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Soccer has grown tremendously in the U S. the last fifteen years. Annually about 18 
million people play at various levels. The professional aspect of the game has not been 
as successful as the recreational. In 1996, after the North American Soccer League 
collapsed in 1984, the first attempt of starting a major league for soccer came in the form 
of Major League Soccer, or MLS. 

Soccer, as we think of it today, was first introduced in Britain, and it was the British 
who were mainly responsible for spreading the game around the world. In the U.S. the 
sport became popular in the late nineteenth century. Soccer experienced a golden decade 
in the 1920s, but from the 1930s till the 1960s, the game was sparsely played. The North 
American Soccer League, was established in the 1960s, and survived until 1984 

The United States had the honor of staging the soccer World Cup, arguably the world's 
biggest sporting event, in 1994 This fueled the demand for professional soccer. MLS 
was scheduled to begin play immediately after the World Cup, but was not introduced 
until 1996. In the inaugural season there were ten teams. Two expansion teams were 
added in year three. MLS is built on a single entity concept. This means that teams are 
owned, but not operated, by the MLS organization. Player contracts are also owned by 
the central organization. This differs conciderably from the more common franchise 
models. The single entity concept creates a "controlled" environment which has been 
heavily scrutinized. The league has experienced great successes in several areas, 
however, there still remain some key issues to be resolved before the term "major league" 
really apply The main area of concern is the lack of a big revenue generating 
broadcasting deal. 

Even though soccer appears to be stronger in the U.S. at present than at any other time 
the last seventy years, many uncertainties still exist. The chance of soccer falling into 
complete oblivion does not appear to be present, but whether MLS will establish soccer 
amongst the NFL, NBA, MLB, and NHL still remains to be seen. 
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Soccer is not a matter of life and death... 
It's more important than that 

Billy Shankly, Liverpool manager 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

The Topic 

The purpose of this paper is to assess the viability of Major League Soccer (MLS) 

and soccer as a sport in the USA. 

Soccer has grown to become the second largest recreational team sport, only 

surpassed by basketball, in the USA. Over two million youngsters were playing the game 

in 1994 The total number of participants is hard to establish; however, it is estimated 

that as many as 18.2 million people played the game in the US at one time or another 

during 1994. In the same study the number of frequent participants were said to be 7 6 

million (Gardner, 1996). The MLS completed its inaugural season in 1996, surpassing 

what even the most optimistic soccer supporters had dared dream. Attendance and fan 

support were overwhelming. The long functioning US Soccer Federation arranged the 

very first World Cup on North-American soil in 1994 to rave reviews. American college 

and high school soccer are both increasing in popularity. Even with all this progress the 

sport can not be said to have reached the status of other big sports in this country Major 

League Baseball, the National Football League, and the National Basketball Association 

are all vastly more popular than the MLS in terms of media coverage and attendance. 

Attempts have been made to answer the questions concerning soccer's failure to 

establish itself among these other "big-time" sports. It appears that these attempts have 

been more concerned with pointing fingers than performing in depth analyses of facts. 

The research presented here attempts to give an unbiased picture of the current 

situation for soccer in the USA, and how it got to this point. With this information as a 
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2 
backdrop possible limitations and opportunities regarding the sport's viability of 

succeeding at the professional level in the USA will be discussed. Suggestions and 

recommendations as to what could be done in order to increase the sports viability will be 

presented. 

The Scope 

The purpose of this study is to assess the viability of the MLS, along with the 

general viability of soccer as a major sport in the USA. The MLS is chosen, as it is the 

most recent start-up, as well as the only league with the potential of becoming a true 

major league at this time. The history of the game is covered in some depth to give the 

reader a greater understanding of the material. 

It is not the purpose of this paper to attempt to cover every aspect of US soccer 

Some of the limitations are addressed below. 

There are currently several professional, semi-professional, and amateur leagues 

in place in the USA. It is clearly beyond the scope of this study to assess the viability of 

all of these leagues. This paper will not attempt to inform the reader in any depth about 

soccer tactics, and the different ways the game is being played, beyond what is needed to 

give an understanding of the historical aspects of the game. The fact that secondary data 

is the main source presents another limitation to the study. The data are collected mainly 

from articles, books, and reports. One disadvantage associated with secondary data is the 

fact that it relies on the correctness of other people's work. Another is the timeliness 

issue; the information is not always as up-to-date as desired. However, it is the most 

practical way of getting data for this study. 

This paper does not, in any way, set out to be all-inclusive. 
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The Methodology 

The study will primarily rely on secondary data. Major sources of data will be 

Soccer America. Soccer Digest Sports Illustrated. Soccer Magazine. The Wall Street 

Journal. NCAA Literature, as well as Internet sites with connection to the topic. The 

United States Soccer Federation's and MLS's web pages have been much used sources. 

Published literature in the field will serve as the main source for the historical aspects of 

the paper. The University of Montana Library, the World Wide Web, and various other 

sources will provide the information needed. 



CHAPTER 2 

The History of the World's Game 

The Ancient Times 

China, 1697 B.C. - Huo ji men, yi qi qu ti qiu ba. (Hey! Let's go and play some 

soccer dudes). Maybe they did not say those exact words, but the rest is probably fairly 

accurate. It was emperor Huang-Ti who is credited with the invention of tsu-chu 

(kickball) which many believe is the first form of soccer ever to be played (Gardner, 

1996). A similar version of the game appeared a millenium later in Japan. The game 

was known as kemari. The Chinese and the Japanese might well have competed against 

each other in this sport as far back as 50 B.C. (Howard, 1994). The Greeks had their 

episkiros and the Romans their harpastum games. The latter of these two was introduced 

into England during the Roman occupation, which started in 43 A.D and lasted until 409 

A.D (Gardner, 1996). 

The British Get Going 

There are those, like Professor Gardiner, who do not consider the similarities of 

these ancient games to the modem game to be significant (Rote, 1978). The game was 

known to be slightly more barbaric and brutal at that time than what it is today. An 

example of this can be the tale of a game played in Derby, England in 276 A.D where 

the towns-people beat a team of legionaries. The game was probably rough enough to 

begin with, however, the added touch of using a skull, from one of the losers of the pre-

game warm-up (where the legionaries had "repelled" some Danish invaders), as a "game-

ball" would certainly seem to qualify the game as a rather grotesque display (Smits, 

1968). 
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5 
The British game developed in all aspects over the next 1400, or so 

years despite attempts to ban it. Bans were imposed by Edward II in 1314, by Edward III 

in 1349, by Richard III in 1389, and even Queen Elisabeth banned the game in 1572 

(Smits, 1968). All through these bans, which were mostly imposed due to the sport's lack 

of rules and gentlemanly conduct, the sport maintained its appeal with the general 

population. As Ted Smits put it in "the Game of Soccer" (1968) "That they [monarchs] 

had to keep on thundering [football] might indicate that kicking a ball can no more be 

legislated away than sex" It has to be said that the sport took on many different forms, 

most of which could be traced to various geographical regions. There were few, if any 

rules. It could be 80 versus 80 players, and the "field" could consist of a "city-block" or 

a busy street. Physical contact was often more a part of the game than a result of it. The 

game was not for the upper classes at this time, but rather for men of the middle and 

lower classes (Radnedge, 1994). 

Football or soccer, as most of the world know it today, might never have seen the 

light of day had it not been for the British school system's adoption of the game. It was 

the status-saturated public schools, known as private schools in America, that picked up 

on the sport in the 1850's. Suddenly the game caught recognition and was accepted as a 

quite proper past-time activity amongst the upper classes. How was this turn-around 

possible? The underlying cause seems to be the change in religious values, and 

specifically what Smits refers to as "muscular Christianity" (Smits, 1968). With the 

schools/universities, like Oxford, Cambridge, Harrows, Eton and Rugby, came the rules. 

