guy to beat.  In fact, if you arenʼt the last guy to get beat but 
do get beat anyway, the odds are greater that your opponent is now offsides.  Have you 
ever seen basketball player Chris Mullin play defense?  Chris has perfected this defensive 
reaction in which when he gets beat on the dribble, he quickly wraps his arm behind the 
dribblerʼs back in an attempt to swat the ball out of bounds or to a defender.  From time to 
time it works, but in the mean time you are left with a sick-to-your-stomach feeling of “let 
me get this straight: you are so used to getting beaten that youʼve actually perfected a 
defense for when you do get beaten.  Bleah.”  Soccer defense is exactly like this, except 
for the perfecting a back up move.   It is disgusting to encourage defense of this nature.   

What seems odd is the soccer insistence that soccer defense is like that of ice hockey 
defense.  Ice hockey is essentially the same game as soccer with a few radically different 
parameters, hence, the argument goes, defense is similar, too.  Not so.  All soccer 
defenders generally have to do is occupy his mark and be aware of circumstance, while 
the hockey playerʼs defensive job is much more difficult.  A good ice hockey defender has 
to be big, strong, quick, tough, physical, coordinated, smart, speedy and aware while 
skating backwards.  Now that is a defensive challenge.

It Encourages Contradictory Defense

And then the lazy turns into the bizarre.  If you study a soccer game carefully, you might 
notice this very weird piece of defense:  the ball is coming towards the goal, and the 
defender heads not towards where the ball is going, but in the exact opposite direction 
against the ball.  The defender has no intention of playing the ball, he merely wishes to 
draw a standing offensive player offsides.  You see, if you continually reset the point of 
offsides, you can draw just about anybody off if you really concentrate.  This is what soccer 
defense is about. Think about what the defender is doing here.  The offense is setting up a 
scoring chance, and the defenseman is deliberately taking himself out of the play.  No 
quality sport should ever encourage this kind of behavior.  This isnʼt a “letting the ball go 
out of bounds” or” letting a ball roll foul” kind of situation, this is a situation where the ball is 
headed towards the goal, youʼre job as defender is to defend the goal, and here you are 
doing the exact opposite of defending the goal.  Soccer is the only sport idiotic enough to 
call this “strategy”.

Every team sport ever created has had to deal with the problem of lack of scoring at one 
time or another.  This is not American; this is not even entirely evolution; itʼs common 
sense.  When the balance between offense and defense get too heavy on one side or the 
other, you have to balance the game or the fans lose interest.  Baseball combated its two 
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deadball eras first in the 1910s/1920s by banning the spitball and winding the ball tighter 
and then in the 1960s/1970s lowering the pitching mound and adopting the designated 
hitter.  Football attacked a lack of offense by inventing new offensive passing schemes and 
promoting tougher pass interference rules.  Basketball had a problem of too much offense 
in the 1980s; the game was changed to allow fewer defensive restrictions.  In this same 
span of time in which innovation has marked American sport, soccer has changed nothing 
in the way the game is played, despite the fact that any American can see clearly how 
much it cries out for upheaval.  Is there power in this prideful stagnation of soccer?  By 
itself, maybe.  But the fact that soccer has adopted the shootout-to-end-tie-games bullshit, 
I have to believe that the sport is not above an innovation or two.  

My personal thought is that soccer authorities believe that if they change the rules of the 
game, they will lose its essence.  Fellows, look.  Please look.  Study baseball.  Baseball 
has changed radically in the 20th century.  The players, strategies, looks and feels of the 
game have all been altered in the century, and yet the game remains the same game: you 
throw the ball, you hit the ball.  Learn from example.

Chapter 7: If Two Teams Donʼt Score in an Empty Stadium, 
Was the Game Really Played?

The Joy of the Scoreless Tie

Let me ask this:  if you looked in the paper and saw two soccer teams played to a 0-0 tie, 
are there any conclusions you can reach about the game?

Can you necessarily say “the defenses must have played well”, “the offense didnʼt make 
the most of itʼs chances”, “the goalie had a good game” or “what a defensive struggle”?  
No?  Why not?  You can certainly make conclusions in other sports: if midway through a 
baseball game you got a 0-0 tie, youʼve got yourself a pitcherʼs duel; it is almost certain 
that both pitchers are in control for the time being.  If thereʼs a 0-0 ice hockey game, you 
can just bet either one or both goalies is having a fantastic game.  A 0-0 football game 
means either the defenses have dominated or the field conditions are extremely poor.  
There is only one conclusion you can reach upon seeing a 0-0 basketball game: it hasnʼt 
started.

A 0-0 soccer game, however, lends itself to no necessary conclusions.  The defense could 
have been lousy, the offense could have been lousy, even the goaltending could have 
been lousy; all you can say is that nobody scored.  A typical goalie shut out in soccer is 
four saves.  Four saves.  Why at that rate, if you had a save every twenty minutes, you 
would be ahead of the curve.  That would be exciting.  
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There is only one culture on earth that truly appreciates the nil-nil tie game, and let me tell 
you , the Swedes make up far less than 1% of the worldʼs population.  Donʼt cater to them.

Why Would You Want Such a Premium on Scoring?

I am by no means the first person to point out the dearth of scoring in soccer.  We all know 
thereʼs no scoring in the game.  What I wish to ask is “why is this a good thing?”  My local 
newspaper, lucky for me, carries the standings in the English soccer league.  In the 
standings I hold, Manchester United is the best team in the Premier League, the 
Manchester bunch have an impressive 21 wins, 3 losses and 13 ties record.  Manchester, 
thus far, has scored 78 goals in 37 games or 2.11 goals per game.  Two, yippee.  This 
means that if you rooted for Manchester, the best team in English soccer, and you went to 
their games and saw them score three times, or once every half hour of playing time, that 
would be a banner day for you.  That would kick ass.

And you know what?  It probably would.  The next best team, Arsenal, has scored just 58 
goals in 37 games.  Arsenal wins this year five times more often than it loses and yet the 
team averages fewer than two goals a game.  If you rooted for mighty Arsenal, a goal 
every half would be a big deal for you.  In fact, (at this writing) no team in the English 
soccer league besides Manchester averages even two goals a game.  What do you do if 
you root for a crummy team?  There are those rare soccer teams that lose a lot and donʼt 
even average a goal a game.  How do you justify consistently watching a game with no 
highlights?  

I have a theory.  I think that even soccer players and fans would like more scoring in the 
game; they have spouted the mediocre rhetoric for so long, however, that giving in now 
would be like losing face.  Scoring makes the game better.  Scoring makes almost every 
game better.  If low scoring made sports more interesting, then we would all cherish 
womenʼs fast-pitch softball in which the first run scored is quite often the winning run.

Whatʼs a blowout in soccer?  2-0.   Whatʼs a close game in soccer? 1-0.  One lousy goal is 
the difference between tight game and blowout?  There is something inherently wrong in 
that.  As Americans, we need blowouts.  We need to know that not only were you the best, 
you were really, really, really the best.  We need to know that there was absolutely no 
chance of team X beating team Y on that given night.  Two to zero is a shockingly poor 
example of one team “sticking it to another”.  Two to zero means to me that the game was 
one bad call and missed shot away from a tie.  (Gosh, that never happens.)  Americans 
need to know that the best team in the world is at least seven goals better than the 20th 
best team in the world.  That makes sense.  Because showing that the best team in the 
world is even with the 20th best or maybe a goal different than the 20th best says to us “the 
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whole damn thing is a crapshoot”.  At that rate, you may as well draw lots to decide the 
World Cup.

When scoring is as difficult as it is in soccer, the soccer fan says, “that puts the emphasis 
on team play, which makes the game better.”  Such isnʼt the case at all.  Putting a premium 
on scoring, in turn, puts a premium on three things, none of which have a thing to do with 
team play: Individual big plays, officiating and luck.

Premium on the Individual

So a premium on scoring puts a premium on team play, hmmm?  Letʼs roll with that 
premise.

Letʼs suppose that it were very, very difficult to score in baseball; say it took all nine men to 
reach base consecutively to score a run.  Now thatʼs difficult.  Soccer likes to think of itself 
this way, ¿no?  That all eleven players form a chain so that the team may score and 
defend as a unit. ¿No?  What would the opposing pitcher do?  After a while, heʼd clearly 
stop pitching to the big guns and concentrate on the weak hitters, i.e. break the weak links 
in the chain.  After an inning or two, youʼd see the guy throw an underhand softball to 
Albert Pujols saying, “hit it 500 feet, Albert, be my guest.  Iʼm saving my energy for Yadier 
Molina and Felipe Lopez.”  Imagine if soccer were like that -- youʼd just leave the stars 
alone and concentrate on breaking the chain.  Thatʼs just about the worst strategy I can 
imagine, but it goes hand in hand with an assumption that a team scores a goal, not an 
individual.

Whatʼs the easiest way to score a run in a tight, scoreless baseball game?  A home run, of 
course.  One big play.  Game over.  Now thatʼs an ideal, so in actuality teams scratch and 
claw for a difficult run:  somebody gets on and somebody has to move him over with a 
bunt and somebody has to knock him in with a key hit.  Sometimes there might be a steal 
or a sacrifice fly involved.  You see the flaw, donʼt you?  It took a minimum of three guys to 
score that run.  Three people all have to do their jobs properly in a tight game where the 
pitcher is dominating to get one run across.  One weak link and there is no run.  Thatʼs 
why you havenʼt scored yet.  A home run can result from just one mistake, and it takes just 
one person to capitalize on that mistake.  

Soccer likes to think of itself as that tight game where it takes three or four guys doing 
exactly what they have to make the difficult score, and this does happen – but donʼt kid 
yourself, this doesnʼt represent more than 30% of how soccer goals are actually scored.  A 
mistake, a big play, a bad call, an individual effort – this is how soccer goals are scored 
more often than not.  
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Now letʼs say you are coaching a World Cup team and I gave you a choice for your big 
game: 1) One big goal guaranteed from one spectacular individual play, but your team will 
not play well as a team for the game or 2) your team plays well as a team, but no goal of 
any kind would be guaranteed.  There would always be some coaches that favored the 
latter, but Iʼm banking that most would take the former; the bigger the game, the less a 
soccer goal of any kind is guaranteed.

Premium on Officiating

There was a story in the news a few years ago that Argentinaʼs soccer captain Diego 
Simeone duped the referee into ejecting English player David Beckham with a believable 
acting job.  The result?  In a single elimination match in Round 2 of the 1998 World Cup, 
England was eliminated on penalty kicks.   Diego seemed to have a pretty good laugh 
about it when he told reporters.  

This is exactly what is wrong with soccer.  You reward a player who fakes an injury by 
sending a country home disappointed.  I donʼt care about the World Cup, but you better 
believe England does.  A country like England spends four years in qualifying matches, 
tries out hundreds of thousands of different players, gets an entire nation involved in its 
sporting fortunes.  Some people put their entire lives into the fortunes of their country for 
this tournament.  These people could probably use a better focus, but they do anyway; 
there are lives at stake here, and the country essentially gets sent packing because an 
official made a bad call.  Thatʼs terrific.

Bad calls are a part of sports.  Every season in every sport includes a handful of games in 
which the refs blew it, and as a result a team won that shouldnʼt have.  But very few of 
those games were entirely decided on that single call.  Even the ones that ended with a 
bad call had plenty of game moments that were decided by the teams on the field.  When 
you talk about a 35-30 football game going one way because of a bad call, you have to 
wonder “gee, did the refs score the other 28 points for the winning team as well?”  When a 
tight soccer game goes 1-0 because of a bad call, thatʼs the difference between winning 
and not winning, and itʼs far too common in soccer.
"
Premium on Luck

I would like to discuss luck with reference to the reigning champions of the soccer world in 
1998, the French.  Those nutty Frogs, noted for berets, silent letters, outrageous accents, 
hatred of Americans, a retreat whenever Germany is in town, escargot, wine, brie and 
athleticism?  One of these things is not like the other, which of these things does not 
belong?
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Ok, it takes some getting used to, but itʼs clear the French are quite good at soccer; being 
American, itʼs hard to get over a bias when the country shows athletic prowess in sports 
we tend to discount, like bicycle racing.  But the French do indeed have many exceptional 
soccer players.

Letʼs examine the French path to the 1998 World Cup championship, shall we?  The 
French did not qualify for the 1994 World Cup.  Hence the best you could say is that they 
were maybe top thirty in the world at the time, or they were severe disappointments.  Time 
flies.  The French hosted the World Cup in 1998, so they did not have to qualify to make 
the pool.  Basically, in eight full years prior to the Cup, for all their soccer talent, the French 
had done absolutely nothing to prove they belonged in the field.  

Then the World Cup committee was exceedingly generous, giving the French one real 
opponent, Denmark, and two fake ones, South Africa and Saudi Arabia, in their group 
bracket.  When is the last time an African nation made a serious run at the Cup (like 
making the semifinals)?  Do you know?  I donʼt.  To advance to the second round, a team 
needs just to beat two of the three teams in its group.  The United States officially finished 
last in the World Cup 1998 competition, but let me tell you, even the sorry ass Americans 
would have advanced if given South Africa and Saudi Arabia as opponents.  Both South 
and Saudi did qualify for the World Cup, but neither was ranked among the top 40 teams 
in the world at the time.  Franceʼs first two games were against South Africa and Saudi 
Arabia, rendering their 2-1 victory against Denmark a moot point at the time as they were 
already into the second round.

In the first match of the playoffs round, France played Paraguay, the fourth or fifth best 
soccer team in South America.  And the game was even at 0-0 until France won five 
minutes short of the penalty kick conclusion.  Nobody thinks Paraguay is anywhere near 
the best team in the world, ever, and yet they played the eventual World Champions 
evenly up to the second overtime.  The minute this makes sense, come tell me.  In the 
second playoff round, France played even with Italy for the entire time that the two 
countries were allowed to play.  The game ended 0-0 and was settled with a French victory 
on penalty kicks which, as discussed earlier, are a crapshoot.  In the third round, France 
was most fortunate to play Croatia, a newcomer to the World Cup and the one team 
remaining that all critics happened to agree “was just happy to be there”.  In a move that 
strikes one more as desperation than inspiration, defenseman Lilian Thuram scored 
Franceʼs only two goals to engineer that all-too-common (?!) come from behind soccer 
victory (it should be noted that Thuram had exactly two career international goals coming 
into World Cup play).  In the World Cup final, France did indeed beat the holy bejeezus out 
of heavily favored Brazil to win the cup.  I only wish I could have been impressed by the 
effort; instead, I was all too fondly remembering the path France took.  If I might sum it up 
for you:  France took a team unranked in 1994 and built it into World Cup champion in 
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1998 in the worldʼs least progressive sport.  Oh, and by the way, France just happened to 
host the event.  Surprise.  Surprise.  

And how many matches did it take to “prove” Franceʼs athletic superiority on the pitch?  
Seven.  Thatʼs it.  Just seven…in four years.  Considering the matches against Denmark, 
Paraguay, Italy and Croatia were hardly impressive (even a diehard brie-eating, beret-
wearing, escargot flambé, Gerard Depardieu-nosed, wine-swilling, outrageous-accented, 
bourgeoisie Frog soccer guru could hardly argue that the Paraguay and Italy matches 
were one-sided), that gives France the World Cup for truly beating Brazil, and two of the 
four or five worst team in the entire field.  Seven games is all it took.  Say what you want 
about American sports, but one thing is clear: we make damn sure that our important 
sporting tournaments can be decided by more than a fluke.  One would think that you 
could determine the two best baseball teams in fewer than 175 games, but we leave 
nothing to chance.  One would think that basketball and hockey playoffs take less than two 
months to complete, but we want to get it right before we crown a champion.  This 
basketball season was a prime example; the New York Knicks barely qualified for the 
playoffs, but were clearly the best team in the conference by the time of the NBA finals.  
Under World Cup rules, the Knicks would have been eliminated after the first week of play; 
either that, or they could have sat out the entire season, and then qualified for the playoffs 
by hosting them.  

Three qualifying matches is a pitiful sample size, especially for a sport in which one goal is 
quite often the difference in the game.  Thatʼs like flipping a coin three times, getting three 
heads and determining that heads will come up each time.  Well maybe not quite that bad, 
but look at it -- one fluke goal can and does determine your countryʼs ability to move on.  
Are there fluke goals in soccer?  Of course there are.  Are games decided by officiating 
and luck from time to time?  Of course they are.  Why are the NBA finals two months long?  
Because when Larry Johnson closes his eyes and launches a game winning three pointer, 
you want to know that moment did not, by itself, eliminate the Pacers.  The World Cup is 
arguably the most coveted award on the planet; it takes three years worth of qualifying 
matches to determine who gets to participate in the cup; is it too much to ask that the 
tournament be a tad longer?  It is an amazing irony that soccer consistently asks us to 
show inhuman patience when watching the game on the off chance that something might 
happen but has exactly zero patience in deciding a champion.  One month start to finish 
for the whole thing.  Seven matches for the victor.  Seven.  Seven matches is to team sport 
as one hundred years is to evolution: it sure may seem significant while youʼre in it; but itʼs 
just a blip on the radar screen and hardly anything to make a big deal over. 

All those who think there was not a premium on luck in the 1998 French World Cup path 
can collectively bite me.  
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Chapter 8: Thereʼs No “I” in “Team” and Thereʼs No “Team” in “Soccer”
You Say this is a “Team Game”, Are You Sure?

Soccer fans are fond of calling soccer “the ultimate team game”.  The ultimate team game, 
my ass.  I am sick of hearing garbage like that.  Want my opinion?  Well, youʼre going to 
get it anyway: soccer has nothing going for it.  Nothing.  Itʼs boring; itʼs slow; the scores are 
all 1 to 1, so soccer fans seek to justify why they were there in the first place, and they 
make up arguments which hold either no water or just donʼt actually argue anything, like 
“soccer is a pure sport” and “putting a premium on scoring makes the sport better” and 
“soccer is the ultimate team game”.  

Soccer fans love to assume things about the sport which just arenʼt true, among them this 
idiotic notion of “team”.  Soccer is not a great team game by any sense of the word “team”.  
My guess is that if you imagine soccer as the ultimate team game, you really havenʼt given 
a great deal of thought to what it means to be a team.  I have.  So read on.

See, I know what youʼre thinking, “of course, soccer is a great team game.  We showed 
up; we all wore matching uniforms; we were all on the same field at once, everybody got a 
few turns to do something…”  Congratulations, youʼve just described baseball, a sport that 
nobody thinks is any more than a collection of individual talents.

