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Ghostface

“HE’S A KICKER,” exclaimed Dr. J. L. Dean, the veteran ob-
stetrician who finally managed to yank me into earthly exis-
tence using forceps and flair. “Can’t keep the blankets on your
boy.” Perhaps I was just happy to be free. I had spent a full ten
months in the womb, due for delivery on August 11, 1970, but
not emerging until September 11 (paging Dr. Freud on line
two!). This was precisely three years before Salvador Allende
was killed in a United States—approved coup in Chile and seven-
teen years before reggae great Peter Tosh was gunned down
in a Kingston suburb. On my thirty-first birthday I was living
in Washington, DC, when terrorists slammed an airplane into
the Pentagon. I guess I was destined for one of those cursed
days of history. Politics have long been etched into my own
private demography.

Since I came out kicking, I suppose it was no surprise that I
ended up playing soccer. In a way, it all started when my mom
needed some rest. From the beginning I was someone who



stretched for the go-go register, my inner engine thrumming
toward full throttle, even when it created mayhem. T hadn’t yet
hit my fifth birthday— the minimum age to play under-eight
soccer—but my mom was a survivor of poliomyelitis and she
would not be stopped by a technicality. She just kept showing
up to practice, limping up to the sideline with her tiny four-
year-old in tow, until the coach finally relented and let me join
the team. She somehow fudged the numbers and plopped me
on the field, instructing me to run and have fun. It was not the
last time her perseverance prevailed.

There was something visibly different about my mom. Her
gait was unmistakably lopsided. Merely trying to kick a soc-
cer ball would risk catastrophic injury. And yet, she has an
athlete locked in her body. It’s just that her legs failed her. Or
really science did, at least before it saved her. The polio virus
damaged my mom’s leg and arm muscles. My legs, born from
hers, wouldn’t fail me, they’d widen horizons that a small kid
from Madison, Wisconsin, would otherwise never see. Thanks
to her, it began. Soccer helped me live at the extreme fringe of
my capabilities, of my very existence, or at what writer Devin
Kelly described as “being as far along the edge of yourself as
possible.”?

ButIwas a diminutive human and there was no way around
it. On the pitch I was getting mauled, crushed, and otherwise
pummeled. I'was never the best player on the field. Ever. But I
loved the action, and fortunately, kids’ bodies can be freakishly
elastic. What perhaps differentiated me from my friends was my
unwavering dedication to practice. During daylight hours, my
family could often find me in the side yard absorbed in a football
fugue state, juggling the ball. Up the ladder, down the ladder:
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foot, thigh, shoulder, head, shoulder, thigh, foot. I wouldn’t
allow myself to go indoors until I did one hundred juggles with
the right foot and then one hundred more with the left. Turns
out monomaniacal behavior can sometimes have upsides.

For a fidgety kid, I could somehow conjure the capacity to
sit and watch soccer for long periods of time, immersing my-
self in the little things. When I was ten, I'd watch the televi-
sion show Soccer Made in Germany at my coach’s house. We all
called him Mr. Kussow, though I learned way later that he was
actually Dr. Kussow, an accomplished soil scientist at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin. He stressed the bigger picture, planting
tactical maps in my mind, while I tended to zero in on—and
even obsess over—technique. Striking a ball with spin—we
called them “banana kicks” back then— piqued my interest,
catapulting me into hours of all-consuming practice long before
Bend It Like Beckham was a thing. I was equally intrigued by
how the weight of a pass—the pace and power behind it— could
create vital advantages measured in microseconds, depending
on whether the teammate receiving the pass needed to take
a touch to control or could play straightaway. The fractional
differences could have knock-on effects for the wider match.
“There are alot of things that don’t matter,” writes avant-garde
poet Robert Fitterman, “and they add up.”?2

All this was well before US Youth Soccer created its Player
Development Model in 2012 in an effort to standardize a train-
ing paradigm that would advance the level of the sport in the
country.3 This also preceded the expectation that the best
players would get shunted into a hypercompetitive system of
boutique club programs, high-fee travel teams, and pay-to-
play tournaments. I was among the last generation of players
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to arrive at competitive soccer in my teens. Although this is un-
fathomable today, I didn’t join a travel team until T hit the U-14
level. Ididn’t funnel into the Olympic Development Program —
the elite youth soccer system composed of the best players
in each city, state, and region—until even later. This would
never happen today, for a lot of reasons, some good and some
not so good.