Up until the universities' interest in the sport not much effort had been made to establish a 

common set of rules for the game. Actually, there was not even agreement upon what to 
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call the game. Some of the names used were "hurling" and "campynge" (Radnedge, 

1994). The biggest problem was that most of the universities did not agree on one set of 

rules. Some of the universities allowed hacking (kicking at the legs below the knees), 

some allowed handling the ball, some played with 11 players on each side while others 

used 15 players (Rote, 1978 p. 19). The one thing all agreed upon was that it was not 

allowed to carry the ball while running (one could catch the ball with the hands only to 

put it at their feet). 

The first "tangible" impact the universities had on the game can be traced to the 

year 1823 when William Webb Ellis of the Rugby School did the unthinkable and, "with 

a fine disregard for the rules of football", picked up the ball and ran with it during a 

match (Rote, 1978). This event is recognized as the beginning of Rugby Football. 

However, some scholars point to the fact that the first combined set of rules were set up 

in 1846 by alumni ('old boys') from the Salopian and Etonian schools (Murray, 1996). 

The need for a common set of rules became ever more clear, and in 1848 H. C. 

Maiden, H. D Winton, and J. C. Thring organized a meeting at Cambridge (Trinity 

College). Representatives from the "public schools" wrote down the rules used at their 

own institutions. From this collection of rules came the famous Cambridge Rules. Even 

though, J C. Thring in 1862 wrote up the ten fundamental rules of modern soccer, or as 

he phrased it "The Simplest Game", Association football was bom during a meeting in 

London, at the Freemason's Tavern on October 26,1863 (five more meetings followed). 

Once again it was alumni of the "public schools" who set the stage. The new Association 

Rules were largely based on the Cambridge meeting (Murray, 1996, Smits, 1978, 

Radnedge, 1994). 'Association football' led to the obvious name of'football', and the 



not so obvious 'soccer' (from association) (Wagg, 1995). As a curiosity it can be 

mentioned that the term football originally covered any sport practiced on foot as 

opposed to on horseback. The horseback games were referred to as equestrian games. 

The Football Association (FA) was also established during the meetings at Freemason's 

Tavern. The Rugby Football Union was not formed until 1871 by those who felt that 

association football was not manly enough. The Rugby rules allowed for the handling of 

"both ball and opponents" (Wagg, 1996). The Rugby vs. Association Football argument 

was, as Gardner (1996) puts it, really "between those who wanted soccer to be a game of 

skill and those who wanted it to include a hefty dose of sheer brute force". 

Why did all this happen in Britain, during the nineteenth century, one might ask. 

Surely they played ball games in the rest of the world as well. The industrial revolution 

arrived early in Britain, which drew many people to cities and towns. The need for 

physical exercise, and belonging were greater than at previous times. With the industrial 

revolution came a better infrastructure. Travel between cities now made it easier to play 

against teams from different geographical areas. The presence of the universities and 

their newfound interest in football games provided the leaders that were needed in order 

to carry the games to a higher level. To make them more than just "a devilistic pastime 

with brawling, murther, homicide and a great effusion of blood, as experience daily 

teacheth" as P. Stubbes put it in his Anatomie of Abuses which appeared in 1583 (Rote, 

1978). The fact that national rules had already been drawn up for horse-racing, golf, and 

cricket in the period from 1750 till 1788, and that by 1888 mountaineering, track and 

field, swimming, sailing, cycling, ice skating, rowing, boxing, hockey, and lawn tennis 

were all governed by national associations (Murray, 1996) as well as football and rugby. 
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goes to show that Britain was truly a front-runner on the sports-scene. The university 

players naturally wanted to measure their strength on the football pitch against the 

"neighbouring-schools". The game was in place, the infrastructure was in place, the little 

money it took was available, what remained was to agree upon the rules. 

Spreading the Game 

In Britain, football and rugby had reached separate organizational forms by 1871, 

and both forms (handling/non-handling) had been played since Mr Ellis picked up the 

ball in 1823. Around the world the sport was also catching on. The British loved their 

favorite pastime activity so much that wherever they went they seemed to find a way of 

setting up fields and creating enough interest to play the game. Usually they would only 

play between themselves, but whenever they lacked players they would invite locals to 

join in. 

Without exception, countries that had close contact with Britain were first to 

adopt the game. Naturally the British colonies were of the first to experience the Brits' 

love for the game. This is most evident in South America, where Uruguay and Argentina 

were early to take to the game as opposed to their neighboring countries that had much 

less contact with the British. The situation was much the same in Europe. Denmark and 

Switzerland were the first to be swept by the Brits' interest in the game, followed by the 

rest of the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands and Belgium, with France and 

Germany soon to follow (Murray, 1994). Prague, Vienna, and Budapest became the 

strongholds in Eastern Europe. The modern soccer giants of Italy, Spain, Russia, and 

Brazil where relatively slow in picking up on the game. 
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However, by the twentieth century, nearly the entire modern world had adopted 

the British game called association football, and almost without exception it had become 

the most popular game wherever it was played. In a few places, like the USA, Canada, 

Australia, and New Zealand the rugby version of the game seemed to be at least as 

popular. It is interesting to note that these are all English speaking countries. One could 

look at this in another way and simply say that the handling versions (the more brutal 

ones) did not make it in the non-English speaking world. The reasons for this could be 

the grounds of an entire study in itself 

So how and why did the British do it? The later part of this question is obvious to 

anyone who has ever played the game; they simply loved playing it. The growth in 

popularity of the game in Britain had been tremendous. Already in 1885, the English FA 

Challenge Cup, that was staged every year, was drawing close to 10,000 spectators. By 

the 1890s the annual games between Scotland and England (continued up till 1989) 

would have over 50,000 attending. In 1901 the FA Cup had reached a crowd of 110,820 

(Murray, 1996). The FA had attempted to keep professionalism out of the game, but was 

forced to give up its stance in 1885 This, combined with the adoption of a league system 

built upon the baseball league in the USA, led to even greater interest in the game 

(Gardner, 1996). Soccer also benefited from a newfound interest from the church, and 

various industries. The church used soccer in spreading the word of God and both 

industry and the church clearly saw the benefits of soccer over Rugby. Rugby was by far 

the more brutal game, and surely many a worker could not do his job the day following a 

match (Wagg, 1995). Many of the big clubs were indeed started by the church, and by 

big industry. Southampton, still today known as the Saints, Aston Villa, and Everton are 
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among the most famous 'church' teams (all in the English top division in 1999). 

Sheffield United, West Ham, and Arsenal were all started as 'factory' teams (Arsenal 

winning the top division in the 1997/98 season) (Wagg, 1995). 

When asking the question of why the British would spread the game it would 

appear to be a government plan to impose British culture upon others. However, that was 

not the case. The fact that it was seen as a British game, in some instances actually had a 

negative effect (Murray, 1996). Nor can it be said that the game was played to practice 

any useful and desirable skill like those associated with hunting and military activities 

(Murray, 1996). Students, workers, government officials, businessmen, and sailors alike 

spread the game. The fact that the British traveled extensively compared to most other 

peoples of the time helped ensure the spread of the game.^ 

The impact of traveling teams, most notably the Corinthians, an amateur team 

from England, on the spread of the game should not be understated. These teams 

traveled to all corners of the world creating excitement for the game. They set the 

standard of how well the game could be played, and brought the aspect of earnings to the 

' In most cases the game would enter by these British visitors, and in some cases, natives who had visited 
England for various purposes, such as studying. This later example is how the game was introduced to 
Brazil (Gardner, 1996). Although some forms of soccer had been played in Brazil at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century this had been quite effectively held down by the govenmient who only saw the game as 
a wild and disturbing activity In 1894, however, a young student returned to his homeland of Brazil, 
where he had been bom in 1874 to English parents. The young man was Charles Miller. He brought with 
him two soccerballs from England, and introduced the game to a local British cricket club (Sao Paulo 
Cricket Club). Within a few years soccer was the main activity of the club, and by 1902 the interest for the 
game had spread enough to see the introduction of the Sao Paulo League. In the begitming it was a game 
only for the rich Europeans, and "the sons of the well-to-do Brazilians" (Gardner, 1996). As time went by 
the game spread to all layers of society 
In China the game was re-introduced by visitors with various backgrounds, but it is interesting to note the 
fact that it was used as a means for "Christian missionaries, particularly through the YMCA, .. .to win the 
'heathens' over to the 'true god'" (Murray, 1996). 
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game. Visiting teams with the quality of the Corinthians or Southampton would assure 

decent gate receipts, and thus businessmen began to promote games. 

and so goes the tale of how the game was spread around the world. 