Either that, or youʼre thinking, “it has to be a great team game because itʼs so difficult to 
reach success.”  You may as well call figure skating a great team game at that rate.  

Team Means Scoring

A true team sport would involve more scoring than soccer has.  All else being equal, the 
offense has an advantage in every major sport besides baseball, because it knows what 
itʼs going to do.  Defense is always reaction -- plugging gaps, matching men, attacking the 
ball.  The offense should always, always have the advantage on that count alone.  The 
bizarre rules have, essentially, taken the team scoring opportunities away from soccer.  
(By the way, if the team is responsible for the soccer score, why doesnʼt the officiating dole 
out more assists?  You see, even soccer officials acknowledge only three guys maximum 
are responsible for any given goal).  

Team Means Everybody Has the Opportunity to Contribute

Soccer teams suit up 22 guys, but only fourteen maximum get to play.  That is my exact 
anti-team definition.  A true team sport involves the whole roster.  Take a lesson from 
football, where youʼll see at least forty or fifty different guys get a shot at playing on a given 
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afternoon, or ice hockey where, unless youʼre a goalie, a uniform means you are playing 
today, baseball counts on specialization and playing time over the long haul of 162 games, 
but even then youʼll find very rare are the games that start and end with the same nine 
guys.  Any true team sport depends on specialization, mixing different strengths and skills 
to blend as a team.  As soccer has almost no substitutions, Americans are left to conclude 
that there is almost no specialization or need for a team blend in soccer.  

Team Means Shifting Strategies

In any sporting contest, there are times in which your game plan could be wrong, or flat out 
need adjusting.  There will also be times in which you need to employ a particular strategy 
to capitalize on an opportunity.  Soccer makes no provisos for either.  There are no time-
outs; and half-time is mostly spent catching your breath because the game has just been 
so darn difficult [sic].  

You want a team sport?  Try football.  On every single play, the team huddles selects a 
play and then implements it.  All eleven members of the team on the field have specific 
and not necessarily repetitive duties on every given play.  The success of the team 
specifically depends almost entirely on the teamʼs ability to understand the play and 
coordinate those duties.  If something is going wrong, a team can call time out so that 
everybody can get on the same page with the coach.  A team sport needs to account for 
strategic implementation catered to your given opponent.  There is no team in any sport 
that will find itself unbeaten on every single day without more than one strategy.  
Eventually, the league catches up.  Soccer is unbelievable in its failure to use on-field 
coaching during play.  Like I said before, either these guys are the smartest, most 
synchronized humans on the planet, or soccer just isnʼt much of a sport.  Which sounds 
more reasonable to you?

Point Distribution
"
True team play would require offensive contribution from everybody.  As there is so little 
scoring in soccer, itʼs hard to know how great the distribution is, but itʼs not great.  Unlike 
ice hockey, no soccer team ever expects any scoring out of a defenseman.

Soccer Lacks Team Chemistry

Oh, I can feel the hate from here.  I can anticipate my hate mail as if it were already here, 
“YOU FOOL!! Soccer is chemistry!  Soccer is 100% completely about team chemistry!  Are 
you on drugs?”  
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I imagine the opposing train of thought is something like this: chemistry is kind of an 
amorphous, psychological, indefinable creature that exists in sports among good teams; 
soccer is a game where game flow is an amorphous, psychological creature and scores 
are rare, so rare that scores must have a lot to do with chemistry.  Listen carefully, 
because Iʼm only going to say this once: a game that lacks tempo does not necessarily by 
definition compensate by being more thought provoking or team oriented.     

First, donʼt kid yourself: your game ainʼt that psychological.
Second, let me define chemistry and youʼll see how soccer lacks it.  

People like me discuss team play a lot.  Sometimes we discuss chemistry with respect to 
team play as if most or any of us have a good idea of what it is.  Hereʼs what we know: 
sometimes a team with better individual players loses to a team that plays better as a 
team.  Unable to describe this in terms of talent, we turn to this elusive thing called 
“chemistry “.  Nobody bothers defining it, but we all know teams that had it, like the Super 
Bowl Shuffle Chicago Bears, and teams that did not, like every Los Angeles Lakers team 
for five years before Magic arrived.  Let me save you the trouble of guessing what 
chemistry actually is.

There are two components to this elusive chemistry: 1) the ability to anticipate how a 
teammate or teammates will react in any undiagrammed situation and 2) the use of this 
ability to the detriment of an opponent.  Chemistry has a great deal to do with playing like a 
team.  If you know what a teammate is going to do before he/she does it, thatʼs a huge 
advantage over an opponent.  Chemistry is not just team play.  Thatʼs like saying thereʼs 
chemistry in a tug-oʼ-war, “we were all pulling as a team”.  Chemistry isnʼt just about 
playing with a common goal.  You could pay eleven random guys to play football, they may 
all want to win, but that doesnʼt mean thereʼs any chemistry there.  Chemistry isnʼt just 
about following the xʼs and oʼs.  Any team can do that, it doesnʼt mean thereʼs chemistry on 
that or any given team.

Chemistry itself can be simple or complex.  An alley-oop is chemistry; thereʼs a 
communication between ball handler and recipient that the defense failed to acknowledge 
in time.  No one diagrams an alley-oop (well, almost no one).  Boxing out in basketball can 
be chemistry.  Itʼs a simple principal: you get him, Iʼll get him and one of us will get the 
rebound, but itʼs almost impossible to know exactly where the defenders are going to be 
when the ball goes up.  Chemistry is not necessarily Joe Montana throwing a touchdown 
pass to Jerry Rice; chemistry is necessarily Joe Montana knowing the exact moment when 
Rice will free himself from the corner and putting the ball exactly in his hands just as Rice 
knows exactly when to turn and look for the ball Montana has thrown to him.  Passing in 
ice hockey is almost entirely chemistry.  Teams will go over scenario after scenario of 
where players will be on the ice in practice, but lines, players, defenders, offenders 
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constantly adjust and change.  The scenarios will always favor a team that can anticipate 
the movements of all the members on the ice.  

Why is there limited chemistry in soccer?  Soccer is based on endurance.  Nothing goes 
out the window faster in a sport based on endurance than chemistry.  Have you ever seen 
a basketball game get sloppy?  Guys throwing the ball out-of-bounds, turnovers right and 
left, fumbled basketballs everywhere?  Have you ever asked yourself how the game got 
like this?  Lack of chemistry.  Guys are tired.  The players are anticipating things that are 
not happening.  A guy looks for a teammate to be somewhere he isnʼt and -Bingo- 
turnover.  Why does this not happen in soccer?  Because success-wise, the game isnʼt 
really chemistry based.  Thereʼs a little anticipation of what a teammate is going to do 
initially, but after guys get tired, itʼs mostly about who is open and who isnʼt.  

A tired team has trouble anticipating.  And anticipation isnʼt enough, however; youʼve got to 
be able to take advantage of it to have chemistry.  Even if a team were fully able to 
account for its players getting tired, what good does that do you if they canʼt break free to 
receive a pass?  For chemistry to work, youʼve got to be fresh.  Youʼve got to be able to 
rest periodically, like in ice hockey and football and basketball.  Otherwise itʼs just “youʼve 
got some guys left who can do something and weʼve got some guys left who can do 
something.”  Thatʼs attrition, not chemistry.

Shorthanded, or should I say, “shortfooted?” play

The concept of team is based entirely on one premise: that the sum of the individual 
talents playing together is better than the sum of the individual talents by themselves.  This 
is the accepted definition of team; you can look it up.  Hence, it seems logical to say that 
when a team is missing a member, that loss is even more devastating than if a random 
group of guys lost a guy.  Think about it, if playing as a team makes eleven guys stronger 
than their individual talents, then a loss of a guy is not just a loss of a guy, but a loss of 
some of that strength-as-a-team stuff as well.  

So, soccer being such a great team game, when you lose a guy, it is pretty much 
devastating, right?  Well, no.  Actually guys get tossed from soccer all the time without 
replacement and the team goes on as if nothing happened.  Sometimes, a team will even 
get two or three guys booted and still manages to play to a draw or even win in rare 
instances.  This strikes me as not only unbelievable, but as conclusive proof that soccer is 
a very weak team sport. 

If you had to go four on five against another basketball team: would you win?  Only if you 
had four outstanding players, and even then itʼs no shoo-in.  The Chicago Bulls are thrice 
defending NBA champions, but if they had to play four on five, the Bulls wouldnʼt 
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consistently beat the Los Angeles Clippers.  The NBA is just too competitive.  Suppose the 
average margin of victory by the Bulls over the Clips is 25 points.  The actual spread is a 
bit lower; Iʼm just trying to make a point.  Now, the Bulls are still going to suit up Michael 
Jordan, the best basketball player in the world, Scottie Pippen, Toni Kukoc and Dennis 
Rodman, the latter three are probably all among basketballʼs top 30, but without a fifth 
player it would be excruciatingly difficult to take any NBA opponent.  The game would go 
like this: the fifth spot is vacant; the Bulls are allowed to play Ron Harper or Steve Kerr or 
Bill Wennington or Luc Longley or whomever, but can never have more than four on the 
court at a time.  First off, you lose whatever offensive production you get from that fifth 
spot.  Michael and Scottie would certainly compensate by taking extra shots into double 
teams.  Iʼd guess that their averages wouldnʼt suffer because of the offsetting factors 
(double teaming and extra shots), but the Bulls would still lose whatever production they 
get out of the fifth spot, maybe 15 points.  Considering Kerr, Harper and Longley all 
average nearly ten points a game, this is a fairly conservative estimate.  Now all the 
Clippers have to do to even the scale is score ten extra points against a team which canʼt 
possibly guard everybody.  The Clippers are lame, they all blow by NBA standards, but 
every player on that team was a stud in college; every Clipper gets paid to play basketball; 
almost every Clipper gets paid to put the ball in the hoop.  Donʼt you think the Clips could 
summon up at least 10 points, just 5 measly baskets against a short-handed team over the 
course of an entire evening?  Of course they could.  Even the Clippers can score when 
unguarded; they just have problems when the other team shows up.      

Do you know how long it takes for an NFL quarterback to find an empty spot in the 
defense?  About three seconds.   Even bad quarterbacks do can do this.  NFL 
quarterbacks, even the mediocre ones, are paid to spot weaknesses in defense; it takes 
years of apprenticeship to accomplish this task.  Most any NFL quarterback has the ability 
to read a defense and spot a flaw, and when the flaw is that obvious – like no player is 
there – guess where the attack goes.  An NFL offense would probably have an easier time 
playing a man down, but would still find the task daunting.  

Of course, playing a man down in football basketball and baseball is all speculation; the 
sports donʼt even allow for it.  Football, baseball, and basketball have no contingencies for 
losing a player without replacement for obvious reason, the sports become too lopsided 
too quickly. 

Do you know what itʼs called when an ice hockey team constantly plays a man down?  A 
loss.  Look at how different an ice hockey game becomes when a guy is sent to the box:   
suddenly you lose all semblance of balance and open ice; the offense spreads out and 
plays keepaway, while the defense forms a compact box and looks for indecision.  Soccer 
isnʼt like that; a guy goes off the field and the game doesnʼt change any.  Soccer is a team 
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game?  Donʼt be ridiculous, there is rarely anything devastating about losing a team 
member.

Rating the sports as team sports:

I start this premise by saying there is no single sentient creature on this planet who will 
agree entirely with this next section.  What follows is an evaluation of soccer, baseball, 
basketball, football and ice hockey –as they are played professionally— as team sports.  
What constitutes team play, the factors which go into team play and my opinion of how 
well they are carried out in the context of team only will vary wildly from person to person 
based on experience.  I will attempt to evaluate each sport in terms I think are important in 
team play:  the ability to form and implement a game plan, the ability to alter a game plan 
thatʼs not working, the use of short term strategy (plays), the use of the entire roster, the 
importance of team chemistry, the ability to manipulate a defense, the number of players it 
takes to score, the reliance on one or two players and scoring distribution.

BASEBALL

Ability to form and implement a team game plan: Poor, always depends on the opposing 
pitcher.
Ability to alter a game plan mid-game: Very good, if you can, but again depends on the 
opposing pitcher.
Use of short term strategy:  Extremely good.  With the delays between pitches, thereʼs 
always something to micro-manage in baseball.
Use of entire roster:  Good over a season.  Poor game to game.
Importance of team chemistry: Extremely unimportant.  Baseball people like to talk a lot 
about the importance of clubhouse chemistry (as defined by team unity), but Iʼve never 
seen any single tangible instance in which a team played better or worse on the field 
simply because they got along in the clubhouse.
Ability to manipulate of defense: Very poor, the defense always starts with the ball.
Number of players it takes to score:  1 to 4 out of 9 or 10.
Reliance on star player or players:  Little to none at all in the short term; very much in the 
long term.
Scoring distribution:  Extremely good.  If you consistently fail to contribute to the offense, 
youʼll find yourself at a level where you do, like AAA.
Overall rating as a team sport: Better than you think, but not great.
SUMMARY:  Baseball is a great sport, but not a great team sport as evidenced by the 
managerʼs ability to constantly insert unknowns into spots in the lineup.
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BASKETBALL

Ability to form and implement a team game plan: Medium.   Teams get a few days to 
prepare, but usually end up doing what they do best rather than attacking a specific 
weakness of an opponent.  For college basketball, this is a “Very good”.
Ability to alter a game plan mid-game: Good.  
Use of short term strategy:  Extremely good.  Call a time-out.  Run a play.
Use of entire roster:  Medium.  Some do. Some donʼt.  Most teams will use 10 or 11 (of 12) 
during a regular season game, but only 8 or 9 in the playoffs.
Importance of team chemistry:  Very important.  Strangely, though, thereʼs often an eerie 
reliance on the star player when your team has one.
Ability to manipulate of defense:  Very good.  
Number of players it takes to score: 1 or 2 of 5.
Reliance on star player or players: Extremely high.  Thereʼs always a “go to” guy at 
“crunchtime” in a “basketball” game.
Scoring distribution:  Good.  Given time, everybody who plays will contribute.
Overall rating as a team sport: Good.  Stars aside, a team that plays as a team will fare 
much better at this game than a team that does not.
SUMMARY:  Basketball is a good team sport, but has a disturbing way of alienating lesser 
players.

FOOTBALL

Ability to form and implement a team game plan: Extremely good.  This is what you do all 
week before the game.
Ability to alter a game plan mid-game: Extremely good.  Always time to shift gears, if you 
can.
Use of short term strategy: Extremely good.  You draw up a new play with every huddle.  
Use of entire roster: Very good.  Every roster will have ten or so guys who are begging for 
somebody else to get injured, but use of well over forty players per game is quite 
impressive.
Importance of team chemistry:  Extremely important.  A football team without chemistry is a 
losing football team.
Ability to manipulate of defense:  Extremely good.  Thatʼs what you practice all week.
Number of players it takes to score: 1 or 2 get the credit, but itʼs really up to 8 to 11 on any 
given score.
Reliance on star player or players:  High.  I would have to look it up, but Iʼd be willing to bet 
no Super Bowl victor has ever had to overcome a poor performance by its quarterback, 
who is usually one of the stars of the team.  
Scoring distribution:  Very poor.  Only a few players ever get to touch the ball.
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Overall rating as a team sport: Very, very good.
SUMMARY:  Football is a wonderful team sport.  The problem is that itʼs a sport for a rich 
country with big people.

ICE HOCKEY

Ability to form and implement a team game plan: Medium to good.  Like basketball, youʼve 
got time to do it, but teams end up trying to do what they do best anyway.
Ability to alter a game plan mid-game: Poor.  Itʼs hard to get everybody on the same page.  
People are always on the ice.  In between periods, somebodyʼs always giving an interview.  
Use of short term strategy: Poor.  Youʼve got one time-out.  Use it wisely.
Use of entire roster: Extremely good.  If you suit up, youʼll play.
Importance of team chemistry: Extremely high.  Ice hockey is as much about chemistry as 
it is about anything else.
Ability to manipulate of defense: Medium to poor.  It gets very hard in the playoffs.
Number of players it takes to score: 1 to 3 of 6.
Reliance on star player or players: Medium to high.  Teams need their stars, but the game 
is dominated by full roster play which allows for an unlikely hero on a constant basis.
Scoring distribution: Medium to poor.  Everybody plays, so everybody scores, but youʼll 
find seasons in which your star player has 100 points and a defenseman who has logged 
just as much ice time has five.
Overall rating as a team sport: Medium to good.  Ice hockey seems to reinvent itself 
constantly, but it has the ability to be the best team game out there.   
SUMMARY:  Ice hockey is a wealthy nationʼs sport, as well.  You need money to build ice 
rinks, which is a shame because this is really a great sport for all people willing to try: it 
takes years to hone skills but you donʼt need to know more than how to skate to play 
(which rewards both the novice and the connoisseur); you donʼt have to be big to play and 
everybody who suits up gets to play.  

SOCCER

Ability to form and implement a team game plan: Good.  And it had better be good, 
because this is your only chance.
Ability to alter a game plan mid-game: Extremely poor.  Better do it at halftime, if you can.  
You wonʼt get another chance.
Use of short term strategy: Extremely poor.
Use of entire roster: Extremely poor.
Importance of team chemistry: Poor.
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Ability to manipulate of defense: Extremely poor.  Maybe thereʼs a secret soccer league 
somewhere in which there is scoring.  
Number of players it takes to score: 1 to 3 of 11.
Reliance on star player or players: Very high.  Renaldoʼs down?  Better pray for a tie.
Scoring distribution: Wouldnʼt know, I canʼt ever find information on anybody but the 
“league leaders”.
Overall rating as a team sport: Extremely poor.   Comparatively little coaching during play, 
no substitutes, no strategy shifts, no chemistry.  Calling this team sport is a travesty. 
SUMMARY: Soccer sucks.

Chapter 9: Have You Considered Seppuku?
Some Fulfilling Alternatives to Watching or Playing Soccer

If you ever find yourself watching soccer, it is clear that you have either no imagination or 
have lost all will to live.  So if you truly need to get a life; here are some things all of which, 
no matter how tedious, will prove much more fulfilling, interesting and rewarding than 
watching soccer:

Fish.

Do you taxes.  Use the 1040 long.  If past tax season, estimate for next year.
Go to a bank with one of those outdoor digital clocks.  Stand under it and insist to anyone 
who will listen, “you know, this thing would keep much better time if it werenʼt digital.”

Watch golf.

Play golf.  Donʼt bother going to a golf course.  Invent your own.

Make your own miniature golf course. 

Paint something.