Although I was neither big nor fast, I had a secret weapon:
my inner hippie. Once again, my mom was key. Although she
was a nurse whose everyday life in the intensive-care unit was
firmly grounded in hard science, she nurtured in me an appreci-
ation of the occult. Once I started getting serious about soccer,
she gave me a book that would change my life, Adelaide Bry’s
Visualization: Directing the Movies of Your Mind.* 1latched
onto visualization when I was fifteen years old, developing a
daily practice whereby I stretched out on the hard carpet in our
cool basement and watched myself performing magical soccer
moves in my mind, viewing myself as if an observer, noting the
tiny movements and gestures and pivots that led to success.
Sometimes I’'d broadcast myself on my interior brain-screen
taking penalty kicks over and over —some with the right foot,
some with the left— pinging the ball into different corners of
the net while an imaginary goalkeeper flailed, failing to stop
my shots. I began meditation to achieve the relaxed state that
enabled visualization, kick-starting a lifelong practice.

I still have my dog-eared copy of the book. Some of the
passages that I marked all those years ago make me cringe at
my youthful exuberance for New Age ballyhoo. “As much aswe
might want instant aliveness,” wrote Bry, “our prime respon-
sibility to ourselves is to continue to grow and expand one step
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at a time, strengthening our capacity for love and happiness,
moving ever closer to a state of harmony within ourselves.”3
Now I can see how lionizing individualism was an ideological
sign of the times, as neoliberal capitalism was ascendant, with
its hyperindividualism, privatization, deregulation, scissoring
of the social safety net, and mantra to “let the market decide.”
Exhibit A: US President Ronald Reagan’s 1981 inaugural ad-
dress when he declared, “Government is not the solution to our
problem, government is the problem.” Exhibit B: British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher’s stiff-lipped insistence that “there
isno such thing as society.” But back then, I was taken by Bry’s
conclusion that “the world of sport” was “a laboratory for the
vast frontier of the New Age.” ¢ I became a visualization zealot.
Visualization and meditation remain important to me today.

Only a few years after baking visualization into my daily life,
I was suiting up for the US U-23 Men’s National Team—also
known in US soccer circles as the Olympic Team. I did not
participate in the 1992 Olympics, so I am not an Olympian.
But I did get to face off in international matches against Bra-
zil and three countries that no longer exist: Czechoslovakia,
Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union. These matches were part of
the 1990 Festival International de Football Espoirs de Toulon
in France, which meant I needed to get a passport since this
was my first time traveling outside the country. (In truth, I
had barely traveled outside Wisconsin up to that point.) The
tournament featured future global stars such as Alan Shearer
(England), Cafu (Brazil), and Vladimir Jugovi¢ (Yugoslavia).
I was in awe of the talent around me.

Ghostface 5



US U-23 Men’s National Soccer Team, from the program for the 1990
Festival International de Football Espoirs de Toulon in France. I am

hunched in the second row, second from the left.

I can thank soccer for nudging me toward what psycholo-
gist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi calls “flow”: a “state of mind
when consciousness is harmoniously ordered” that allows us
to plunge our psychic energy into pursuing goals.” #/ow means
stretching fully into the contours of the present. The disci-
plined concentration that flow requires can spur deep delight
and even self-transcendence. “The action carries us forward
as if by magic,” writes Csikszentmihalyi.® Lindsey Freeman
describes flow as “running completely within myself, coast-
ing along in this base of good feeling.”® To be clear, this is not
some space-cake-laden, go-with-the-flow sort of thing but an
active experience, grounded in total awareness of the highly
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practiced body as it moves through space. The self and the
action merge. Life’s perils, pratfalls, and faux pas melt from
consciousness.

For me, this would sometimes happen when I scored a goal—
perhaps because it was such a rare occurrence; I was never
known for goal-scoring prowess. Sometimes, as I began the
scoring sequence, time would thicken, decelerating into slow
motion. The autotelic zone opened, where the experience itself
was the reward. When this happened, you could actually see it
in my face. My visage would slip into blank equanimity while
I felt all the feels of flow coursing through me. Kaia Sand, my
longtime partner, called it “ghostface.” Mind and body clicking
in rhythm. The inverse of alienation. Bry might brand it “re-
ceptive stillness” or “relaxed attention.”*° A fully wired calm.
To this day I have never experienced anything quite like it.

But let’s be clear about something from the outset. This
is not a book about my sporting glory days of yore. I take se-
riously E. P. Thompson’s admonition that when measuring
memory and memoir, we must be mindful of “the enormous
condescension of posterity.” 11

And while we'’re at it, let’s get another bugaboo out of the
way: the notion that sports don’t matter, or worse, that they
are some spurious diversion from reality, a nefarious opioid that
dulls our collective political vim. “Karl Marx once described re-
ligion as the opiate of the masses,” wrote Richard F. Shepard
in a 1974 New York Times essay. “Well, Marx went away too
soon or he might have revised his dictum to make organized
sports the villain of the piece. There is nothing that comes close
to sports in the seizure of men’s souls.”*2 The sentiment hasn’t
dampened with time. More recently, French intellectual Marc
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“Ghostface.” T am embraced by my teammates after
scoring a goal for the Portland Pride of the Continental
Indoor Soccer League in 1995.