The International Society Embrace the Game 

Although the game was spreading rapidly around the world the fact was that, as 

the twentieth century came about, soccer remained mainly a British game. The British 

teams were still the best, and the administration of the game was still very much in 

British hands. The FA had set up the British International Board as the official 

administrator of the world game. The Board was in charge of updating the rules of the 

game, etc. What made the Board international was simply that it consisted of 

representatives from Wales, Ireland, Scotland, and England (two each).^ 

The Board, and the FA, which still remained a purely amateur body, had guided 

the game forward in a convincing manner. There was, in England, a 36 team professional 

league in existence by the fall of 1888. There was also an annual tournament that 

crowned the British International Champion, the first staged as early as 1884. The British 

did not deem it necessary to take part in the meetings that took place in Paris, in 1904 to 

establish a world governing body for soccer. The meeting was attended by Belgium, 

Denmark, France, Holland, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland, with an outcome that had 

significant impact on the development of soccer. This meeting was to be the birth of the 

Federation Internationale de Football Association, or FIFA. (In English International 

Federation of Association Football) (Gardner, 1996). 

^ The most noticeable rule change to take place at this time was the total emission of the use of hands by 
field players. Earher, players had been allowed to catch the ball with their hands, only to put it at their feet. 
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By 1914 FIFA counted 24 member countries, including the USA and Britain, 

who all had one vote each (Gardner, 1996, Murray, 1996). According to Gardner (1996) 

FIFA had two main objectives: 1) Establish one set of rules that would be used 

everywhere the game was played, i.e. do what the FA had done in Britain; and 2) see to it 

that the game would spread to new countries and to help these to develop into healthy 

soccer nations. Murray (1996) points out that FIFA also aimed at staging international 

competitions, and the idea for a world cup tournament was born in that early stage of 

FIFA existence. For twenty years the British would resign and rejoin their membership 

several times, however, "... from the 1920s into the 1930s the working class took up 

soccer, transforming the game from an amateur^ pursuit of the middle class to a 

professional game that appealed to all". Up till now Britain had had the best players, the 

best teams, and the greatest administration, but this change in the 1920s "marked the 

beginning of the end of British dominance" (Murray, 1996). 

The World Cup 

More books and articles have been written about the FIFA World Cup than any 

other soccer event. It may well be more covered than the Olympics. The thought of 

having a tournament to crown the true champion of the world, rather than Britain, was 

brought into FIFA when it was first established. In 1905 the first attempt was made at 

staging a tournament, but no one joined (Duarte, 1994). The Olympic soccer tournament, 

still considered an amateur event, was the closest one came to decide the champion of the 

world. This tournament was staged every four years. England was the only champion 

^ The English had certain aspects of professionalism as early as in 1885. 



13 
before World War I broke out. The World Cup remained nothing but a thought. In 

1920 FIFA elected a new Board that consisted of "a few good men". A Dutchman named 

Wilhelm Hirshmann was appointed as honorary secretary. This was the same Hirshmann 

ho had written up the set of rules that in fact created FIFA. It was also "Hirshmann, who, 

. .at his own expense, kept the FIFA flame alive" (Duarte, 1994) during, and 

immediately following WWI. The newly elected president was no less a figure, Jules 

Rimet, the father of the World Cup. "With Jules Rimet a new soccer era 

began.. When Rimet left FIFA in 1954, there were 85 members.. there had only been 20 

members when Rimet took office" (Duarte, 1994). Jules Rimet, however, will be 

remembered mainly for putting on the World Cup in 1930. 

Countless attempts had been made to get the tournament established, but it was 

not until Jules Rimet decided to push it through that it actually came about. It was 

decided to stage the very first World Cup in Uruguay since Uruguay had won the 

Olympic tournaments in both 1924 and 1928 (Radnedge, 1994). Also a factor was that 

the Uruguayans offered to pay all the travel expenses for the European visitors, as well as 

build a new 100,000 capacity stadium. The Uruguayans wanted to host the Cup in 1930, 

which marked their hundredth anniversary of independence (Gardner, 1996). The special 

FIFA congress that worked on the World Cup issue drew up the lines of the tournament, 

most of which are still intact today. The tournament was to be played every four years, 

beginning in 1930 The first tournament consisted of 13 national teams, with Belgium, 

France, Romania, and Yugoslavia being the European contenders. Argentina, Bolivia, 

Brazil, Chile, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru, the United States, and Uruguay represented the 
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Americas. Uruguay beat Argentina 4-2 in the final, but most important the Cup had 

actually been staged. 

The World Cup was only to be staged two more times before the outbreak of 

World War II. In 1934 it was staged in Italy, and in 1938 it was held in France. The first 

post-war tournament was staged in Brazil in 1950. The tournament has been staged 

every four years since then, with Europe and South-America sharing the host-

responsibility 

In 1994 FIFA were finally ready to let the USA host the Cup, which was a great 

success. This Cup will be covered some in the next chapter. The most recent Cup was 

staged in France, 1998. The Cup became a showcase for the French who won the 

tournament by beating Brazil 3-0 in the final. This was the biggest margin of victory in 

28 years. The tournament received worldwide coverage, and was such a success that 

some forces within FIFA are now trying to push for the World Cup to become a biannual 

tournament. For more World Cup history see Appendix 1. 

The Worlds Game Today 

In 1998 the game is being played everywhere, and FIFA has 203 member 

countries, which is more than the UN (185). Leagues exist in virtually every country in 

the world, and international club and national team tournaments are staged all the time. 

The best known competitions'^ include the Champions League, and the Copa 

Europe: The Champions League, a league for the winners of the domestic leagues in Europe. The Cup 
Winners Cup, a cup for the winners of the domestic cups in Europe. The UEFA Cup, a cup tournament that 
enables the best teams from each country in Europe (minus the league and the cup winners) to compete for 
honor and glory, and money. The UEFA European Cup for national teams, a tournament that is staged 
every four years (opposite of the World Cup), hi South America they have similar tournaments including: 
The Copa Libertadores, a club cup between the domestic cup winners. The Copa America, a tournament to 
crown the best national team. Each of the continents has their own versions, (cont.) 



15 
Libertadores. 

The tournaments exist due to the great interest in the game, but they are certainly 

fueled by the fact that there is money to be made. As a matter of fact the greatest changes 

taking place in international soccer over the last decade are those relating to money 

Players are bought and sold for as much as $30 million,^ whereas only ten years ago $10 

million would nearly be a record. Many of the biggest clubs have made public stock 

offerings, and are traded freely on the world markets. Clubs such as Manchester United 

of England, and Barcelona of Spain, have become large business units. Manchester 

United alone sold $35 million in merchandise in 1995, as opposed to $3 million in 1990 

The Champions League has brought the top teams in Europe enormous amounts of 

money as the stadiums are virtually packed for every game, and the television rights are 

being sold for millions. The television deals being made today seem unreal as compared 

to the ones made just a short decade ago. In 1987 FIFA agreed to sell the rights of the 

1990, 1994, and 1998 World Cup for a combined sum of $228 million. When the 

bidding for the 2002 games started in 1995, the $1 billion mark appeared (Gardner, 

1996). Money is also being made at the gates with average crowds of 33,000 in Italy 

where ticket prices range from $20 - $145, and 24,000 turning out to pay between $12 -

$60 in England (1995 league games figures). Considering that an English Premier 

Some of the tournaments reach across the continents, such as the World Club Cup, or Intercontinental Cup 
as it is more commonly referred to. The cup is really only one game that is played in Tokyo every year, 
between the wiimers of the Copa Libertadores and the Champions League. The Inter American Cup has the 
South American club champions playing the champion of the CONCACAF (Central and Northern 
America). The Olympic soccer tournament is still one of the biggest ones, but the teams are all U-23s 
(under 23 years of age). FIFA also stage an Under-17 World Championship, as well as, an Under-20 
World Championship. The Women's World Cup also became a reality in 1991. There seem to be an 
endless number of annual, biaimual, and random tournaments in place as we approach year 2000. 
^ Brazilian, Denilson was signed by Real Bettis of the Spanish top league for £21.5 million. 
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League (20 teams) team could end up playing a total of fifty-plus games a year the gate 

receipts account for a lot of money The increase in wages has increased simultaneously 

with the increase in club revenue. Players in England and Italy can receive weekly 

paychecks exceeding $30,000. Although it seems that the clubs mostly buy players from 

as far away as possible, they have also started to look at younger and younger talents. 