Carve a cast of characters set of the original M*A*S*H.  Make sure to include Larry Linville.

Write an essay comparing and contrasting the merits of Dynasty vs. Falcon Crest.

Review a movie.

Review a bad movie, the worse the better.
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Watch anything on Lifetime.

Have dental work (not a root canal, but certainly a filling or two is preferable to soccer).

Learn a useful trade, like plumbing or auto repair.

Babysit.

Babysit aggressive hyper “Attention Deficit Disorder” children.

Have a “Simon Says” or “Monopoly” tournament.  If you go with the Monopoly, play 
outdoors with a real city block, colored chalk and a jailer.  Paper maché your own symbols 
(”the racecar”, “the thimble”, etc.).

Use a stairmaster.

Use a treadmill.

Buy a Thighmaster; look for the Suzanne Somors seal of approval.

Design a Rollerball track.  Write the official rules for Rollerball.

Walk in place and stare at the wall.

Invent something.

Knit a sweater.

Knit a flag.

Evaluate the flags of the World.  Make a Top 10 list.  Make a Bottom 10 list.  Compare it 
with a friend.

Study.

Learn a foreign language.  

Invent a philosophy, then judge others by your new standards.  Hell, thatʼs what Iʼm doing 
right now.

Play “Zoo Tag” – include live animals.
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Read a book.

Be “The Man”.

Try to find tapes of Chico and the Man.

Try to get a complement out of someone you donʼt know.

Invent a musical instrument.

Open the phone book; pick a person at random.  Send him or her a present.

Pretend youʼre a PI.  Invent a case and investigate it.  If you want reality, pick something 
out of a newspaper.

Read the obituary column.  Make running tally of how many wives outlived their husbands.

Pretend you need to rush out of town on an emergency trip; pack, make quick plans, etc.; 
then go to the airport, hang out for a while and come back claiming the flight was 
canceled.  This will make an excellent ice-breaker in the future.

Create your own scavenger hunt : make a list of things you need to collect; compete 
against a friend.  Include on your scavenger hunt list a ball thatʼs “in play” in a live game.  
Select degrees of difficulty based on the type of game from which the ball is stolen.  Give 
extra points if the game is being played by adults.

Write a song – play it on your new instrument

Make your own costume drama.  During the initial phase of production, lock your door and 
insist that, “you canʼt be disturbed”.

Research gambling odds.

Go to a pet shop and taunt the animals.

Invent your own stupid pet or stupid human trick.

Go to the downtown area of a major city and count how many motorists and pedestrians 
break the law.  Focus especially on red-light runners and abuse of “handicapped only” 
privileges.
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Feign blindness in public; see how insensitive youʼve been for years.  Then get really 
condescending when people donʼt get out of your way.

Memorize a poem – excellent for scoring big with the babes.

Invent a superhero, give him or her really cool powers; then write a story where you kill 
him/her off in the first three pages.

Take something mechanical apart, then leave it there.  

Try to find the most useless occupation in the phone book.

Insist you have the inspiration to suddenly become an architect.  Demand drawing tools, a 
big flat surface, and large paper.  Start to work on your creation.  The minute anybody 
interrupts you, scream in frustration, crinkle up the paper and toss it away vowing, “you 
broke my concentration, now Iʼve lost my gift.  Thanks a lot.”  

Redesign the logo of your favorite sports team.

Play “freeway”; use a real freeway.

Chapter 10: Evolution, Shmevolution 
Why Donʼt We All Celebrate the Athleticism of the World with a Game of “Tag”

Soccer is the only major team sport in the world which can be comprehended in its entirety 
by six-year-olds.  Consequently, it is also the only major team sport which can be played 
effectively by six-year-olds.   The game soccer game kids play is the same as the one 
adults play.  The skill levels are lower, the coordination is less, but the game is essentially 
the same.  You canʼt say that of baseball, football, basketball, volleyball, ice hockey, etc., 
etc.  Oh, in some of those sports the rules are certainly the same, like basketball and 
volleyball, but have you ever seen kids play those sports?  The ability to play the game 
effectively requires so much more strength and understanding that it cannot be 
accomplished by scores of young children.  Your average six-year-old canʼt dribble a 
basketball, set a volleyball, take a slap shot or any of the other skills required in American 
team sports.  But every kid on the planet who can run can kick a soccer ball.  It is that 
simple.
"

Soccer Sucks by Jim McManus                                                                                                                                       61



This is no doubt the appeal of soccer; it cannot possibly condescend below any mentality, 
regardless of how feeble the simpleton is.  Whenever I watch a baseball or football game, 
my wife asks, “why did he do that?”  or something along those lines.  Thatʼs completely 
unnecessary when soccer is the subject; thereʼs no need to explain anything, the game 
has no meat.  You can stick children out there and get, more or less, the same result as 
adults get.  Soccer is a game for children.  

Soccer has worldwide appeal because it is a childʼs sport.  It has the same appeal as a fart 
joke.  We can all relate.  Eventuallyhumans grow up and as humans we are going to 
desire a sport thatʼs more adult in nature; one that requires honed skills, strategic thinking 
and rule manipulation galore.  You children can stick to your soccer.  The rest of us are 
going to evolve. 

Does evolution mean nothing to the soccer people?  Donʼt you yearn for a sport in which 
the use of hands is required?  Donʼt you yearn for a sport more advanced than kickball?  
Kickball is an excellent comparison sport for soccer.  You see, kickball is just a very low 
form of baseball.  As American kids grow older, they move from kickball to T-Ball, then 
maybe softball or little league; the game continues to be more and more like baseball as 
played by professionals, but it rally doesnʼt get there until you reach high school.  Only 
then do you start playing the same baseball that major leaguers play.  You can see the 
evolution:  in kickball, there is a minimum of hand-eye coordination involved; you kick the 
ball and, being relatively big and soft, the ball is easy to catch.  T-Ball steps up the skills 
slightly: the ball is stationary, thus easier to hit, but smaller and harder, so more difficult to 
field.  Softball asks a child to hit a moving ball.  Little league asks a child to hit a smaller, 
faster moving ball.  Gradually, the sport rises from something child-like, with an emphasis 
on participation, into something competitive, with an emphasis on talent, strength and 
grace.  This is a classic American pattern; you will find similar step growth in many 
American sports like basketball, volleyball, football, ice hockey, ultimate frisbee, street 
hockey, and others.

Soccer defies all that.  Oh, the field may be bigger, but six-year-olds play the same game 
youʼll see in the World Cup.  And then soccer bullies do the outrageous; they insist that 
soccer is the ultimate sport and throw up the World Cup as the ultimate sporting 
competition.  

Thatʼs a joke.  No sporting competition worth its salt would dare pit athletes in a childrenʼs 
game.  Why do you think the Olympic 100 meter dash is not the worldʼs most cherished 
sporting event?  After all, what could be simpler?  We all move from place to place.  This 
event decides who moves faster from place to place than every other man, woman and 
child on the planet.  Why is this event not the greatest sport in the world?  Because the 
skills involved can be mastered by children. There is no single skill a sprinter can 
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accomplish that cannot be accomplished by a random child.  The sprinter is just better at 
it, thatʼs all.  

And so if you hold up the World Cup as the ultimate sporting melee, I have a few 
suggestions for alternatives, since there are plenty of childrenʼs games I like better than 
soccer: letʼs have an international Hide-and-Seek Tournament, or a Dodge Ball Summit, or 
a TV Tag-a-Thon (the winning nation could receive a gold television), or a Hopscotch-to-
the-Death-match, or a Crazy Eights Card Shark-Off, or the Earth Yahtzee finals, or a 
Hungry Hungry Hippos Extravaganza, or a “Noogie-fest 2000” (or we could go “Melvin-
fest” on that one; weʼre flexible), or a Duck-Duck-Goose Spectacular, or the “Nintendo 
Olympics”, or the Red Rover World Invitationals, or the Candy Land Grand Internationals, 
or a giant Four-Square-o-Rama to decide which country has superior athletes.  There are 
hundreds and hundreds of potential childrenʼs games to promote to World Championship 
status.  As long as the World has decided that soccer is its game of choice, Iʼd just like it to 
know how many other options there are.

The very nature of this planet is evolution.  We change, we adapt, and we grow.  Our 
minds grow.  Our activities grow.  Our politics change.  The same things that entertained 
us as children may no longer entertain us when we have a look at what else there is.  It is 
the nature of life to adapt.  It is the nature of soccer to be the same stupid game our 
children play.  Would I conclude that lesser minds play soccer?  Not necessarily; but 
honestly, how can you continue to be entertained by or fascinated with or involved in a 
sport which shows you nothing new?  Yeah, yeah, you can say the same about baseball or 
football, but there are literally endless variations on the same themes in those sports.  And 
American sports always give you time to plan the next move.  Thereʼs time for reflection 
and time for reaction in all American sport; thatʼs evolution at work.

You can see evolution all over American sport.  Take baseball for instance; think of how 
many changes in the game there are versus the same game thirty years ago: uniforms 
have changed radically to appeal to a more conservative crowd while stadiums, sound and 
video have changed radically to appeal to a younger one.  Baseball teams are now 
comprised of many more power hitters than they were in the 1970s; the game turned 
towards power hitting and power pitching as the century ended, and in time it will change 
back to suit another crowd.  Major League Baseball has expanded from 24 teams in 1979 
to 30 teams in 1999; the makeup of Major League Baseball now includes Japanese, 
Koreans, Australians and representatives from many other countries that previously had 
no contribution to the Majors.  Baseball has made its game more hitter friendly with smaller 
ballparks and harder baseballs.  In short, baseball has evolved; it has changed to meet the 
times, including the destructively inflated contracts players now have.  Still in all, any 
baseball fan will recognize the same game that was played in the 1970s, 1950s, 1910s or 
1880s.  The game has adapted to meet the times, but it hasnʼt really changed.
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In the same time, what innovations has soccer made?  The game is the same.  There was 
a crappy United States soccer league in the 1970s.  There is a different crappy soccer 
league in the United States in the 2000s.  Soccer has cashed in on the innovations in 
other sports:  like the fabulous new venues, sound systems and the overall craze for 
sports in the World in this generation, but has done nothing on its own to cater to a 
constantly changing fan base.  Soccer pundits laud the “heavy attended” MLS soccer 
league.  At the time I write this, the attendance is 611,000 in 44 home dates (2000 
season).  By American soccer standards, this is quite good.  Considering this countryʼs 
outrageous annual influx of new citizens from soccer dominated countries, this bites.  At 
this rate, soccerʼs attendance for the entire season will fall shy of 2.5 Million.  The Los 
Angeles Dodgers are going to draw more than that this year.   

Soccer people will tell you about the purity in the lack of change; that soccer is the same 
sport as when it was first invented.  I agree, except for the uniform styles, you couldnʼt tell 
the difference between soccer now and soccer 100 years ago.  This is hardly a good thing.  
Itʼs just a matter of time before a crowd comes along that is turned off by tradition.  Soccer 
is already living on borrowed time.  Eventually, the world and the United States will close 
the gap in standard of living; when that happens, soccer is going to have to conform or die.

Every species on this planet evolves.  Some, like sharks, donʼt evolve much.  But in order 
to survive a species must evolve.    Man has killed off plenty of species by destroying 
habitats, but far more species have died natural deaths through failure to evolve.  Soccer 
is like the Koala Bear.  It exists now, but its stubborn defiance of growth and change will be 
its downfall.  The Koala Bar is cute as the dickens, but is quite the finicky eater.  Koalas 
will only eat one thing: leaves of Eucalyptus trees.  Of the thirty-nine varieties of 
Eucalyptus Tree in the World, Koalas will only partake of 17 of them.  This is a species that 
you have to label “canʼt wait to die”.  Now surely man will intervene once Koalas threaten 
their own extinction, but without evolution, this species is just delaying the inevitable.  
Soccer, like the Koala, has stuck to one set of rules, venues and attitudes.  In a time where 
diamond vision rules our day, soccer has managed to adapt exactly zero (0) changes to fit 
into an American crowd.  In the world, soccer is rampant now, but eventually foreign kids 
are all going to be exposed to video games.  When that happens, the kids will see soccer 
for what it is – a really boring activity.   This time isnʼt coming soon, but it is on the horizon, 
and soccer ainʼt one-tenth as cute as the Koala Bear.  When it dies, nobody is going to 
mourn that death.

Innovation has a long tradition American sport.  To get ahead, players are constantly trying 
new and fascinating ways to manipulate their sport.  Think about this: how many ways do 
you know for a pitcher in baseball to cheat?  Hmmm, vaseline on the bill, vaseline on the 
crotch, vaseline on the pants, vaseline on the resin bag, sandpaper on the thumb, 
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sandpaper on the glove, thumbtack in the glove, emory board in the back pocket, emory 
board in the dugout, the quick pitch, the failure to hesitate in the motion, the motion 
towards an occupied base.  Thatʼs a dozen off the top of my head, and there are dozens 
more.  Is cheating innovation?  Not usually, but it shows what inventive minds do to get 
ahead.  Now think about how many different pitches you know that nobody seems to throw 
in baseball anymore:  the circle change, the fosh, the knuckle-curve, the palm ball, the 
forkball (not to be confused with the split-fingered fastball), the spitter, the screwball.  That 
is innovation.  Those pitches have come, theyʼve gone, they will come again; theyʼll bring 
friends.  Where are those soccer minds for innovation?  Whereʼs the cheating?  Whereʼs 
the new thing nobody has seen?  There was one: a Mexican player, Cuauhtemoc Blanco 
introduced a move in the World Cup where he straddled the ball with his feet and then 
jumped it over a defenseman, ball lodged between the feet.  

That qualifies for soccer innovation?  Yippee.  How old is this game? 1,000 years? 2,000 
years?  The official rules date back to just the mid nineteenth century, but the game is far 
older than that.  And how many people play it across the World?  Billions.  And all you 
have to show for “game innovations” is the straddled ball jump move.  Not to fault Blanco, 
at least that guy was trying something new.  Not that the move, unlike the screwball, canʼt 
be emulated by any upright primate.  Years and people and years and people and this is 
what you have to show for it?  Soccer is like the guy who brings his new pencil to “show 
and tell”.   Soccer sucks.   

Chapter 11: Americans: the Worldʼs Greatest Athletes, the Worldʼs 
Greatest Spots Minds 

Do You Really Think the United States Couldnʼt Win in this Sport?

“Soccer is too subtle a game for Americans to understand.  Thatʼs why theyʼll never be any 
good at it.”

The preceding is a common European attitude towards the United Stateʼs relationship 
towards soccer.  

Thus, let me respond in a truly American way:  you could not be more full of shit.

Yeah, falling down and gripping a phony injury has a real subtle quality to it, much like your 
average Bugs Bunny cartoon.

While it is true that Americans lack appreciation for soccer because they donʼt compete 
well with Brazil or Germany or Italy, DONʼT KID YOURSELVES, Americans have the finest 
sporting minds in the World; we could compete for every World Cup trophy if we really 
cared to do so.  
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Letʼs explore subtlety for moment, shall we?  Every sport on the planet Earth is essentially 
about two things: 1) knowing where you should be; and 2) knowing what to do when youʼre 
there.  Those who have watched Jason Kidd play basketball and a few others of similar 
stature might add a third: knowing where you could be.  Soccer, being similar in concept to 
basketball has similar offensive strategies.  In soccer, thereʼs more field, so thereʼs a lot of 
“where you should be”s, but I guarantee itʼs never behind the last defender if you donʼt 
have the ball.  That takes away a great number of options.  Having twice as many players 
on the field as basketball will take away many more options than it will produce.  When you 
get right down to it, there are no more “wheres” in basketball, or hockey, or football.  
Soccer is amazingly similar in makeup to these sports we prefer except for the bogus 
offsides rule.  So tell me, why oh why can Americans show great competitive skill in 
basketball, baseball or ice hockey, but suddenly are baffled when it comes to soccer?  Do 
you really believe Americans have no potential understanding of this game?  Have you 
watched basketball? 

How Well Do You Know Your Sport?

Letʼs start with a short quiz:  go back several Super Bowls ago, Packers v. Broncos.  What 
defense did Green Bay employ on the play that surrendered the game winning touchdown 
by Terrell Davis?  Now, one for the world:  the most important soccer match of the past 
four years was, quite clearly, the France-Brazil menʼs Cup final.  In this upset, how were 
the French able to keep the powerful Brazilians off the scoreboard?  

Do you see what Iʼm getting at here?  You can point to a specific play in American football 
several years old, and millions of Americans can successfully answer “the Packers played 
no defense on that play; they let Terrell score to get the ball back.”  Contrarily, you can ask 
the World about the strategy employed that decided the most important game in recent 
soccer history and get very few correct answers.  There are people that play soccer for a 
living who canʼt successfully answer the latter question.  There are French and Brazilian 
people who donʼt know.  Why?  Is it not important?  No, the world just doesnʼt think of 
sports the way Americans do.

You have to understand that Americans are more or less free from the social, cultural, 
political and ethnic concerns of other countries and peoples.  Oh, we think we have those 
concerns out the wazoo, but itʼs just not true.  We have the luxury to think about less 
important matters, like sports, and we think about them often.  Americans enjoy sports as 
sources of national pride, local pride, understanding of human nature, ability, commentary, 
sources of wonder at human accomplishment, entertainment, comic relief, vicarious 
lifestyle, enjoyment of brutality, sexual experience, and for the same reason you slow 
down to watch an accident on the side of the freeway, among many other reasons.
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Did you really say Americans canʼt understand this game?  Is this a joke?

Tell me Brazil, you love your soccer:  how many people are on Brazilian payroll solely 
employed for the purpose of coaching soccer on the high school level?  Tell me Germany, 
youʼre into technological advancement: when was the telestrator introduced to German 
soccer?  Tell me Japan, you like your television: how much exposure do you give to sports 
replay, highlight and discussion programming?

I wasnʼt even a teenager when NBC started diagramming football plays on the television.  
Do you think that lacks for impression in American minds?  There are sub-ten year olds in 
this country who can break a zone defense.  There are high schoolers who understand the 
subtle differences between the 1-3-1 and the 1-2-2 defenses in basketball, who have deep 
seeded opinions on the run-and-shoot offense, who discuss sacrifice bunt strategy as an 
alternative to studying, dating or even playing sports.  Not only that, thereʼs a lot of these 
kids.  They say to themselves, “I canʼt date; I may as well enjoy something”.  These kids 
think, talk, argue and watch sports morning, noon and night.  I know; I was one of them.