Perelman dubbed sport “the new opium of the people,” much
like fellow Frenchman Jean-Marie Brohm, who called it “a new
type of opiate of the people.”1?

For me, rote solemnities about sport being a waste of time
are unconvincing. In fact, Marx himself might take issue. After
all, he imbued a great deal of empathy in his original “opium of
the people” passage, nestling it within a wider critique of capi-
talist oppression. Marx wrote that “religious distress is at the
same time the expression of real distress and also the protest
against real distress.” He noted, “The struggle against reli-
gion is therefore indirectly a fight against #ze world of which
religion is the spiritual aroma.” For him, “religion is the sigh
of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, just
as it is the spirit of spiritless conditions. It is the opium of the
people.”** So, in a way, Marx viewed religion somewhat sym-
pathetically as “the heart of a heartless world.” For many, the
same can be said of sport and, in particular, of the world’s most
popular sport, soccer.

A thick thread of antisport sentiment weaves through the
fabric of academia. The notion that sports like soccer are “the
new opium of the people” permeates that space, and as a pro-
fessor of political science, I have witnessed this dismissal first-
hand. The American Political Science Association—which
describes itself as “the leading professional organization for
the study of political science [that] serves more than 11,000
members in more than 100 countries” —has fifty-five orga-
nized sections, and not one of them addresses the politics of
sport. Nevertheless, my mentor in graduate school, Dr. Wil-
liam LeoGrande, instilled in me the belief that the exactitude
of academic thinking can be used to leverage insight on any
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topic, whether ratified by the discipline’s flagship organiza-
tion or not. LeoGrande’s book Our Own Backyard: The United
States in Central America, 1977-1992—a bracing catalog of
US complicity in human-rights mayhem in El Salvador, Guate-
mala, Honduras, and Nicaragua—straddled the line between
political science and history. He helped cultivate in me a con-
scientious intellect open to curiosity. He insisted on jargon-free
interdisciplinary inquiry that bends us toward justice. I carry
this with me today, as a scholar of sports politics who tries to
use the firm foundation of my academic research to launch in-
terventions in the public sphere. The more I study politics, and
the more I marinate in the United States’ political hyperpolar-
ization, the more I wonder whether sport might in some ways
be more politically effective by being less explicitly political.

Poet Mark Yakich offers an alluring way of thinking through the
merits of soccer: “Football is everything and football is noth-
ing; the trick is to hold both notions in the mind simultaneously
without feeling either one is more ‘right’ than the other.”15
For my mom, living under chronic pain as a polio survivor,
soccer was both everything and nothing. Soccer gave her a break
before it provided me a path. Her disability made space for me
to develop an ability. When you grow up alongside a parent with
a disability, it changes you in ways big and small. A rug with a
corner collicking up was a mortal danger. Handicapped parking
spots were sacred spaces. Her childhood stories of local health
officers in Milwaukee County posting quarantine notices were
poignant tales of yesteryear, and perhaps even quaint, at least
until the coronavirus spiraled and polio returned in the United
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States, thanks to a troop of the duped who succumbed to vac-
cine avoidance—or, worse, disparagement.

In this book, soccer is both nothing and everything at once,
arollicking paradox of nil and possibility. Soccer can refract the
problematics of a capitalist society and help us make sense of
a cruel, whipsaw world that’s so blatantly rigged for the rich.
It can help us make meaning through togetherness, through
rivalry, through drama, through trauma—1Italian Marxist
Antonio Gramsci described football as “an open-air kingdom
of human loyalty.”*® Soccer can be a cross-class conversation
starter—it can wedge open space for serious political discus-
sion, and sometimes for political action. Soccer might even be
able to help flip US American exceptionalism on its ugly head:
Writer David Goldblatt suggests that the sport’s calling in the
United States may be “to offer a conduit to the rest of the world;
a sporting antidote to the excesses of isolationism, a prism for
understanding the world that the United States may currently
shape but will increasingly be shaped by.”17

The verb kick crops up only around ten times per million
words in modern written English, and yet that verb, and all that
it entails, ended up permeating my life. The word Zzc% has not
traveled a long, winding journey of verbal derivation. 7o &ick
has long been whittled down to a physiological gesture at the
individual level: striking an object with a foot. The word main-
tains a direct path of meaning from the 1380s through today.
Its etymology is a clipped history of unknown origin, with the
Welsh word cicio often credited as its linguistic font, according
to the Oxford English Dictionary. I invested thousands of hours
hewing to the individual act of kicking, whether it was juggling
a ball in the side yard, smacking a size five plastic-paneled
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football against a brick wall at the neighborhood elementary
school, or lashing an opponent’s shin. But it is the social, the
collective, where soccer accrues meaning, where the mechan-
ical act of kicking a soccer ball, grounded as it is in the prosaic,
can slingshot us toward the sublime.

So, soccer is more than a mere opiate. We need not devote
ourselves to the death of complexity. Let’s get the ball rolling.
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