Players are being scouted before turning ten years old. 

In total, FIFA estimates show that soccer generated an annual turnover in excess 

of $200 billion as we entered the 1990s. The growth has since continued at a rapid pace. 

However, the money aspects are not the only ones that have grown. "The number of 

players throughout the world registered with FIFA rose from 18 million in 1976 to 88 

million in 1993" (Gardner, 1996).® Although, FIFA numbers seem to contradict 

themselves at times, it is estimated that there are some 150 million registered players, 

with only 32,000, or less than 1%, being professional. 

This stands in contrast to the situation less than 100 years ago, as Jules Rimet 

had to struggle to get enough interest to create the tournament known as the World Cup. 

® Huge increases occurred with China joining FIFA in 1979. The administration-improvements that took 
place in Africa allowed the coimting of previously unregistered players. 



CHAPTER 3 

The History of the U.S. Game 

The Beginning 

There seem to have been so many beginnings for soccer in the U.S. To stretch it 

way back one can point to the fact that the natives were playing some version of a 

kicking game resembling soccer already when the Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock in 

Massachusets (Radnedge, 1994). 

On november 6, 1869 Rutgers beat Princeton 6-4 in a game that is considered to 

be the first American football game. The truth is that it was a game played to the rules of 

soccer. So how come American football, and not soccer is being watched by millions 

each fall in the U.S. as we are approaching the 21®^ century? Soccer was being played in 

the U.S., as it was in the rest of the world, from the 1820s or so (Smits, 1968) in various 

forms. According to Smits it was "touch and go after the Civil War whether soccer 

would become the dominant American collegiate sport, or whether it would be Rugby 

which could expand into American football." Harvard University was to decide the fate 

of soccer versus rugby when it refiised to take part in a meeting that was held in New 

York on October 19, 1873. The outcome of the meeting was the American 

Intercollegiate Football Association (ALFA). AIFA based its rules on those of the 

London Football Association. Representatives from Columbia, Princeton, Rutgers, and 

Yale were all present at the meeting. Harvard, refused the rules of AIFA, and chose to 

remain loyal to its own game, "the Boston game", which was based on the rules of 

Rugby. Somehow Harvard managed to get the other schools to convert to their rugby-

17 
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styled game, and in 1876, after only three years of existence, "soccer was banished 

from the prestigious top level of American education,..." (Smits, 1968). 

Soccer continued to grow in the US, but at a slow pace. In 1885, however, the 

American Fotball Association (AFA) was formed in New Jersey. In 1890 a second 

organization was formed, the American Amateur Football Association (AAFA). The 

Oneidas of Boston team was established in 1862 (Radnedge, 1994). In Saint Louis the 

Kensingtons team "...were founded in 1890 as the first all-U.S.-born team,.. " (Murray, 

1996). 

Soccer got its first big boost in 1905, when the british team the Pilgrims visited 

the U.S. for a 23 game tour The tour was a success with 21 victories and only 2 losses. 

More important, however, was the fact that "the high standard of soccer displayed gave 

American soccer a much needed jolt" (Rote, 1978). As a result of the newfound interest 

the Intercollegiate Association Football League was formed the same year. This time 

Harvard joined with Columbia, Cornell, Haverford, and Pennsylvania to establish the 

league. In 1906 another English amateur team visited with equal success. This time it 

was the famous Corinthians who came and conquered both opponents, and spectators 

alike. 

In 1912 both the AFA and the AAFA courted for FIFA approval. "FIFA sensibly 

told the two associations to compose their differences and come back as one unit" (Smits, 

1968). The AAFA created the United States Football Association (USFA) on June 21, 

1913. The AFA realized they were not going to win the battle and merged into the 

USFA. "On August 15, FIFA gave the USFA temporary membership and on June 27, 

1914 permanent membership" (Rote, 1978). In 1916, while World War I was going on. 
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an "All-American" team visited Scandinavia to mark the first visit by an American 

team to Europe (Radnedge, 1994). 

The Golden Age 

The 1920s stand out as the "Golden Age" in American soccer Due to the great 

number of teams located on the East Coast a professional league was established in 1921 

The league, known as the ASL (American Soccer League), "played continously, in 

various shapes and forms and with differing degrees of success, through 1984" 

(Radnedge, 1994). The German-American Soccer Legue was formed two years later It 

survived into the 1980s as well (Murray, 1996). In 1884 the American Challenge Cup 

was established to crown the U.S. champion, and was retired in 1917 as it was duplicated 

by the National Challenge Cup, or the Dewar Cup, (Rote, 1978), which had been 

introduced in 1914. The Bethlehem team, put together by Charles M. Schwab, the 

president of Bethlehem Steel, won the Dewar Cup the first two times it played. They also 

won the American Challenge Cup in 1916 "thus completing the first and only time 'the 

double' in American soccer" (Rote, 1978) in the pre-MLS era.^ Over the next two 

decades the Bethlehem team, along with the Fall River team were to dominate the U.S. 

soccer scene. Cup finals at that time were interesting, with 10,000 spectators turning out 

to watch the event. In the 1916 Dewar Cup final a "miniriot" broke out after the game, 

"as players and spectators fought each other--.. .the real reason for the mayhem was the 

intense rivalry growing between these two top American teams" (Rote, 1978). Rote goes 

on to point out that this was a problem that would become "only too familiar in American 

soccer in the next fifty years". 

' D.C. United won the double in 1996, and in 1998 the Chicago Fire became the third team to ever do it. 
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The American Soccer League eastablished soccer as a big sport. Big money 

backed the league, and Edgar Lewis of Bethlehem Steel played an important role in 

facilitating the league. The league was relatively high paying, which drew players from 

Europe. Attendance averaged 8,000 to 10,000 for the top teams (Rote, 1978). From 

1925 to 1930 several great teams visited the U.S., and the Uruguayan national team, the 

Sparta Club of Prague, and the Hakoah club of Vienna all suffered losses to American 

opponents. The crowds were also present, with a record 36,000 turning out to see the 

stars of the Hakoah club. Soccer was now finally accepted as a sport. This was reflected 

by "Virtually every eastern newspaper in the '20s and '30s had a soccer columnist and 

reported daily on the sport" (Wagg, 1995). In 1924 Thomas Cahill, the Secretary of the 

United States Football Association suggested that "Soccer is making great progress and 

in the not too distant fiature will rank only second to baseball as the leading pro game" 

(Rote Jr., 1978) 

The Golden Age ended on a high note as the US entered the 1930 World Cup in 

Uruguay as a top seed. Thirteen countries were present, and the U.S. easily went on to 

the second stage where they lost out to the eventual runners-up, Argentina, but the U S. 

placed third ahead of such countries as Brazil and France. The U S. team consisted 

mainly of former English professionals, six in all. In 1931 an equally impressive feat was 

accomplished when the mighty Glasgow Celtic, arguably the best team in the world at the 

time (Wagg, 1995) visited the states to play Fall River, who was about to make a short 

term move to New York and had thus changed their name to the New York Yankees. 

The game proved the high level of play in the U.S., as the Yankees pulled away with a 4-

3 victory. 
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Instead of marking the beginings of great things to come these two events 

marked the end of the Golden Age. U S. soccer was not to stage another upset before the 

1950 World Cup, although it participated in the 1934 World Cup with a dismal 7-1 loss 

to Italy. 