X 

I have a friend.  Call him “X”.  X and I grew up together.  X and I were good friends and 
talked sports together all the time.  I should point out that X was also the smartest person 
Iʼd ever met.  There was not a single lunch period in my entire life in which X and I didnʼt 
have at least one sports related argument.  X usually won.  X was an excellent student as 
well.  He graduated first in his class in junior high and high school.   But you can bet X still 
thought about sports about five times as often as he did about school work.  

X became extremely intuitive about sports.  We would watch Miami Dolphins football 
games and he could successfully predict run or pass from the Dolphin offense over 95% of 
the time.  (Those who watched the ʻPhins in the 80s may believe that this was an easy 
feat).  He handicapped college football, college basketball, and pro hoops.  Do you 
remember the year Villanova won the NCAA title?  X prognosticated the entire final four.  I 
think we were sophomores in high school at the time.  When X wasnʼt laying odds the pro 
stuff, heʼd handicap us.  We had this intramural team thing in school where they broke us 
up into groups for the year and then we competed as small teams in various sports.  X was 
amazingly accurate with those predictions as well.  If he ever bothered betting, X would 
probably have reminded you of William Holden in Stalag 17.

I know what youʼre thinking, “gee, I knew an X... or two.”  Did you?  Did you know a guy 
who really knew everything?  X knew just about everything there was to know about major 
sports.  You could give X a team and a position and expect a paragraph response – like 
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“Third Base, Detroit”.  Without even putting his mind to it, X could spew out:  “Itʼs Dean 
Palmer now; he replaced Joe Randa who had two major strikes against him in that he 
didnʼt hit well in 1998 and he replaced the popular Travis Fryman, who now plays for the 
Indians.  In the late 70s and early 80s, the Tigers had Darrell Evans who was good and 
Aurelio Rodriguez, who was a good-glove-bad-bat kind of guy.  In the 80s under Sparky 
Anderson, youʼre not going to believe this, but Tiger fans know itʼs true – every single year 
Sparky would have a new third baseman in Spring Training and every single year Tom 
Brookens would end up with the job by mid-year.  Palmer is a little one dimensional, but 
heʼs not bad.  If thereʼs a problem, the heir to the position currently is Gabe Alvarez at 
Toledo (Detroit AAA team).”   There are people who root for the Tigers and have done so 
for 30 years who couldnʼt rattle off a history like that.  And this wasnʼt a parlor trick, X really 
knew his stuff.  He could repeat this effort at will with baseball, football and basketball. 

X knew a ton.  X still knows a ton. And I donʼt mean trivia.  I think all of us love trivia at 
some point in our lives, but many of us move past such superficial knowledge.  Trivia is, 
after all, trivial.  Itʼs the damn root of the word for good reason.  This sentiment can be 
seen in my favorite trivia question:  who is last switch-hitter to win Most Valuable Player in 
American league?  Before you twist yourself all up trying to guess if Robin Yount or 
George Brett ever switch hit, or if Eddie Murray or Ken Singleton ever took the award, Iʼll 
tell you the answer, itʼs Vida Blue as a pitcher for the 1971 Oakland Aʼs.  The question isnʼt 
irrelevant; the American League did not adopt the designated hitter until 1973, so Vida did 
have plenty of chances to switch-hit while compiling a 24-8 record to go with a sub 2.00 
Earned Run Average.  But you can see how misleading the question is:  Vida didnʼt win 
MVP because he could switch-hit, or because he was a good hitter.  In fact, his hitting 
could have only served as an impediment to his winning the MVP award.  Trivia is like that.  
After a while, itʼs all question and answer with very little insight, much like grammar school.  
No, X got heavily into prediction and game analysis.  Thatʼs where the real fun in sports is. 

X went off to college, abandoning the fantasy baseball league he had created (this was at 
the time that nobody but baseball writers were involved in fantasy leagues).  He never had 
the size to play competitive sports, but never stopped talking them.  He graduated from an 
Ivy League college, and then went on to a graduate degree in economics.  He is now a 
professor of economics in the Midwest.  He remains, to this day, my best source for sports 
intuition.

I know.  I know.  Youʼre saying, “what the hell?  X didnʼt go into a sports related career, why 
not?  Was he not personable, ugly, an awkward speaker?”  No, no, no as far as I could tell, 
X is witty, engaging, the guy married well, so I canʼt believe he lacks the social graces.  He 
even writes well.  “X doesnʼt exist, right?”  I swear to you that he does; he remains a good 
friend of mine.  The deal is that as unique as I find X, the sporting world does not.  There 
are, quite literally, tens of thousands of Xs out there to cover the sports related jobs.  
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Thereʼs an X in every five major high schools.  I bet thereʼs an X for every class at every 
Division I college.  If there were a national competition, Iʼd take my X over 99% of the other 
Xs, but the basic abilities for all these guys are far from unique.  

And then you look at the American sporting job market.  There are three types of guys who 
get jobs for sports franchises: 1) Guys who played the game. 2) Guys who are in the 
network already. 3) Guys who are friends, relations of the owner.  What does that leave?  
Newspaper reporters, writers, columnists (very hard to break into kind of jobs)and fellows 
like Jim Rome.  There are also Sportscenter interns and video jockeys (even harder jobs 
to get) and people who gamble for a living.  I think X made the right choice. 

And yet there remain thousands upon thousands of guys in this country who talk, think and 
live sports without any employable venue.  And there are a million or two more upon them 
who would describe sports as their favorite thing in life.  And none of us can understand 
soccer?  Right.  We can diagram football formations, breakdown basketball and ice 
hockey, but we just donʼt understand soccer.  In fact, analyzing soccer is easier than 
basketball or hockey because of the limited things you can do with the ball (see previous 
chapters), but no, no, we canʼt understand it.

This knowledge no longer applies to American men alobe these days, either.

American men and women are now bred from birth to analyze sports like the Terminator 
analyzes victims.  With all the diagrammed plays and chalk lines drawn, new American 
kids now have a quite natural feel for flooding a zone, helping the weak side, attacking a 
mismatch.  Go to a New York playground.  You will find actual humans under ten who can 
interpret Knicks strategy, and even add opinions of their own.  The minute European 
children start analyzing sport, Iʼll be shocked.  Itʼs not that you canʼt; itʼs that you donʼt.  
The inundation just isnʼt there like it is in American society.  

That being said, “Americans donʼt understand soccer”, hah!  Americans understand soccer 
enough to be bored silly by it.  Apparently, the world has not yet caught us in that regard.  
So, Europeans, South Americans, Central Americans, Asians, Africans of sport, donʼt give 
us that “we just donʼt understand soccer” shit -- you canʼt even talk enough sports to keep 
up with American children.

United States Women Kick Ass

Iʼm not even sure I need another argument than just this one.  If the United States men 
have no potential to win the World Cup, why do our women kick ass at soccer? 
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The Cause

The United States produces the best basketball players.
The United States produces the best football players.
The United States produces the best baseball players.
The United States produces the best golfers.
The United States also produces the best X-gamers, Olympians, softball players and weird 
made up sport players (check out one of those prime-time Fox Guinness Book of Morons 
shows to see what I mean).  These are facts, not opinions.  Check the records.  The 
United States does not produce the best ice hockey players, but it probably produces the 
third most and third best, just behind the Russians and Canadians and just ahead of the 
Finns, Swedes and Czechs.  

For all the thousands of professionals the above accounts for, there are tens of thousands 
of guys and gals that failed somewhere along the way in an attempt to excel at one of 
these sports. 

Where does that leave soccer?  When a football player discovers heʼs never going to play 
for the Dallas Cowboys, he never turns to soccer.  It just doesnʼt happen.  Thereʼs no 
money in it.  Thereʼs no fame in it.  There are no chicks in it.  

But donʼt try to sell us on a line that Americans couldnʼt play this sport.  We really havenʼt 
tried.  The reason for that should be obvious:  Soccer sucks.

When you look at American athletes, youʼre going to think of some immensely talented 
people who donʼt give a damn about soccer, so Iʼm going to now make a short list of 
American guys who are stars at other sports, but probably would have made good soccer 
players, too:

Deion Sanders – Nobody can catch this guy in any sport he plays; would soccer be any 
different?

Jason Kidd – Strong as an ox, has amazing court sense and if you hit on only one of 
every three soccer shots, you could be Pelé.

Barry Sanders – Grotesquely strong humans canʼt capture this guy with their hands, how 
are you supposed to bring him down with feet?

Andre Agassi – Strong, relatively durable, and clearly as flaky as any soccer player.

Emmett Smith – see Barry Sanders.
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Dennis Rodman – 6 foot 10”, mobile, strong, quick and has an unworldly instinct for the 
loose ball.  If you had a corner kick sailing a little high, would you expect anybody but this 
guy to get a header on it?  Same goes for Karl Malone.

Ken Griffey, Jr., Steve Young, Barry Bonds, Kenny Lofton -- These guys are such 
great athletes, itʼs hard to see them not excelling at any sport they play.

Gary Payton – He has the quickest hands in basketball; heʼd likely have the quickest feet 
in soccer.

Warren Sapp – Enormous, mean, aggressive, powerful and fast…and he doesnʼt ever 
stop until the guy with the ball is on the ground.

Chuck Knoblauch – Stocky, pesky, quick, great feet; he even looks like a soccer player.   
His recent throwing woes would be completely ignored on the soccer field.

Shaquille OʼNeal – Seven feet tall, muscular, intelligent, quick, aggressive and personally 
loves to swat balls away, heʼd make a great goalie, just try getting it past this guy.  Heʼd be 
especially useful in covering territory that other goalies canʼt on penalty shots.  Shaquille 
shows the true strength of American sport:  in other countries, seven footers are wastes.  
Itʼs practically a crime to be way-tall abroad.  In the United States, we say to our giants “if 
you can learn how to run the floor and play defense, the NBA will pay you one million 
dollars just to sit on the bench.”  Beat that.  

Well, that there is a very odd and large soccer team.  When I think of it, I suppose none of 
these guys would make wonderful soccer players right now, and in fact, even if they all 
played this game from birth, I bet only Deion and Jason Kidd would be sure fire, canʼt miss 
guys.  These men all play right now the sports that they were meant to play.  They are all 
good matches for their present sport.  That should be obvious.  

But what about all the guys who arenʼt good matches?  What about the immense throng of 
American athleticism that never concerned itself with soccer?  There are plenty of talented, 
athletic, lightning-fast durable men who are clearly not good matches for the sport they 
play.  They line the benches on football and basketball sidelines.  They work hard on 
games that they wish came just a bit more naturally to them than the one they play.  In the 
United States, quick guys really are a dime a dozen.  You can go to any college and spot 
them on the end of the bench in football or basketball.  There are, literally, thousands of 
very fast men who donʼt get any playing time in their respective sports because (pick a 
reason): They canʼt stick the J.  They canʼt catch a pass.  They donʼt distribute the ball 
well.  They donʼt run good passing routes.  They canʼt take a hit.  They fumble too often.  
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They donʼt get along with the coach.  They hate to practice, etc.  In the United States, 
there are over 300 Division I college basketball teams, and at the end of every single 
bench, you will find a few guys who are extremely athletic, can be described by one of 
those phases and never, ever thought soccer was a worthwhile option.   Similar 
statements can be made for college football and college baseball. 

We take our sprinters and try and turn them into football players (James Jett, Renaldo 
Nehemiah, etc.), what if we turned them into soccer players?  We know nobody can catch 
these guys; all they need is the ball.  In Brazil, in Germany, in England, in Argentina, in 
Italy, these guys would all be encouraged to try soccer.  The United States is littered with 
these guys, and for the most part, they choose benchwarming in another sport to soccer.  
Canʼt compete at this game?  Hell, weʼve never tried.

Think about it, which makes more sense to you:
1) in the United States, there is no fame, fortune, or interest in soccer, thus hundreds to 
thousands of the best athletes in the country choose other venues and still this country 
manages to compete internationally at soccer - or - 2) the United States, the world leader 
in production of athletics and athletes, simply canʼt compete at soccer ʻcuz  itʼs just too 
difficult ?

Oh, come on.  

Chapter 12: The Womenʼs World Cup:
How to Misinterpret a Phenomenon

What is a triumph?

Let us suppose that there was a tournament to determine the NBA Champion.   Instead of 
the five-and-a-half months of regular season and extra two months of playoffs, this was 
just a one-month tournament to settle the best basketball team in the world.  And, instead 
of having a champion every year, we only held this tournament once every four years; all 
other professional basketball was considered insignificant by comparison.  Let us suppose 
this tournament took place and it was won by the Los Angeles Lakers.  Would you 
consider that a triumph for the Lakers?  Would you consider it a triumph for basketball?

OK, letʼs take it further.  Suppose this tournament took place, but instead of having all 30 
NBA teams, there were only 16 teams invited including the Lakers.  Oh, and instead of 
best-of-seven eliminations, there were only one-game playoff series (like in football).  
Winner advances, loser goes home.   Suppose this tournament took place and it was won 
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by the Los Angeles Lakers.  Would you consider that a triumph for the Lakers?  Would you 
consider it a triumph for basketball?

Now among those sixteen teams, there were the Lakers, but no Boston Celtics.  The next 
best team invited was the New York Knicks.  And among invitees after that, there was a 
severe drop in talent.  There were no Portland Trailblazers, no Miami Heat, no Utah Jazz 
or other real contenders.  No, the next three best were all fringe playoff teams, say the 
Sacramento Kings, the Milwaukee Bucks and the Atlanta Hawks (i.e. teams that could beat 
the Lakers if they were at home, played extremely well and got a few breaks).  After that, 
there was another drop in talent: the next best four were all very poor professional teams, 
the Golden State Warriors, and a CBA team of some sort (i.e. teams that could beat the 
Lakers under a unique set of circumstances, but never when it actually counted).  The rest 
of the field would be filled with teams that could not beat the Lakers under any 
circumstances: say four or five college teams, a junior college team and two or three good 
high school teams.   Suppose this tournament took place and it was won by the Los 
Angeles Lakers.  Would you consider that a triumph for the Lakers?  Would you consider it 
a triumph for basketball?

Suppose this tournament was played entirely in Los Angeles.  And, on top of that, all of the 
crowds for every game were comprised of 95% Laker fans.  At the Laker games 
themselves, there was a usual mix of people: Laker fans, Jack Nicholson, Dyan Cannon 
(consistently challenging fans to come up with either of her two good films), that behemoth 
from “The Green Mile” and dozens of other celebrities large and small all pulling for Los 
Angeles.  However, opposing fans were strangely absent.  Knick fans were uncustomarily 
invisible.  Spike Lee wasnʼt there; Woody and Soon Yi didnʼt show up to battle the Laker 
fan clout; in fact, the vast majority New Yorkʼs trash-talking, towel-waving denizens stayed 
home…and didnʼt watch the games on TV.  Every game that involved the Lakers was a 
sellout, but games sans Lakers were eerily unattended.  When the Lakers showed up, 
crowds went nuts, but opposing voices had to be searched among seas of purple and gold 
(Laker colors).    Suppose this tournament took place and it was won by the Los Angeles 
Lakers.  Would you consider that a triumph for the Lakers?  Would you consider it a 
triumph for basketball?

Suppose this tournament had no effect on the basketball around it.  Other NBA teams 
played, but no one seemed to care.  A Blazer-Jazz matchup drew no more attention than 
usual.  Nor did a Spurs-Pacers battle.  Nobody cared about basketball that didnʼt involve 
the teams in the tournament.  The cross-town Los Angeles Clippers attracted no more 
attention than their usual, nor did the local pro womenʼs team, the Los Angeles Sparks, nor 
did the local college basketball teams: UCLA, USC, Loyola Marymount all found their 
same fan bases no more or less packed than usual.  No matter how into the Lakers and 
the tournament fans appeared to be, no such popularity rubbed off on any other form of 
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basketball be it womenʼs, college, high school, midnight, peewee, or summer league.  No 
form of basketball other than that played in the tournament drew any more attention (fan, 
media or otherwise) than it would have normally. .  Suppose this tournament took place 
and it was won by the Los Angeles Lakers.  Would you consider that a triumph for the 
Lakers?  Would you consider it a triumph for basketball?

Now letʼs examine the details of the tournament itself:  suppose the Lakers breezed to the 
playoffs, but struggled against their much inferior playoff matches.  First, the Golden State 
Warriors gave them a challenge; then the Sacramento Kings played them close before 
losing.  Finally, the Kincks played toe-to-toe with the Lakers in the Championship.  In fact, 
the Championship itself was so close that it had to be settled with a free-throw contest to 
determine the winner.  And during the contest, Kobe Bryant shot and made the game 
winning free-throw by cheating half-way into the foul lane before releasing the ball.  No 
penalty was called as a result, but the World Championship was awarded to the Lakers on 
the basis of this made free-throw.  Would you consider that a triumph for the Lakers?  
Would you consider it a triumph for basketball?
 
Finally, dare I point out:  This Championship Game between the Knicks and Lakers, while 
considered exciting by many, was entirely uneventful.  It stretched on for hours without a 
single score during team play.  Only the free-throw contest to decide the winner was 
memorable, and the most memorable part of that contest was Shaquille OʼNeal dropping 
his pants to celebrate the game-winning free-throw. Would you consider that a triumph for 
the Lakers?  Would you consider it a triumph for basketball?

You see what Iʼm getting at, no?  The above scenario almost perfectly replicates the 
situation and circumstances under which the United States won the Womenʼs World Cup 
in 1999.  The field was largely uncompetitive, the crowd was one-sided and admitted 
cheating comprised the victory margin.  Despite my interpretation, however, the soccer 
industry of the United States saw fit to celebrate the moment as if there had never been 
any on par in history.  Newsweek said the “dazzling World Cup final…thrilled us all”.  Well, 
not all of us.  90,185 people attended the final WWC match, and everyone and his 
grandmother captured a topless Brandi Chastain celebrating the game-winning “goal”.  
Newspapers across America called it a triumph.  

So where was the triumph part?

No, Iʼm not kidding here.   Correct me if I am wrong, but I bet there are at least two or three 
members of the United States team who were unsatisfied with their World Cup victory.  
First off, the United States struggled against both Germany and Brazil in the playoffs, far 
inferior teams to the U.S.   Secondly, the United States-China final ended in a 0-0 tie.  
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Thirdly, the United States won the shoot-out tie breaker against China on admitted 
cheating.  Let me describe: Each team gets five (5) penalty shots; the team that makes the 
most in these one-on-one player v. goalie situations wins the World Cup.  (if youʼre willing 
to settle a tournament in this fashion, why not just have a “Penalty Kick World Cup”?  It 
would save a lot of wasted effort.)  In this particular tie-breaker, only one shot was stopped 
out of ten kicks.  U.S. Goalkeeper Brianna Scurry blocked Chinese kicker Liu Yingʼs 
attempt which turned out to be the game, match and cup winner.  How did Brianna do it?  
She cheated.  She broke early on the play, before Ying had kicked the ball.  She admitted 
to having done so later.  This is not legal under the rules of the shoot-out.  And it won the 
U.S. the World Cup.

You could make the argument that the United States did all the work to make all five of 
their shots, and such earned them the title, but that doesnʼt wash with me.  China made 
every non-Ying shot, and thereʼs every reason to believe that Ying would have made her 
attempt, too, if not for Scurry moving early.  How difficult is it to stop a penalty shot?  Of the 
ten shots taken, the goalies guessed right (guessed correctly as to where the ball would 
be kicked) on six (6!) of the attempts, but only stopped the one where cheating was 
involved.  Why host a tournament of any importance at all if youʼre going to let it be settled 
in this fashion?  

Has a sporting event of such magnitude ever been decided entirely by cheating?  Iʼm sure 
youʼll get arguments all over the globe for this one, but the true answer is “no”.  The reason 
is that few sporting events reached the magnitude of the 1999 WWC Championship, and 
no Super Bowl, World Cup or World Series has ever been settled with cheating.  The 
closest event in my mind is the 1972 Olympic basketball gold medal game.  The Soviet 
Union, down by one point with seconds remaining, called a time out that it no longer had.  
The referee allowed the T.O. to stand instead of calling a technical foul, as should have 
been the case.  The Soviet Union was then able to hit the game-winning shot to “win” the 
gold medal.

Has an important sporting event ever been settled by so close a margin?  Yes, the most 
recent memorable case being the Brazil-Italy World Cup Final in 1994, won by Brazil on 
Penalty Kicks.  What gets me is that when a victory margin is so narrow, that means the 
loss margin was also just as narrow.  It just as easily could have been the Chinese women 
winning this thing.  Yes, it could have.   The U.S. margin of victory was so narrow it may as 
well have been a coin flip to decide the Worldʼs Champion.  China actually played much 
better entering the final game.  The Chinese women destroyed defending champ Norway 
5-0 in their semi-final.  In football terms, thatʼs on-par with one of those 51-3 AFC 
Championships.   In soccer, 5-0 means you shouldnʼt have bothered playing the game, 
and at the time Norway was the undisputed third best team in the World.  But the US won 
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the metaphorical coin flip, and thus got all the accolades.  How much attention would 
these women have received if the coin came up “tails”?  Maybe 1/10th as much.

Has a sporting tournament of such magnitude ever held such an imbalanced field of 
teams?  I donʼt believe so.  There were as few as six and as many as eleven teams in that 
field of sixteen World Cup teams that simply didnʼt belong.  The United States and China 
both made such jokes of their opening round matches that it became clear that the United 
States “D” team could have made the semi-finals almost as easily.  

Having said that, I will stand by the above, the United States could have fielded its fourth 
best group of women and still breezed into the World Cup semi-final.  Look the U.S. victory  
over Nigeria 7 to 1 during play.   (Keep in mind that Nigeria actually qualified for the 
second round despite this game)  Seven goals!?!  Thatʼs the soccer equivalent of not 
playing defense at all.  Do you think that team actually stood a chance against the U.S. 
“A”, “B” or “”C” teams?  No way.

Has the popularity of a major sporting event ever been so misinterpreted?  No.  I love this 
part.  The United States was womenʼs soccer crazy for a month in summer of 1999, and 
the promoters had the unmitigated gall to believe that the popularity of the tournament was 
mostly about the popularity of soccer.  Unbelievable.   I wish somebody has consulted me 
at the time; you could have saved yourselves a great deal of standing-around-and-looking-
confused time right now.  

Let me see if I understand the logic:  First, the United States didnʼt care for soccer.  
Second, the United States managed to fill the Rose Bowl almost to capacity for the WWC 
final.  Hence, the United States must now love soccer.  I can see where one could be 
duped by such logic, but stand back from it a bit.  Ask yourself, how the Hell did we get 
from “First” to “Second”?  And why would you necessarily assume “Hence” from “Second”?  

Let me preface this whole section by saying that single events often make Americans love 
the participants, but do not often make Americans love the event.  Examples:  In 1980, Eric 
Heiden made us love Eric Heiden, not speedskating.  In 1984, Mary Lou Retton was 
fantastic, but the American fallout was a love for Mary Lou Retton, not gymnastics.  Carl 
Lewis has starred in multiple Olympics and yet Carlʼs legacy is an American love for Carl, 
not track and field.  Now Iʼm sure that following every Olympics, there is a significant rise in 
Olympics-related sporting activity, but it wanes.  How do I know?  The United States didnʼt 
compete in womenʼs gymnastics again until Atlanta in 1996, a full generation later in 
gymnastics terms.  The United States has yet to experience a surge in speedskating or 
track and field medals since Heiden or Lewis took the scene.  
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Do you see how silly it seems to assume a one-month tournament would change American 
public opinion about a sport?  Alexei Lalas, the American soccer player with the crazy 
orange hair, said it himself about the World Cup, “the circus comes to town, then the circus 
leaves”.  When you bring a six-year old home from the circus, do you take him seriously 
when he says, “I want to join the circus?”  Of course not.  You know that in a week or so, 
the child will be in to dinosaurs or monster trucks or Disney products again.  You want to 
know if Americans love soccer?  See how much they talk about it when the World Cup isnʼt 
in town.

The popularity of the Womenʼs World Cup is essentially two-pronged: Nationalism and 
Womenʼs Empowerment.  Soccer is simply the tool, the conduit by which these themes 
played upon the American psyche.  And this was an Americans-only thing.  The popularity 
of the WWC held absolutely no interest worldwide.   It could have been basketball, rugby 
or tiddlywinks; the fact is that without 1) An American host 2) An American favorite 3) a 
womenʼs event of international proportion and 4) the media coverage to give it attention, 
this tournament would not have raised an eyebrow.    

1. In 1995, the WWC got zero attention.  It was in Stockholm.  
2.  If the United States were not a favorite, would you have cared?  Letʼs suppose they 

got knocked off in the qualifying rounds, do you see anyone going to the playoff 
games?  

3. Do you know what the U.S. Cup is?  Itʼs a menʼs invitational, international yearly soccer 
tournament hosted by the favorite United States.  Mexico is usually the biggest 
opponent.  How many people care about the U.S. Cup?  Not nearly as many as cared 
about the 1999 WWC.   As foreigners rarely attend the U.S. Cup, itʼs about on par with 
the WWC.  But the 1999 WWC was huge; the big difference was the women.

4. Without television or media coverage, the WWC wouldnʼt gross dime one.  It sounds so 
obvious, but itʼs true.  How many events have you missed in your lifetime simply 
because you didnʼt know they were there?  That pretty much describes the WWC of 
1991 and the WWC of 1995.  Suddenly, we have a WWC explosion in 1999.  Why?  
Because the media was there, in full, to document it.  The players were not much 
different than in the first two WWCs.

Yeah, thatʼs right, itʼs about soccer.  The popularity of the WWC had as much to do with 
soccer as the popularity of auto racing has to do with skillful driving.  

At first, it was hard to see how much WWC-mania would affect the soccer-repellant 
American culture, but we had some clues:

The thesis of this next paragraph was going to be “the WWC had zero impact on pure 
soccer enthusiasm in the U.S.” based on head-to-head WWC playoffs matched with MLS 
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professional American soccer attendance records.  You see, on the very same day, July 4 , 
1999 in the very same venue: Stanford Stadium in Palo Alto, CA, both the WWC held a 
playoff between the United States and Brazil and an MLS game between the San Jose 
Clash (now San Jose Earthquakes) and D.C. United (honestly, grow some originality, 
MLS) were played.  The MLS game followed the WWC semi-final.  Local reports estimated 
that fewer than 10,000 stayed for the San Jose-DC United game.  If true, such would 
speak volumes about the true love of soccer in this country.  Why, United States WWC 
fans love soccer soooooooo much that over 80% of them left instead of seeing a 
professional soccer match.  San Joseʼs home attendance (not counting this game) 
averaged 11,000+ fans which means that the WWC had worked up such a soccer frenzy 
that the local attendance went down for home team San Jose.

But upon doing research for that last remark, I found something very peculiar.  The WWC 
attendance for that day was 73,123, a huge crowd watched the US down Brazil.  Checking 
the MLS archive, I found that the attendance listed for the San Jose-DC United game was, 
most peculiarly, 73,123.  Hmmmmm, where have I seen that number before?  The MLS 
actually took the WWC attendance figure and reported it as their own, as if 73 thou and 
change came that day to see the Clash play.  Is this a joke?  How desperate is the MLS to 
prove Americans like soccer?  Thatʼs pretty low.  Thatʼs like having an apartment above a 
McDonaldʼs and claiming “hundreds visit me everyday” or stating that a hundred thousand 
came to see you at Wembley because you introduced the Rolling Stones.  If you check out 
the MLS Archive site, you will find a number of suspicious attendance reports, clearly out 
of place with the usual 9,000 to 11,000 crowds, 50,000+ for a July 4 match at Colorado 
(Yeah, everybody in Denver just had to see the “Rapids” on Independence Day).  In any 
case the average attendance is worth note:

1998 (year before WWC) average MLS attendance per game:  14,312

1999 (year of WWC) average MLS attendance per game: 14, 282

2000 (year after WWC) year to date MLS attendance per game:  14, 079

Some notes:  the year 2000 figure is as of June 14.  Clearly, that number will rise, as 
summer weather will attract larger tanning crowds who wonʼt need to show any interest in 
the game.  The 1999 number has not been adjusted for the clearly inflated crowd number 
like the one I have described above.

No professional soccer in the United States is played any better than that in the MLS.  In 
fact, with the exception of the U.S. Cup and the rare “friendly”, an American would be hard 
pressed to find better soccer played anywhere in the country.  And the WWC had such a 
soccer-influence on people that MLS attendance went down.   OK, OK, maybe soccer fans 
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just chose to attend WWC games instead of MLS games.  Iʼm sure there was some 
crossover.  But how does that explain the year 2000 attendance figure?  If the WWCʼs 
popularity had anything to do with an American love for soccer, donʼt you think that 
attendance at Americaʼs best form of soccer rise?  How can anyone conclude from the 
WWC that Americans love soccer?  

Well, maybe Americans love womenʼs soccer.  I guess thatʼs why thereʼs neither a 
womenʼs professional league nor anymore talk of one.  

Look at attendance figures in other sports:  Major League Baseball to date has an average 
attendance figure of 28,000+ per game.  If soccer were anywhere on par with baseball, the 
MLS attendance figures would be roughly 33 ,000 to 35,000, all else being equal.  
Baseball oversaturates its market with night and weekday games; soccer has the luxury of 
picking and choosing weekend games spaced much further apart than baseball.  If the 
popularity of these sports were on par, soccerʼs per game attendance figures would be 
well over twice as large as they are now.

Comparable is, believe it or not, the WNBA.  The Womenʼs National Basketball average 
attendance figures have now climbed over 10,000 per game and are still rising, albeit 
slowly.  Soccer has the attendance advantages of outdoor games and much larger venue 
capacity.  All else being equal, I think it fair to say Americans prefer watching women play 
basketball as much as they prefer the best soccer product this country has to offer.  As for 
womenʼs soccer, despite the throngs that saw the WWC, there doesnʼt seem a market for 
the product right now.

So many reached the conclusion that the popularity of the WWC had to due with a 
newfound American interest in soccer.  I would love to see any piece of evidence that 
supports such a statement.  

Letʼs explore why the masses did come to see women play soccer on American soil in the 
summer of 1999. 

Nationalism

The truth is, when it comes to pig-headed national pride, the United States is no better 
than any other country on the planet.  Occasionally, we need reminders of this fact.  We 
got a big one in the WWC.  Every match in the tournament that featured American women 
drew over 50,000 people.  The highest attendance for a match between non-Americans 
was 28,986.  It was the semi-final between Norway and China, the defending Champion 
against –arguably-the best womenʼs team in the World.  And this was, by far, the most 
heavily attended non-US match.  Yeah, we all showed up for the soccer.
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This was an American thing, plain and simple.  We had the best team; we had all the fans; 
we drowned out the five or six parents visiting to root for players on the other side.  It was 
truly a “Love the United States” tournament, and had the U.S. lost anywhere down the line, 
you would have seen attendance figures plummet like Homer Simpson skateboarding over 
the Springfield Gorge.

You see folks, the people of other countries, by and large, did not give a shit about the 
WWC.  Sure, those idiots will riot at slightest provocation for menʼs soccer, but womenʼs 
soccer barely raised an eyebrow.  In England, the WWC competed against Wimbledon.  
England practically invented soccer hooliganism, so how did their press cover the WWC?  
For the most part, it didnʼt.  In any English paper during our little tournament, WWC news, 
if reported at all, got matchbox size summaries on the back page.  If Anna Kounikova 
happened to be sunning herself the previous day, then forgetaboutit. No soup for you.

Letʼs examine Chinaʼs interest for a second.  Let me back up and describe the China I see 
now.  This is a country that needs a Cold War like Popeye needs Bluto.  China is 
desperately trying to appear as either the hero or the villain in the eyes of its increasingly 
large and dissatisfied population.  Nowhere has this been more evident than in the world 
sporting scene.  Itʼs taken them some time, but China has recently discovered sports 
related propaganda.  Unfortunately, the Chinese feel the need to make up for years of lost 
propaganda time, and as a result have recently put to shame anything any other 
“Communist” regime ever plotted.  

China is currently obsessed with athletic prowess and Olympic medals.   Hereʼs an 
examination of the side effects of this obsession:

1. The Chinese frequently rob families of athletic children.  In China, children as young as 
five years old who show athletic talent are taken from their homes and put into athletic 
training camps on the unlikely chance that somewhere down the road that child will 
generate an Olympic medal for China.  This practice is nothing new; itʼs been employed 
in communist countries for years.  The children are treated fairly well; they are groomed 
to be national icons, after all.  This practice makes no bones about treating athletes as 
cattle…and God forbid you donʼt produce a medal; best case scenario for a non-
productive athlete is banishment in shame to your original family.  This practice is 
disgusting; athletes should be able to decide for themselves whether they want to 
compete in the Olympics and what extent are they willing to go to capture this dream.  
In the very least, this practice is especially hard on parents who live in a country in 
which you are only allowed to have one child.  
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2. China blood dopes with the same regularity that Americans drink coffee.  We all knew 
the Soviet Bloc countries blood doped, but even they had limits.  (Now, I donʼt 
distinguish Americans as “holier than Thou” in this practice.  Heck, baseball players 
blood dope like thereʼs no tomorrow.  It is natural to want to be stronger, especially if 
the other guy is cheating, too.  But Americans did not, generally, blood dope for the 
Olympics like the Soviets did.  Why?  Not for lack of desire, thatʼs for certain, but for the 
inability to get away with it.  One of the tragic side effects of a free press and capitalism 
combination is that there is almost always money to be made from bad news.  
Exposing idiocy in the U.S. government could win you a trip to DisneyWorld.  Exposing 
idiocy in the Soviet government earned you a free trip to a gulag. )  

China has no qualms about blood doping for any sport and lying about it.  The Chinese 
have already been caught red handed blood doping for swimming and track and field.  
The unbelievable story told, I kid you not, was that Chinese athletes were fed a steady 
diet of caterpillar juice, which enhanced performance.  Are you kidding me?  Yeah, that 
will work the minute you overdose all the caterpillars with steroids.  The latest “caught 
red handed” Chinese athletic embarrassment involved figure skaters.  Thatʼs right; the 
Chinese have been using strength enhancing performance drugs to improve figure 
skating scores.  

Is there something Iʼm missing here?

Figure skating.  The jumps and twirls and loops on ice stuff.  This is a culture which at 
this point in time just doesnʼt get it.  At all.  Now Iʼm sure that being stronger will indeed 
make you a better figure skater, but so much of figure skating is devoted to grace, 
beauty and sexual appeal that a willingness to cheat in the “strength” department is 
truly a misplaced application.  This is like Mark McGwire using magic shoes so he can 
run faster.  Itʼs like Alan Iverson getting leg implants so that he can collect more 
rebounds.  .This is like Mia Hamm getting an iron plate I her skull to head the ball 
better.  Now Iʼm sure that were McGwire faster, Iverson taller or Mia Hamm rock 
headed, such would improve their games slightly, but it really misses the point of what 
they do best, no?  The Chinese have decided that this cheating is worth the risk.

3. The Chinese have noticed that the more sports you compete in, the more medals you 
get.  Such was a tactic discovered in the 50s by the Soviet Union.  The gold medal for 
menʼs basketball counts the same propaganda-wise as the gold medal for 80 meter for 
synchronized diving.  Hence, get an angle on every sport, just in case.  In recent years, 
the Chinese have fielded competitive athletes in almost all individual sports and also 
developed competitive teams in sports very foreign to China, like womenʼs softball and 
womenʼs ice hockey.   “There are medals to be won, you may as well try.”   In this vein, 
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the Chinese have developed the worldʼs best or next best womenʼs soccer team, 
depending on with whom you are speaking.  

The Chinese take their sports very seriously these days.  Theyʼve put a great deal of 
money, effort and foul play into doing so.  The Chinese women came to the United States 
in 1999 to win the WWC.  Anything less would be an embarrassment.

Now throw in to the mix the recent U.S.-China political relationship, which has been, at 
best, strained of recent years.    Since the Tienemen Square incident, U.S.-China relations 
have ranged from disagreeable to downright hostile.  The Chinese have zero respect for 
U.S. patent law.  Americans donʼt respect the Chinese version of human rights (BTW, I 
think itʼs downright obnoxious for a 200+ year old country to degrade the culture of a 
5,000+ year old one).  The Chinese are hostile to American dissidents.  The U.S. bombed 
the Chinese embassy in Bosnia.  The Chinese seem to care nothing about the illegal 
immigration and slave trade pipeline across the Pacific.  You canʼt go five minutes in this 
country these days without somebody in Hollywood making an anti-Chinese film of some 
sort (Kundun, Seven Years in Tibet, Red Corner, etc.)  To say the very least, these 
countries have gotten on each otherʼs nerves as of late.   A hotly contested sporting match 
could only serve to aggravate relations.