Depression and War 

Kyle Rote Jr. believes that "The great Depression of the early '30s hit American 

professional soccer harder than any other sport" (1978). The problems had started 

appearing at the end of the 1920s with a restructuring of the ASL, and the appearance of 

several "outlaw" leagues (Murray, 1996). With the organisational and financial problems 

piling up some of the biggest supporters of the game pulled out. With the Wall Street 

crash came a severe blow to most soccer comunities which were still centered around the 

mill towns and heavy industry (Murray, 1996). The teams could no longer afford to pay 

the high salaries of the professionals, and soon semiprofessionals were in their place. 

The facilities were not kept up. All this hurt the level of play, and inevitably attendance 

decreased. 

In 1941 only eight registered soccer clubs remained of the 200 in 1930 (Wagg, 

1995). The United States Soccer Football Association (USSFA), having added the word 

Soccer in 1945 to its title, was by now almost defunct. Soccer survived in the places with 

a high contingency of "foreigners", or first generation Americans, such as Chicago, Los 

Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, and Saint Louis. From the 1930s til the 1970s the 

game was known as the "immigrant sport". 
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New Optimism 

Like many others before him, Bill Jeffrey, coach of the U.S. World Cup team that beat 

England 1-0 in the 1950 World Cup believed "This is all we need to make the game go 

over in the States". That was a great victory, and may well be the biggest upset the world 

has ever seen in soccer. England entered its first World Cup generally recognized as the 

best team in the world. The term "part-timers" suited the U.S. national team at the time. 

The result was heralded throughout the soccer world, but barely made the U S. 

newspapers. The U.S. lost its two other first round matches and did not make it into the 

second round of the tournament. The US. would not qualify for another World Cup in 

forty years. 

The Return of Professional Soccer 

In thel960s, growth in public interest brought a return of professional soccer to 

the U.S. The College game had grown more popular, and when Saint Louis University 

won the first ever championship tournament for colleges in 1958 (Radnedge, 1996) it was 

an important step for soccer's long term viability. The first attempt to make a new 

professional league appeared in 1960, when Bill Cox formed the International Soccer 

League. Mr. Cox was a sports promoter and the owner of the "defiinct Brooklyn Dodgers 

professional football [soccer] team" (Murray, 1996). The league consisted of one U.S. 

all-star team and eleven European and South-American teams. The USSFA, the ruling 

body for the sport in the U.S. did not believe the league was the best for the evolution of 

soccer in the U.S., and "canceled" the league in 1965 (Murray, 1996). The league, 

drawing crowds of sometimes 20,000 a game, plus a television deal, showed there was 

potential for soccer. The business aspect of the game had also been changed. As Stephen 
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Wagg phrased it, soccer "had changed its composition from a working-class sport 

played by immigrants to an upper-middle class and suburban recreational activity, played 

almost entirely by the young" (1995). The game was still played by immigrants, it was 

just that there were fewer of them, but Wagg certainly is correct when stating that it was 

no longer a game sponsored by factories and mills, but rather a game that was being 

played in exclusive high schools and colleges. The new "soccer people" had more 

financial resources than their predecessors. In 1965 the USSFA found itself in an 

unexpected situation. Three separate business-groupings staked claims for creating the 

biggest, and best pro league in the US (Radnedge, 1996). The best known of the backers 

of these leagues were Bill Cox (National Professional Soccer League) and Jack Kent 

Cooke (United Soccer Association). Mr. Cooke, known as the owner of the Los Angeles 

Lakers, brought some business-experience to the sport. It ended in chaos, with little 

success both on or off the field. A 1967 merger brought about the first real professional 

soccer league, the North American Soccer League (NASL). It consisted of 17 teams 

from the U.S. and Canada. A year later only five of those original teams were still 

fiinctioning. New teams were set up to fill the vacancies. 

The timing of the NASL was good and bad. The World Cup, to be held in 

England in 1966, was to be televised in the US, and was good. Some researchers credit 

the 1966 World Cup for the "boom" that took place in U.S. soccer (Murray, 1995). 

However, it is imortant to note that soccer's growth at the grassroots level was also 

impacted by students and peace corps members who returned from abroad having grown 

fond of the game. The state of professional soccer at this time, however, was one of 

defensive tactics and low scoring games. Kyle Rote Jr. pointed out that, during the first 
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seasons of NASL play "Even the more riot-prone soccer fans found it difficult at times 

to stay awake" (1978). The NASL landed a deal with CBS, and in 1968 and 1969 the 

American public could watch professional soccer on their TV every Saturday afternoon 

(Murray 1995). The NASL was still not making money, however, and CBS pulled out, 

but the 1970s found interest for the game on the rise. 

The game had not really made it big, however, until the arrival of a "retired" 

player named Pele. When the New York Cosmos signed the Great One no one really 

understood what was going on. Pele had visited the US twice in 1966 and 1967 to play 

exhibition games in the Yankee Stadium in New York with tremendous success. At the 

time Pele's name was arguably the best known in the world. Clive Toye, the man in 

charge of the New York Cosmos organization was banking that Pele could still fill the 

stadiums. Toye was right. In 1974 the Cosmos were averaging 3,600 spectators per 

game. In 1975, after the arrival of Pele, crowds of ten times that were not unusual. In 

1978, at the peak of their popularity the average attendance was close to 50,000 per 

game. Even though many famous foreign stars followed in the footsteps of Pele over the 

next few years, the unescapable problem is well stated by Wagg: "In the end, the main 

problem was simply that Pele could not play forever" (1995). Pele's farewell game, at the 

end of the 1977 season, was attended by 77,202 fans. 

1978-79 were the peak years of the NASL with high attendance and many 

(former) international stars. Few could have predicted that the league would fold within 

five-six years. In 1978 there were 24 teams in place, and attendance was relatively stable 

topping out at an average of around 15,000 in 1979. In its last season, 1984, there were 

only nine teams left. The league had a slow start, then picked up momentum by bringing 
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on aging foreign stars, before the league collapsed. The failure of the league must have 

/ 

been a tremendous disapointment to all who supported U.S. soccer. The United States 

Soccer Association (having dropped "football" from its name in 1974) had once again 

been unsuccessfiil in making the game a big time sport, or had they? 

When the first league was formed in 1960 there was a great vacuum to be filled. 

Soccer had been "dead" for at least twenty years. ". .by the end of the 1960s it was the 

fastest-growing sport in the country" (Rote Jr., 1978). Hundreds of thousands, not to say 

millions, had been exposed to the game, and the spectators had shown that they would 

come as long as the product was good enough. The sport was embraced by children and 

teenagers. This interest led to involvement from parents who started playing on the pure 

recreational level. The vacuum was being filled. 

It is also interesting to note that the NASL had made some rule-changes that made 

the games more exciting such as giving points, not only for winning a game, but also 

extra points for scoring goals. These kinds of changes were not always appreciated by 

FIFA, but it made for more entertaining soccer in a time that tended to favor defensive 

play The NASL had also established an indoor league, known as the Major Indoor 

Soccer League (MISL) which continued with some success until 1992. The MISL 

attempted to Americanize the game even further, by playing it indoors, making it faster, 

having higher scoring, and adding a whole lot of show to the total package. The league 

might well be part of the reason for the failure of the NASL's outdoor league, as they 

seemed to compete more than complement each other. 
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Reasons for Failure 

Upon entering the last decade of the twentieth century it would be correct to say 

that all attempts of making soccer a long term viable "big time" sport in the U S. had 

failed. Looking at the recreational aspects of the sport it had been much more of a 

success, however. Why all these failures on the professional side? Why so little apparent 

progress? Some of the answers to these questions seem to vary with time. Some, 

however, appear to remain the same. For a long time the game was seen as an 

unamerican activity, its origins were British, the rule-making committee was firmly 

rooted in England, and the biggest advocates of the game were foreigners. It was also an 

unamerican event in that it was not as masculine as American football. The idea of 

"gentlemanly conduct" was not in line with the rugged ideals of America. This problem 

was present in the early days, as well as in the late 1950s and 1960s when the exclusive 

high schools and colleges^ took to the game. 

On the other side the spectators seemed to embrace violence, which in turn 

repelled many from watching the game. The internal disputes over rules and leagues 

seem to have been ever present. In England the English had set up the rules and leagues; 

in Germany the Germans set up the rules and leagues; in Italy the Italians had set up the 

rules and leagues and so forth. In those countries geographical distances were not so 

great so central "power" could be ensured. In the U.S. the immigrants from England, 

Germany, Holland, Scottland and so forth established the rules and regulations of the 

game, and this in a country that was geographically larger than all of Europe. This was 

not a simple task. The models used for the sport elsewhere in the world, based on 

^ It resembles the scenario in England a centnry earlier. 
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promotion and relegation^ of teams every year in leagues that consisted of several 

divisions, never seemed possible in the U.S. "Sam Foulds, a US Soccer historian who 

played, coached, and administered the game for the better part of the twentieth century, 

[believes that] soccer in the United States, like any other sport, is primarily a business 

and second a sport - the reverse of the rest of the world" (Wagg, 1995). Foulds goes on 

to state that the system of promotion and relegation would never work in the U S. as the 

owners of the teams would never allow their teams, or investments to be relegated. In 

most of the world this system is at the core of soccer This very system makes the last 

match of the season exciting even if, or maybe especially if, it is between two of the 

lowest placed teams in the league. Perhaps what enabled this in Europe was the fact that 

many of the teams started out as amateur teams, or at best semi-pro. The fans of the 

clubs often supported their team in financial ways far beyond what could be expected. In 

other parts of the world teams did not move about like they did in the U.S. When 

building a loyal base of fans it seemed unwise to move from city to city as some U S. 

teams did. The ingredient of passion, such a vital part of the worlds game seemed to be 

missing in much of the U.S. game. 

The lack of media coverage clearly is one of the most obvious problems the sport 

has been facing. The 1920s and early 1930s, and parts of the NASL-era set aside, U S. 

soccer hardly ever made it into the media. The lack of knowledge of the game, and the 

biased attitude of several of the big sports magazines, newspapers, and broadcasting 

companies are a big reason for this. Another reason is the lack of marketing knowledge 

^ The system of promotion and relegation refers a system where, f ex., the two best teams of the second 
division will move up (promoted) to the first division, while the two lowest placed teams in the first 
division will move down (relegated) to the second division. 
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on behalf of the leagues. The problems actually seem to stem from a lack of soccer 

knowledge combined with a lackluster attitude on the part of the media. A typical 

example of this would be when Commissioner Logan, after meeting with Sports 

Illustrated executives, believed he was getting a four-page pre-season preview and "what 

they got was one lousy column, featuring the usual snide SI [Sports Illustrated] anti-r 

soccer attitude" (Gardner, April 21, 1997). 

Perhaps the most obvious reason, but also the one that is easiest to overlook, is the 

strong competition for consumer dollars in the U S. There are several other "big time" 

sports that present quality entertainment. The U.S. has always offered a myriad of 

pastime activities. In Europe often soccer had little competition from other team sports. 

It would also seem obvious that backers of other " big time" sports in the U.S. would not 

celebrate the arrival of a potential competitor the size of soccer. It might be harsh to 

judge the leaders of such establishments as the MLB, NFL, NBA, and NHL to work 

against soccer. However, as Foulds put it, in the U S. soccer and other sports are first 

businesses and then sports. 

Knowing how many have played the sport, and continue to be involved with it, it 

might not be that the sport of soccer failed, but rather the business of soccer failed. 

The Recent History 1985 - 1996 

The situation for U.S. soccer in the mid-1980s could possibly seem like the start 

of another dark era where a vacum would be created. However, soccer was the second 

biggest sport in the U.S. in terms of young recreational players (Gardner, 1996). The 

game was being played in colleges and high schools like never before (actual numbers 

follow), and it was being played by Americans. The number of students coming out of 
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college having played soccer was increasing, but there was no big league for the best of 

these to join. What happened was that the many regional leagues, such as the United 

States Interregional Soccer League (USISL), were fiieled with more talent and 

enthusiasm, while some of the best players who wanted more went south of the border, or 

across the Atlantic. With U.S. players playing at the highest level in countries such as 

Holland, England, Germany, and Mexico, the elite group of players managed to reach a 

higher level than before. In 1990, for the first time since the 1950 World Cup, the U.S. 

national team qualified for the greatest sporting event in the world, the World Cup. This 

was also a result of a commitment by the United States Soccer Federation (USSF) 

(having dropped "Association" for "Federation") to focus on the national team. 

The U S. had shown that they were worthy of staging the World Cup in 1994, a 

tournament they had been granted by FIFA in 1988. The U S. had been granted the 

tournament partly due to the great success of the Olympic soccer tournament that was 

staged in the U.S. in 1984. The final game of the Olympic tournament, played in the 

Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California was attended by 101,799 fans, the highest ever for an 

Olympic soccer match according to Trecker (1998). The two semifinal matches also 

attracted crowds of approximately 100,000. 

Another reason why the U.S. had been granted the tournament was to help 

establish a major league for soccer. For the World Cup to come to the states the USSF 

had to guarantee that a professional league would be in place, ready to kick off as soon as 

the World Cup was over. FIFA, having to answer to criticism of having awarded the Cup 

to the U S. only for financial purposes, used the the argument that the "idea was to 
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'promote the game of association football,' exactly as the FIFA statutes require" 

(Gardner, 1996). The establishment of a major professional league was seen as a part of 

this. 

The World Cup 1994 organization was headed by Allan Rothenberg, a lawyer 

who knew how to get things done. Rothenberg had played a crucial role in the 

organization of the 1984 Olympics. It was not Rothenberg who was at the helm of the 

USSF in 1987 when the bid was made, however. It was Werner Fricker. Fricker had 

done a thorough job and presented a bid to host the game that was hard to reflise 

(Gardner, 1996). Frecker, falling out of favor with FIFA found himself sidelined, as 

FIFA pushed Alan Rothenberg into the presidency of the USSF in August, 1990. 

Rothenberg proved to be a good organizer once again. In the aftermath of the 

tournament, however, many questions of his position in U.S. soccer were asked. 

Rothenberg somehow ended up with $7 million from his five year leadership of the 

World Cup. Rothenberg was also partner in the law firm that the USSF used in its 

dealings, raking up a lot more money. It is the same Rothenberg who was also awarded 

the permit to set up the new professional league MLS. The MLS structure is built on the 

single entity concept which calls for a lot of central power, and .. .yes, Allan Rothenberg 

is at the top of the organization. Rothenberg remained president of the USSF until 1998, 

when Dr. S. Robert Contiguglia was elected. 

The 1994 World Cup turned out to be an unprecedented success, as more than 

3,578,000 attended the 52 games, and the average record attendance, held by Italy 1990, 

of 48,411 was shattered with the new record being 68,102. Souvenir sales surpassed $20 

million at the venues, and gross revenues were reported to exceed $1 billion. The final 











• There is certainly more soccer both on the screen and in the newspapers today 

than there was just two-three years ago. 

• The real opportunity for definitely breaking into the real majors lays in getting a 

better broadcasting agreement. 

The growth of the USL, and the expansion of the MLS. 

• MLS expects to add four more teams over the next three years. 

• The USL continues to grow. 

American stars are emerging. 

• With the emergence of American stars such as Brian McBride, Ben Olsen, and 

Eddie Pope the sport takes on more of an American look. 

• Players like Eric Wynalda, Jon Harkes, and Kasey Keller have been stars for a 

long time and continue to shine, not only in the U.S., but also in Europe where all 

three players have played/are playing. 

The womens aspect of the game. 

• The U.S. is hosting the third ever women's World Cup in the summer of 1999, 

and they enter the tournament as favorites. This is a great opportunity to capture 

new fans of the game. The women's game is growing at a rapid pace around the 

world, and the established teams, such as the U.S., Germany, and Norway, are 

being joined by the Brazilians, the English and many more. The U S. is at a great 

advantage with its highly developed college league. Many of the best female 

players in the world are looking to the U S. as the ultimate place to play, as there 

is still not much money to be made for women players in Europe or elsewhere. 