And then something downright bizarre happened.  The U.S. beat China in  the big game 
(with the aid of cheating, no less) and the Chinese, more or less, gave the congratulatory 
handshake and a “well be back next time”.  Does this sound like the actions of a country 
that cheats at figure skating?  Does this sound like a country that had its embassy 
bombed?  It more sounds to me like the conclusion of the train scene in The Sting where 
Doyle Lonigan comments, “what am I suppose to do?  Get him for cheating better than 
me?”

But only one real conclusion actually fits: the Chinese didnʼt really care about this event.  
As much as China has become obsessed with sport, this competition barely raised 
eyebrows.  If the Chinese cared one-eighth as much as the U.S. did, youʼd better believe 
there would be cries of “foul” and protests for a rematch up and down Beijing.  But there 
were not.  Why not?  Because the WWC was about United States nationalism, not soccer, 
not competition.  Nationalism for us and us alone.

In June of 2000, the United States women played a rematch against the Chinese women 
in Australia.  There are those who believe the US-China WWC final was the finest game of 
womenʼs soccer ever played.  You know how many showed for the rematch?  550.  Five-
hundred and fifty.  And itʼs a good bet that most of them came out for the second half of the 
double header, which featured the Australian national womenʼs team against Japan.  A 
month earlier the Australian women took turns posing nude for a relatively tasteful 

Soccer Sucks by Jim McManus                                                                                                                                       82



calendar either in order to bring awareness to their own plight or to save the emus or 
something.

The message got out: to get attention for womenʼs soccer abroad, you have to get naked 
on film like the Australian Womenʼs national team; and even then the fans might still not 
come to the game.

Womenʼs Empowerment

The mood following the WWC in this country was kind of spooky.  It was as if people 
wanted to continue celebrating the United States victory, but couldnʼt stand to see any 
more soccer to have to do so.  As a result, no soccer was played or even planned for that 
matter for some time following the big event.  Ideas of a “Womanʼs Professional Soccer 
League” got thrown around like monopoly money only to discover that behind the idea was 
nothing more than monopoly money.  And then there were guest appearances from the 
players and further requests of Brandi Chastain to take her shirt off.

Then it dried up and we havenʼt heard much from it since.

But there was a lasting impression in paraphernalia.  Following the WWC, players and 
fans alike were often caught in t-shirts sporting pro-female stances such as “Girl Power” or 
“Women Rule”.  This wasnʼt just the stupid Spice Girls stuff either (Spice Girls, how exactly  
are you a demonstration of Girl Power, anyway?).  Of course, the message is deeper than 
the game being played.  The message of ʻWomen Power” as I understand it is a slogan for 
all to see that there was interest, passion, drama and joy in an athletic tournament in which 
there were zero male participants.  Soccer was merely a conduit.  It could have been 
fishing, tiddlywinks, or goat-herding.  All that American women needed to see was a 
televised team competition, involving athletic activity, independent of the Olympics and 
decided entirely amongst women.  The scale was really the only thing that set it apart from 
such events in the past.  The popularity of the WWC told us that American women have 
been desperate to get some damn acknowledgement as athletes.  The popularity of the 
WWC is the argument for Title IX in the United States.   

Think of the publications that gave the WWC attention: Cosmo, Redbook, Vogue, etc.  
These magazines donʼt cover the Superbowl, why did they give the WWC attention?  
Woman empowerment.  There is now conclusive proof in this country that a sporting event 
involving women only can get a national audience to pay attention.  There is no such proof 
abroad.

As for soccer, well, that was the vessel because itʼs what the world plays.  Not all the world 
fishes, tiddlywinks or herds goats.  Itʼs hard to get many countries to agree that women 
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should be doing anything but reproducing.  Luckily, we believe something different in the 
Unites States, but trust me, you put this same competition in Europe or Asia and youʼre 
going to find a dearth of fans.  Check out Stockholm in 2003; the stadiums will be empty.

July 10, 1999, Pasadena, California

I will argue to my death bed that the popularity of the WWC in 1999 had little to nothing to 
do with soccer itself, but I will concede this: soccer had its chance.  

The hype had won; we were all paying attention; American eyes had focused on this date, 
this place, this part in history.  Soccer had its chance to win us over by showing what a 
ballet of poetic movement the game was about.  And then it happened; as it does, as it 
always does.  Soccer bored us to tears.  Soccer always finds a way to alienate Americans.  
Forget the Time/Newsweek/SI highlights.  Forget the exciting conclusion.  Forget shirtless 
Brandi.  For those who watched television that day, the lasting impression was two full 
scoreless hours.  Two hours of “action” which resulted in a need for a shootout.  

It could have been worse.  If you had actually been in Pasadena on July 10, 1999 and had 
found your way to the Rose Bowl, you saw three-and-a-half hours of scoreless soccer.  For 
two-hundred and ten minutes (210) plus injury time, a ball was in play and never managed 
to find the net.  Not once.  You saw the pictures I saw.  90,185 people attended two 
matches.  You saw the girls, age seven, age thirteen, age whatever.  They came out in 
droves, they painted their little faces with red, white and blue and then they got really, 
really, really bored.  Oh, Iʼm sure there was much cheering for the first five minutes; Iʼm 
sure most of ʻem kept it up for a half an hour or so, but the two games played on this day 
lasted almost four hours.  Thatʼs a long time to go without a legitimate score.  By the end, 
you alienate everybody but the people who truly adore the sport, and even then theyʼre a 
little peeved on the inside, whether they admit it or not.  

Some called the U.S.-China match “the greatest game of womenʼs soccer ever played”.   It 
doesnʼt matter how well the game was played.  It certainly was wide open, and the women 
move more and faster than any womenʼs soccer game Iʼd ever seen, but above all that, if 
there is no perceived legitimate chance for either team to score, the game will find no merit 
among the uninitiated.  Fans have got to believe thereʼs an actual scoring opportunity, else 
you alienate all but the purists.  Itʼs true of hockey, water polo, baseball, football, whatever.  
It doesnʼt matter how well the game is played; you donʼt score, you lose your audience, 
and the WWC Final lost it big time.  You want to know why Americanʼs arenʼt clamoring for 
more womenʼs soccer despite the shootout with a most satisfying conclusion?  Because 
they watched the first four hours of play. 
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Yeah, that U.S.,-China stuff was fun for a while, but you knew by half-time that the WWC 
could only be settled by present rules in a shootout.  I would love to know how many 
children in the Rose Bowl that day whined the phrase “I want to go home”.  Ask UCLA 
fans, Pasadena is a long, hot and inconvenient drive from anywhere in Los Angeles.  I 
would bet the total whine-count was in the thousands. 

Now Iʼm being unfair.  I am lumping in the U.S.-China scoreless two hours with the 
consolation match between Norway and Brazil which, in turn, only went scoreless for 90 
minutes.  But had you been there to see it all, you would have seen three-and-a-half hours 
of scoreless “entertainment”.  Wake up, time for the shoot-out.  Careful, if you miss the 
artificial suffix to this looooooooong afternoon, you might miss who wins the title FOR THE 
WORLD.  What a crock.

Do you have a context for 210 minutes?  I do.  Gone with the Wind has an American 
running time of 222 minutes.  It is an excellent film, but tough to watch entirely at one 
sitting.  Suppose that instead of watching the entire dayʼs action at the Rose Bowl, you 
had spent every moment of actual play watching Gone with the Wind.  

It might go something like this:  The movie opens, we are introduced to the unnatural 
backdrops and Max Steinerʼs  wonderful score.  Meanwhile, Norway and Brazil gets 
underway.  The game starts slowly.  Before long, we are introduced to Scarlet OʼHara, the 
biggest dick-tease in the entire South.  Sheʼs rich and spoiled and spoiled.  The 
Norwegians and Brazilians quickly establish that nothing is going to happen in their game.  
It isnʼt a tease of any kind.  Scarlett leaves Tara for Twelve Oaks in order to be scorned by 
Ashley Wilkes; there she gets a chance to flirt with most of the Southʼs white male 
population.  She takes it.  The Brazilians flirt with scoring, by that I mean they kick the ball 
across mid-field.  The Southern gents stop flirting to talk shit about the North.  The 
Brazilian-Norwegian shit-talking is minimal; the Norwegians speak a language of Germanic 
root, the Brazilians speak Portuguese.  Itʼs hard to understand each other.

The Civil War begins.  The consolation game remains stagnant.  Scarlett marries some 
hack to make Ashley jealous.  Why anyone would want to marry a man named “Ashley” is 
quite beyond me.  Rhett Butler keeps showing up; heʼs too old for Scarlett.  The war goes 
on; the game goes on.  Both drag.  Scarlett moves to Atlanta where she encounters a field 
of wounded people in agony.  Like the actors in the movie, the Brazilian/Norwegian women 
writhe in fake agony, too.  This is, after all, soccer.   Scarlettʼs rival, Melanie, gives birth to 
Ashleyʼs boy.  Then Atlanta is set on fire.  The soccer match contrasts this by having no 
action whatsoever.  Pasadena is hot.  But it is not on fire.  Not even figuratively.  Scarlett 
goes back to Tara.  It is barren and joyless, like the soccer game being played.  The game 
has been going on for an hour-and-a half.  Scarlett says, “As God is my witness, Iʼll never 
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be hungry again.”  Luckily, fans in Pasadena didnʼt have to go hungry for fear of missing 
anything happening.  Nothingʼs been happening since the game began.  

Somewhere around the intermission, the game is settled.  Mercifully, the OT is cancelled; 
of the 90,000 in attendance, fewer than 100 cared about the cover band.  Even the 
parents of Norwegian players were overheard saying, “Just get to US-China already”.   In 
the penalty kick decider, goalies who have been “great throughout” stop one shot in ten 
tries.  Third place is granted to Brazil.  The decision to play the consolation game is 
questioned.  

The crowd bubbles and boils, furious with anticipation and excitement as the US-China 
final now starts.  Unfortunately, very few of them have actually been to a soccer match 
before; they have no idea what theyʼre in for.  Scarlett picks cotton.  Tara owes $300 in 
back taxes.  $300 might have bought you choice seats for this debacle.  Scarlett makes a 
play for Ashley; it is unsuccessful.  All plays in the final are unsuccessful.  The crowd 
senses a pattern.  Scarlettʼs father pulls a Christopher Reeve.  Scarlett tries to cajole $300 
out of Rhett; when he proves unhelpful, she marries a guy named Frank to get the money 
to save Tara.  The game has gone on for a half-hour.  Children grow restless.  Everybody 
gets fidgety.  Americans suddenly realize why Latino fans tend to bring musical 
instruments to soccer games: it gives them something to do while waiting for something to 
happen.  An extended reading of Charles Dickens interrupts the movie.  This proves more 
exciting than the soccer match.  Frank is killed by hobos.  Luckily, the soccer final is in 
Pasadena and not Los Angeles, as it says on the official FIFA web site.  There is a much 
greater chance of being attacked by hobos near the L.A. Coliseum than the Rose Bowl in 
Pasadena.  Scarlett finally gives in to a Rhett proposal.  The game stretches on in length.  
It is over two hours now of play without score.  Scarlett has a girl named Bonnie.  Rhett 
date-rapes his wife.  Fathers who shelled out big bucks to take the (”soccer loving”) family 
feel date-raped about now.  There are big stairs in Scarlettʼs house.  Rhett and Scarlett 
fight over Bonnie.  Scarlett has an accident losing a pregnancy.  Bonnie pulls a Chistopher 
Reeve.  The crowd that bubbled and boiled is now bored stiff.  Pulling a Chistopher Reeve 
must seem like a good idea about now to most of them.

Melanie is ill.  Scarlett goes to see her.  Scarlett realizes she never loved Ashley.  Rhett 
misinterprets a meeting between the two.  About this time the penalty shots have started.  
Two hours of non-action have left many little girls numb.  The resolution injects an artificial 
excitement back into the crowd.  Scarlett returns to Rhett, but itʼs too late; he doesnʼt give 
a damn about her anymore, and leaves.  The End.  The US wins the shoot-out, but itʼs too 
late, Americans have seen soccer for what it is.  The game bores us to tears; it will never 
approach our hearts or minds with quite the same force ever again.  The End.
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Combined, the two games gave us twenty-three (23) shots on goal, eight (8) in the last two 
hours.  The United States and China had one shot every fifteen minutes.  Thatʼs right, for 
every fifteen minutes of action, there was exactly one opportunity to score and it didnʼt 
happen.   That doesnʼt even account for “good scoring opportunities”, just shots on goal.   I 
found just one time in the entire two hours of play where a goal might have occurred.  
Thatʼs a long time to have so little.

And the goal-tending?  It was brilliant, right?  Why, so brilliant that goalkeepers stopped 2 
of 20 shots in the combined shoot-outs.  Thatʼs 10%.  Yippee.  One was stopped by 
cheating.  Yes, like the NHL, most definitely, good goalkeeping stopped these games from 
being interesting.

You donʼt have to score to make a game interesting; but first off, it sure doesnʼt make a 
game uninteresting to have a score from time to time, and secondly, look at the real 
scoring opportunities: two games, 210 minutes, 23 shots.  Sit down a wait for ten minutes.  
Itʼs a long time to have just one shot on goal.  Thatʼs what the WWC final day gave us.  
One shot, good or bad, for every ten minutes of play.  As the teams got better, the shots 
got rarer.   

Soccerʼs biggest and truest problem is the following: the more important the game, the 
more likely it will be settled by penalty kicks.   As soccer games become important, there is 
always a greater emphasis on sound defensive play, mainly because one mistake can cost 
a game or a title.  In soccer, the mistake that loses the big game is much more likely to 
occur than the great play that wins the game.  

[In the game of soccer on the international or professional level, there are really only two 
types of goal: 1) the goalie missed it, 2) the goalie was out of position.   Either of these 
factors or both will account for 95% of World Cup goals.]

Hence, the game gets more conservative as it gets more important.  Nobody wants to be 
eliminated on a mistake.  The ugly result is that shoot-out will decide these games.  Hell of 
a way to end a childhood dream.  Hell of a way to resolve the dreams of an entire nation.

Iʼve said it before; Iʼll say it again: if you are willing to settle an important sporting match in 
this fashion, why bother playing the match in the first place?
    
If you could sum up the WWC of 1999 in one image, what would it be?  The answer is 
obvious; it made the cover of a dozen different magazines: Brandi Chastain celebrating 
shirtless.  Perhaps my thought here is naïve or obtuse, but what exactly did the appeal of 
that image have to do with the appeal of soccer?  The connection between the popularity 
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of the WWC and the popularity of soccer does not exist below the surface.  Donʼt believe 
me?  Check out Stockholm in 2003 and see if the crowds and television audiences are 
even 25% as large.

Chapter 13: New Soccer Inspired Vocabulary 
Itʼs Ennuincredible!

Soccer inspired words for boredom

Fútennui – The boredom associated with soccer in general.

Nilennui or kissisennui – The boredom associated with watching a 0-0 soccer tie game.

IFAICGUennui (”Iʼve Fallen And I Canʼt Get Up”) – The boredom associated with watching 
a soccer player fake an injury.

IRAennui – The boredom associated with soccer hooliganism.

Yellowcardennui – The boredom associated with watching a player assessed a minor 
soccer penalty

Redcardennui – The boredom associated with watching a player assessed major soccer 
penalty

Greencardennui – The boredom associated from trying to figure out who is playing for the 
American soccer team this week.

Foosennui – The boredom associated with soccer simulations.

Croissennui – The boredom associated with attending a French soccer game.

Stopwatchennui – The boredom associated with guessing how much “penalty time” is left.

Borschtennui – The boredom associated with attending an Eastern European soccer 
game.

Quetzlcoatlennui – The boredom associated with attending a Latin American soccer game.

Sambaennui – The boredom associated with attending a South American soccer game.
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Nihilisennui – The boredom associated with denying that youʼre actually at a soccer game.

Existentialennui – The boredom associated with discussing whether or not soccer is 
actually a sport.

Chapter 14: Bite Me 
Some Question and Answer

“If soccer isnʼt popular in the United States, how do you explain all those ʻsoccer 
momsʼ, hmm?  Arenʼt all the kids playing soccer?  Wonʼt they continue to enjoy the 
game as they grow up?”

Hey, hey, one at a time, OK?

Soccer foreigners have infiltrated our culture.  They did so in the 70s.  They ran clinics and 
encouraged participation among our young in a desperate effort to win over American 
culture.  Their efforts were not without progress.  Many kids do play soccer.  Most 
American kids, in fact.  The efforts were insidious; brainwashing was and is occurring; 
these villains worked very hard trying to get Americans to think well of soccer.  They 
coined the term “soccer mom”.  Political correctness helped.  Americans actually fear 
degrading soccer because of politically correct counterattacks (”hey, if the world loves it, 
why donʼt you?” and such).  But you know what?  Soccer hasnʼt taken.  Yeah, I agree; 
there are millions of soccer moms in this country.  Youngsters have embraced the sport, 
sure, for lack of other options.  But kids grow up while soccer stays at doorknob height.  
How many soccer moms are there with teenage children around, hmmm?  At least a few, 
but you will find the vast majority of kids in this country get into something else as soon as 
theyʼve got the hand eye coordination working for them.  

Letʼs face it, American kids are smarter than we give them credit for being.  They know 
their options; they see video games.  Soccer is just a weigh station until you develop 
serious hand-eye coordination.  Then the kids move on.  Oh, sure, some stay with the 
soccer bug, but youʼll find the vast, vast majority turn to something that isnʼt soccer.  Let 
me put it this way:  to all of you soccer moms – do your kids talk soccer?  Do they think 
soccer?  Do they watch soccer on television?  I didnʼt think so.  

American kids know what sucks.  You better believe when they enter junior high, theyʼll 
look for something that involves – gasp! -- hands. 

“How do you explain the popularity of the World Cup?”
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I think the better question is “how do you explain the fact that the United States hosted the 
World Cup in 1994, and set a World Cup attendance record in the process; but by 1998, 
Americans clearly cared little, as shown by television ratings, about the World Cup or the 
United Statesʼ participation in the event?”  Ask any random American citizen if he knows 
where either the 1994 or 1998 World Cups were held.  Most will draw a blank.  

Man, we can host the damn World Cup and set an attendance record and still not care.  
Donʼt believe me?  Check out the TV ratings from 1994.  Ok, so the World Cup is so 
worldly popular; name any lasting World Cup memory.  

“In both soccer and football, the scoring is rare.  So if you have a 2-2 soccer match, 
thatʼs like a 14-14 football game, right?  So the winning score in soccer to make it 
3-2 is just like a football team winning 21-14.  Given these equivalencies, shouldnʼt 
Americans respect soccer as they do football?”

No.