Faye White of the English national team says that playing in the U.S. would be 
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great, and "It'd be nice to get that sort of recognition" (Jeffery, 1999), referring 

to the status U.S. players carry Similarly "Women's head coach at Lock Haven 

University Liz Driscoll explains that she could not go back to the UK because 

women players enjoy so much more respect in the US" (Prasad, 1998). 

• Sepp Blatter, the general secretary of FIFA and regarded as the second most 

powerfiil man in soccer, holds that "the future of football would [will] be 

feminine" and "in 10 years, I feel we will have as many participants among the 

women as we do with men" (Lewis, 1996). The U S. is very well positioned in 

the women's game, something that might well culminate in a full sized Womens 

Major League Soccer. 

• The chances for hosting the men's World Cup. 

• Due to the successful hosting of the World Cup in 1994 the chance for hosting 

the Cup in the not-too-distant future is good. 

• New soccer-only stadiums will likely heighten the enjoyment of the fans. 

• In addition to the soccer-specific stadium opening up in Ohio, other stadiums are 

under planning. This shows long-term commitment, and is likely to give a greater 

sense of pride and belonging. 

• Project 2010. 

• The USSF aims for the U.S. mens team to win the World Cup by the year 2010 

• Project 40. 

• The USSF aims to give the forty greatest youth talents in the country the best 

backing possible. 



Threats: 

The big broadcasting deals are volatile, as seen in the past. 

• The NASL lost its broadcasting deal in the late sixties due to low ratings. This 

might well happen again if ratings drop. 

Business is seemingly always put first. 

• How will the big sponsors and investors deal with a possible lack of interest, and 

lack of profit in the long run? 

Players might opt for better money in other leagues. 

• This could become a serious problem if the money-strong leagues around the 

world realize that there is a great pool of talent in the MLS which can be bought 

relatively cheaply. The MLS can in no way match the wages of these leagues. It 

will be up to the MLS to price their players (they hold the contracts) in a sensible 

way. 

Other sports, new and old, can grow in popularity. 

• Sports such as in-line hockey, and roller-blading, though small, are increasing in 

popularity. No one knows what may come around the comer. 

Another professional soccer league might start up. 

• Chances are that this will not happen as the market is not likely to sustain it, 

however, with only twelve teams in place there are still many markets out there 

vying for a team. 

• The anti-trust laws are unclear, and one has to consider the possibilities. 

Fans dislike of MLS rule changes to make the games more "attractive". 



• So called 'tme' soccer fans have shown strong opposition to some of the rules 

established by the MLS, most noteably the tie-breaker shootout. Many fans frown 

on this, and the league risks losing credibility with this group of fans. The 

expected benefits from creating interest amongst 'untraditional' fans, must be 

balanced with the potential loss of self proclaimed 'true' soccer fans. Most long

time followers of the game seem to dislike the shootout, but might still see the 

need for it as it encourages teams to take more risks and not settle for a draw 

Internal disagreements. 

• Disagreement between team operators and the league. This is the kind of 

agreement that led to the ousting of Mr Gulati. 

• Disagreement between the players and the league/operators over salary issues etc. 

This kind of disagreement led to the lawsuit brought on by Mr. Kerr and a group 

of players. 

The possibility of a Super-League with teams from South, Central and North-

America. 

• There are rumours that such a league will be a part of the future soccer-scene in 

the Americas. Based on the success of the Champions league in Europe, a Super-

League of European teams have long been discussed. Teams that compete in the 

Super-League would only compete there, and not in the regular domestic leagues. 

A Super-League could hurt MLS by moving into some of the most soccer friendly 

cities, and in all reality take over entire MLS teams. D C. United would seem a 

prime candidate for such a league. 
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• Foreign players have raised questions as to the atmosphere, or rather the lack of 

atmosphere at MLS games. 

• It can be hard for players who are used to playing in front of 40-60,000 fans to get 

used to playing in front of 14-16,000 fans. It might well become somewhat of an 

anti-climax. 

Conclusion and More Suggestions 

To assess the viability of the MLS is certainly not an easy task. The only thing 

that seems certain is that there will be changes in the coming years. 

A central component for success is increasing the level of knowledge of the 

media, tv-comentators and newspaper journalists. This will result in more and better 

coverage of the game. This should be a viable goal through lobbying and various other 

means. 

It is also of crucial importance that MLS continue its long term strategy, and 

refrain from taking a "now or never" approach. It takes time to build a true major league, 

and the proof of this is clearly set forth in chapter four when considering the NFL, NBA, 

etc. 

MLS needs to appreciate the Open Cup more, and together with the USSF make it 

into a truly great event. So far the MLS have done nothing to promote and help the Open 

Cup's position. The Open Cup is important as it enables, not only MLS teams, but also 

USL teams to compete for a national championship. 

The grass roots movement needs to get its share of the financial profit when/if it 

becomes a reality. Local clubs are in need of money to make the sport affordable for all. 
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In many areas this represents a major obstacle today, as talented youngsters opt to stay 

away from travel teams, etc. due to the costs. 

The performance of the U.S. national team is very important as it is the national 

team that can catch the attention of the average person in the street who does not usually 

watch soccer Next to the national team it is important to have a few dominant club 

sides. This is something that MLS has to consider in its "family oriented" structure 

where every team is supposed to be given what it takes to be successful. In the European 

and South American countries, whenever soccer has been doing well (on a high wave if 

you like) in any given country, there has been a dominant club side. In England it was 

Liverpool in the eighties, in Italy it was Milan in the late eighties and early nineties, these 

days Manchester United rules in England, Boca Juniors have had their spells in 

Argentina, as has San Paulo in Brasil. It is these great teams that get people to unite, and 

feel good about their leagues. It is also these teams that manage to bring in top players 

from other countries. D C. United seems to have taken the leading role in MLS so far 

MLS must hope that D C. will remain in the top for several seasons. 

MLS has been somewhat successfiil in thinking in new ways. Some rule changes 

have been tried successfully. However, it is important that MLS also looks back at the 

historical aspects of the game, and what has made it big all over the world. In looking 

back one also needs to look to the experiences of the other major leagues. This is a must 

in order to learn something about some of the problems that are most likely to come 

about. Labor disputes have been mentioned. The threat of rival leagues, the need for 

getting/creating new stars, and the need for a positive bottom line are all issues one can 

draw information about from the experiences of other leagues. 
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The best advice I can give to MLS is to keep it a long term commitment and not 

ever think in too large terms. MLS does not have to become the biggest league in the 

U S., and it does not need to be the best league in the world, but it needs to be big, and it 

needs to be good... and yeah, by the way get a television deal that enables us to see at 

least one game a week on a syndicated station. 

In conclusion, it can be said that the organizers of MLS have done a great job in 

many aspects. The league was set up at a minimum cost, the level of play has exceeded 

expectations, attendance has been relatively stable, and games are being aired through a 

major broadcasting deal. However, now it must be up to the league to take a more 

aggressive stand with the media, and the the television-media in particular There is no 

need or place for a now-or-never attitude, but MLS has proven its strength and should be 

able to go back to the negotiating table and demand something more. It might not be 

such a bad idea for the commissioner and his troops to get some outside help from people 

that have been involved with soccer in the U.S. for a long time, someone who is both an 

expert and a fan. Maybe Paul Gardner should follow along the next time the 

commissioner meets with the ABC executives, and why not bring along the top 

representatives of Adidas and Nike as well? They are more than likely to support 

soccer's case and let ABC know how great the demand for soccer is, just as they would 

like to see the demand grow to double, and triple, and ... 

The MLS may fold in two years from now. At the same time one can be assured 

that professional soccer has never before held a stronger and more stable position in the 

U.S. than what it does in 1999. 
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It is tempting to give Carol Slezak, associate editor of Soccer Digest, the last 

word. She said upon the opening of the league . .it's time for soccer enthusiasts to put 

up—or shut up... Support MLS. It's as simple as that" (Slezak, 1996), but when talking 

about soccer in the U S. it is hard not to give the last word to Mr. Alan Rothenberg "If we 

can't make it based on soccer fans, we're in big trouble" ( Mahoney, April 14 1997). 