I think this is just about my favorite soccer argument.  I read this one in the editorial section 
of my local newspaper right after the World Cup.  (I paraphrased above, but the essence is 
there).  On its face, it sounds OK, doesnʼt it?  You sit there thinking, “hey, yeah, just 
because you get seven for a TD and only one for a goal doesnʼt mean that anything more 
happened; in each situation, one big score was made.”

This argument points out two important things: 1) Scoring is, indeed, rare in both soccer 
and football and 2) A tie can be broken in either sport with one big play, effectively 
concluding a game in itʼs late stages.  Yeah, that argument had two things going for it, 
which leaves it just about a bakerʼs dozen short of being effective. 

Please sit back and enjoy while I destroy this argument.  This could take a bit; please donʼt 
try this at home -- I am a professional.

First of all, yes, scoring is rare in football, but it ainʼt that rare.  Whereas a 5-5 soccer 
match is unheard of at the professional level, 35-31 happens all the time in football.  
Check out the Monday paper during winter.  Almost every single week youʼll find a game in 
which a football team scored five times and lost anyway.  2 to 2 is a relatively high scoring 
soccer game while 14-14 is a defensive struggle in football.

Let me put it this way, if you walked by a television and saw a 2-2 soccer game, what 
would you expect was the time remaining?  Five minutes maybe, probably less.  You might 
even suspect the game was in overtime, assuming this particular match allowed for 
overtime.  Now pass the same television and see only: Patriots 14, Bills 14.  What quarter 
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would you expect the game to be in?  Iʼd probably guess the second or third, but wouldnʼt 
be surprised if it were the first.  I would, however, be surprised to realize the game was in 
overtime.  14-14 in overtime: Wow, good defensive battle.  Sorry I missed it.

Third.  A 2-2 soccer match is far, far, far more likely to end in a tie than a 14-14 football 
game.  For one thing, as stated above, thereʼs likely to be much more time remaining in a 
14-14 football game.  For another, scoring isnʼt quite as rare in football which means a 
football conflict will likely be resolved while most soccer teams would sit back floored that 
they even scored two on a single day!  Most importantly, while thereʼs exactly one and only  
one way to score in soccer (a goal), there are five (5!) different ways to score in football 
(the touchdown, the extra point, the two point conversion, the safety and the field goal).  
Even if you take away the extra point and the two point conversion for being 
consequences of a touchdown, you are still left with three different ways to win the ball 
game (in Canadian rules football, you have a fourth – a net fifty yard punt is worth one 
point).  Thatʼs a very significant difference.  When a game is tied late in football, rarely is 
the coach thinking, “Iʼve got to get into the end zone”?  Hell no.  Everybody in the stadium 
is thinking, “just get into field goal range.”  It is not possible to break a tie in soccer with 
anything short of a goal, but a football tie can be broken in a number of efforts that fall shy 
of a touchdown.  Whatʼs the soccer equivalent?  Winning a game by inducing a free kick?  
A corner kick?  A yellow card?  Now that I might watch.

The argument above assumes a great deal about ties.  Like, that football has them.  Oh, 
football has ties all right, but not many of them.  Certainly football has not nearly as many 
ties as soccer has.  The odds that a soccer game between even teams is tied when 
exactly four goals have been scored is 38%.  Now, ignoring extra points but giving 7 for a 
TD, given the same situation for football: four scores (FG or TD) and two even teams, the 
odds that the game is tied is less than 15%.  Given that there are extra points, and now 
the NFL has the two point conversion, the odds are even less than that.  But anyone who 
has watched football can certainly confirm this.  How often is a football game tied past half 
time?  Not very often, in fact very rarely, probably fewer than 20% of games have a tie at 
any time past the half.  

Not so fast, I know what youʼre thinking, “gee, doesnʼt that make soccer the superior 
game?  Look at all the tense moments from a constantly tied score.”  Man, am I glad I 
donʼt agree with that.  I happen to find the fallback position of a tie very unsatisfying.  This 
is what we are talking about, isnʼt it?  Because of the dearth of soccer scoring, the odds 
that a tied soccer game with ten minutes left will end in a tie are about twenty times greater 
than the odds that a tied football game with ten minutes will end in a tie.  And my point was 
that the football game wasnʼt likely to be tied in the second half; I didnʼt make any such 
claim that the game was not close. I donʼt think the following is opinion: There is a great 
deal more interest in a game that can be won or lost with one play than a game that can 
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only be won or tied with one play.  The latter case lacks teeth.  Thereʼs no all-or-nothing in 
the balance.  Say a football team has the ball and is down by one, two, four or five with 
three seconds remaining.  That game will be won or lost on the very last play.  Soccer can 
never make any such definitive claim. Ice hockey canʼt make the claim either, which is one 
huge reason why ice hockey canʼt seem to crack the top three in American professional 
sports: we like sports in which you can win or lose the game in one moment.  That 
describes any sport in which there are more points assigned for a more difficult task.  That 
doesnʼt describe hockey or soccer, and it is to their detriment.

14 to 14 being equal to 2-2 is in and of itself deceptive.  It assumes that the seven-point 
touchdown is an automatic truth.  The truth is while 2-2 looks the equivalent of 14-14, the 
latter included four touchdowns and four extra points.  We take extra points completely for 
granted.  We take special teams in football for granted, but “special teams” is one of the 
great inventions in all of sport.  American football special teams can be a great equalizer or 
differential and they go unnoticed.  What is so great about special team play is that in 
special teams you have eleven guys, usually none of whom get to play at any other time in 
the game than in these kicking situations, any of whom can make or break a game with 
just one especially notable play.  The extra point is a gimme, but itʼs by no means 
automatic.  To make just one extra point attempt, a special teams coach had to spend 
hours and hours and hours practicing with eleven guys who had entirely in common that 
they were not good enough to play first string on offense or defense.  

Desmond Howard won MVP of Super Bowl XXXI entirely for special teams play.  The next 
year, he was signed by the Raiders and has yet to make any kind of impact.  Why?  
Because special teams play was a key to success for the Super Bowl Champion Green 
Bay Packers while it means nothing to the Oakland Raiders franchise.  Sometimes, itʼs 
hard to get a team to take kickoff, punt and extra point situations seriously.  These things 
which account for maybe ten to fifteen percent of a football game just arenʼt important to 
some football teams, but they can make or break a game.  Special teams play can make 
the difference between winning and losing the Super Bowl.  Soccer has no equivalent for 
that.  Soccerʼs idea is that the same 11 guys who start ought to finish; it has no concept of 
specialism; it has no concept of unique tools for unique players.  Soccer has no concept of 
an important match ever being decided by a mediocre specialist player enjoying the game 
of his life.  In soccer, that player rides pine and stays there; his great moments are only 
made in practice.   

In the very least, equating soccer to football on any level is an insult to football.  Football 
will always be a more intense, more interesting and more entertaining game.  If you wrote 
or ever voiced the above question, be ashamed of yourself.  This is exactly the dumbass 
rhetoric that has kept your sport ignored for years in the United States.  
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“Those soccer guys play constantly, whistle to whistle, and controlling a ball with 
your feet is obviously more difficult than controlling it with your hands; doesnʼt that 
make soccer more difficult to play?

Why, does it look more difficult?  All that fake falling-on- the-ground and crying-in-pain stuff 
probably does take its toll after a while.  The soccer I see involves a great deal of standing 
and walking.  Yeah, those are damn tough skills.  Sure the game is continuous, but 
individual play sure isnʼt.  Am I missing something?  Are guys collapsing daily from the 
strain and punishment of soccer?  Hardly.  

As for the feet thing, have you ever heard the expression, “defense is played with the 
feet”?  Itʼs not just an expression, itʼs a truism describing sports like basketball in which 
players tend to follow the hands but ignore the feet.  In reality, to play basketball 
effectively, you had better be good with your feet, or youʼll find the bench awfully soon.  
Taking a key defensive position with good footwork in basketball is far more important than 
it is in soccer for the simple reason that in soccer the offensive guy has to control the ball 
with his feet and move with his feet at the same time.  By comparison, basketball is 
interesting to watch.  Lots of stuff happens in basketball, which is probably why you would 
never notice the footwork unless you looked for it.  But itʼs there, and a good defensive 
basketball player has footwork as advanced as a good soccer player, all this to go with real 
basketball skills, of which soccer players, generally, have none.

If soccer were the most difficult sport to play, then soccer athletes would clearly be among 
the greatest athletes in the world.  I know soccer thinks this is true, but itʼs clearly not.  If 
soccer players were the best athletes in the world, then any mediocre soccer player would 
excel at other team sports which were theoretically less difficult to play.  In that case, 
soccer players would make great basketball, baseball, football and ice hockey players.  
But they donʼt.  Crossover stars happen all the time among baseball, basketball and 
football, like Deion Sanders and Bo Jackson and Kenny Lofton, etc. but there isnʼt a big 
market for the crossover soccer stars.    One would think that these sports would be a lure 
for competitive crossover soccer stars because of the immense American paychecks, but it 
just hasnʼt happened.  American baseball, football and basketball stars arenʼt banging 
down soccerʼs doors either for one extremely important reason:  the sport sucks.

“In the United States, you seem only to praise individual heroes like Michael Jordan 
and Magic Johnson and not teams, how can you possibly understand the concept 
of a team game?”

Oh give it a rest, will you?  The United States reinvented team play in the modern age.  
Almost every athletic hero in this country is a hero within a team context, like Magic and 
Michael and Larry Bird and Brett Farve and Troy Aikman and Babe Ruth and Deion 
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Sanders and Ken Griffey and so on and so on.  You will find that nothing tarnishes an 
American star more quickly than consistent failure to produce key victories.  A few men like 
Ted Williams and Hank Aaron managed to stay popular despite a lack of team success, 
but those are rare exceptions.  The much more common case is that of Chris Webber, 
Albert Belle and Shaquille OʼNeal.  Weʼve already seen the backlash on these guys, if they 
donʼt produce the big victory, American history will not look kindly.

Christ Almighty, do I get upset at soccer freak telling me the United States just has 
individuals, not teams.  The United States is responsible for the most impressive team 
victory in the history of sports, the 1980 Olympic gold medal winning “Miracle on Ice” 
United States ice hockey team.  At the time, the Olympic committee continued to employ 
an egregious double standard by which most of Europe could send any person in the 
country to the Olympics while the United States could only send guys who could guarantee 
they werenʼt making any money.  Hence, against seasoned Eastern European 
professionals of sport who were for all intents and purposes, earning a living by playing 
their sport in their country, the United States sent college kids to take them on.  And for two 
weeks at Lake Placid in 1980, a bunch of U.S. college kids went undefeated and won the 
gold medal against the best ice hockey professionals the world had to offer.  Most sports 
writers agree at the time that the best hockey team in the world, professional or amateur 
was the Soviet Union Red Army team.  In the semifinals, the overachieving United States 
bunch shocked the world by beating the heavily favored Soviets.  They then went on to 
defeat the mildly favored Finns for the gold.  I defy anyone in the world to show me a 
better example of inspired team play.  This is every bit the equivalent of a Japanese 
college all star baseball team competing in the American League for a summer and 
concluding it by winning the pennant with a playoff victory against the World Champion 
New York Yankees.

“Arenʼt soccer players more intelligent than other athletes?”

How on earth did you reach that conclusion?  Trained chimps can play soccer; they just 
donʼt like the offsides rule.

Goals should be gifts to be treasured, not beads or trinkets.  Wouldnʼt you prefer a 
sport in which scoring is rare (i.e. a sport in which a tally is call for a celebration, 
not just a run-of-the-mill acceptance) instead of sports in which scoring is 
commonplace?  

Not if it means the best team in the World can be shutout on Championship day.  When 
such a phenomenon occurs, and itʼs not exactly rare (Brazil in 1994, Brazil in 1998, United 
States women in 1999, etc.), you understand thereʼs an undeniable element of luck 
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associated with soccer that should not be present and would not be present in the 
Championship of any other sport.  

Think about it, what are the counter-arguments here?

“Soccer is a sport where itʼs tough to score.”
“But this is the best team in the world.”
“They were playing a team with an excellent defense and a great game plan.”
“But this is the best team in the world.”
“A good defensive scheme can shut down almost any soccer offense.”
“But of all the players in all the countries on the planet, this is the collection of the very 
best, most proficient, most highly skilled, team-oriented scoring machine.  These people 
live and die soccer.  They have honed soccer-scoring skills and are the best in the world at 
putting the ball past a goalie no matter what defense is thrown at them.  These players are 
not only world experts at their profession; they have lived their entire lives exactly for this 
day and at the very time in which it is most important for them to score, they do not.”
“Well, you still need a break or two…”
“AHA!”

I donʼt want to compete at, much less watch a sport, in which a Championship event 
hinges on getting a lucky break.

No Superbowl has ever ended in a shutout.  Think about that.  Of all the great gridiron 
defenses that have ever faced the Championship, not one has ever completely shutout his 
opponent.   There have been numerous Super blowouts, but not once has a team pitched 
a goose egg.  Thatʼs the way it should be.  The two best teams meet, and one wins but 
shows a score that does not reflect perfection.  Fans should get a break, too.  When your 
team makes it to the Championship, you should be able to take home at least one solid 
concrete memory of the game going definitely going in your favor if for just an instance.  

At the conclusion of the NBA finals, thousands of young men celebrated the Lakers 
victory in Los Angeles.  Shortly afterwards, the celebration turned ugly and led to 
vandalism, fights and destruction of a few police cars.  Would you not equate this 
with soccer hooliganism?

For the uninitiated, this looks about right: violence surrounding a sporting event is all the 
same; what makes the United States take the high road here?  There are some key 
differences between what happened in Los Angeles following the NBA Championship and 
soccer hooliganism:  
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First, the LA riot as being sports related was a one-time thing.  I press anyone to name the 
last time LA got collectively rowdy following a sporting event.  Secondly, the riot followed a 
Championship.  The Lakers won, kids celebrated, and then started trashing stuff.  There is 
exactly zero reason to believe a riot would have taken place had the Lakers lost and a riot 
certainly would never have happened in Indianapolis following a Pacers victory.  Now 
thatʼs just silly.

Soccer hooliganism, by contrast, takes place every single time England has an 
International match.  It is anticipated (recently, Belgian officials emptied out jail cells before 
the Euro 2000 Championships, in expectation of idiocy).  It takes place before or after 
games, and not necessarily important ones.  England came nowhere close to the Euro 
Cup of 2000, and still event officials issued a decree warning that England would be 
barred from future Euro Championships should the hooliganism continue.

Finally, when the LA crowd turned ugly, the rioters interested in violence targeted the LA 
police.  The heated conflict between the LA police department and inner city Los Angeles 
youth dates back to before the Watts riots decades ago.  None of the events in this chain 
have anything to do with sports.  When soccer hooligans get ugly and look for targets, their 
victims are often fans of the opposing team, police and officials of the host country, or 
referees.  

If you want to draw a comparison between the LA riot and soccer hooligans, look at where 
there was not hooliganism:  when the Rams won the Superbowl, there were no reports of 
rioting in St. Louis.  Last yearʼs NBA title brought no rioting to San Antonio.  New York fans, 
considered among the worst in the nation, did not riot when the Yankees won the 1999 
World Series, when the Knicks beat the hated Miami Heat, to advance in the conference 
championship, or when the Knicks lost to the Pacers.  

Soccer riots can be marked and anticipated with a calendar.  Nobody expects them in this 
country; our out-of-control violence is almost always saved for social and political issues.

“Since soccer is played by more people Worldwide than any other sport, doesnʼt it 
stand to reason that soccer players are the best athletes in the World?”

You know, I actually heard this comment the other day.  Of all things, ESPN actually 
advertised the MLS as “the best athletes in the world.”  I suppose if you believe that, you 
probably would believe soccer is the most exciting sport in the world as well.

Oh, yeah.  That Diego Maradona just exudes “athleticism”.
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As discussed previously, if soccer players were the worldʼs best athletes, it stands to 
reason that even mediocre soccer players would excel at sports which were not soccer.  
This is clearly not the case. 

I have got to wonder what in the world do you expect the best athletes to look like if you 
think soccer players are the best among them.  Soccer requires zero upper body strength, 
very little hand-eye coordination, minimal upper body coordination, no super human 
strength, and a modicum of endurance and intelligence.  The rules of soccer tend to 
minimize thought and strategic planning of any kind.  When I think of great athletes, I think 
of people like Grant Hill: strong, quick, skillful, intelligent, large, creative, balanced, 
coordinated, etc., etc. name a positive athletic attribute of any and odds are it applies to 
Grant Hill.  Now, name a soccer player in the world whoʼs got anything on that guy.

“Soccer is the only pure sport.”

What the hell does that mean?  That isnʼt even a question.  Do you mean 99 44/100ths 
pure, like Ivory Soap?  

Letʼs see if I can guess what that means:  perhaps that it hasnʼt sold out to cheap 
advertising.  But it has of course, and then some.  Watch any international soccer match 
and youʼd guess that the actual name of the team is either an Irish beer or a Japanese car 
of some sort.  Take a lesson from the gaudiness of auto racing, fellows, there is nothing, 
nothing, nothing so awful as advertising on your uniform.  That blows big time.

Perhaps the purity lies in the gentlemanly way soccer fellows behave towards one another 
on the field of play.  Do you mean that taking a dive, then whining about a call stuff?  Or do 
you mean the tripping a player intentionally stuff?  How about that rioting-after-the-game-
is-over stuff?

Could you mean purity in lack of professionalism, that soccer is untainted by salaried 
players?  That clearly isnʼt the case.

Perhaps you mean its simplicity.  Is simplicity purity?  I think you confuse simplicity with 
“boredom”.  Soccer is simple, all right.  Simple like the unnamed cast of Deliverance?  
Simple like pre-apple Adam?  Simple likeDustin Hoffman in Rainman?  If simplicity is your 
key to purity, thanks but no thanks, Iʼll partake of the apple of knowledge, and get back to 
the batting cages.

Perhaps pure means “unchanging”?  Soccer certainly has that down.  It was boring when it 
was first invented, and itʼs boring today.  And like the Hegelian Dialectic, it has created its 
own antithesis in the form of a tremendous number of interesting sports in the mean time.  
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Iʼve got to say, if you call soccer pure in comparison to other sports, you have a seriously 
deluded sense of your sport, as if thereʼs some sort of Holy Grail of sports, or better yet 
some perfect form of sport like the chair in Platoʼs allegory of the cave.  Soccer is no chair.  
Soccer is barely the seat cover for one of the chairʼs shadows.  If the perfect chair could 
cast a shadowed image of a boring, plain bedpan stool that never seems to change no 
matter how the fire better the perfect chair flickers, that would be soccer.

Only the truly deluded would dare call soccer “The Beautiful Game”

“I see kids playing soccer at the park all the time, older kids, too.  Are you sure 
Americans arenʼt falling for this game?”

Take a closer look and answer this simple question:  do you think these kids speak English 
as a first language?  Rule of thumb is once American kids get into sports on television, 
they stop thinking about soccer.

“Ok, let me ask this, isnʼt there anything you like about soccer?”

Actually, there are two things:  Soccer jerseys and Andres “Gooooooolllllllll” Cantor.  

Itʼs hard not to like Andres Cantor, the Argentinian play-by-play announcer for Univision; 
heʼs like the John Madden of soccer (the football John Madden, not to be confused with 
the guy who directed Shakespeare in Love).  I really think you have to appreciate any 
body who has so much love for something that he has to scream whenever anybody 
scores.   It is worth learning the Spanish language just to discover what a passion this man 
has for soccer.  I am never going to love the sport myself, but I respect anybody with that 
kind of passion.

Soccer jerseys are cool.  Theyʼre almost completely useless as fashion statements, but the 
designs and fabric are great.  On the other hand, will somebody please send a color wheel 
to South America?  Who taught these people sportswear fashion?  Gee, Brazil, could you 
pick a more hideous shade of blue or yellow?  And just because green is in the flag, 
doesnʼt mean you have to put that on the uniform as well.  Take a lesson from American 
sports teams: two colors, one dark, one light.  Neon is better than pastel these days, but 
neither is as good as something classic.  And Argentina, the broad light blue and white 
stripe thing is still not working for me.  I know, your look is vertical as opposed to 
horizontal, but you still remind me of the 1980s Chicago White Sox baseball look, 
eeeeeaaauuuuuwwww.
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Chapter 15: Soccer II: Electric Boogaloo 
But We Still Arenʼt Going to Watch

So, your sport really sucks does it?  Why donʼt you bring it on in and weʼll have a look at it.  
With any luck, weʼll have her runninʼ like new in no time.

The American Sports Fix-It Shop

Part of Americaʼs past has been devoted to fixing broken sports: we looked at cricket, 
broken without repair?   Now check this out, we made baseball -- a vastly superior and 
more interesting sport.  Rugby, you say?  Not a problem.  It took a while, but American 
football is also a vastly superior and more interesting sport.  “Weʼve got a great game here, 
but nobody knows about it.  Itʼs called ice hockey.”  “Donʼt worry, “ we say, “weʼll make the 
National Hockey League.”  By the end of the century, every Northern clime on Earth will try 
to excel at this sport.”  

So the world got an idea, “Gee, we all love soccer, but the Americans donʼt, and even 
though we outnumber them by a 25:1 ratio, they control the sporting world.  What if we 
brought soccer to their fix-it shop?”

The answer came back: “Sorry, itʼs beyond repair.  There are just too many things wrong 
with it.  We tried indoor soccer.  We tried having our own league.  It just didnʼt work.  Are 
you sure you wouldnʼt like to try embracing baseball or something?”

Perhaps Mr. Fix-It was being a little harsh.  There are some things you can do with soccer.  
We still arenʼt going to watch it, but you can make this game not only more interesting, but 
a better game.  Now, now, I know you like soccer the way it is; youʼd rather give voting 
rights to women in your respective countries than change your sacred sport, but hear me 
out, you may just like some of these ideas:

Adopt a Blue Line

Now, nobody is in favor of no offsides call, because then you have ultimate frisbee, and 
atsa no good.  But you have to address the failures in your present offsides system by 
adopting hockeyʼs rule:  the ball has to precede any offensive player once you get to the 
blue line, but after that anything is fair game until the ball gets pushed back beyond the 
blue line again.  

Result:  scoring will increase, defenses will have to work harder, offenses will become 
more diverse and more complex and the goalie will have to work harder.  All this and the 
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basic sport of soccer really doesnʼt change much.  I think you should go for this one; it 
works.   Put the blue line just beyond the box and watch offenses go! 

Extend the Field to Allow Play behind the Goal

This one, like the adoption of the blue line, would go hand in hand with the hockey feel.  
Why should the field end at the goal line?  Thereʼs no reward for reaching the goal line 
itself like in football.  Basketball, ice hockey and lacrosse all have fields that extend 
beyond the goal, so you can “kick it back out” for a wide open scoring opportunity.  See, 
this is just plain stubbornness on soccerʼs part.  You canʼt have the field extend beyond the 
goal because of the crummy offsides rule (Almost any circumstance by which the ball went 
behind the goal would lead to an offsides call the very moment the ball was played 
backwards).  Soccer, however, really likes its crummy off-sides rule, and so like the child 
holding his breath until he turns blue, soccer has decided firmly, “the rule will not change.  I 
donʼt care how interesting the game could be”.  Hence soccer misses a golden opportunity 
to take advantage of something three sports have already discovered.

Result: more scoring opportunities, increased scoring, more interesting game, more 
complicated strategies, goalie works harder.

Nobody Gets To Use Hands, Ever

Forget the throw in; forget the goalie cheating.  If youʼre serious that “no hands” is a good 
policy, why not take it to the absolute?  Say once the whistle sounds, nobody but the 
referee, or the ball boy, can actually touch the ball even if it goes out of bounds.  Make that 
goalie work for that save, dammit!

Result:  more scoring, goalie ceases being a rally killer, longer continuity of play in the 
offensive end, increased tension, employment of goalie who has really good true soccer 
skills.

Unlimited Substitutions

The endurance thing is clearly not working for soccer.  Letʼs throw some life into this thing 
by losing all restrictions on substitutes.  You can make it like basketball in that subs can 
come and go at will with a stoppage in play or like hockey, with changes of entire lines of 
people during play.  Believe me, the game will not suffer, and the players will get plenty 
tired anyway.   Fresh players will increase the pace of the game into something almost 
watchable.
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Result: increased action, longer rosters, use of full rosters, increased scoring, increased 
production/dependence from lesser players (donʼt those guys deserve a shot every once in 
a while?).

No Ties, Ever

Is this a sport based on endurance or isnʼt it?  If yes, then prove it.  Lose the time limit and 
play to win every single game.  

The games are a full week apart. You mean to tell me that two hours is all a guy can stand 
of jogging, walking and standing? You want to see some real athletes?  Check out the big 
hitters at Wimbledon.  Every point involves pounding, sprinting, hitting and it can go on 
continuously for hours and hours.  If you win, you get to get up the next day and do it 
again.  Now thatʼs endurance.  

This one will only fly if soccer watchers are as unimpressed with a tie as I am.  Even if you 
are not however, think of the fun of storytelling!  Tell about how you watched/played in a 
game that lasted seven hours.  Tell about how dead you were the next day, how even the 
following week you were still sluggish.  Let a coach make some player choices based on 
endurance. 

Result: game could become, unbelievably, even more boring, fans could develop greater 
respect for the participants, game doesnʼt end in a lousy and all-too-common tie, 
endurance would actually mean something – a player might just be tired for his next 
match.

Reduce the Number of Participants Per Team

Soccer is living proof that you can indeed have too many participants no matter how big 
the field is.  Eleven is a ridiculous number.  It shows when a red card is issued, somebody 
gets carted off the field without replacement and the game doesnʼt change.   The initial 
days of basketball told of playing dozens to a side.  That didnʼt work.  Eventually, five 
turned out to be a pretty good balance between scoring chances and defensive stops.  
Soccer still has yet to find that balance; the defensive stops are way too easy.

Reduce the number of players to eight a side and then youʼll see red cards that really 
make a difference.  Youʼll see defensive schemes that really make a difference.  

Result: scoring chances will increase, defense will become much harder to play, and 
penalties will actually have significance.
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Overtime Player Reduction Attrition

Take off one player per side for every ten minutes of overtime play.  If sides were uneven 
going in to overtime, only take a player from the team with more players until both teams 
are even again.  Stop when you get to three per side.  Play to win.

Result: scoring chances will increase, two-way play becomes far more significant, games 
will more likely be decided by the best players, teams will press an advantage so as not to 
lose it as time runs.

Hold the World Cup Annually

If you wish to appeal to the American mentality, youʼve got to account for short memories.  
Hosting the Cup every four years asks us to treat it as a celebration or an election, 
not a sporting event.  The problem is that it is a sporting event and four years is way to 
long to wait in between Cups.  

People take this stupid trophy way too seriously in countries that have nothing else going 
for them.  The irony is that by lengthening the time between Cups, soccer caters to the 
conservative and less progressive.  The Cup becomes far too important as a symbol to 
make any kind of gamble in strategy.  The result?  Itʼs virtually unattainable by more than 
90% of the countries in the world.  Think about it: if your country did not qualify for the 
1998 Cup tournament and doesnʼt reside in Europe, forget it.  You have a less than 1% 
chance of making it past the first three games in 2002 and absolutely no chance of 
winning the World Cup in the next decade.  So forget it Laos, Guatemala, New Zealand, 
Venezuela, Chad, Antarctica.  Better visit the Cup at the store nearest you, ʻcuz it ainʼt 
coming your way anytime soon.

One year is not too short a period of time to determine a World Cup field.  If you care 
enough, qualifying can happen with weekly and bi-weekly matches.  Soccer is not that 
demanding an activity, especially if these are “the best athletes in the world”.  If you can 
hold the Tour de France once a year, you can certainly host the World Cup annually as 
well.

Result:  more Cups means more winners, more winners means more interest in the 
tournament, greater frequency allows for a contest that is sporting in nature and less likely 
to be decided by flukes, whims or officiating.
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Shorten World Cup Qualifying/Expand the World Cup Field/Lengthen World Cup 
Tournament  

Hand in hand with the Cup frequency idea is the notion that World Cup victories should be 
determined by skill, not luck.  It seems absolutely insane to me that countries can spend 
four years or more training for World Cup play only to play three games and go home.  
There are only 63 matches in the World Cup total.  No tournament of significant worth can 
possibly rely on just sixty-three matches to determine a fair winner.  Thatʼs why the NCAA 
basketball tournament is held annually.  (Do you think that an inferior team wins the NCAA 
tournament on occasion?  Of course.  It happens all the time.)

What is sillier to me than the simple three-and-out when your national pride is on the line is 
that a countryʼs exit from the World Cup is often determined by luck, not skill.  (A blown 
call, a slip on wet grass, a lucky bounce, etc.)  The premium on World Cup scoring is 
so great that any goal not entirely decided by player skill in any way is an absolute 
crime.  One bad call can destroy an entire countryʼs sense of self-worth for four years and 
longer.  Itʼs ridiculous that such is true, but itʼs more ridiculous that such can happen.

And why is the World Cup qualifying process far more lengthy and involved than the World 
Cup itself?  Why does it take years?  The answer, I suppose, is obvious:  to limit the World 
Cup field to only the best and none others.  Well, if thatʼs the case, why do the defending 
champ and the home countr(ies) get automatic bids?  How is that fair?  And who thinks 
that games played in the year 2000 are good indicators for deciding the best team in 
2002?  If American sports have taught the world anything, itʼs that what goes up, must 
come down.  It happens with the changing of seasons, of coaches, of the Earth revolving.  
Why penalize a team for getting its act together just in time to play the Cup rather than 
when it had yet to mature?

Solution:  Minimize the luck factor – more teams, more games.  What has soccer got 
against a “Best of Seven” (or at least a “Best of Three”) anyway?  And who determines 
World Cup groupings?  There has yet to be a World Cup without a lopsided, talent-heavy 
group.  Soccer always bothers me on this issue alone: World Cup victories mean life and 
death to certain peoples and yet a World Cup victory is meaningless when luck plays a 
significant part.  And with the rules as is, luck will always play a significant part (See: 
France, 1998 World Cup).  Lengthen that tournament, expand that field, play multiple 
games to eliminate playoff teams; after that, all that is luck will even out over time.

Result:  the Cup winner is much more likely to be the very best team (this is what you 
want, isnʼt it?); tournament advancement is less likely to occur as a result of good fortune 
and vice-versa.
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Penalize Bad Acting

The worst part of soccer is the fake dive ʻnʼ writhe garbage to induce a penalty.  Itʼs ugly; 
itʼs unrealistic; itʼs unsportsmanlike and I have a way to end it forever.

Itʼs a two-parter: first, like in boxing, whenever play stops because of somebody down, that 
person has a ten count to get his ass up off the turf.  Any player down longer than the ten 
count must be removed from the game not to return.  If heʼs injured, then he probably 
shouldnʼt be playing anyway, and a ten count is fully long enough to determine whether or 
not a guy is actually injured.   Referees may have discretion in waiting to assess penalties 
to see if the player is actually hurt. 

Secondly:  for any player removed from the game for injury purposes (i.e. lasting the ten 
count), a neutral doctor will be on-hand to attend to the player.  If the doctor can determine 
no trauma or cause of injury, the match will automatically be forfeit.  Forfeits can occur 
after the match has been played.  In the event of double-forfeiture, no benefit shall be 
gained by either team.  (If itʼs a playoff, the upcoming opponent will receive a bye into the 
next round).

Result:  You put these two rules together and enforce the second one just once in an 
important game and you may just see the end of the fake-injury whining crap as a strategy.  
Now you may say, “what if the guy takes an illegal hit, bit isnʼt hurt?”  Thatʼs up to the 
referee.  Referees can determine for themselves without seeing injury whether or not a 
play was illegal; this simply eliminates the finessing of a penalty through whining and 
groaning.  No defender should be allowed to trip or flatten a player intentionally, but just 
the same no player should be able to get a call just by acting.

Make all Free Kicks Potential Shots on Goal

It has always confused me that a penalty inside the big soccer goalie box results in a 
penalty kick while any outside the box lends itself to a row of crotch-grabbing defenders in 
between the ball and the goal.  Why should that be?  Itʼs hard to believe inside-the-box 
penalties are more severe in nature, so placement to me seems rather arbitrary.  Why 
does the one result in a better-than 50% scoring opportunity while if it occurred just feet to 
the right or left becomes a 0% scoring opportunity?  One could argue that the inside-the-
box penalty has taken away a scoring opportunity, hence is very important to discourage, 
but perhaps so has the outside-the-box, so why differ?  The outside-the-box penalty shot 
is going to be a great deal more difficult, anyway.  

For every penalty anywhere on the field, the team offended may receive, in effect, a 
penalty shot.  Place the ball at the spot of the foul and draw a triangle with points of the 
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ball and the opponentʼs two goal posts.  Then instruct both teams that no player besides 
the goalie is allowed within the triangle until after the ball is touched.  (The further, or more 
offset to the right or left, the penalty is away from the goal, the less the imposition on the 
defense, hence the spirit of the rule as it exists right now is upheld.)  The offensive team 
has the right not to kick the ball at the goal if it so chooses.

Result:  more scoring opportunities, more goals, more impressive goals (”she rockets that 
ball by the goalie from 30 yards out!!!”) and most importantly no crotch-grabbing 
defenders.  Every sport on the planet needs to address crotch-grabbing issues; soccer can 
give us a good start.

Lengthen the Penalty Kick Distance

If you insist on keeping these crap shoot abominations to decide World power, at least give 
the goalie a fighting chance.  Double the distance between shot and goalie from twelve 
yards to twenty four yards.  Let the goalie from now on be beaten by a really skillful shot, 
not just a lucky guess.

Result: increases need for skillful goalie, increases need for skillful shot, takes away much 
of the random nature of the shootout.

Use the Penalty Kick as an Extra Point

Now hereʼs one I know the World will never go for, but itʼs a nice thought.  Take a page out 
of football (rugby), fellows, allow six points for a goal and let the scorer try for a seventh 
with a penalty kick.  What soccer lacks the most is what it needs the most:  more scoring 
opportunities, more shots on goal; this would double both automatically.  In addition to the 
obvious benefit of more scoring, this change also allows for the game to have a natural 
break after a score for celebration/regrouping purposes.

Result: doubles exciting soccer moments, cuts down significantly on ties, encourages 
more aggressive soccer behavior when games are suddenly 7-6 instead of 1-1.
 
Put the Penalty Kick Session First

X actually came up with this, and I like it:  you begin the contest with the penalty kick stuff.  
That way you never lose the excitement generated by this ritual.  But you only count the 
result of the penalty kick session in the event of a 0-0 tie. If there is no tie after play ends, 
then you have a winner and the penalty kick session is irrelevant.  In the event of any tie 
after play ends, the last team to score becomes the victor.  
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Result:  At least one team is always more interested in scoring than playing for a tie, which 
could not attack better what is essentially wrong with soccer.

Well, thatʼs it.  Thatʼs the big plan to improve soccer.  Please note that with the exception 
of the “extra point” thing, none of these suggestions truly compromise the sport.  I didnʼt 
suggest making it into something it is not, like indoor soccer.  If you really like the sport, 
fine, you can have it; but it can be soooooo much better, and with very little work.  Altering 
soccer to make it more interesting is like one those ugly-duckling-to-swan teen movies 
except that even when this ugly duckling is shown how pretty it could be as a swan, it still 
insists on the pale makeup, glasses and zits.  Fine, keep the zits, we like baseball better 
anyway.
   

Epilogue: My Message to Everyone.

To Americans:  It is OK to hate soccer.  Really.  Donʼt just ride the politically correct 
mentality.  Just because the world loves it doesnʼt mean you have to; the world has much 
lower standards.  Itʼs OK to say so.  

It does not matter whether or not you raise your kids to love soccer.  Americans will never 
embrace this game.  So, if you do love soccer yourself, feel free to share your love of 
soccer with your children, but donʼt present them with some asinine message like 
“eventually the United States is going to come around”.  It isnʼt.  Soccer ainʼt never gonnaʼ 
be #1 in this country.  It is way too boring, thoughtless and one-dimensional for the 
American mentality. Listen to me: give your kid a baseball just in case.

To the World:  You have no idea how much youʼre missing.  There are so many more 
interesting, exciting, rewarding, physically and mentally challenging sports out there than 
soccer.   Do yourselves a favor:  find a basketball, flatten that soccer ball and start passing 
it around with your hands, build an ice rink, shoot a cow and make some gloves.  In the 
long run youʼll be much better off.  In the mean time, stop trying to sell us on soccer.  We 
arenʼt buying that worthless product.  Americans perfected capitalism; we know a dog 
when we see one.

Soccer Sucks is copyrighted, all rights reserved, and may not be reproduced elsewhere - 
in part or in its entirety - without the express permission of the author, Jim McManus.
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