APPENDIX 1 

The World Cup was staged in Italy 1934 (Italy won), and in France 1938 (Italy 

won). The tournaments became more popular each time.^ By 1938 Europe was in 

turmoil, and to stage a tournament with 14 teams was certainly a sign of strength 

(Radnedge, 1994). The tournament was not to be played again until 1950. 

The English did not appear in any of the World Cup's before World War II. They 

were still believed to be the best in the world, however. The 1950 tournament could not 

be played in Europe, as the rebuilding was still going on, and, as Gardner phrased it, 

"soccer stadiums were not high on the priority list" (1996). Another problem was the 

lack of trust between Eastern and Western Europe. On the other side of the world, 

however, the Brazilians were busy building the largest stadium in the World. The 

Maracana, in Rio de Janeiro, with a capacity of 175,000 spectators,^ was to be the stage 

for the opening match of the 1950 World Cup. FIFA rules called for 16 participating 

countries, only 13 actually made it to the tournament. The return of England, or "i 

maestri, the masters, as the Italians called them" (Gardner, 1996) was the big story The 

English had recently beaten the Italians by the score of 9-0 in Turin, and had won 14, tied 

3, and lost only 1 game between 1946 - 1950, so they might well have deserved to be 

considered a favorite (Rote Jr., 1978). However, England, having lost two matches and 

won only one, returned to England without having reached the final round. England was 

beaten at their own game. The case was argued by many that the British teams had not 

developed nearly as much as had the rest of the soccer world over the last twenty years. 

The British were first to realize in 1953, when the Hungarians visited Wembley and 

' There had been 13 contestants in 1930, by 1934 it was 16, and in 1938 there were 14. 
^ There were actually 199,850 fans at the final (Rote Jr., 1978) 
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trashed the host by a score of 6-3, that something was wrong. When the English sought 

their revenge the following year in Hungary they got an even worse result, 7-1. But, the 

men of FIFA could be pleased about the 1950 tournament, and the fact that the public 

attendance totaled more than 1.3 million. This was more than the three previous World 

Cups had in combined attendance (Duarte, 1994). 

The 1954 World Cup was held in Switzerland. Hungary, or the 'Magic Magyars' 

as they were called, were favorites, but their biggest star Ference Puskas was injured after 

less than 30 minutes of the opening game. Hungary still made it to the final, where 

Puskas tried a comeback, but the Germans proved too strong and won the match 3-2. 

Edson Arantes do Nascimento, or simply Pele entered the world stage in 1958. 

The 1958 World Cup staged in Sweden introduced the world to who was to become 

arguably the most famous sports-personality of all time. To this very day Pele remains 

the greatest name in soccer. In 1958, at age 17 Pele became the youngest ever to win the 

World Cup. It was the way he did it that was so astonishing. He was a star alongside 

stars, and scored two goals in the final against Sweden. The Brazilians won the game 5-

2. The other big star of the tournament was France's Just Fontaine, scoring 13 goals in 5 

games, a record to this day. 

The 1962 games in Chile became known for physical and foul play. Pele was 

injured in the second match and did not re-enter the tournament, but Brazil was still good 

enough to beat the Czech's 3-1 in the final. 

If the 1962 games had been a slight let down, the 1966 games were to be 

memorable. Perhaps most of the games were not so well played, and the tournament 

came to be known as the "World Cup of Fouls" (Duarte, 1994), but it did have drama. 
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and lots of it. England finally got the chance to host the World Cup. By that time it 

was not easy to get into the actual World Cup final tournament. Besides the host country, 

and the current World Cup holders, who both received automatic bids, 51 countries 

entered into preliminary contests on five continents to compete for the remaining 14 

places (Duarte, 1994). The preliminary contests served a much greater purpose than one 

might have imagined. The games enabled the game to flourish even in those countries 

that never had a chance of making it to the actual tournament. It ensured that the fans of 

the smaller soccer nations got the chance to see the biggest international stars play. The 

1966 tournament had it all, drama, star players, major surprises (North Korea beat Italy 

for a quarterfinal spot), record attendance (over 16 million), and a tremendous final game 

to decide the outcome. After extra time the score read: England 4-West Germany 2. 

Mexico hosted the World Cup in 1970 The tournament is widely recognized as 

one of the best ever (Duarte, 1994). It marked the return of the Brazilians, who had been 

sent packing after the first round of play in England four years earlier. Pele was still the 

great player everyone talked about, but it was perhaps just as much Jairzinho who made 

the Brazilians so unstoppable. Jairzinho scored in all of the six games (Radnedge, 1994). 

The Brazilians went on to beat Italy 4-1 in the final, which was the first World Cup match 

"to receive live worldwide TV coverage" (Duarte, 1994). This was the third time the 

Brazilians won the title, and the trophy was brought back to Brazil on a permanent basis. 

This was to be Pele's last World Cup, and he left a legacy that will hardly ever be 

matched. When former Brazil manager, Joao Saldano said "Pele is to Brazilian football 

what Shakespeare is to English literature" (Radnedge, 1994) he might well have switched 

Brazilian and English with World. 
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The 1974 Cup was played in West Germany. The European countries 

dominated, and the final stood between West Germany and a Holland team that was led 

by the "total football player" Johan Cruyff. The West Germans came out on top with a 2-

1 victory. 

In 1978 the World Cup was back in South America. Argentina was host and put 

on a good and exciting tournament. Holland had continued the great play that nearly 

made them world champions four years earlier, and made it to the final again. Argentina, 

cheered on by their fanatical supporters, and a goal-scoring machine named Mario 

Kempes, also reached the final. The Argentine crowd got what it wanted, as the home 

team won 3-1. The Holland team had made it to two consecutive finals by playing 

beautifial soccer, but did not manage to win a title. 

For the 1982 World Cup the field of finalists was enlarged from 16 to 24 teams. 

This increase was made to "creating more berths for Africa, Asia, and the emerging 

soccer regions of the world" (Duarte, 1994). The 1982 Cup set many records. A total of 

107 national teams signed up, 315 qualifying matches were played, and over 2 million 

attended the games. It was a great tournament that saw four European countries through 

to the semi finals. The Italians proved they were up to the task and won their third ever 

World Cup, beating West Germany 3-1 in the final. 

The 1986 World Cup was supposed to be played in Columbia, but due to 

economic crisis, the government had to pull their bid for staging the Cup. Many 

ahernatives were suggested, but Mexico received the go-ahead. FIFA nearly had to look 

for another host country as an earthquake hit Mexico in the fall of 1985 (Duarte, 1994). 

The finals were played in Mexico, however, and they turned out to be a success. The 
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world was able to see an Argentinean team poised for success, with a new hero almost 

the stature of Pele. Diego Armando Maradona, or simply Maradona, became a 

worldwide hero due to his incredible skill, Maradona might well be the greatest ball-

artist to ever have played the game. His Argentina team beat West Germany in a thriller 

that ended 3-2.^ 

The 1990 World Cup was destined to be a great one. The football crazy Italians 

were hosts, and were the favorites. In the end the tournament ended up as one of the 

worst, not because of some scandal, or horrible incident, but simply because of the 

defensive playing style of nearly every team. Cameroon had put on a good show, 

however, and helped get recognition for the African game. West-Germany, in what 

would be their last World Cup before reuniting with East-Germany, won the final on a 

penalty-kick. West-Germany 1 - Argentina 0. The tournament proved that good players 

and enthusiastic crowds are not the only ingredients of staging a successful World Cup. 

It also takes goals and "attractive" soccer. 

^ The tournament also featured one of the best World Cup matches ever to be played. It was a quarter final 
between France and Brazil. It is known as the game that no one wanted to end It ended with a shoot-out 
victory to France, as the score had been tied up at 1-1 after regulation time and extra time. That game 
serves as an example of how incredible the game of soccer can be. 
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